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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative, exploratory study uses an interpretive case study design to 

elucidate key factors influencing the attitudes and behaviors of older adults with regard 

to public education funding in the context of rapid demographic change. The research 

was conducted in three first-ring suburbs of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, where the older 

population is predominately White, and students in the districts come from diverse 

racial backgrounds. The study examines how social networks and physical environment 

relate to older people’s attitudes and behaviors with respect to public education 

funding. Current literature about older adults in neighborhoods focuses primarily on 

them as recipients of service. In contrast, this study examines older people as political 

actors and provides a robust and nuanced discussion about how they themselves frame 

issues of school funding. The project makes a timely contribution to research on the 

relationship between the growing racial generation divide and support for public 

education among older adults. It also provides strategy recommendations designed to 

increase older people’s support for public education funding. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Problem Statement 

Support for public school budgets is being profoundly influenced by two 

demographic trends: the rapid expansion of the older adult population and increasing 

racial and ethnic diversity among children 18 and under. Previous research has yielded 

mixed findings with respect to the extent to which older adults are likely to support 

public education spending. One consistent finding, however, is that White adults age 65 

and older are less likely to support funding for schools if the students come from racial 

and ethnic backgrounds different from their own (Pastor & Carter, 2012; Poterba, 1998; 

Roberts, 2007; Wiltz, 2015) These findings result largely from statistical analyses 

comparing jurisdictions with different racial and ethnic compositions. Developing civic 

support among multiple generations for public education, particularly in the context of a 

rapidly shifting demographic landscape, requires a more robust understanding of the 

political behaviors and attitudes of older adults. 

This qualitative, exploratory study examines the context and key factors that 

influence the attitudes and behaviors of older adults regarding public education funding 

in three first-ring suburbs outside of Philadelphia that have experienced rapid 

demographic change in their school districts over recent decades. The research focuses 

on the relationship between the social context (both physical environment and social 

networks) of older adults and their attitudes and behaviors regarding school funding. 
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The current literature about older adults in neighborhoods focuses primarily on 

older people as recipients of service. This study, in contrast, examines older people as 

political actors. It provides a more robust and nuanced discussion about how older 

adults themselves frame the issues of school funding and key factors that influence their 

political attitudes and behaviors. The project makes a timely contribution to research on 

the relationship between recent demographic shifts in the United States and support for 

public investments among older adults. It also provides strategy recommendations 

designed to increase support and engagement of older people with respect to public 

education funding. 

Background and Significance 

Two key changes in the demographic landscape of the United States (Pastor & 

Carter, 2012; Poterba, 1998) have profound implications for investment in public 

education. Because of longer life expectancy and the population bubble born between 

the years 1946 and 1964, the “baby boom” (US Census Bureau, 2010), the percentage of 

older adults in the total population is rapidly increasing. The 65-plus population jumped 

15.1% between 2000 and 2010, compared with a 9.7% increase of the total U.S. 

population. People age 65 and older now make up 13% of the total population compared 

with 12.4% in 2000 and 4.1% in 1900. It is projected to make up 22% by 2030. 

The racial and ethnic composition of the population is shifting as well. Census 

data for 2011 marked a “tipping point” in which, for the first time since census data have 

been collected, Whites accounted for fewer than half of the births in the United States 
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(Tavernise, 2012). Currently, 80% of the population over 65 is White and more than 45% 

of youth aged 18 and under is African-American, Latino, Asian-American and/or Native 

American (Shrestha, 2006). Never before in the history of this country has the racial and 

ethnic make-up of our country’s older generation differed so greatly from the 

demographic make-up of our younger population. In other words, the racial gap in the 

United States is fast becoming a racial generation gap.1 

While the emergence of more robustly multi-generational and multi-cultural 

communities suggests many potential positive opportunities, there are also significant 

challenges. Researchers have found Americans are more likely to vote against tax 

referendums for public education and support spending cuts when the older adult 

population is majority White and the school age population is not (Figlio & Fletcher, 

2012). 

Because local government spending for public education comes almost 

exclusively from residential and commercial property taxes, these findings have 

important implications for public education funding. Despite numerous legal 

challenges, local control over education finance remains persistent in the majority of 

states. Currently, the average local contribution to total education spending is 44%. 

Illinois has the highest share of local funding at 59.2%; Hawaii has the lowest at 3.5%. 

Pennsylvania’s local contribution is 55% (Federal Education Budget Project, 2015). 

                                                      

1For a definition of terms used in this study, including “White,” and “race,” see pg. 22 



4 

Distribution of state funds is typically decided by state legislatures; rules and 

regulations differ state to state. The average funding rate by state government for public 

education is also 44%, drawn primarily from income and sales tax revenue. For example, 

in Vermont and Hawaii the state government share is close to 82%, while in Illinois and 

Missouri it is approximately 29%. Pennsylvania’s state share is 36% (Federal Education 

Budget Project, 2015). 

Older adults are particularly affected by property taxation. Property taxes often 

represent a disproportionate percentage of older people’s limited/fixed incomes and 

consequently, a larger fraction of overall housing expenses than for other populations. 

Property taxes also constitute a greater percentage of total housing expenditures for 

older adults than for other populations, as many have paid off their mortgage and no 

longer receive the income tax advantages that offset property taxes. 

As noted above, older adults, the majority of whom are homeowners, comprise 

an increasing percentage of the total population (Christopherson, 2005). Though they 

represent a minority of the total population, research indicates that they register and 

vote in much greater proportions than other populations and therefore have a 

substantial political advantage over younger residents in local tax referendums (Button, 

1992). In fact, older adults are widely viewed as one of the most powerful voting blocs in 

the country. Voter registration and exit poll data indicate the percentage who register 

and vote consistently rises with age until age 75 (Cutler, Elmendorf, & Zeckhauser, 

1993). In a Florida study on educational spending referendums, for example, adults over 
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65 comprised 26% of total population in the participating counties, but 41% of total 

voters, and 44% of voters on school bond issues. People over 55 comprised 61% of total 

voters on school bond issues (Button & Rosenbaum, 1989). 

Research findings are mixed regarding the extent to which older adults are likely 

to support public education spending (Button, 1992; Fischel, 2001; Ladd & Murray, 2001; 

Logan & Spitze, 1995; Plutzer & Berkman, 2005; Poterba, 1996). Despite the mixed data 

with regards to levels of support for public education funding among older people, the 

data at both state and county levels consistently indicate that when youth in their 

schools are from different racial and ethnic backgrounds, White adults age 65 and older 

are less likely to support funding for education (Harris, Evans, & Schwab, 2001; Poterba, 

1998). These findings result largely from statistical analyses comparing jurisdictions that 

differ from each other in racial and ethnic composition.  

Scholars have developed several hypotheses to explain the decreased level of 

support by older adults for public education funding in communities with pronounced 

racial generational divides. These studies, however, lack detailed empirical descriptions 

of the beliefs, attitudes and behaviors of older adults. Building public will among older 

adults to support education funding will require a better understanding of the context 

and key factors that underlie their political behaviors and attitudes. This dissertation 

presents a body of empirical data that contributes to a more robust interpretation of 

these factors. The following section outlines the two key variables that this dissertation 
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explores in relationship to political attitudes and behaviors of older adults regarding 

public education in neighborhoods undergoing racial and ethnic demographic change. 

Spatial Context 

Phillipson (2004) notes that the field of environmental gerontology currently 

lacks connection to wider theoretical perspectives used in urban sociology for 

understanding the dynamics of social relations in neighborhoods and changing 

relationships between gender, class, ethnic and age groups. The literature has examined 

how “place” structures opportunities and constrains individual choices for older people 

(Cunningham & Michael, 2004) but has focused primarily on how to support older 

people to remain in their homes. Bookman (2008) contends that the majority of research 

on aging focuses on older adults in their role as patients and clients; few studies to date 

have analyzed older adults as actors with agency in an environmental context. This 

study contributes to the critical and environmental gerontology literature through its 

focus on older adults as political actors. The dissertation also provides a rich description 

of how living in age-segregated housing communities impacts attitudes and structures 

opportunities regarding interaction with schools and children in the district. 

Social Networks 

While physical proximity between generations may be important, research 

indicates that it alone is not sufficient to develop positive relationships across 

generations (Valentine, 2008). Rather, age segregation reinforces ageist attitudes 

primarily by restricting opportunities for older and younger persons to form stable, 
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interdependent, multigenerational social networks. Social networks are defined as the 

webs of social relations based on mutual trust and exchange that offer emotional, 

informational, material, and instrumental support to members (Ryan, Sales, Tilki, & 

Siara, 2008). The literature also notes that levels of age segregation in social networks 

appear to differ somewhat between different racial and ethnic groups. For example, a 

study comparing social networks suggests that Asian-American and Latino (native-born 

and immigrant ) and African-American cultural traditions may involve less generational 

segregation than is common in many White communities (Kim & McKenry, 1998). This 

dissertation explores how the generational and racial/ethnic composition of the 

networks of older adults are related to their behaviors, attitudes and beliefs regarding 

public school funding. 

Given the complex demographic landscape, Valentine (2008, p. 330) poses an 

important question: “What kind of work needs to be done – and in which kinds of 

spaces – to generate this [cross- racial/ cross-generational] interdependence?” This 

dissertation engages with Valentine’s important question in the final chapter which also 

provides strategy recommendations that can be used by supporters of school funding to 

engage more effectively with older adults and build public will among them to support 

local education. 

Setting for the Study 

The study was conducted in Pennsylvania, a state with one of the smallest 

percentages of state-funded allocation for education in the country. The state contributes 
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approximately 36% of the state’s total education expenditures compared to the national 

average of 44%. Only 9 states in the nation have a lower percentage of state contribution 

to the education budget (Baker & Corcoran, 2012). The low rate of state funding in 

Pennsylvania, exacerbated by deep cuts to the education budget, has forced many 

districts, particularly low-wealth districts, to raise property taxes further to fill funding 

gaps (Baker, Sciarra, & Farrie, 2014). 

During the time of this study, Pennsylvania was one of three states nationally 

that did not use an established funding formula for education. Such formulas vary 

widely; some are based solely on the number of students in a district while others may 

apply other weighted factors such as the number of students living in poverty, the 

number of special education students, and the number of students for whom English is a 

second language. In 17 states, the formula is “progressively funded,” meaning that 

districts with higher levels of poverty and less access to local funding through property 

taxes receive increased financial assistance from the state. Fifteen states are “regressively 

funded” which means that the combination of state and local funding is systematically 

lower in low-wealth districts than in high-wealth ones. Funding in the latter group of 

states is often distributed through “flat funding grants” that do not take into account 

differential needs across districts (Baker & Corcoran, 2012). 

In 2011, Governor Corbett’s administration abolished Pennsylvania’s state 

education funding formula, which had previously allocated state education dollars to 

districts based on a range of factors including district size, poverty levels, and tax base 
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as well as the number of students with English as their second language and/or special 

education needs (Baker et al., 2014). It has been suggested that since the removal of the 

funding formula, the process for allocating education funds to districts increasingly is 

based on political connections rather than on need (Baker et al., 2014). 

This study was conducted in three “first-ring” suburbs that surround the city of 

Philadelphia. First-ring or inner-ring suburbs are within counties that border urban 

centers. Many such suburbs developed initially as a result of the GI bill in the post-

World War II era; these served as bedroom communities for predominantly White, 

middle-class residents who commuted to work in city centers (Puentes & Warren, 2006). 

Many of the White respondents in this study report using GI benefits to purchase the 

homes they still live in today.  

A central pillar of the GI bill was government-guaranteed housing loans to buy 

homes in the suburbs; African-American veterans were largely unable to take advantage 

of this portion of the bill because of “redlining” practices. Redlining was a practice, 

widely accepted in the industry, in which banks refused loans for mortgages to both 

racial minorities and Whites attempting to buy homes in neighborhoods that were not 

racially homogenous. African-Americans were also excluded from the suburbs through 

a combination of deed covenants (also called “racial covenants,” these forbid property 

sales to African-Americans and other racial minorities) and more informal 

discriminatory practices (Jackson, 1980). During this period efforts at racial integration 
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in the inner-ring suburbs were also met with strong and sometimes violent resistance 

from White residents (Conn, 2014).  

By the 1970s and ’80s, however, inner ring suburbs grew more racially diverse 

and Whites began to move even further away from the cities. Some have referred to this 

process as White flight 2.0 (Conn, 2014), i.e., first from the cities, then from the first-ring 

suburbs. Whites who stayed behind were typically older; some younger adults also 

lacked a sufficient financial base to move (S. Lee & Leigh, 2007; Puentes, 2001). During 

the last three decades, the U.S. Census has painted a new picture of first-ring suburbs 

(including those selected for this study) as more racially and ethnically diverse with an 

expanding aging population. In this way, inner-ring suburbs often reflect the racial 

generation gap2 emerging at the national level. 

First-ring suburbs in the Philadelphia metropolitan region have out-paced the 

city in increasing percentages of immigrant populations (M. Katz, Park, Singer, & 

Vitiello, 2008). Robustly multi-racial and multi-generational inner-ring suburbs present 

many positive assets and opportunities. Scholars have noted that such areas, when 

compared to outer-ring suburbs, have a range of advantages, many of which are found 

in the sites for this study. These include: greater walkability, established infrastructure 

(transportation, water, sewers, etc.), neighborhood design that includes diverse housing 

                                                      

2See pages 2-3 for a description of the racial generation gap. 
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options, affordable housing, convenience and centrality to the central city, and 

redevelopment opportunities. 

These areas, however, also face many challenges: growing levels of poverty, 

stagnating economies and aging physical infrastructures as state-level investment, 

wealthier residents and companies move to outer ring suburbs (Puentes & Warren, 

2006). Compared to city centers and outer-ring suburbs, inner-ring suburbs typically 

have smaller populations, weaker governments and less land for development. As such, 

they are heavily dependent on residential taxes for municipal services and education 

funding (Puentes, 2001). 

Although 20% of the nation’s population currently resides in first-ring suburbs, 

researchers suggest that these communities exist in a “policy blind spot” (Puentes & 

Warren, 2006, p. 1). Neither entirely suburban nor entirely urban, these areas often lack 

the proper policies and tools to adapt successfully to their complex new realities. The 

challenges faced by first-ring suburbs, however, have begun to receive increased 

national attention (Hanlon, 2009; S. Lee & Leigh, 2007; Puentes & Warren, 2006). Recent 

research on first-ring suburbs has explored federal, state and local policies that could 

strengthen and revitalize them. The data gathered from studies have the potential to 

contribute meaningfully to a growing body of research on planning and policy concerns 

for first-ring suburbs. 

The three first-ring suburbs selected for this study are in three different counties 

and are distinguished from each other in a range of ways. I introduce each one briefly 
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here by describing the trip I took regularly from Philadelphia to arrive at each 

township/borough, and some early impressions I had of each place. 

Upper Darby 

Upper Darby includes nearly 83,000 residents who represent more than one 

hundred different racial and ethnic groups. The racial demographics of the township are 

55% White, 27% African-American, 11% Asian, 4% Latino and 3% two or more races. 

Adults over 65 represent 11% of the township population.  

Upper Darby is about a 10-minute drive from my home in West Philadelphia. I 

leave my neighborhood, a middle-class African-American and White neighborhood of 

row homes with small front yards from the 1920s, and drive five blocks north to Market 

Street. In the five block drive, the architecture and infrastructure looks similar to the area 

where I live but I see fewer and fewer White faces. By the time I reach Market, all the 

people I see on the street are African-American. At Market Street I drive west below the 

elevated rail from 50th street to 63rd street. I pass row homes (some occupied, some 

abandoned), corner stores, colorful murals, small restaurants, clothing stores, boarded- 

up commercial buildings, and a homeless shelter. The further west I drive, the more I 

see deteriorating infrastructure. 

At 63rd street, I drive under a blue steel overpass and cross the county line into 

Upper Darby. The streets become noticeably cleaner and the buildings in better 

condition. Within minutes I reach the transportation hub of 69th street with subways, 

trolleys and buses pulling in and out. The area bustles with people crossing the street in 
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all directions, walking to the subways and buses or walking from the transportation hub 

into the town center. The neighborhood is no longer predominantly African-American. 

Here I see people of many different races and ethnicities: Vietnamese, Korean, Tibetan, 

Pakistani, Indian, Mexican, Liberian, Ghanaian to name only a few; I also see Sikhs and 

Muslims and Hindus. There are few White faces in this part of the township. Many 

small immigrant businesses dot the walkable town center. I love looking at the intricate 

art deco designs on a building at the corner of 69th St. that now houses a big H and M 

store. Another art deco building a few blocks up houses H-Mart, a sizable Korean 

supermarket, and a food court. Much of the housing near this area reminds me of the 

West Philadelphia neighborhood I live in with small single family row homes and 

apartment buildings. 

Driving further out from the town center, I pass a few Irish pubs, Italian 

restaurants, hardware stores, Catholic Churches and the Irish Immigration Center. There 

are more White faces here and many of the homes here are a little larger than near the 

town center. The area begins to look less like my Philadelphia neighborhood and more 

like my image of “the suburbs,” except that it is more racially diverse. Driving further 

out into the Drexel Hill area, there are even fewer people of color, larger historic homes, 

and less commerce. My observations are reflected in the 2010 census data; more than 

87% of Drexel Hill residents are White, compared to the township as a whole in which 

approximately 55% of the population is White.  
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Throughout this study you will hear the voices of a range of older adults who 

live in Drexel Hill, Clifton Heights and Upper Darby, all areas within the Upper Darby 

School District. The respondents include members of the Watkins Senior Center, Pilgrim 

Gardens Senior Center, the Greek Orthodox Church, Clifton Heights Lions Club, the 

Multicultural Family Services Center, Drexeline 55-plus apartments, and a daily 

breakfast group at a local fast food restaurant. 

Kennett Square 

Kennett Square is a one-square-mile borough within Kennett Township. The 

township has a total population of 7500 residents. The racial demographics of the 

township are 43% White, 7% African-American, 48% Latino and 3% 2 or more races. 

Adults over 65 comprise 11% of the total population.  

To get to Kennett Square I drive to Upper Darby and then west for more than 30 

minutes on West Chester Pike. The Pike is a small local highway dotted with residential 

and commercial buildings. Just before I get to the Kennett Square borough, I drive 

through the neighboring upscale town of Chadds Ford. The buildings along the 

highway are now small restaurants, antique stores and other local shops. Once in the 

outskirts of Kennett, I drive by the Kendal continuum-of- care community, a non-profit 

Quaker-run 55-plus community where I conducted interviews and focus groups with a 

number of residents. Though technically in Kennett, Kendal is set apart from the town 

center on a great deal of acreage; the “campus” is lush with big trees, landscaped paths 

and cream-colored buildings. Whenever I visit Kendal I always think of my 95-year-old 
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grandfather, a left wing artist and intellectual, and how he would love the beautiful big 

library, concert hall, and the lively group of liberal-minded residents. My grandfather, 

however, like most people, cannot afford to live in this very exclusive residence. Just 

before I drive into Kennett Square downtown, I pass a range of large commercial centers 

containing a Walmart, Giant Supermarket, several chain restaurants and other stores. 

The Kennett Square town center, in the northern part of the borough, is 

immaculately maintained, and has a quaint historic feel with carefully landscaped 

planter boxes, high-end coffee shops and restaurants. Unlike Upper Darby, the residents 

walking on Main Street downtown are predominantly White. At the bottom of the street 

is Liberty Place Markets, an indoor eatery and market with a wine bar and food stands 

serving fresh squeezed juices, crepes, olive oils and baked goods. The market, also with 

a predominantly White clientele, has a wide array of open seating where residents often 

hold informal meetings and gatherings. A bulletin board on the wall announces yoga 

classes, fundraiser 5k runs, and other community events. 

The northern section of the township, an affluent area with large and ornate 

historic homes, and the middle section with middle-class homes, are divided by a set of 

train tracks from the southern area which house more of Kennett’s working class and 

poor residents. Immediately north of the train tracks is the Kennett Area Senior Center 

and Walnut Court 55-plus condominiums. The southern portion of the town includes a 

range of apartment buildings, small single family-housing developments and industrial 

mushroom farms. This part of town also now includes several Mexican restaurants and 
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small stores advertising sales in Spanish.  Mexican residents live primarily in the 

southern part of town, literally on “the other side of the tracks.” 

In this study you will hear from residents who live in the northern, middle and 

southern parts of the borough as well as further out in the township. They are members 

of Kennett Area Senior Center, Walnut Court condos, Kendal Continuing Care 

Retirement Community, Kennett Lions Club, Kennett YMCA, and Kennett Rotary Club, 

as well as retired workers from the mushroom industry. 

Bensalem 

Bensalem township has a population of more than 60,000 residents. The 

township is the most racially diverse in the county comprised of 7% African-American, 

10% Asian, 72% White, 8% Hispanic/Latino and 3% reporting one or more races; 11% of 

the population is 65 or over.  

The township borders the northeast portion of Philadelphia and to get there, I 

drive north on 95, a large state highway. When I arrive in Bensalem, I am not steered 

into a “town center” but onto a crowded four lane street. Unlike Kennett Square and 

Upper Darby, there is no walkable downtown commercial area in Bensalem although 

commercial areas are plentiful. I drive past multiple shopping centers, chain restaurants, 

automotive stores, clothing stores, diners, supermarkets, and many others that line 

heavily trafficked local roads and highways. Although there are fewer people walking in 

the streets, the demographic change in the township is notable, perhaps because of the 

new places of worship springing up. Driving around one day I passed two Hindu 
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temples, a large, striking gold and red Buddhist Temple, the Faith Unity Mosque on 

Bensalem Boulevard, and the Korean Methodist Church. 

Many large apartment complexes and condo units dot the township’s major 

streets. It is not uncommon to see large flags flying outside developments adorned with 

the words “apartments for rent” or “units for sale--inquire within.” Some signs also note 

that the developments are 55-plus. Additionally there are numerous suburban single- 

family home and row home developments in the township, including Concord-

Lincolnia (discussed in greater depth in Chapter Two). While Upper Darby and Kennett 

Square are filled with historic homes, Bensalem, by contrast, feels newer and more built 

up. A large flashing screen by the side of the road advertises the large scale Parx Casino. 

In this study you will hear from residents who live in different areas in the 

township and are members of Bensalem Senior Center, Presbyterian Senior Housing, 

Chancellors Glenn 55-plus retirement community, Concord-Lincolnia developments, 

Bensalem Historical Society, Bensalem Rotary Club and a daily breakfast group that 

meets at a local fast food restaurant. 

Research Questions 

This dissertation uses qualitative research and an interpretive case-study design 

to answer the following questions: 

RQ1 How do older adults construct meaning around public education in the 

context of rapid demographic change? 

RQ2 How are social networks of older adults related to their attitudes and 

behaviors towards public education? 



18 

RQ3 How are spatial contexts of neighborhoods in which older adults live 

related to their attitudes and behaviors towards public education? 

Methodology 

To answer these questions, I engaged in a qualitative research process. I 

conducted in-depth interviews with 33 adults aged 56–93 living in three different school 

districts. These interviews focused on neighborhood spatial context, perceptions of 

neighborhood change, social networks, neighborhood attachment, interactions with 

school-age youth, perceptions of public schools/students, and attitudes regarding 

funding for public education. I also interviewed between six and ten key informants in 

each district to gain additional information about the landscape of public education 

funding and the role of older adults. Key informants included school administrators, 

school teachers, school board members, government officials, and aging services 

professionals. Furthermore, as part of my recruitment process, I attended a range of 

formal and informal social, religious and civic groups with predominantly older adult 

membership. 

Structure of the Dissertation 

The remainder of the dissertation provides a nuanced presentation about how 

framing, physical environment, and social networks relate to the attitudes and behaviors 

of older adults regarding school funding. Chapter Two provides a literature review for 

the study. Chapter Three describes the settings and presents the methodology and 

methods for the empirical study. That chapter also discusses the role of the researcher 

and presents emergent methodological findings regarding data collection about 
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attitudes, beliefs and behaviors with respect to race and neighborhood demographic 

change (López, 2013). Chapters Four, Five and Six present the empirical contributions of 

this project. Chapter Four examines how older adults construct meaning around public 

education funding in the context of rapid demographic change. Chapter Five explores 

how environmental context relates to the attitudes and behaviors of older adults 

regarding school funding. I focus on the subjective neighborhood boundary definitions 

of participants and how these have changed over time. The chapter also explores how 

living in age-segregated and age-integrated environments affect attitudes and behavior. 

Chapter Six examines how the social networks of older adults relate to their perspectives 

and behavior regarding school funding. Chapter Seven outlines the major findings from 

the study and provides suggestions regarding strategies to build public will for support 

of public education among older adults in racially changing school districts. 

Definitions 

Social networks: Interconnected systems of social relations based on mutual trust 

and exchange that offer emotional, informational, and material support to members 

(Ryan et al., 2008). 

Spatial context: In this study this refers to the physical and built environment and 

the opportunities they afford (or do not afford) for older adults to connect and interact 

with each other and with youth and children of similar and different racial and ethnic 

backgrounds. 
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Public Good: Sometimes alternately described as “common good,” this refers to 

those goods that benefit all members of a given community and its institutions (Etzioni, 

1995). 

Older Adults: The census describes older adults as 65 and older, 55-plus 

communities describe older adults as 55 and over, and many senior centers require a 

minimum age of 50. The term in this study refers to adults 55 and older. I draw on 

Bramlett’s (2015) terminology to distinguish between participants age 55–74, whom she 

refers to as the emergent old, and those 75 and over whom she refers to as the oldest old. 

Race: Scientific research has definitively demonstrated that there are no distinct 

races distinguished by biological differences. The concepts of racial groups, and physical 

differences between races have been socially constructed (Applebaum, 2003). Despite its 

socially constructed nature, race is “real” in its consequences. One’s “race” in the United 

States has enormous social, economic and political consequences. It is for this reason that 

I examine race as a category of inquiry in the context of this study. Race is described 

using self-reported data (census and participant survey data) as well as descriptive 

observations at the three sites in the study. 

People of Color: This study interchangeably refers to people who identify their 

ethnic roots outside of a European context as people of color, racialized, non-White or 

racial minorities. I have chosen to use all these terms to make the study more accessible 

for a range of readers, though the preferred term for many is “racialized,” as it 

highlights race as a social versus biological category (Choudhury, 2015). 
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White:3 The meaning of the term “White” is historical and has shifted over time. 

For example, Irish and Southern European people have previously been defined as non-

White (Warren & Twine, 1997). The current Census definition of White includes people 

of European, Middle Eastern and North African descent. In recent years, organizations 

representing those of Middle Eastern and North African descent have petitioned the 

Census Bureau to add new ethnic categories for them on forms. Advocacy groups say 

the decades-old practice of identifying these groups as “White” is inaccurate and should 

be changed (Krogstad, 2014). The term White in this dissertation, aside from reported 

Census data, refers to people whose identify their ethnic roots within a European 

context. 

Immigrants: The immigrant groups I refer to in this study are newcomers from 

countries outside of Canada and Europe. 

  

                                                      

3The question whether or not to capitalize White and Black has been the subject of much debate.  

The terms White and Black are capitalized in this dissertation in accordance with the APA 6th 

edition manual guidelines.   
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter presents a critical review of diverse theories and concepts relevant 

to my study, bringing into the conversation literature on education policy, social 

networks, aging, and racial divides in public opinion. The review was developed 

throughout all stages of the dissertation research. Some aspects of the literature outlined 

here informed the study’s methodology, interview protocol and analysis phase; other 

strands of literature were explored based on research findings. 

I begin with an overview of literature on school funding and local control, 

describing both the persistence of local control as a mechanism for funding public 

education, as well as research demonstrating that support for school funding among 

older Whites declines most notably when the district’s children are of a different race 

and ethnicity. Second, I examine the range of theoretical models regarding American 

political opinions on matters of race. Third, I explore literature on the role of 

environmental and social contexts in the development of political attitudes and 

behaviors. I conclude by summarizing key points of the dissertation research within the 

context of the literature. 

School Funding and Local Control 

The emphasis on local control of education finance was upheld in the 1973 

Supreme Court decision San Antonio vs. Rodriguez, which determined that education 

finance was a focus for individual states as opposed to the federal government. Lower 

courts generally have also treated local control as a powerful constitutional right and 
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have refused to invalidate it (Briffault, 1991). Briffault (1991) reflects on how the concept 

of local autonomy remains deeply embedded in the American psyche. He notes, for 

example, that local government is theoretically subordinate to explicit state authority 

and control, although in practice local government is often deferred to by the state, 

especially within the context of education funding. Katz and Rose (2013) describe how 

despite education reform efforts, local control of education funding has maintained a 

“near sacred” status. 

Critics of local control note that when services are dependent on local property 

taxes, education becomes particularly vulnerable for several reasons. First, many states 

have laws limiting raises in property taxes, even if the local government supports the 

rise. Second, because taxpayers have more direct authority over the education budget 

than any other budget, some residents may vote for decreases in education funds simply 

as a way to articulate their overall dissatisfaction with government spending. Finally, 

because school budgets generally are separated from the rest of the local services 

budget, they can be more easily targeted for reduction than other categories (Briffault, 

1991). 

A key challenge of local funding arises from the fact that communities are largely 

stratified by income, ethnicity and race. Consequently, states that rely heavily on local 

property taxes to fund K-12 education often have larger funding disparities among 

school districts. When funding education through local property taxes, wealthier areas 

have the ability to collect more revenue while taxing property at a lower rate. 



24 

Consequently, wealthier districts maintain low tax rates but still provide necessary 

education funds. Poorer communities, in contrast, require higher tax rates but raise less 

money to support their school districts. This frequently means that children from low-

income communities, often in the greatest need, attend schools with the fewest 

resources, the least-qualified teachers, and inadequate school facilities (Federal 

Education Budget Project, 2015). 

Proponents of local control counter the aforementioned argument with the 

Tiebout hypothesis, (Wooders, 1980) based on rational choice theory, which posits that if 

taxpayers do not like their school districts, they can “vote with their feet” and move to a 

school district with better funding. This, in theory, creates a sorting process for 

neighborhoods based on individual preferences. Briffault (1991) cites two major flaws 

with the Tiebout hypothesis. The first is the assumption that spending differences in 

school districts are related simply to different preferences, as opposed to stark income 

disparities. Briffault argues that local spending patterns are based on taxable property, 

not tax rates. For example, contrary to the Tiebout hypothesis, the higher tax rates paid 

by residents of low-wealth communities indicate a strong “preference” for education, 

although such districts allocate less money per pupil than schools in wealthier districts. 

Second, Briffault contends that if the Tiebout hypothesis were accurate, suburban areas 

would include highly differentiated types of amenities, based on different preferences. 

Nearly all areas, however, provide the same public service amenities; the chief 
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difference in amenities is that the quality of service rises in relationship to higher level 

resident incomes. 

Critics of local control who link educational inequality to social conditions and 

resource inequality have observed how nationwide demographic changes with regards 

to race, ethnicity and age are influencing the context of education politics and finance. 

The combination of an unprecedented move of Whites from urban areas to the suburbs 

beginning in the 1950s, changes to less racially restrictive immigration policies in the 

1960s, and high birth rates in the Latino population in the 21st century, have resulted in 

large metropolitan school districts that are primarily African-American and Latino. 

More recently, inner-ring suburbs have also shifted demographically and contain 

schools that are majority students of color (Hanlon, 2009). Despite this, the electorates in 

these districts will likely have a majority or plurality of White voters for years to come 

(Brownstein, 2010). 

Research findings are mixed regarding the extent to which older adults are likely 

to support local public education spending (Button, 1992; Ladd & Murray, 2001; Poterba, 

1998). Poterba’s (1998) research indicates that school expenditures are lower in states 

with higher percentages of older adults. Fischel (2001), however, argues that despite the 

disproportionate effects of taxation on the older population, local control of public 

education finance based on property taxes provides incentives for older people to 

support education funding because it maximizes their home values. 



26 

Other research suggests that older adults may be likely to support public 

education for other reasons, such as intergenerational altruism, when their 

grandchildren are in the school district (Logan & Spitze, 1995) as well as an interest in 

developing an educated workforce that will yield a sufficient tax base to support them in 

the future (Ladd & Murray, 2001). Using a data set of more than 9,000 school districts, 

Plutzer and Berkman (2005) conclude that long-term older residents may support local 

funding out of a sense of loyalty to the community and the school rather than for 

economic self-interest.   

Despite mixed data about the extent to which older adults support funding for 

public education, the data at both state and county levels indicate consistently that 

White adults age 65 and older are less likely to support funding for educating youth 

from different racial and ethnic backgrounds (Harris et al., 2001; Poterba, 1998). These 

findings result largely from statistical analyses comparing jurisdictions with different 

racial and ethnic compositions. For example, a recent demographic study indicates that 

the states with the largest median age differences between Whites and people of color 

are also making the least investment in public education and social programs for youth 

and families (Treuhaft, Blackwell, & Pastor, 2011). There is less research, however, 

exploring the dynamics of the racial generation gap with relationship to school funding 

at the local level. 

Scholars have developed several hypotheses to explain the decreased level of 

support by older adults for public education funding in communities with pronounced 
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racial generational divides. These studies, however, lack detailed empirical descriptions 

of the beliefs, attitudes and behaviors of older adults. Pastor and Carter (2012) suggest 

that the decrease in investment in public education in states with the largest racial 

generation gap demonstrates racial and ethnic prejudice in which White older adults do 

not see themselves reflected in young people of color and are therefore less willing to 

invest in them for the future. Others suggest that these voting patterns among older 

White adults are not related to racial and ethnic differences, but rather reflect narrow 

economic self-interests in response to the recent economic downturn (Roberts, 2007), or 

ideological positions based on individualism and/or equality (Sears, Sidanius, & Bobo, 

2000). 

Building public will among older adults to support education funding will 

require a more robust examination of the context and key factors that underlie their 

political behaviors and attitudes. This dissertation presents a body of empirical data that 

contributes to a stronger interpretation of contextual factors such as social networks and 

physical environment. Furthermore, the findings from this study illustrate some of the 

major shortcomings of localism as a primary source for public school finance. 

Education as a Public Good 

This study examines the attitudes and beliefs of older adults regarding schools 

funding within the context of a contested policy question: “Is K-12 education considered 

a public good?” If it is, then the societal investment in educating youth and children is 
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assumed to result in broader benefits for all generations as opposed to benefiting only 

those being educated (Feinberg, 2012). 

The concept of “public” can be traced back to the Greek “agora” or market. 

Distinct from the notion of exchange between a single buyer and seller, the agora was a 

place where multiple individuals came to deliberate, discuss politics and philosophy, 

purchase goods, play, teach and learn. Feinberg (2012) notes that this early definition of 

the public is too idealized for the fragmented communities in which we now live. 

Furthermore, the Greek notion of “agora” was created in the context of exclusive 

homogeneous groups and was accessible only to White men.  

Feinberg’s more modern definition characterizes the “public” as a body of 

strangers with separate affiliations and identities who are conscious of the idea of shared 

fate and seek strategies to work out differences (Feinberg, 2012, p. 14). Her definition 

suggests that public schools, if they function as a public good, have the potential to help 

reinforce and reimagine the social compact in an era of increasing income inequality and 

growing racial, ethnic and generational diversity.  The social compact, based on de 

Toqueville’s ideal of a society that respects differences and honors the inherent worth of 

every citizen (Achenbaum, 1998), involves exchanges of resources and care across age 

groups and reflects a sense of mutual responsibility. 

During the last three decades, however, the notion of public good has been 

increasingly downplayed in education policy circles. Instead, recent policies have been 

marked, among both Republicans and Democrats, by an increasing emphasis on 
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individualism. This individualistic model, rooted in the concepts of freedom from 

outside influences (including government), individual achievement, and the central role 

of market forces (Glass & Rud, 2012), emphasizes both privatization and the notion of 

school choice. 

Racial/Ethnic Diversity and Public Investments 

Glass and Rud (2012) suggest that this recent shift towards an individualist 

model in education policy is linked in part to increased racial and ethnic prejudice and 

polarization as a result of the growing racial generation gap; older Whites are interested 

in supporting the notion of shared public goods primarily within racially and ethnically 

homogeneous settings. Their hypothesis is supported by Alesina, Baqir and Easterly’s 

(1997) research on public investment and ethnic fragmentation. Alesina and others’ 

research demonstrates that support for taxation to fund certain public goods in the 

United States (i.e., education, roads, and sewers) is inversely related to ethnic diversity 

among residents in a given district. In other words, White voters choose to spend less 

money on public goods when a substantial portion of their taxes will be used to provide 

public goods that will be shared with multiple ethnic/racial groups. 

Hopkins’s (2009) research also concludes that the willingness of Whites to make 

large public investments at the neighborhood level decreases when ethnic and racial 

diversity increases. He notes, however, that local processes that lead to these voting 

patterns are less well understood than the attitudes themselves. His research suggests 

that time may be a crucial factor in understanding how attitudes towards racial and 
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ethnic diversity impact public investment. For example, the decrease in support for 

public investment among Whites is notably less prevalent in the most diverse places than 

in places becoming more diverse. This suggests that behavior may be related more to the 

process of demographic fluctuation than to levels of diversity, and may change over 

time. My dissertation provides several policy recommendations designed to reinforce 

the notion of shared fate and help build public will among older adults to support 

public education. 

Theoretical Models of White Political Opinion 

While there is a spectrum of political opinions among Whites about racial 

policies, the literature clearly demonstrates that voting behaviors and political attitudes 

among Whites differ substantially from those of Blacks. (Kinder & Sanders, 1996; Sears 

et al., 2000). There is notably less research on this issue that focuses on other racial and 

ethnic groups. The majority of such research has focused on opinions related to explicit 

racial policies such as affirmative action where the most pronounced cleavages in public 

opinion across racial groups is demonstrated. Divides in public opinion among Blacks 

and Whites, however, have also been documented on ostensibly race neutral issues that 

have unstated racial implications such as federal support for food stamps; i.e., these 

issues have been “racialized” (Iyengar & McGrady, 2007; Kinder & Sanders, 1996). 

Lopez (2013) argues that contemporary discourse on “public schools” contains the same 

covert, unstated racial implications. 
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Kinder & Sanders (1996) outline four key factors at play in the development of 

American public opinion, both in general and regarding racial issues, stated as follows: 

1. Material interests that citizens see at stake in the issues; 

2. The sympathies and resentments that citizens feel towards social 

groups implicated in the dispute, especially those groups that the 

policy appears to benefit or victimize; 

3. A commitment to the political principles that the policy seems to 

honor or repudiate; [and] 

4. How the issue is framed by political elites. (p. 9) 

These four factors are the subject of rigorous debate and research within social 

science. My research largely supports Kinder and Sanders’s model and provides rich 

descriptive examples of how these factors surface among older adults when discussing 

public education funding in their changing neighborhoods. 

Material Interests 

The question of material interests is largely addressed by a set of theories that 

emphasize social structure and group interests. These theories are based on three 

fundamental concepts: (a) individuals identify, for the most part, with their own 

racial/ethnic groups; (b) intergroup conflict is a result of competing interests between 

groups; and(c) socially dominant groups develop ideologies in order to legitimize their 

structural dominance (Kinder & Sanders, 1996). Three theories emphasizing the role of 

material interests on public opinion are realistic group conflict theory, group threat 

theory, and sense of group position theory. 
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Realistic group theory posits that inter-group attitudes and behaviors are based 

on the extent to which material interests between groups are aligned. More negative 

attitudes develop between groups when there is a perception of competition or threat. 

According to Campbell (1965), the negative responses of Whites to civil rights 

legislation, and even to African Americans themselves, are grounded in a perceived 

threat to the status and privileges of White people. 

The related group threat theory is used to explain White flight: a heavy proximal 

geographic concentration of Blacks is particularly likely to trigger a sense of threat 

among Whites. The theory asserts that the closer residential proximity of Blacks 

threatens Whites’ conception of power and authority, which in turn leads to acts of 

prejudice and White flight (Dixon, 2006). Researchers have noted, for example, that in 

communities in which more than 50% of residents are non-White, Whites interact less 

with other races than they do in neighborhoods where there is a smaller percentage of 

non-White residents (Taylor, 1998). 

One of the limitations of these two theories is that they focus primarily on the 

perspectives of Whites, positing that their lack of support for racial policies is based on 

perceived threat to their group; this is a common criticism of a plethora of public 

opinion studies that focus primarily or exclusively on Whites. Kinder and Sanders’ 

(1996) research is a notable exception. They intentionally address these research gaps by 

examining the ways in which perceptions of group advantage rather than group threat 

may influence Black public opinion towards racial policies such as affirmative action. 
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An important contribution of realistic group theory, however,  is its emphasis on 

group interests as opposed to self-interest. Research suggests that interests that predict 

policy preferences may be more related to perceived threats to group versus individual 

interests (Vanneman & Pettigrew, 1972). In other words, Whites who are directly 

affected by racial policies (such as busing) do not tend to have notably different policy 

preferences than those who are not directly affected. 

The third theory, sense of group position theory builds on the work of realistic 

group conflict theory by focusing on group interests that include status as well as 

economic and political interests (L. D. Bobo, 1999). This model, using affective and 

cognitive elements, posits four main ideas. First, people differentiate their own group 

from others based on an assumption of in-group superiority. Second, out-group 

individuals are “perceived of as alien & different” (Sears et al., 2000). Third, members of 

dominant groups believe that their group has a right to a higher rank status. Last, 

dominant group members perceive threats from lower-status groups who have interest 

in a greater share of resources. 

Applying racial group threat theories to the relationship between immigrants 

and Whites has resulted in less conclusive evidence than when applied to African-

American/White relations. Hopkins (2010) offers an alternative “theory of politicized 

places” to understand the relationship between demographic change and political 

attitudes/behaviors regarding public goods provision. The theory posits that the 

combination of demographic change and national framing that politicizes immigration 
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generates uncertainty and fosters hostility. He uses this to explain why local anti-

immigrant organizing efforts come in waves and why local context is of fluctuating 

influence. This theory examines how a combination of material interests and media 

framing4 help solidify politically reactive responses to immigration. The role of media 

will be discussed at greater length in the upcoming section on framing. 

In contrast to group threat and related theories, discussed above, intergroup 

contact theory posits that having sizeable proximal geographic concentration of racial 

minorities potentially represents greater opportunity for contact between minority and 

dominant group members. The contact hypothesis, originally introduced by Allport 

(1954), posits that increased contact across racial groups has the potential to decrease 

prejudice of dominant members against minorities. 

Numerous subsequent studies of the contact hypothesis indicate that cross-racial 

contact does not always result in a reduction of prejudice; the effects depend on the 

quality of the contact. Conditions necessary for long-term behavioral change include 

contact that is voluntary, among members of equal socio-economic status and within 

collaborative environments (Dovidio, Gaertner, & Kawakami, 2003; Forbes, 1997; 

Pettigrew, 1997). Cross-racial friendships are also associated with prejudice reduction 

(Jackman & Crane, 1986; McLaren, 2003). Pettigrew (1997) suggests that for shorter term 

prejudice reduction, cross-racial contact must create the conditions to facilitate 

                                                      

4Framing is discussed in detail later in this section on page 41. 
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knowledge of minority groups, and enable dominant group members to reassess their 

own group, and develop affective ties with minority group members. Weaker ties are 

generally not associated with behavior change because they do not facilitate these 

conditions. 

Racial Sympathies and Resentments 

A range of socio-psychological models addresses issues of sympathies and 

resentments held by different racial groups toward each other, though the majority 

focuses on Whites’ views towards Blacks. Many of these theories posit that formal racial 

equality is now generally accepted societally but racism itself has not ceased to exist; 

rather, it has taken on new forms. The theories differ in their explanations of the forms 

themselves. Below is an overview of some of the prominent theories that have 

stimulated debate. 

Symbolic Racism, Modern Racism, and Racial Resentment 

The theories reflect variations on three main ideas. First, explicit forms of racism 

are no longer meaningful predictors for racial policy preferences because of new norms 

of support for formal racial equality. Second, although explicit racist attitudes are on the 

decline, racial resentments and stereotypes are still present but separated from explicit 

racist thoughts and behaviors. Third, Blacks are perceived as violating American 

individualist values of self-reliance by asking for unearned resources. A range of 

empirical studies indicate that these new forms of racism are meaningful predictors of 

racial policy preferences and voting behavior (McConahay, 1986; Sears & Kinder, 1971; 
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Sears, Van Laar, Carrillo, & Kosterman, 1997). I will refer to these collectively as 

“theories of ‘new racism.’” 

There has been a series of critiques of this approach. One important one holds 

that the “new racism” outlined in these theories reflects only conservative ideology 

(such as individualism and self-reliance), not racism. The proponents of the new racism 

theories, however, have addressed these critiques through a number of studies that 

control for ideology and still find that these new forms of racism function as predictors 

for positions on racial policies (Kinder & Mendelberg, 1995; Sears et al., 1997). 

Much of the research on these three theories of “new racism” has been developed 

from an analysis of survey data. While these data have supported robust new predictive 

models for voting behavior, they tell us less about how to listen for and recognize 

narratives of new racism in daily conversation and in qualitative research settings. My 

study provides rich descriptive data about how these new theoretical models of racial 

resentments and sympathies are articulated by older adults in the context of discussing 

school funding and neighborhood change. 

Covert Racism 

This perspective posits that widespread racism still exists, but that people with 

prejudiced beliefs now understand that its public expression is no longer acceptable. 

This has been demonstrated in findings from a range of experimental studies, such as 

Whites expressing less negative racial attitudes to Black, Latino and Asian-American 

interviewers than to Whites (Weeks & Moore, 1981); Whites demonstrating different 
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non-verbal expressions, such as less eye contact, with African-Americans versus Whites; 

and Whites taking more distant seating and using different tones of voice. These were all 

posited as expressions of negative attitudes. Mendelberg (2001) describes this 

phenomenon as representing a tension for White Americans between “norms of 

equality” and resentment towards African-Americans for their perceived failure to 

adhere to the American ethos of individualism and hard work. 

For decades, the dominant assumption in the field of social psychology was that 

attitudes and to some extent stereotypes operate through a conscious cognitive process. 

This is clearly evidenced by the reliance on direct measures such as self-reporting to 

gather data about attitudes and public opinions. By the early 1980s, however, there was 

additional research about the role of the unconscious in decision-making and judgment 

regarding race (Nisbett & Ross, 1980). Major recent developments in the literature 

include a valid measure for implicit bias and an analysis of how implicit bias interacts 

with explicit measures of racism (Hewstone, Rubin, & Willis, 2002). 

Implicit bias theory posits that our past experiences have an impact on our 

behavior, even when we do not remember these experiences and are unable to reflect 

upon them. Early research in implicit social cognition included experimental studies 

showing that when looking at a series of letters strung together, participants could add 

letters to make a word more easily with words they had been shown previously 

although they had no conscious recall of having seen those words (Graf & Schacter, 

1985). The more recent research on implicit bias demonstrates that this happens in much 
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the same way when we encounter someone from a defined social group (based on 

gender, race, etc.); we already have a series of associations with that group that is 

outside our conscious attention. A meta-analysis of 122 research studies has found one 

instrument, the Implicit Association Test (IAT), to predict bias effectively in a range of 

social behaviors and judgements (Greenwald, Poehlman, Uhlmann, & Banaji, 2009). 

Political Ideology 

The third factor in the development of public opinion, associated with the work 

of Paul Sniderman and others (Sniderman & Carmines, 1997; Sniderman, Piazza, 

Tetlock, & Kendrick, 1991), is the role of political ideology. This position emphasizes the 

role of ideology and political values as opposed to racism/prejudice in determining 

positions on racial policies. Three core ideological values regularly cited in the research 

include equality, economic individualism and limited government. According to this 

research, the responses that Whites have to racial policies cannot be predicted by racial 

resentments or other attitudes towards African-Americans. Sniderman and colleagues 

instead posit that the attitudes of Whites on racial issues depend on their ideological 

views about policy foci (such as equal treatment, social welfare, etc.) and that Whites’ 

attitudes vary across these policy foci in different ways and thus do not demonstrate 

consistent opposition or support for racial issues. The researchers conclude that because 

Whites have a range of different positions on racial policies, they reflect an expression of 

politics and ideology rather than of “new racism.” 
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A range of studies has challenged key aspects of the political ideology theory. 

For example, numerous studies have controlled for ideology and political values and 

concluded that racial attitudes continue to have a significant effect on the racial policy 

preferences of Whites (Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995; Sears et al., 1997). Kinder and 

Sanders’ (1996) suggest that ideology does have a role in the development of public 

opinion but it functions in concert with expressions of racial resentment rather than 

supplanting it as a predictive factor. Their research on the impact of political principles 

of equality, individualism and limited government concludes that “principles matter 

[but] the imprint they leave on opinion is not uniformly strong” (p. 139). 

Framing of Issues 

The fourth ingredient in the development of American public opinion is the 

framing of issues by elites. The framing literature hails from a range of academic 

disciplines including psychology, cognitive linguistics, communication, political science 

and media studies (Borah, 2011). Framing is often explained as a metaphoric framing of 

a portrait whereby a frame is drawn around a subject matter, thereby focusing the 

viewer’s attention on the contents inside. Entman (1993) describes framing as 

selecting some aspects of perceived reality and making them more salient 

in communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem 

definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation and/or treatment 

recommendation for the item described (p. 52). 

The research on frames in communication examines not only “words, images, 

phrases and presentation style” (Druckman, 2001, p. 227) found in news stories and in 

statements by political elites but also the processes by which those presentations are 
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constructed by their creators and interpreted by their recipients. Goffman (1974) was one 

of the first scholars to discuss the framing concept as a means through which enormous 

amounts of information are organized by journalists and presented for their audiences. 

Goffman described frames as “T.” (in Borah, 2011, p. 248). Gamson & Modigliani (1989) 

use the concept “interpretative packages” to examine media devices used to frame key 

issues. The five framing devices they outline are metaphors, exemplars, catchphrases, 

depictions and visual images. 

Frame production is frequently characterized as an “elite-driven” process 

through which the media, politicians and others with influence communicate to the 

public. Some scholars, however, have argued that citizens also take part in the framing 

process through public deliberation and informal dialogue (Pan & Kosicki, 2001; Walsh, 

2004). They posit that ordinary citizens take part in developing their own interpretations 

of issues and media messages through personal experience and social interaction. 

The “emphasis” approach to framing theory demonstrates that emphasizing 

certain aspects of a message can influence individuals to focus on those considerations. 

This is accomplished by triggering what is often referred to as “cognitive schemas” 

(Scheufele, 2006). Cognitive schemas are patterns of understanding and behavior that 

help us adapt to and understand the complex world around us. Our minds create 

conceptual categories quickly and efficiently to receive and process the sizeable amount 

of information we take in each day. In other words, the framing process triggers what 

Lippmann (1922) famously referred to as “the pictures in our heads,” (p. 18) the models 
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we have developed over time to make sense of our world. This theory of schematic 

memory organization is supported by many memory models that focus on association 

(Anderson & Bower, 1974; McClelland & Rumelhart, 1985; Wyer & Srull, 1986). 

Framing affects the processing of information by selectively influencing which 

cognitive schemas are activated to interpret a message. This process is sometimes 

referred to as “priming.” Priming effects can be both conscious and unconscious. The 

more that certain aspects of an issue are emphasized by the media, politicians, and our 

own networks, the more dominant the corresponding schemas become. The schemas 

that get activated by framing help determine how problems are conceptualized and may 

influence the solutions that people identify for them. In other words, they help create a 

mental box that we can’t think outside of. 

According to Mendelberg, (2001) the process of priming creates a series of cues in 

one’s memory that make racial schemas easier to recall. These schemas are then 

subsequently employed in later political decision-making. Interestingly, Mendelberg 

(2001) and others demonstrate that coded racial appeals are only effective when they are 

not recognized by their audience as such. In other words, these priming mechanisms do 

not work if people recognize that they are coded racial appeals. 

A substantial body of literature examines the role of framing and priming with 

regards to racialized campaign messages and media portrayals of minorities. For 

example, researchers have identified patterns in crime news reporting that focus on 

violent crime and non-White perpetrators (Entman, 1992; F D Gilliam, Iyengar, Simon, & 
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Wright, 1996; Romer, Jamieson, & Aday, 2003). Entman (1997) describes TV reporting, 

particularly local news, as characterizing Blacks as “violent and threatening towards 

Whites, self-interested and demanding of the body politic” ( p. 29). 

Gilliam and Iyengar (F D  Gilliam & Iyengar, 2000) demonstrate how this type of 

crime news reporting has contributed to a narrative often understood as “common 

knowledge.” In a series of experimental studies, they demonstrate that when White 

viewers are exposed to a “mug shot” depicting a violent African-American perpetrator 

in the news, they are more likely to endorse negative stereotypes about African-

Americans and to support punitive crime policies that disproportionately impact 

African-Americans, such as the death penalty and the three strikes law. This race-crime 

“script” is so deeply embedded that two-thirds of White viewers who were not shown a 

mug shot of the perpetrator mistakenly claimed to have seen one. Moreover, three 

quarters of the group who mistakenly claimed to have seen a mugshot also claimed the 

perpetrator was Black. This and other research demonstrates how the issue of crime has 

become “race coded” (Valentino, 1999; Gilliam & Valentino, 2002). In other words, the 

“coding” of crime and other issues such as welfare and poverty can “lead to the 

possibility that invoking these concepts even without explicitly referring to race can 

activate racial thinking” (Valentino, Hutchings, & White, 2002, p. 75). 

Some argue that these types of racial codes provide opportunities for elites to 

activate racial thinking in political messaging without having to discuss race explicitly 

(Edsall & Edsall, 1992; López, 2013). This is often referred to in the literature as the 
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“racial priming hypothesis” (Mendelberg, 2001; Valentino et al., 2002). Lόpez (2013) 

discusses how, during the past 40 years, political messaging and framing about race 

have shifted to avoid overt discussion of negative racial stereotypes and have used racial 

framing to communicate implicit rather than explicit stereotypes. In this way, the 

literature on framing and race aligns with the socio-psychological models discussed in 

the previous section that address issues of racial sympathies and resentments. The new 

racial politics is described by Lόpez as presenting as being “steadfastly opposed to 

racism and ready to condemn those that use racial profanity” while at the same time 

articulating a series of coded “racial grievances and color coded solidarity” (p. 3). 

Much of the research on racial priming has focused on issues of crime and 

welfare (Gilens, 2009; Jamieson, 1993; Mendelberg, 2001, 2008) but there is a smaller 

body of research demonstrating the use of racially coded language within messages 

regarding taxation and government spending (Edsall & Edsall, 1992; Valentino et al., 

2002). This dissertation research contributes to an emerging body of literature that 

examines the presence of racially coded language within messages regarding school 

taxes. 

Rather than focusing on elite messaging, this dissertation examines the role of 

older adult citizens in message framing. While there is substantial evidence that 

individuals rely heavily on elite frames to make sense of politics, studies also suggest 

that people construct meaning and make sense of politics on their own terms. (Gamson 

& Modigliani, 1989; Neuman, Just, & Crigler, 1992; Walsh, 2004).  
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Neuman, Just & Crigler’s (1992) research posits a dual top-down and bottom-up 

process. From the top down, elite frames “[help] subjects determine the personal 

relevance of the issue, provide linkages among issues and formulate arguments from 

which opinions could be drawn” (p. 62). From the bottom up, people “actively filter, sort 

and reorganize information in personally meaningful ways in the process of 

constructing meaning around public issues” (p. 77). Walsh (2004) argues that examining 

the bottom-up component of framing “allows us to acknowledge that people are 

influenced by categories elites provide, but they are continually defining these 

categories through experience in their own social contexts” (p. 32). 

Aging and Social Context 

In light of the central role of citizen participation in American democracy, 

considerable research has been developed to examine the factors that influence political 

participation (Heaney & McClurg, 2009). Social sciences have long established that social 

context is important for understanding political behavior and attitudes (Baybeck & 

McClurg, 2005; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & McPhee, 1954). Context in general terms refers to 

the immediate physical and social settings where people live, their neighborhoods or 

social networks, for example. Physical environment and social networks shape people’s 

opportunities to gather information and connect with others; these can potentially 

impact their political attitude. 

Systematic investigation of how neighborhood social and environmental factors 

shape voting decisions of older adults is limited. Findings from this dissertation add to 
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emerging research that explores how social and environmental factors influence political 

attitudes and behavior among older adults regarding school funding. I will review 

below the relevant literature related to the physical environment of older adults, with 

particular attention to age-segregated environments and political participation, as well 

as examine literature focused on the role of social networks and political participation. 

Physical Environment 

A range of disciplines have examined how the physical, social, institutional and 

environmental aspects of neighborhoods shape outcomes for individuals. (Massey, 

Condran, & Denton, 1987; Sampson, 2003; Sampson, Morenoff, & Earls, 1999; Wilson, 

1987). “Neighborhood effects” research posits that neighborhood characteristics and 

features independently affect a range of behaviors and outcomes in such areas as 

employment, teen-pregnancy, school drop-out rates, substance abuse, criminal 

recidivism and perceptions of crime (Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, Klebanov, & Sealand, 1993; 

Sampson, 2003; Stahler et al., 2007; Stahler et al., 2013; Stahler, Mennis, Cotlar, & Baron, 

2009). Other research has pointed to links between spatially bounded neighborhoods 

and health outcomes (Cummins, Curtis, Diez-Roux, & Macintyre, 2007; Kirby & Kaneda, 

2005). 

Despite the interdisciplinary interest in neighborhood-based research, 

disagreement remains over how “neighborhood” is defined (Bursik Jr & Grasmick, 1993; 

B. A. Lee & Campbell, 1997). An early definition in urban sociology was developed by 

Robert Park in 1916. Sampson, Morenoff and Gannon-Rowley (2002) explain that Park 
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defined neighborhoods as subsections of communities—“a collection of people and 

institutions occupying a spatially defined area influenced by ecological, social, cultural 

and sometimes political forces” (p. 45). Other researchers (Elliott et al., 2006) sought to 

refine this definition, identifying three key dimensions: 

(1) a small residential area located within a broader community, (2) that 

allows for direct interaction encouraging the formation of a neighborhood 

social life, and (3) that has its own psychological identity to residents and 

outsiders based on the socio-political history of its development (in E. 

Campbell, Henly, Elliott, & Irwin, 2009, p. 463). 

In practice, many researchers use statistically available geographic boundaries, 

such as census tracts, to define neighborhoods, despite the fact that these boundaries 

may have limited overlap with the social and psychological neighborhood definitions of 

residents (Coulton, Korbin, Chan, & Su, 2001). Others have explored strategies 

recognizing local knowledge and networks that shape residents’ understanding of 

neighborhood boundaries (Coulton et al., 2001; Grannis, 1998; B. A. Lee & Campbell, 

1997). E. Campbell, Henly, Elliott & Irwin (2009) examine subjective representations of 

neighborhoods from the perspective of adolescents and parents from four localities to 

understand better the factors that influence neighborhood boundary definition. They 

suggest that subjective boundary definition may be useful for practitioners and scholars 

interested in resident civic engagement; shifting perceptions of neighborhood 

boundaries may influence community residents’ willingness to mobilize around a local 

issue. 
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E. Campbell, et al. (2009) identified four key factors that influenced the subjective 

definition of neighborhood boundaries by adolescents and parents in their study: (a) 

aspects of the natural and built environment that joined or separated parts of the 

neighborhood (i.e. schools, businesses, parks, streets, rivers); (b) racial sympathies 

and/or resentments that resulted in the expansion or contraction of perceived 

neighborhood boundaries; (c) a unique set of values ascribed to the neighborhood (for 

example, residents from an affluent, liberal and predominantly White neighborhood in 

the study included an adjacent multi-racial area within the geographic boundaries of 

their neighborhood to express their ideals regarding racial integration); and (d) fear of 

crime that resulted in a restriction of neighborhood boundaries. Campbell and his 

colleagues note that their article does not sufficiently examine the role of schools or 

neighborhood associations in shaping boundary definitions of neighborhoods. They 

suggest that it would be useful in future research to consider how participation in 

schools and neighborhood associations impact neighborhood boundary definition for 

adolescents and parents. Participation in these institutions by older adults is not 

mentioned by the authors. 

The physical, social, environmental and institutional aspects of neighborhoods 

are not well understood with regard to older people. Phillipson (2004) posits that they 

have been largely invisible in urban studies literature of neighborhoods and the impacts 

of urban change. Gerontology scholars note that despite being under-researched, older 

adults represent a population segment disproportionately influenced by physical 
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environment, in large part because of social losses (Ward, LaGory, & Sherman, 1985) 

and greater reliance on their immediate locality for support and assistance (Buffel & 

Phillipson, 2012). Research also suggests that older people who remain in the same area 

for many years may be particularly sensitive to changes in the built and social 

environments of their neighborhoods (Walker & Hiller, 2007). Ethnographic research has 

examined how older people, especially women, often assume roles as “neighborhood 

keepers.” As neighborhood keepers “they are vigilant about the changing fortunes of 

localities where they have invested much of their lives” (Phillipson, 2004). 

Although under-researched, age-segregated environments, such as senior 

housing and 55-plus communities, may indeed have an important impact on political 

behavior and attitudes of older people. A substantial body of research demonstrates that 

the context of a “homogeneous community” impacts political attitudes and behaviors 

(R. Huckfeldt, Beck, Dalton, & Levine, 1995; R. R. Huckfeldt & Sprague, 1995). 

Homogeneity in this context refers to a set of common group characteristics, such as race 

or income. Bramlett (2015) argues that, based on the theories of homogeneous 

community context and political behavior, age-segregated living environments, which 

she refers to as “aged context,” are critical sites for further investigation. Research in 

residential age-segregation, however, has declined since the 1970s and 1980s 

(Vanderbeck, 2007) and there has been substantially less research examining age 

segregation and political behavior in recent years. Bramlett’s (2015) research on aged 

context and political behavior is a notable exception. My study contributes to the 
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literature by examining how age-segregated and age-integrated environments relate to 

behaviors and attitudes about school funding. 

Hagestad and Uhlenberg (2005) cite three main types of age-segregation within 

community settings: institutional, spatial and cultural. Institutional segregation refers to 

the ways in which generations are separated through work, school, government funding 

streams, and research that traditionally focus only on one generation. Spatial 

segregation refers to the lack of face-to-face contact arising in part from institutional 

segregation. Cultural segregation refers to differences in language, food, dress, etc. 

among different generations. 

There are mixed findings with regard to the implications of age-segregation. On 

the one hand, age-segregation is cited as both a cause and consequence of negative 

stereotypes and stigmas attached to both old age and youth (Hagestad & Uhlenberg, 

2005; Vanderbeck, 2007). In addition, social and spatial age-segregation have been 

identified as a cause of increased loneliness and isolation for older people (Thang, 2008) 

and decreased protective factors for youth (Hagestad & Uhlenberg, 2005). At the same 

time, research has also demonstrated substantial benefits linked to age-segregated 

environments such as 55-plus retirement communities. These benefits include improved 

cognitive functioning (Stern, 2006), increased support and mutual assistance (Seeman, 

Lusignolo, Albert, & Berkman, 2001; Ward et al., 1985), and opportunities for intellectual 

stimulation (Wang, Karp, Winblad, & Fratiglioni, 2002). 
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The body of research examining political participation of older people who live 

in areas with a high concentration of older adults has yielded mixed results. Rose and 

Peterson (1965), some of the first researchers to theorize about age-concentrated 

environments, argue that a high concentration of older adults has a positive effect on 

social interaction and could successfully initiate greater civic and political participation. 

Other researchers took up Rose and Peterson’s argument and examined the extent to 

which age concentration might or might not stimulate political participation (Ragan & 

Dowd, 1974; Weaver, 1976). More recent studies have argued the opposite of Rose and 

Peterson: that there is less involvement in these contexts. Longino, McClelland and 

Peterson (1980), for example, posit that these environments encourage leisure and retreat 

from political life. Bramlett’s (2015) research suggests that older adults living in age-

concentrated environments have the potential to be an active and engaged political 

presence but only with the proper motivation. 

The literature on age-segregation rarely addresses the interplay of age, race and 

ethnicity (Riley, Foner, & Riley Jr, 1999; Vanderbeck, 2007) and thus is unable to examine 

effectively the implications of the growing racial generation gap. In a rare exception, 

Pain, Mowl & Talbot (2000) note that generational segregation in United Kingdom 

neighborhoods experiencing rapid ethnic change have a distinct ethnic/racial dimension. 

They suggest a link between older White people’s isolation and hesitancy to navigate 

public space independently and their fears of young people from immigrant groups in a 

local area. The research in this study contributes to the aging literature by examining 
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how both aged context and racialized identity inform older adults’ political decision-

making and behavior. 

Given the growing racial generation gap, it is vital to develop research that looks 

at the interplay of race and age within the social context. Intersectional analysis has 

provided an important approach to empirical research by focusing on how the 

intersections of categories of social differentiation such as race, age, class, gender, 

nationality, and religion shape people’s lives (Hancock, 2007). In many of the studies on 

age and political or social engagement, race is rarely included in the analysis. For 

example, in defining the aged context of her study, Bramlett (2015) treats age and race as 

mutually exclusive, rather than inter-related: 

In the past they wanted to know how the racial community influences 

racial attitudes of residents . . . for this book we want to know what sort 

of social and political context develops when a lot of older people live in 

one place (p. 27). 

In another example, Ward, LaGory, and Sherman (1985) interviewed older adults 

living in urban neighborhoods with high concentrations of people over 65. Their 

findings noted decreased morale among older people living in urban areas with large 

populations of older adults and thus concluded that age concentration does not 

contribute to improved morale of older people in these contexts. Their study did not 

include information about the racial/ethnic demographics of the older adults in the 

study of the broader neighborhood population, though other research indicates that in 

urban neighborhoods that have experienced White flight, older Whites comprise a 

disproportional percentage of Whites who remain in the neighborhood over time 
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(Woldoff, 2011). By not examining the racial and ethnic composition of the older and 

young people in the census tracts, Ward et al. (1985) are unable to explore how living in 

diversifying neighborhoods may impact the morale of older adults. The research in this 

study contributes to the aging literature by examining how the intersection of age, social 

context and racialized identities inform older adults’ political decision-making and 

behavior. 

Social Networks 

Social network analysis has developed important concepts that can be valuable 

for researching how social networks may influence political attitudes and behaviors of 

older adults in changing neighborhoods. Network theory examines the existence of both 

“dense” ties and “weak” ties within networks. Granovetter’s (1973) influential research 

initiated a shift in how networks are conceptualized. Prior to his research, a network’s 

strength was measured by the intimacy and connectedness of members whereas 

Granovetter’s research suggested that greater levels of intimacy in networks may limit 

rather than encourage the flow of information. His research on weak ties suggests that 

while strong ties in networks may help to increase cohesion in certain local networks, it 

may also increase social fragmentation at a community level. 

These network characteristics are related to two additional network principles 

elaborated by Lin (1999) and others. The first is the homophily principle which describes 

the preferences for similarities with others in one’s network. The second is the 

heterophily principle which states that when individuals reach outside of their close 
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inner circles, they are more likely to develop connections with more diverse 

characteristics and greater resources (Burt, 2000; Granovetter, 1973). 

Huckfeldt, Beck, Dalton & Levine (1995) suggest that because of the relative 

strength of network ties, the flow of information in networks may also affect political 

behavior. Huckfeldt and others’ research indicates that people surround themselves 

with others who share their political beliefs and attitudes. The research on disagreement 

in social networks suggests that political disagreements within networks produce a 

psychic stress leading to ambivalence and political withdrawal. Huckfeldt, Mendez and 

Osbourne’s (2004) research suggests that while this may be true, it does not affect voting 

behavior. 

Recent scholarship, however, has highlighted the limitations of social network 

analysis methodology to capture sufficient data about the context of social networks. 

Social network analysis can gather data about the structure and flow of networks of 

individual linkages in one’s immediate network, as well as neighborhood social 

networks that involve linkages between a group of neighbors (such as a neighborhood 

organization) with individuals or groups in the wider community. Social network 

analysis, however, cannot examine the nature of these linkages (i.e., whether they are 

supportive or antagonistic) or capture data about the structuring of social cohesion, or 

the emergence of new social divisions. 

Research suggests that spatial and temporal contexts of social networks are 

important, especially for certain populations (Allan & Phillipson, 2008; Clark, 2007; 



54 

Crow, 2000). Despite Castells’s (1996) and others’ assertion that we live in an 

increasingly globalized and networked environment where physical space is irrelevant 

to the development of networks, Crow’s research (2000) suggests that local context still 

matters. Crow asserts that local context plays a crucial role in network formation, 

particularly among older adults, children, and recent immigrants in low-income 

neighborhoods. 

Research on networks of older adults to date has focused almost exclusively on 

kinship networks (Gardner, 2011). With increasing geographic mobility of children and 

older adults who live outside of kinship networks, understanding how older adults 

develop and maintain non-kinship networks assumes greater importance. This 

dissertation examines social networks in demographically changing neighborhoods, and 

contributes to the literature by providing new data on the relationship between aging 

and social structures at the neighborhood level. 

This research also presents new empirical data on the racial generational divide 

and how this may influence intergenerational relationships and networks. Of the 

existing studies that examine intergenerational interaction and connection, few focus on 

racially heterogeneous groups (Belsky, Jaffee, Caspi, Moffitt, & Silva, 2003; Uhlenberg, 

2000). The reasoning for this is often not discussed in the literature; it may be done to 

disaggregate effects of racialized differences from generational differences or simply 

because there were no racially heterogeneous networks to study. The result, however, is 

limited research about cross-generational, and cross-racial/ethnic interaction at the 
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neighborhood level. Though the networks examined in this study were also largely 

racially and generationally homogeneous, participants discussed and examined the 

racial and generational homogeneity providing new insights into the relationship 

between social context and behaviors and attitudes held by older adults about school 

children. 

Social Network and Social Capital 

The role of social networks in neighborhoods is also discussed in the literature on 

“social capital.” The concept of social capital has been widely explored in recent years by 

scholars, politicians, activists and community development practitioners as a lens for 

addressing a wide range of domestic issues including public education, population 

aging, urban decay and public safety (Portes & Landolt, 2000). Although there are 

competing definitions of social capital, broadly speaking the term refers to the resources 

accrued from social relationships. Distinguished from financial capital (money) and 

human capital (skills and knowledge), social capital can be analyzed at both individual 

and community levels. 

The emergence of the term in academic circles is largely attributed to the works 

of French sociologist, anthropologist and philosopher Pierre Bourdieu (1985, 1986) and 

of American sociologist and theorist James Coleman (1988, 1994a, 1994b). Bourdieu 

(1986) explored the concept of social capital in the context of studying social inequalities 

and mechanisms through which social advantage is reproduced and maintained. He 

defined social capital as “the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are 
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linked to the possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized 

relationships of mutual acquaintance or recognition” (p. 248). Notably, for Bourdieu, 

social capital does not possess a positive valence, but is value-neutral. According to him, 

depending on group membership and network, social capital can provide privileged 

access to resources for some as well as restrict others from accessing resources. Though 

less visible than other social capital theorists in the literature, Bourdieu is noted for his 

contributions to critical analyses of class divisions and the linkages he established 

between social capital and network membership (DeFilippis, 2001; Portes & Landolt, 

2000). 

Though Bourdieu and Coleman produced work at the same time, Coleman has 

been credited for bringing the social capital concept into mainstream social science 

(DeFilippis, 2001). Coleman was particularly interested in the role of social capital in the 

creation of human capital. He describes social capital as “a variety of entities having two 

characteristics in common: they all consist of some aspect of a social structure, and they 

facilitate actions of actors-whether persons or corporate actors-within the 

structure”(Coleman, 1994a, p. 302). Coleman’s theory, based on rational choice theory, 

differs from Bourdieu’s in its attribution of individual agency. Coleman asserts that 

social capital accrued by individuals is understood as the “rational calculations of self-

interested agents” (Foley & Edwards, 1999, p. 144). 

Another major difference between the two approaches is that Coleman 

conceptualized social capital as a “public good,” an asset that broadly contributed to the 
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public’s benefit. According to Coleman, the accrual of social capital among actors would 

result in stronger families and/or communities. For Bourdieu, social capital might 

increase the integration of actors within a specific group but also has the effect of 

reproducing societal inequalities. Critics of Coleman’s model suggest that using rational 

choice theory fails to examine how inequality and differential positions of power affect 

the accrual of social capital. Edwards, Franklin, and Holland (2009) argue that 

Coleman’s illustration of “horizontal” relationships in social capital effectively erases 

different societal positions in terms of other identities including class, race, gender, 

ethnicity, sexuality and physical ability. 

During the last two decades, the social capital concept has become increasingly 

embedded in popular culture and public policy in the United States. This is largely 

credited to the more recent work of Robert Putnam (Navarro, 2002; Portes, 1998). 

Putnam’s 1995 article “Bowling Alone: America’s Declining Social Capital” garnered 

national recognition and immense public interest. Putnam followed up this article with 

extensive research that was published in a book by the same title (Putnam, 1995a, 2000). 

Putnam’s research, while purportedly based largely on the work of Coleman, departs 

from Coleman’s model by examining social capital exclusively at a community level 

through examining levels of “civicness.” Rather than focusing on the benefits accrued by 

individuals because of their network affiliations, Putnam defines social capital as the 

“features of social life, such as networks, norms and trust that enable participants to act 

together more effectively to pursue shared objectives” (Putnam, 1995b, p. 664).  
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Putnam’s (1993, 1995a, 1995b, 1996, 2000) work departs from earlier formulations 

(Bourdieu, 1985, 1986) in his assumption that engagement in voluntary associations and 

generalized trust represent a win-win set of relationships. For Putnam, social capital is 

not value-neutral, but has a decidedly positive valence (DeFilippis, 2001). Volunteer 

associations, examined by Bourdieu as potential sites of vested interests, are defined by 

Putnam as features of social life that help people meet common objectives. Putnam, and 

other scholars who draw on his theoretical model, define social capital as comprised of 

three key forms of trust, norms, and networks: bonding, bridging, and linking (Narayan, 

2002; Putnam, 2000; Woolcock, 1998). Bonding describes levels of trust and reciprocity in 

“closed networks,” i.e., networks in which people know each other well, such as close 

friends and family. Bridging refers to associations in heterogeneous groups consisting of 

“weaker ties” that have the potential to provide individuals access to a broader set of 

resources and opportunities. Linking describes social relations with people who have 

formal and/or institutional authority that may be used to accrue resources or power. 

According to Putnam and others, each of these three forms of social capital is associated 

with building strong communities (Narayan, 2002; Wellman & Wortley, 1990; Woolcock, 

1998).  

One criticism leveled at Putnam’s model is that it pays inadequate attention to 

race in the context of structural and spatial inequalities. Bedolla (2007) argues that by 

presenting race as an immutable, biological category, Putnam fails to examine the 

relationship between the construction of racial identity and social connectedness. 
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Putnam describes how the decline of social capital “began just after the successes of the 

civil rights revolution of the 1960s” (in Bedolla, 2007, p. 9) and also notes that White 

withdrawal from voluntary membership associations was a response to legal 

desegregation. Nonetheless, he concludes that race is not an issue in social capital 

because the decline affected all races. In other words, for Putnam, race is an “issue” in 

social capital only if different racial groups demonstrate substantial differences in levels 

of social capital decline. Because decline was noted across all racial groups, Putnam 

excludes race as an explanatory factor. 

Critics contend that it is only by ignoring conditions associated with race that 

Putnam is able to come to his “benign conclusions” about the implications of social 

capital (Bedolla, 2007; Jennings, 2007; Portes, 1998). Portes (1998) asserts that Putnam’s 

conclusion that social capital has a uniformly positive valence effectively ignores the 

“shadow side” by which social capital was used to exclude others and resist racial 

desegregation. The consequences of these exclusionary practices are still embedded in 

current social systems. 

Potentially negative consequences of social capital cited in prior studies include 

the exclusion of outsiders (Waldinger, 1995) and the restriction of freedoms (Boissevain, 

1974). Portes (1998) maintains that Putnam’s lack of recognition of the shadow side of 

social capital results in a failure to illustrate how the challenge of social capital requires 

not only deepening connective behaviors in community-level networks but also 

breaking down or challenging exclusionary and oppressive networks. Bedolla (2007) 



60 

calls for a more racially inclusive social capital model that examines “social context 

seriously, in terms of community history, current racial inequality and opportunities for 

civic engagement” (p. 10.) This dissertation provides a unique contribution to the 

emerging critiques of social capital literature by exploring the processes through which 

social networks facilitate cooperation for mutual gain but also how they may reinforce 

racial/ethnic and generational divides at the neighborhood level. 

How This Study Addresses Gaps in the Literature 

My dissertation seeks to build on existing research about older people’s attitudes 

and behaviors regarding public school funding. The current research findings that older 

White adults are less likely to support public education funding when the children in 

the schools are of a different race and ethnicity result largely from statistical analyses 

comparing jurisdictions with different racial and ethnic compositions. That research 

provides little empirical understanding about the factors that influence decision-making 

or public opinion among older adults regarding school funding. 

The dissertation research utilizes a qualitative approach to examine the role of 

social context (physical environment and social networks) in the political decision-

making of older people in increasingly diverse school districts. Furthermore, it examines 

the role of narrative and how older people frame their opinions about their changing 

schools and changing neighborhoods. This study also examines how conditions 

associated with race are linked to both the social context and framing narratives of older 

people. Discussion of race is rarely included in the studies on aging and political or 
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social engagement. In light of the growing racial generation gap, it is vital to develop 

research that looks at the interplay of race and age within the social context. 

While there is a considerable body of research about how social context (social 

and physical environment) influences political attitudes and decision-making, this 

process is not well understood in relationship to older people. This dissertation adds to 

an emerging body of literature that connects the study of older adults to broader 

literature on social context and political decision making. The rapid growth of the aging 

population and the disproportionately high voting rate of older people suggest that 

additional research on older adults and their social context is needed to better 

understand the political landscape. Much of the research about aging and 

neighborhoods, however, focuses primarily on issues of aging in place or service 

delivery. This dissertation contributes to the literature by examining older adults as 

political actors with agency. 

My investigation of the relationship between the physical environment and the 

attitudes and behaviors of older people with regards to education funding addresses 

two critical gaps in the literature. First, it provides data about a distinctive spatial 

phenomena of the rapidly growing aging population: the increasing population of older 

adults in the suburbs, referred to by some as “the graying of the suburbs” (Frey, 2003). 

Second, it builds on the emerging work of researchers that seek, in light of the rapid 

expansion of the older population, to reinvigorate the declining body of research on age 

segregation. The study explores how age-segregated physical environments relate to 
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political behavior and attitudes of older people with regard to school funding. 

Moreover, the study explores racial and ethnic dimensions of age-segregation and 

political attitudes. 

The study’s examination of the relationship between the social networks of older 

people and their political attitudes and behaviors regarding school funding provides 

two important contributions to the literature. First, in examining neighborhood level 

social networks, it expands upon the existing literature about the social networks of 

older people that focuses largely on kinship networks. Increasing geographic mobility 

and increasing numbers of older adults living farther from their children and family 

suggests the importance of expanding research on the social networks of older adults.  

Second, my research explores the ways in which the social networks of older 

adults both facilitate cooperation for mutual gain as well as reinforce racial/ethnic and 

generational divides at the neighborhood level. In doing so, this dissertation builds on 

the critiques of Robert Putnam’s widely popularized model of social capital for its 

failure to adequately examine conditions associated with race and the potentially 

negative consequences of social capital. 

Lastly, the research in this study provides a contribution to the literature through 

its examination of how older people frame discussions of both demographic change in 

their neighborhoods as well as how to fund increasingly diverse school districts. The 

findings support an emerging body of literature that examines the presence of racially 

coded language within messages regarding school taxes. Rather than focusing on the 
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message framing of elites, this dissertation examines the role of older adult citizens in 

their own framing of these narratives. In doing so, the dissertation examines how the 

theoretical models of “new racism” are articulated in the every-day language and 

conversations of older people. While the surveys used in research on new racism 

support new predictive models for voting behavior, they tell us less about how to listen 

for and recognize narratives of new racism in daily conversation and in qualitative 

research settings. This study provides rich descriptive data about how these new 

theoretical models are articulated by older White adults in the context of their 

discussions about school funding and neighborhood change. Furthermore, the study 

findings identify a set of interview strategies designed to elicit and analyze coded racial 

language. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

This chapter describes the methods used for this study. The study is designed to 

develop a more robust and nuanced understanding of the beliefs, attitudes and 

behaviors of older adults regarding public education funding in the context of 

demographically changing neighborhoods. Analysis of the collected data is intended to 

answer the following interrelated set of exploratory research questions: 

RQ1 How do older adults construct meaning around public education in the 

context of rapid demographic change? 

RQ2 How are the social networks of older adults related to their attitudes and 

behaviors towards public education? 

RQ3 How are the spatial contexts of neighborhoods in which older adults live 

related to their attitudes and behaviors towards public education? 

This chapter’s first section discusses the research paradigm selected for this 

study. The second section outlines the research settings and participants as well as 

procedures for data collection, management and analysis. The third addresses the 

credibility, trustworthiness and limitations of this study and the fourth examines my 

role as researcher. I conclude with a brief summary. 

Research Paradigm 

The research questions stated above seek to shed light on how broader trends of 

demographic change relate to the daily lives, attitudes and behaviors of older 

individuals. They are best answered through qualitative research that focuses inquiry on 

everyday lived experience, behaviors and emotions, and explores how people construct 
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meaning and values from that experience (Maxwell, 1992). My study is grounded in a 

constructivist paradigm, a model that analyzes “how and sometimes why people 

construct meanings and make decisions in specific situations” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 130). 

Constructivist theory lies in the interpretive tradition and understands both data and 

their analysis as created from experiences shared between the researcher and the 

participants (Bryant & Charmaz, 2010). As such, constructivist analysis is “contextually 

situated in time, place, culture and situation” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 131). 

I selected an interpretive case study design in order to examine how social and 

spatial contexts relate to attitudes and behaviors of older people with respect to school 

funding in changing neighborhoods. Yin (1994) defines a case study as: 

an empirical enquiry that investigates contemporary phenomena within 

its real life context especially when the boundaries between phenomenon 

and context are not clearly evident (p.13). 

Darke, Shanks and Broadbent (1998) note that case-study research is often used 

to help researchers gain in-depth understanding of the phenomena at issue in areas 

where existing knowledge is limited. Little research focuses on how social and spatial 

context influence attitudes and voting behaviors of older people, especially regarding 

public education funding. Broadly speaking, research examining the relationship 

between older people, neighborhoods and social networks is quite circumscribed; much 

of the existing research on older people and social context focuses primarily on issues of 

aging in place and service delivery. 
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The findings from this study are intended to support the work of advocates and 

policy makers working to build public will in support of education as a public good. 

Positivist and post-positivist traditions approach action as a form of advocacy or 

subjectivity that interferes with objectivity and can contaminate research results. The 

interpretive tradition, however, views action on research as “a meaningful and 

important part of the research process” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 174). 

Settings for the Study 

I selected the state of Pennsylvania for both its political and demographic 

landscape. With a stagnating economy, state contributions to local school budgets in 

Pennsylvania have fallen and local taxpayers are currently being asked to assume 

increased tax burdens to support local schools. Consequently, funding for public 

education is a salient political issue in many school districts. Nationally, Pennsylvania 

also has the fourth highest percentage of adults over age 65 (US Census Bureau, 2010). 

While immigration rates in Pennsylvania are not as high as in some other states, during 

the last two decades the greater metropolitan region of Philadelphia has been classified 

as a “re-emerging immigrant destination” (Singer, Vitiello, Katz, & Park, 2008, p. 5). 

Furthermore, immigrants in Pennsylvania tend to cluster in certain geographic areas, 

enabling me to select school districts with a high concentration of newcomers. 

The study took place in three “first-ring” suburbs surrounding the city of 

Philadelphia where the racial generation divide is more pronounced than in other 

regions statewide. First-ring suburbs are defined as communities that border, or are less 
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than a one hour drive, from urban centers (Puentes & Warren, 2006). Many such suburbs 

initially developed in the post- World War II era as bedroom communities for 

predominantly White, middle-class residents who commuted to work in city centers 

(Puentes & Warren, 2006). During the last three decades, many first-ring suburbs 

(including those selected for this study) experienced a rapid increase in racial and ethnic 

diversity as well as a growing older population. 

The first-ring suburbs in the Philadelphia metropolitan region have out-paced 

the city in increasing percentages of immigrant populations (Singer et al., 2008). While 

more robust multi-racial and multi-generational communities offer many positive 

opportunities, these areas also face challenges that include growing levels of poverty, 

stagnating economies and aging physical infrastructures (Puentes & Warren, 2006). 

Although 20% of the nation’s population currently resides in first-ring suburbs, 

researchers suggest that these communities exist in a “policy blind spot” (Puentes & 

Warren, 2006, p. 1) and often lack the proper policies and tools to adapt successfully to 

their complex new realities. Challenges faced by these communities, however, have 

received increasing national attention (Hanlon, 2009; S. Lee & Leigh, 2007; Puentes & 

Warren, 2006). Emerging research has examined federal, state and local policy reforms 

related to housing, transportation and taxation that could strengthen and revitalize these 

areas. The data gathered in this study have the potential to contribute meaningfully to a 

growing body of research on planning and policy concerns for first-ring suburbs. 
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The selected study sites are located in three townships in southeastern 

Pennsylvania in separate counties and school districts (Bensalem school district in Bucks 

County, Kennett Square consolidated district in Chester County, and Upper Darby 

district in Delaware County). The selected communities all meet the following criteria: 

the percentage of older adults approximates or is higher than the national average of 

12%; the racial/ethnic diversity of the student body in the district has increased 

substantially in the last 25 years; the township has a stagnating tax base as indicated by 

lower-than-average increases in the market value of taxable property per student as 

compared with the rest of the school districts in the county; and the presence of at least 

one salient education funding issue being addressed in the district. Table 1 provides an 

overview of the demographics outlined in the following sections. 

Site One: Bensalem Township 

Bensalem Township borders Northeast Philadelphia. The total population of 

Bensalem, 60,427 in the 2010 census, has almost tripled since 1960. Like other areas in the 

lower section of Bucks County, such as Levittown and Bristol, the township is denser 

and the median income is substantially lower than in the more affluent suburbs located 

further from Philadelphia in the northern part of the county. The median household 

income for the township is $49,737, compared with the county’s median household 

income of $76, 555. 

Bensalem is the most racially diverse township in the county. The 2010 census 

data indicated 73% “non-Hispanic White” (compared with the county average, which is 
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Table 1 

Bensalem, Kennett Township, and Upper Darby Demographics  

Demographics Bensalem  Kennett 

Township 

Upper 

Darby 

Total 2010 Population 60,000 7,500 83,000 

Median Household Income 

(Township) 

$49,737 $63,328 $41,489 

Median Household Income 

(County) 

$76,555 $84,520 $61,876 

Increases in the market value of 

taxable property per student in the 

district/county 

92%/99% 

 

58%/69% 58%/66% 

Adults over 65 11% 11% 11% 

Race/Ethnicity    

 Non-Hispanic White 73% 43% 55% 

 African-American 7% 7% 27% 

 Asian 10% — 11% 

 Hispanic 8% 48% 4% 

 Two or more races 2% 3% 3% 

Student Body 2014    

 African-American, Hispanic, 

and Asian 

39% 45% 63% 

 White 61% 55% 37% 

Student Body 1987    

 African-American, Hispanic, 

and Asian 

16%  11%  17%  

 White 84% 89% 83% 

 

close to 90%), 7% Black or African American, 10% Asian, and 3% of the population 

reporting two or more races. Eight percent of the population reported Hispanic or 

Latino ancestry. 
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The demographic composition of the township’s racial and ethnic minorities has 

shifted significantly in the last 25 years. In 1990, African Americans represented more 

than 51% of this population, but less than 28% by 2010. In 1990, Asian/Pacific Islanders 

represented 25% of the minority population; this percentage had risen to 36% by 2010. 

During the same period, the Latino/Hispanic population in Bensalem almost 

quadrupled, increasing its share of the total population from 2% to more than 7%. 

Students of color (African-American, Latino, and Asian) currently comprise 39% of the 

student body in the district compared with 16% in 1987 (Gebeloff, Evans, & Scheinkman, 

2011). 

The growing percentage of immigrants in Bensalem is attributed mainly to large-

scale immigrant employment at Parx Casino and Racing. Parx includes a horseracing 

venue and the largest casino gaming complex in Pennsylvania (Bailey & Dougherty, 

2014). The race track opened in 1974, and since that time has employed many immigrant 

workers. The Parx Casino venue opened in 2010 and now employs more than one 

thousand people. 

Bensalem Township is also home to Concord–Lincolnia, the first racially 

integrated suburban community development in the country (Gagnier, 1990). The land 

for this development was purchased in the early 1920s by a White farmer with the 

purpose of providing farm land for African-Americans. Many White residents 

attempted to intimidate African-American residents to move out of the area. Their 

tactics included a cross burning by the Klu Klux Klan, which was active in the area at the 
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time. The property was not developed for another 30 years as banks and other local 

lenders refused loans that would have supported development. The African-American 

residents who had temporary housing on the property were denied other municipal 

services from the township. 

In 1954, a White developer was able to raise funds from outside Pennsylvania in 

order to establish the first racially integrated suburban community development in the 

country. It was a near replica of the nearby, but racially restricted, Levittown 

development (Historical Society of Bensalem Township, 1984). Four participants and 

one key informant in this study are long-time residents of this development. 

Bensalem Township School District includes six elementary schools, two middle 

schools and one high school.  The district ranks in the bottom 25% in the state5. Between 

2002 and 2012, the market value of taxable property per student increased by 92%. While 

apparently high, this increase is lower than the county average of 99%. Seven of the 13 

districts in the county noted a greater increase than Bensalem, most more than 100% 

(Pennsylvania Department of Education, n.d.). Salient educational issues include a 

$78,000,000 renovation and expansion project planned for Bensalem High school 

potentially carrying a 3.2% rise in school district taxes which roughly 1.5 times the 

increase amount permitted annually under the state’s Act 1 (Katalinas, 2014). In order to 

approve this increase, the school board is required to apply for a special exception that 

permits the district to raise taxes beyond 2.1%. 

                                                      

5 The school rankings are based largely on test scores.  
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Site Two: Kennett Township/Kennett Borough 

Kennett Square, located in southern Chester County, is a one-square mile 

borough within the larger Kennett Township, approximately one hour west of 

Philadelphia. The county is one of the nation’s major mushroom-producing regions and 

Kennett Square is the self-proclaimed “Mushroom Capital of the World” (Nardone, 

2013). The mushroom industry, initially developed by Quakers, expanded during the 

early 20th century as a result of large-scale Italian migration. Italian immigrants worked 

on Quaker mushroom farms and eventually established their own farms, many of which 

are still in operation today (Lyons & Tarrier, 2004, p. 19). Puerto Ricans were hired by 

Italian farm owners as mushroom workers, but were slowly replaced by Mexican 

migrant workers, primarily men, who began seasonal work in the industry as early as 

the 1960s. Mexican immigrants currently comprise the vast majority of the labor force on 

the mushroom farms (Garcia, 1997). 

Mexican workers were unable to settle permanently with their families until the 

passage of the Immigration Reform and Control Act in the 1980s (Garcia, 1997). Since 

that time, the number of Mexican families living in Kennett Square has steadily and 

rapidly increased. By the 2010 census, more than 48% of the borough’s total population 

of more than 6000 people identified as Hispanic or Latino, 43% of the population was 

non-Hispanic White, 7% was Black or African-American, less than 1% was Native 

American and Asian-American, and 3% represented two or more races. Bowman (2014) 

notes that the Mexican population, “once nearly invisible is now one of the defining 
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characteristics of the Kennett identity” (p. 326). The median income for a Kennett Square 

household, $63,328, is substantially higher than the state average of $52,548, but lower 

than the county average of $84, 520. 

The percentage of older adults in Kennett Square, while notable, is decreasing. 

During the 2000 census, adults older than 65 comprised 14% of the total population but 

by the 2010 census, the population had dropped to just under 11%, slightly lower than 

the national average. From the 2000 to the 2010 census, the percentage of the population 

younger than 18 held steady at approximately 25%. In 2010, 9% of the total population 

lived below the poverty line, including 12% of those under the age of 18 and 10% of 

those age 65 or older. 

Because Kennett Square is the main commerce center in the area, residents from 

other municipalities do their banking, pay their utility bills, and shop there. It also 

serves as the headquarters of the Kennett Consolidated School District which consists of 

four elementary schools, one middle school and one high school, all attended by 

children from Kennett Square and surrounding municipalities. The schools rank in the 

top 44% of schools in the state. 

Between 1987 and 2014, the population of students of color (African-American, 

Asian-American and Latino/Hispanic) in the district grew from 11 to 45%; the majority 

of these students is Latino (Gebeloff et al., 2011). Between 2002 and 2012, the market 

value of taxable property per student increased by 58%, substantially lower than the 

county average of 69%, indicating a stagnating tax base (Pennsylvania Department of 
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Education, n.d.) Salient issues around education funding include a property tax increase 

of 3% in 2015 (Maye, 2014). 

Site Three: Upper Darby Township 

Upper Darby is a densely populated community that borders West Philadelphia. 

And is less than 3 miles from downtown Philadelphia. Like many first-ring suburbs, 

Upper Darby’s population first expanded after World War II as a commuter town for 

White working and middle class people (Jones, 2011). Since that time, the community 

has increasingly drawn African-American residents from bordering Philadelphia 

neighborhoods and attracted a wide range of immigrant families from Africa, Latin 

America and Asia. Today, the township includes close to 83,000 residents who represent 

more than one hundred different ethnic and racial groups. 

The 2010 census indicates that adults older than 65 in Upper Darby constitute the 

largest population of older adults in Delaware County, representing close to 12% of the 

township’s total population. The same census shows the household median income in 

the township was then $41,489, substantially below the state average of $52, 548. 

Approximately 9% of the population was living below the poverty line, including 11% of 

those under age 18 and 7% of those age 65 and older. Unlike Kennett Square and 

Bensalem, there are no designated housing units for older people in Upper Darby. Two 

large apartment complexes in the township, however, because they have a majority of 

residents over 65, are identified by the county run Area Agency on Aging as “naturally 

occurring retirement communities.” But there are no government-subsidized senior 
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housing developments, continuum of care facilities or designated 55-plus housing 

communities in Upper Darby. A groundbreaking ceremony was held at the end of 2015 

for low-income subsidized senior housing units being developed in a Catholic school 

that recently closed (Reilly, 2015).   

Racial and ethnic diversity in the public schools has increased significantly since 

the late 1980s when students of color comprised 17% of the population. Currently, 

students of color (predominantly African-American and Asian-American) comprise 63% 

of the total student body and speak more than 75 different languages (Gebeloff et al., 

2011). The school district, which includes 10 elementary schools, two middle schools, 

and one high school, ranks in the bottom 8% of the state’s schools. Between 2002 and 

2012, the market value of taxable property per student increased by 58%, substantially 

lower than the county average of 66% and lower than all but 3 of the 14 other districts in 

the county (Pennsylvania Department of Education, n.d.). Salient issues around 

education funding include: special education funding costs; cuts to arts and music 

programs; property taxes that have increased more than 10% in the last 3 years to one of 

the highest percentages rates in the region; and the potential introduction of charter 

schools to the district (Giordono, 2013). 

Data Collection 

Key informant interviews 

During the first phase of the research I conducted interviews with key 

informants in each township/borough including staff from aging services, school 
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administrators (including school principals and current or previous school 

superintendents), school board members and public officials. The key informant 

interviews were designed to provide contextual data about the funding landscape as 

well as current and historic community involvement in the schools. These interviews 

also helped identify a range of formal and informal gathering places where I could 

connect with older adults and referred me to participants (two from each site) for the 

pilot study. A list of interview questions for key informants can be found in Appendix 

A. 

My initial key informants were referred to me primarily via personal email 

introductions from contacts in my professional network.  At each site I initially met with 

the current or previous school superintendent, at least one school board member and the 

coordinator of the local senior center. These contacts then introduced me to other key 

informants as well as several participants for the study.   

Recruitment of Participants 

To recruit participants, I attended meetings and events at places where key 

informants and respondents suggested that older people spent time: civic organizations, 

social clubs, churches, and bingo games, as well as daily breakfast groups at the local 

McDonalds and Dunkin Donuts. At each location I connected with a group leader and 

asked for permission to speak briefly at some point during the group about my study. 

My “pitch” went like this: 

I am a graduate student at Temple University and I am doing my research in 

[this township]to find out more about what older people think about public 
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education funding and taxes. There has been a lot of statistical research about 

older people’s voting patterns, but no one has really sat down and talked to older 

people about their perspective on the issues. That is what my study will do. 

Everything you say will be confidential, I will only be reporting out major 

themes and will not refer to anyone by their name. I am looking for people who 

would be open to talking to me for about an hour and half. We can meet 

anywhere you feel comfortable. 

After speaking with the group members, I wrote down the names and contact 

information of anyone interested, and followed up with them by phone.  Whenever 

possible, I participated for the entire group meeting I was attending, rather attend 

briefly to make an announcement about my study.  My group participation provided 

additional opportunities for informal conversation and trust-building with potential 

respondents. 

The following strategies also supported my recruitment efforts: 

• Leveraging professional connections in the aging network: My professional role as 

a staff director in an organization affiliated with aging networks initially 

helped establish my credibility with administrators in the county aging 

services offices and local senior centers. My professional experience may also 

have helped develop the trust necessary for them to facilitate connections 

with other key informants and study participants. 

• Reciprocity: Because of financial constraints, I was not able to offer monetary 

incentive to participants. I did, however, frequently offer to reciprocate with 

my time and energy if participants requested. This included volunteering for 

a senior center fall event, writing a letter to the parole board of one 
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participant about her participation in the study, and providing feedback to a 

participant about a non-profit organization she is interested in starting. 

Participants were recruited over a six month time period using a stratified 

purposeful sampling approach. Patton (1990) describes how “the logic and power of 

purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-rich cases to study” (p. 169).  I asked 

those who expressed interest in participating to first complete a short survey (found in 

Appendix D.) The survey responses provided additional demographic information that 

enabled purposeful sampling of respondents based on a range of characteristics 

including gender, race, age, length of time in the district, level of support for school 

funding, residency in age-segregated or age-integrated housing, and home ownership 

status. This approach tapped respondents from discrete subgroups and enabled 

comparative observations and drawn inferences.  

I excluded potential recruits who did not live in the school district. Because many 

of the groups from which I recruited had members from various townships, this was an 

important criterion to emphasize. The term “older adults” is defined by the census as 

over age 65, and is also the approximate age at which people can receive full social 

security benefits. I included, however, a few participants age 55–64 because they met the 

criteria both for inclusion in 55-plus housing as well as attendance at the senior center.  

Approximately 75% of the participants were retired; 25% of the participants worked in 

full or part-time positions.  Although retired teachers were often the first to volunteer, I 

generally excluded them because they have an atypical understanding of the school 
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district as well as more personal investment in supporting school funding. I did, 

however, include two in the study: one was a private school teacher and the other 

taught early in her career. Table 2 provides an overview of selected participant 

demographics. 

Snowball sampling, one of the most widely used sampling methods in 

qualitative research across various disciplines (Noy, 2008), utilizes referrals from people 

“who share or know of others who possess characteristics that are of research interest” 

(Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981, p. 141). Noy (2008) argues that snowball sampling is 

particularly effective in research on organic social networks. As this study is examining 

the relationship between social networks and older adult behaviors and attitudes 

regarding public education funding, utilizing a snowball sampling measure made use of 

social networks as a strategy for recruiting respondents and was used to recruit 

participants for both the interviews and the focus groups. 

When I hear the term snowball sampling, it conjures up a cartoon image I 

remember from my childhood: a small snowball, rolling down from the top of the 

mountain, progressively gathering more snow and speed and getting larger and more 

formidable with every turn. Unfortunately my process of snowball sampling did not 

generally conform to that image although occasionally it did work out something like 

the cartoon metaphor. I would speak with one person who would connect me to two 

more people, who would in turn connect me to multiple contacts. More often, however, 

it was a much slower process requiring repeated efforts and multiple returns to initial 
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contacts as well as frequent identification of new recruitment sources when my referrals 

did not work out. Figure 1 illustrates the snowball sampling chains in Upper Darby. 

Recruiting older adults as subjects for this study had both advantages and 

challenges. Most of the participants are no longer working and have flexible schedules. 

They are often regularly at one location (senior center or social group) so were easy to 

locate and follow up with. On the other hand, many participants do not use email or 

text, so phone and/or in person communications added substantial time to the 

scheduling process for focus groups and meetings. Five of the 38 individuals I attempted 

recruit declined to participate in individual interviews. Although 30 of the 33 

participants from the individual interviews initially agreed to participate in subsequent 

focus groups, only 14 ended up taking part.   

Pilot Study 

I conducted pilot interviews with six participants (2 from each site.) Schreirer 

(2012) recommends creating a pilot with approximately 20% of the participants in the 

full study in order to refine interview protocol and develop the initial coding frame. I 

also included the pilot interviews in my main analyses.  I selected participants at each 

site who both supported and opposed increased K-12 education funding and designed 

the original protocol to collect data about the study’s three main research questions.  

Appendix B provides a data matrix that outlines the key data points I examined in 

relationship to each research question and connects these data points to supporting  
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Table 2 

Interview Participant Demographics 

Participant Township 

Age 

Group Race/Ethnicity Gender 

55-Plus 

Housing 

1 Bensalem  65–74 White F N 

2 Bensalem  55–64 White F Y 

3 Bensalem  65–74 White M N 

4 Bensalem  >75 African-American M N 

5 Bensalem  65–74 White F Y 

6 Bensalem  >75 White F Y 

7 Bensalem  65–74 White F Y 

8 Bensalem  65–74 White F N 

9 Bensalem  65–74 White F N 

10 Bensalem  >75 African -American M N 

11 Bensalem  65–74 White M N 

12 Upper Darby >75 African-American M N 

13 Upper Darby >75 White M N 

14 Upper Darby >75 White M Y 

15 Upper Darby >75 White M N 

16 Upper Darby >75 White F N 

17 Upper Darby 65–74 African-American M N 

18 Upper Darby >75 White M N 

19 Upper Darby 65–74 White F N 

20 Upper Darby 65–74 White M N 

21 Upper Darby 65–74 White F N 

22 Upper Darby 65–74 White F N 

23 Kennett Square >75 White F Y 

24 Kennett Square >75 White M Y 

25 Kennett Square >75 White F Y 

26 Kennett Square 55–64 Latino M N 

27 Kennett Square 65–74 White F Y 

28 Kennett Square 65–74 White F N 

29 Kennett Square 65–74 White M N 

30 Kennett Square 65–74 White F Y 

31 Kennett Square 65–74 White M N 

32 Kennett Square 65–74 Latino M N 
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Figure 1 

Snowball sampling chain: Upper Darby interviews 
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research. All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, uploaded, and coded using 

NVivo software. 

In-Depth Interviews with Older Adult Participants: 

Following the pilot phase, I conducted nine additional in-depth interviews lasting 

approximately 90–120 minutes at each site, with older adults who both support and 

oppose funding for K-12 education. The revised version of the protocol can be found in 

Appendix C; it includes the following minor modifications from the pilot interview 

protocol: 

1. Probe more for conceptions of individual vs. collective benefits of public 

education with regard to childhood messages about education and current 

attitudes; 

2. Modify language to discuss community-level benefits of public education 

without using the term “benefit;” 

3. Include follow-up question about why people choose to live in age-segregated 

housing versus aging in place. Probe for separation/protection and social 

connection. Ask how residents living in housing for older adults feel about their 

relationship to surrounding township; 

4. Probe for perspectives on a “fair way” for paying for schools; and 

5. Probe more about perceptions of subsidized /Section 8 housing. 

This process provided an opportunity to develop individual rapport with 

participants and to create an environment where they could share privately that which 
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they might not share in a group setting. As discussed by Patton (1990), the in-depth 

nature of the interview provided an opportunity to probe more deeply than in a group 

with multiple participants. I interviewed participants in locations of their choice which 

included their homes, diners, fast food restaurants, local senior centers and  

organizations that host gatherings of older adults. The organizational staff of these last 

two locations provided me with a private room in which to conduct interviews. 

Interviews were audio recorded with all but two participants who preferred not to be 

recorded. I took handwritten notes for these two interviews. 

Surveys 

During the first portion of the in-depth interview, participants completed a short 

survey that included questions about demographic information as well as length of time 

in the township, home ownership status, schooling history of their children and 

grandchildren, voting preferences regarding school funding referendums and beliefs 

about whether it is fair to pay taxes if one has no children in the district. The survey 

questions were designed based on existing research about characteristics of older adults 

associated with support for or opposition to school funding. A copy of the survey 

questions can be found in Appendix D. 

Completion of the demographic portion of the survey prior to the interview 

enabled me to spend the majority of my time focused on the key research questions. I 

also used the demographic information to support a purposeful sampling strategy for 

on-going recruitment of participants. The two questions about voting preferences and 
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beliefs about “fairness” helped initiate discussion during the interview about attitudes, 

beliefs and behaviors regarding public education funding. These questions also helped 

me to group respondents in focus groups with similar attitudes and behaviors regarding 

school funding. 

Focus Groups 

Three focus groups of four to eight participants were conducted in each 

neighborhood for additional data about attitudes and behavior regarding school 

support, and how these may relate to organizational, civic, familial and social affiliations 

as well as to the physical environment. The groups in total included 14 of the individual 

interview participants and 36 new participants.  The groups were held at the local senior 

center in Bensalem and in public library community rooms in Kennett and Upper Darby. 

One group in Kennett was held in a 55-plus continuum of care community. 

Focus groups created opportunities for participants to interact with each other 

and respond to different perspectives and ideas. Research suggests that the synergistic 

process of participant interaction within focus groups has the potential to generate a 

richer data set than that collected only through individual interviews (Berg, Lune, & 

Lune, 2004; Stewart & Shamdasani, 2014). Jenny Cameron (2005) suggests that focus 

groups are a “highly effective vehicle for exploring the nuances and complexities 

associated with people-place relationships” (p. 161).  I presented initial findings from the 

interviews to focus group participants for feedback and further data collection. This 

process of “member checking,” during which respondents responded to aggregated data 
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and engaged in dialogue about the results, further shaped my identification of themes 

and patterns in the data analysis process. 

Focus group participants were separated by race; at each site two included White 

participants only and one included members from a non-White racial/ethnic group. I 

chose to structure the groups in this way because I wanted to probe further about the 

discussions of race and demographic change that had surfaced during the interviews. 

The literature on cross-racial dialogue indicates that both Whites and people of color 

may be more comfortable and open about discussing their racial beliefs in same race 

groups (Littleford, Wright, & Sayoc-Parial, 2005; Trawalter & Richeson, 2006). 

One group of White participants was comprised of individuals who answered in 

their surveys that they would “definitely” or “probably” vote in favor of a referendum 

to raise taxes a small amount to support the schools. The second White group was 

comprised of individuals who stated they would “definitely” or “probably” vote against 

the referendum. To the extent possible, I sought to create groups with participants who 

share relatively similar viewpoints in order to create an opportunity to probe deeper 

about their beliefs and viewpoints and spend less time on group discussion about 

ideological differences among participants. I also structured the focus groups in this way 

to decrease levels of discomfort among participants who might be less inclined to share 

their viewpoints with those who were not in agreement.  

A third group at each site was comprised of racial minorities. In Upper Darby I 

met with a group of Liberian immigrants who were mostly part of a common social 
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circle. We met in the meeting room of a social service agency run by a prominent family 

in the Liberian community. In Bensalem I met with an African-American weekly bible 

study group that took place in the home of the group leader. At the Kennett public 

library I met with a group of Mexican immigrants who had retired from the mushroom 

industry. The focus group protocol is found in Appendix E. 

In the focus groups that followed the interviews, I experimented with new 

strategies to discuss both the concept of education as a public good, and the possible 

reasons for the absence of a framework to understand or articulate it. I began by 

introducing the topic this way: 

One of the reasons people give for paying for schools through property or 

school taxes is the assumption that having well-educated young people 

benefits everyone now or in the future; that communities are improved 

when there are good schools, --- the same reason we pay taxes for police 

and municipal services, etc. This may be something you agree or disagree 

with. But to give a better idea of what I mean – here are some community 

level improvements that some researchers say are connected to having 

good schools. 

I had the following benefits written up on a large sheet of paper: 

• Increased employment levels and boost to the economy (greater 

number of people in the workforce, paying into social security and 

creating a strong tax base.) 

• Improvements in community level health (educated people seek 

more preventative care, rely less on government support because 

they get insurance through employers, and use emergency rooms 

less.) 

• Reduction in crime (well-educated people are less likely to 

commit crimes; people who feel like they have a promising future 
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are less likely to take risks when they are adolescents, like teen 

pregnancy and petty or more serious crimes) 

• Development of engaged citizens (people with education more 

likely to vote and become involved in community life.) 

• Increase in property values (good schools increase housing 

values.) 

I then asked participants place adhesive dots next to the community level 

improvements or benefits that they thought great schools could offer communities. As a 

group we discussed where the dots were placed and what that conveyed about the 

group perspective. I relayed to them the difficulties I had discussing the community 

level benefits of public education in the interviews and asked for their opinions as to 

why that was. I also asked about how their perspectives on school funding had changed 

over time and in what contexts people their age typically discuss these types of issues. 

Field Notes and Project Memos   

Throughout the recruitment and data collection phase I created a set of field 

notes to document my observations in the three townships. These notes provided 

additional context to the interview and focus group transcriptions. The notes included 

observations and descriptions of the homes I was invited into, exchanges with 

participants before or after the interviews, bingo events, informal conversations at Lions 

and Rotary Club meetings, my experiences walking through housing developments, etc. 

These notes enabled me to better remember the people and places I encountered during 

the analysis phase, and also allowed me to reflect on my own positionality throughout 
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the process. (A definition and an explanation of positionality is included at the end of 

this chapter.) 

In addition, I regularly created project memos throughout the data collection and 

analysis phases. Horvat (2013) describes memoing as “a procedure used by qualitative 

researchers for explaining or elaborating on observations made in the field or for 

elaborating on coded categories that the researcher develops in analyzing the data” (p. 

109). The memos helped me to identify questions to explore further, make connections 

to the literature, and reflect on how the data collection process evolved over time.   

Data Management 

Informed Consent 

Dr. Carolyn Adams and I managed institutional review board compliance for the 

fieldwork. In accordance with institutional review board requirements, all study 

participants provided informed consent to the project. Research participants were given 

a pseudonym, which was then used as identification on all research documents. Their 

pseudonyms are used throughout this dissertation.   

Meta Data 

Metadata summarize basic information about the data and were linked to all the 

interviews and focus groups. The metadata included date, time, location, duration of the 

interviews/focus groups as well as demographic information about the participants. The 

information was stored in a log of activities and a file of participant characteristics was 
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uploaded to an NVivo CAQDAS (Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis 

Software) program. 

Transcription of Data 

I personally transcribed all audio recordings of focus groups and interviews to 

create a rich set of raw qualitative data. The data include approximately 45 hours of 

recorded interviews and 18 hours of focus group interviews. I uploaded copies of all 

written transcripts into NVivo for analysis. 

Data Analysis 

The data collection, management and analysis were not discrete, linear phases. 

Rather, the data I collected from the pilot phase informed the subsequent interviews 

which in turn informed the focus groups. Schreirer (2012) notes that qualitative research 

is typically characterized by its emergent research process and is cyclical as opposed to 

linear; all aspects of the study can be adapted throughout the process. The 

implementation of this study did, to some degree, follow a linear structure as it began 

with a pilot, followed by individual interviews, then followed by focus groups. I did not 

wait, however, to begin the data analysis process until I completed each phase. Instead, I 

reflected on the data throughout the process; this informed the interviews and focus 

groups where I probed for more information about emergent themes. I utilized the 

following data analysis procedures to “make sense of the data in a rigorous way” (Cope, 

2010), and identify common categories, themes and patterns. 
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Preparing for Coding 

I prepared for coding the interview data in several ways. First, I took notes about 

the interview experience directly after each interview and transcribed it to a memo 

which I then linked to the transcript in NVivo. Second, I began with a period of 

digesting and reflecting on the data by reviewing all transcripts and making first-

impression notes in NVivo about emerging ideas. Third, I outlined key dimensions or 

“main codes” of the initial coding frame based on the interview questions and the 

literature. Patton (1990) refers to these as sensitizing concepts rather than fixed 

categories. 

Coding 

I used the first six interviews as a pilot phase to help develop the initial coding 

frame. I combined both inductive and deductive approaches to data analysis, a practice 

commonly found in the literature on qualitative methods (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 

2006; Middleton, Keegan, & Henderson, 2012). After reading through the six pilot 

interview transcripts, I separated the transcript data into the applicable key dimensions 

of the coding frame (discussed in the previous paragraph). In the few instances in which 

the data did not coincide with any of the main categories, I created an additional main 

category. This process is referred to as structural coding (Saldaña, 2015). I then 

inductively developed subcodes within each major category, a process referred to as 

axial coding (Strauss, 1987). Once I completed this initial process, I reviewed all 

subcodes and collapsed related categories. I wrote a brief definition of the main 
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categories and subcodes to ascertain that all codes and subcodes were mutually 

exclusive. 

I used the coding frame established during the pilot phase to code transcripts 

and memos for the remaining twenty seven interviews in the study, adding additional 

sub codes when I found data that could not be subsumed under any existing sub code. 

After completing this process, I recoded the data two weeks later to ensure that the final 

coding frame was sufficient and consistent. The final coding frame can be found in 

Appendix F. 

Theme Building 

Cope (2010) notes that the coding process, while fluid and dynamic, is not the 

final output of the data analysis. Rather, as the codes become more multi-dimensional 

and increasingly linked to the theoretical framework, themes emerge that typically serve 

as key topics for the research. I identified key themes in the data through several 

strategies outlined by the literature: co-occurrences of codes (two codes or subcodes that 

were repeatedly discussed in relationship to each other); repeated similarities in 

responses within and across cases; and notable differences across cases (i.e., differences 

noted among respondents based on age, race, or township residence.) Themes that 

emerged during analysis of the interview transcripts were explored further and tested 

during the focus groups. I utilized the coded data from the focus groups to deepen the 

theme-building process. 
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Additional Data Analysis Considerations 

I experienced substantial challenges collecting and analyzing data about 

attitudes, beliefs and behaviors concerning race and neighborhood demographic change 

in the context of what researchers describe as “new racism.” The new racism model 

describes political language presenting as, on the one hand, “steadfastly opposed to 

racism and ready to condemn those that use racial profanity” while also articulating a 

series of coded “racial grievances and color coded solidarity” (López, 2013, p. 3). 

Research on priming and framing also demonstrates how during the past 40 years, 

language used to describe Whites’ feelings and behaviors regarding historically 

oppressed groups has changed: people are adopting language schemas that express 

racial stereotypes implicitly rather than overtly. One challenge raised in the literature on 

racial considerations and political decision-making is that given existing “norms of 

equality,” discussed in Chapter Two, respondents may be under-reporting racial 

animus, thus leading researchers to underestimate the impact of racial attitudes on 

support for both racial and nonracial policies. 

There have been some recent innovations in measurement of racial attitudes 

(Kinder & Sanders, 1996) but these measures do not provide sufficient insight into 

strategies for identifying coded racial attitudes in an interview and focus group context. 

Research on implicit bias suggests that in addition to the conscious ideas that people 

carry about race and racial stereotyping, there are also unconscious cognition processes 

that shape language, behavior and decision-making (Greenwald & Krieger, 2006).  
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Research in implicit bias has developed several successful tools for examining 

common latent beliefs and cognitive schemas regarding a range of social groups 

(Greenwald & Krieger, 2006). It does not, however, capture or permit analysis of the 

coded ways in which race and other social categories are discussed in everyday contexts. 

Some experimental studies have demonstrated that Whites show evidence of covert 

racism or possibly unconscious bias against African-Americans through non-verbal cues 

such as tone of voice, lack of eye contact, greater seating distance and less verbal fluency 

(Crosby, Bromley, & Saxe, 1980; Vanman, Paul, Ito, & Miller, 1997). Nonetheless, these 

studies, do not sufficiently examine how coded racial language is adopted by 

individuals in naturalistic or qualitative research settings. 

The gap in the literature regarding analysis of coded racial language in 

naturalistic or qualitative research settings poses a challenge for researchers. How do we 

identify and interpret racially coded language in an interview or focus group setting? 

How do we interview people about a topic they are reticent to discuss explicitly, or are 

perhaps not even thinking about at a conscious level? Mendelberg and Oleske’s (2000) 

research, for example, examines the use of coded racial language in public forums on 

school desegregation efforts in New Jersey. They discuss the use of coded language 

among forum participants when talking about race, but the strategies the researchers 

apply to “decode” the racialized language are neither explicit nor replicable. 

This dissertation produced some emergent methodological findings and 

provides meaningful contribution to the literature by presenting a set of emerging 
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strategies for identifying coded racial language in naturalistic and other qualitative 

research contexts. Throughout the interview process I initially attempted to ask 

respondents direct questions about race, and quickly realized that asking explicit 

questions resulted in “acceptable,” well-rehearsed answers that did not reflect 

conversations I had heard in informal settings or even in casual conversations during the 

interviews themselves. My own research and training regarding both anti-oppression 

and White privilege had taught me the importance, as a White person, of recognizing 

how race factors into everyday interactions and of naming it explicitly. As an 

interviewer for this project, however, I had to contradict much of this training. 

Interviewing people who speak in coded language required me to ask questions in 

equally coded language in the hopes of signaling to listeners that they were being 

understood. 

Interviewing is a complex combination of knowledge, skills, and intuition 

(Seidman, 2013). Over the course of the interview process I tested a range of emergent 

strategies for talking about race with older White adults, listening both to what was said 

and to what was not said. I applied these strategies both purposefully and intuitively. 

When I reviewed the interview transcripts, I examined not only respondents’ answers 

but also the exchanges between us as well, and reflected on my process of interpretation. 

When reviewing the transcripts in this way, I observed five key strategies I used 

to identify and interpret racially coded language: listening for common racial frames, 

listening for silence, listening for ingroup/outgroup language, listening for “language 
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pairings,” and adopting the coded language of respondents to probe statements. To 

better explain these strategies and how they operate in relation to each other, I will 

describe one example of a coded term commonly invoked to discuss racial difference 

“People from Philadelphia.” Below is a quote from a resident in Bensalem: 

You have people coming from Philadelphia come up here and hide and 

get their kids into the schools because they get a better education. 

On the surface, this is a race neutral comment as people from Philadelphia 

comprise all races and ethnicities, including many White people. (I count myself among 

them.) Employing a combination of the five strategies listed above enabled me to 

explore how, despite the fact that many of the White suburban residents I interviewed 

were themselves originally from Philadelphia, the term operated as a coded word for 

people of color, particularly African-Americans. In the section below I describe in detail 

the process by which I came to understand “people from Philadelphia” as a term 

designed to express coded racial grievances (read: “Philadelphia/people of color are 

violent and/or broken) and coded racial solidarity (read: Philadelphia/people of color are 

trying to sneak into “our” [read: White] communities and use the resources of “our” 

[read: White] schools). While I outline the strategies separately, they were largely 

utilized in conjunction with each other to interpret racially coded language. The final 

section includes a longer portion of an interview and describes how I used multiple 

strategies to interpret the language of the respondents during both the interviews and 

the data analysis phase. 
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Listening for the Language Used in Common Racial Frames 

One common national racial frame6 that figured prominently in the “story” that 

older adults told about neighborhood and public school changes was the race-crime 

frame. In other words, rising levels of crime were connected directly to the presence of 

non-Whites. When respondents began to discuss crime, I listened not only for the 

explicit link between non-White population and increasing crime, but also for repeated 

words and phrases used to invoke images of crime, disinvestment and disorganization. 

In their discussions about crime in the suburbs, respondents often focused on 

“dangerous elements” encroaching on the boundaries of the township. When these 

discussions took place, “Philadelphia” was used as a symbol of a violent, broken, place 

that breeds crime. 

You [read about] all the shootings in Philadelphia. These kids are [getting 

an] education? Uhhhh–in what? Firearms and drugs? Around this neck of 

the woods I can’t say I really keep up with the local news, but there is 

always something going on. 

Listening for Silence 

When respondents used coded language to talk about race, their speech typically 

became interrupted by longer pauses (usually about 3–5 seconds in length) than at any 

other time in the interview. Although I have no direct evidence, I posit that this is a 

result of self-policing their own language. This interpretation is supported by both the 

                                                      

6For a more in-depth explanation of framing, see Chapter 2  



98 

literature on covert racism (Mendelberg, 2001) and the spiral of silence (SOS) theory 

(Neuwirth, Frederick, & Mayo, 2007; Noelle‐Neumann, 1974; Scheufle & Moy, 2000). 

As discussed in detail in Chapter Two, covert racism theory posits that 

widespread racism still exists but that people with prejudiced beliefs now understand 

that its public expression is no longer acceptable. SOS theory posits that with respect to 

controversial or morally laden issues, including racialized topics such as affirmative 

action, people will actively refrain from publicly voicing opinions perceived as minority 

because of the fear of being isolated or ostracized for their opinions. The silences are 

noted in my transcripts and often alerted me to the presence of coded racial language 

before I explicitly interpreted it as such. 

Q: What makes you think that? [that kids from Philadelphia are sneaking 

into the schools.] 

A:[4 second silence] well there’s mmmmmmm for instance when I go to 

work schools are getting out and I see a lot of cars going to 

Philadelphia . . . . You can tell they are going way down Market St. I 

mean some of them live here but . . . . 

Listening for Ingroup/Outgroup Language 

If we understand social identity is at work when people invoke the term “we” 

and “us” as opposed to “I” or “me” (Turner, Oakes, Haslam, & McGarty, 1994), social 

identity in action becomes apparent in the term “them,” defining those who do not share 

a group identity. The literature refers to this as “in-group/out-group bias,” a concept 

frequently used as a lens to understand racial bias and prejudice (Hewstone et al., 2002). 

When racial frames or silence were used in conjunction with phrases of “us” and 
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“them,” I would often interpret respondents’ language as coded. Consider again the 

same quote used above to illustrate the previous strategy of listening for silence. In 

addition to silence, the phrase also contains “us and them” language, and the frame of 

illegal entry into the schools. The interplay of three elements influenced my 

interpretation of coded racial language. 

Q: What makes you think that? [that kids from Philadelphia are sneaking 

into the schools.] 

A:[4 second silence] well there’s mmmmmmm for instance when I go to 

work schools are getting out and I see a lot of cars going to 

Philadelphia . . . . You can tell they are going way down Market St. I 

mean some of them live here but . . . . 

Listening for Racial Stereotypes Invoked with and without Explicit Language 

I noted respondents frequently used certain terms when talking explicitly about 

race and difference. Other respondents (or the same respondent in a different context) 

would use the same term without explicitly mentioning race. Though the explicit racial 

language was absent, the meaning appeared to be the same. This signaled to me the 

term being used was a racial code.  Below are two examples of “people from 

Philadelphia” being discussed explicitly as a term for people of color. 

Q: so it’s [the charter school] more White kids? 

A: It’s a mixture, Philadelphia can come to that school as well, so you 

have Philadelphia there too. (Bensalem) [Here Philadelphia is the word 

explicitly used to describe children who are not White] 

What bothers me is the people in Philadelphia pay minor taxes and so of 

course their schools are horrible and they send their kids to Upper Darby. 

You are supposed to prove you live in Upper Darby so they ‘ask for 
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proof’ and they say ‘it is against our rights. . . you have no right to ask 

us.’ Well, show us your passport. Show us something that you are a 

citizen and you live here. (Upper Darby) [The term people from 

Philadelphia is paired with questions about passports and citizenship, 

indicating that ‘people from Philadelphia’ are considered to not be from 

this country.] 

Adopting Coded Language of Respondents to Probe Statements. 

I found when I attempted to use a more direct and explicit line of questioning 

about racial dynamics, I would be met with well-crafted answers that denounced racial 

stereotyping. Below is an example of this type of interaction: 

Participant 1: I don’t know how many of yous come to [senior center] 

meetings—but for the past 4 years we have been trying—our membership 

has been going bloop bloop bloop [makes hand gesture of continuing 

decline] There are many reasons why . . . you said you can’t lift much . . . 

most of the people can’t [do heavy lifting.]. Like today, I don’t know how 

we are going to do what we are supposed to do [for an event scheduled 

later in the day.] 

Participant 2: Everyone is too old – 

Participant 1: Right! 

Participant 3: Or crippled – 

Participant 1: We need the younger blood. We need to bring them in. Everyone’s 

perspective has to change—you have to change things thinking about 10 years 

down the road. 

Facilitator: Do you think the fact that younger people aren’t coming here 

has anything has to do with what you mentioned earlier about younger 

people being from different racial and ethnic groups? 

Participant 1: That hasn’t been an issue—we are not allowed to push out 

anyone. We can’t say to anyone you can’t come—we have to accept 

everyone! 
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I had greater success initiating deeper layers of conversation about racial 

dynamics by borrowing the coded phrases of the respondents rather than using explicit 

racial and ethnic language to probe for meaning. After I probed respondents “in code,” 

they often shifted to discussing race in more explicit terms. Probing in code for a period 

of time seemed to build trust in that I was indicating that I understood their codes. 

Another effective technique was asking participants, somewhat naively, to 

further describe certain terms that I perceived as potential codes. When I made no 

comment or judgement about their responses, but continued to gently ask neutral 

questions about the meaning of terms, respondents frequently appeared more at ease 

and would often begin to speak more explicitly about race. Some participants responded 

to these types of questions with substantially longer silences as part of their answers. In 

the quote below you can observe several of the strategies at work. I have included my 

thought process and the strategies I utilized in real time during the interview in 

parentheses next to the text. 

A: I grew up in Philadelphia up until I was 12 or 13 years, then we moved 

to Upper Darby. The [Philadelphia] neighborhood—was nicer [than it is 

today] . . . much nicer (I take note of the term nice and the possibility that 

it is a code for White, but also recognize it could have a host of other 

meanings) . . . we would talk . . . children would play up and down the 

street. Today you can’t do that if you have small children. Different ethnic 

groups that lived on our street and would share food. (My interpretation, 

based on my knowledge of Upper Darby immigration patterns, is that she 

means all White ethnic groups.) Our neighbors were Italian and would 

send their food over and we [respondent is Greek] would send our food 

over . . . It was safer. It was much safer. (I note here that “safer” may be a 

coded term for an all-White community based on the commonly 

expressed race-crime frame among respondents but I want to probe 

further) 
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Q: Why don’t you think it is safe in Philadelphia? (I choose to adopt her 

coded term rather than probe more explicitly about what safe means to 

her.) 

A: Why do you make me say these things? (My interpretation: she is 

policing her language because there is something she does not want to 

say out loud, but she is creating a small opening in her coded language 

by asking this.) [Silence 6 seconds]. (I note the presence of silence) I don’t 

know . . . we didn’t have any gangs then—it was just working class 

people. We never had any problems with gangs or homes being broken 

into. (My interpretation: we didn’t have people of color in our 

neighborhoods, only working class Whites. I choose to probe more by 

continuing to use her previous coded language of “safe”). 

Q: So both neighborhoods were safe when you were a child? (I am using 

her codes to signal to her that I understand her meaning). 

A: Upper Darby was safer (My interpretation: it was all White), but it was 

safe in West Philly (My interpretation: There was a sizeable White 

population) when I was growing up. We never had a problem—never. 

Q: So were the two neighborhoods pretty similar—West Philadelphia and 

Upper Darby? (Now I am beginning to hone in more on a discussion of 

the racial make-up of both areas, but I still am not using any explicit 

questions). 

A: Well we lived in a row house in Philadelphia and lived in a single 

family home in Upper Darby . . . But . . . [silence 5 seconds] it was safe, it 

was just safe in those days (my interpretation: we had more of a middle 

class, suburban lifestyle in Upper Darby, but both neighborhoods were 

White) 

Q:  (I sense, based on repeated use of the term ‘safe’ and the long silences 

that she is strongly policing her language and it is inhibiting further 

conversation, so I focus back on the one slightly revealing statement she 

made earlier, and gently probe for meaning.)  I don’t mean to pry but 

earlier why did you say ‘Why are you going to make me say this?’ 

A: Umm . . . [silence 4 seconds, laughter 6 seconds, silence 3 seconds.] (I 

note silence and discomfort) Well . . . a different ummm class of people 

started to move into Upper Darby [she is still not explicitly mentioning 
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race but she is getting closer to it] and that’s when we started moving 

further out. (I am not sure which social identity she is referring to when 

she says ‘we’: Greeks or White people, so I probe further). 

Q: The Greek people started moving further out? 

A: Uhhh . . . yeah – well the Greek people were one of the last to leave 

because of the church and quite a few of them are still around there. 

Other people mostly (read: other White people)—they got out. 

Q: How come you decided to stay? 

A: mmm . . . because of my age! And I don’t know if you noticed, but my 

street is still nice ( I interpreted ‘nice’ to mean there are still many White 

people on her street, noting that she used the term ‘nice’ at the beginning 

of the exchange to describe the predominantly White West Philadelphia 

neighborhood she grew up in. I did in fact notice when I went to her 

house that her block was mostly White, as it is unusual to have a mostly 

White block in that section of Upper Darby.) I don’t know if you noticed 

but all around us there is a big change, (my interpretation: big change = 

more people of color) but my street is still OK. 

What are the biggest changes? (I am probing using her language to better 

understand the coded term.) 

The biggest changes are the schools . . . . For example the schools bring in 

a lot of kids from Philadelphia. (Following the exchange above, I now 

have more confidence interpreting “kids from Philadelphia” to mean 

children of color.) 

Credibility and Trustworthiness 

Qualitative researchers have proposed new ways to think about descriptive 

validity that differ from the quantitative paradigm. For example, the qualitative research 

paradigm assumes that there may be multiple possible interpretations of the data. The 

focus moves away from questions of “validity” and focuses instead on the extent to 

which the explanation is credible and trustworthy. Three procedures outlined by 
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Creswell and Miller (2000) for developing credibility and trustworthiness in a qualitative 

research context were used in this study: triangulation, member checking and researcher 

reflexivity. 

According to Stake (2010), methodological triangulation helps to increase 

confidence in one’s interpretation by illuminating other perspectives and the extent to 

which they align with one’s interpretation. I triangulated data whenever possible by 

asking multiple respondents to corroborate or discuss issues and events raised in the 

interviews and by researching events or public figures mentioned by participants 

through local news sources. 

Member checking is described by Guba and Lincoln (1994) as “the most crucial 

technique for establishing credibility”(p. 314). In this process, study participants review 

and reflect on the data and findings. I engaged participants in member checking during 

the focus groups when I outlined key findings and questions I had about the data. 

Participants reflected on whether the data resonated and discussed questions designed 

to fill gaps in my understanding. 

Researcher reflexivity is a process outlined by Gubrium and Holstein (2002) 

whereby researchers reflect on the social, cultural, and historical forces that may 

influence their interpretation. I engaged in a reflexive process to examine critically my 

role throughout the research process. I documented this in memo form by reflecting on 

my own positionality, feelings and emotions. I summarize my reflections on my 

positionality in the upcoming section of this chapter entitled Role of the Researcher. 
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Limitations 

This study has several key limitations. Although the qualitative method permits 

research questions to be examined in depth and detail not possible in quantitative 

research studies, the sample size limits the generalizability of findings. Generalizability 

is also limited by substantial state-to-state and in-state variations in education policy, 

school finance, size, physical environment, demographics, and local school politics. 

Findings from the study, however, have broader implications and identify new avenues 

for further research and theorization. 

Another important limitation of this research is its primary emphasis on the 

attitudes and behaviors of White older adults. While this was intended to reflect the 

substantially larger percentage of Whites in the total older population, it also creates a 

limitation commonly found in the literature on public opinion. Kinder and Sanders 

(1996) rightly note that research procedures that focus exclusively or primarily on White 

political opinion 

deprive us of any understanding of the ways that Black Americans think 

about race; they also prevent us from hearing the dialogue that takes 

place between White and Black Americans over their common future -

however intermittent and halting such a conversation might be (p. 7). 

Racial minority respondents comprised just slightly over 10% of my sample. 

Because of this, I often did not have sufficient data to draw comparisons between Whites 

and racialized minorities with regards to the themes that surfaced. Instead, I have 

identified potential opportunities for future research to examine and compare the 
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behaviors and attitudes regarding public education funding among older Whites and 

older racial minorities. 

Role of the Researcher 

I introduce this section with a story. In each of the three townships I sought out 

study participants in local fast food chains that are the home of daily gatherings of older 

adults, mostly men, who meet for breakfast and conversation. Generally, an initial 

contact would join me and introduce me to the group. On one morning, however, I got 

stuck in traffic on my way to a McDonalds and the man I had intended to meet had 

already left. Undaunted, I began to introduce myself to the men who were still at the 

table and explain a little about my research. I had never approached a group like this 

before and everyone eyed me warily. 

One man at the table, in his 60s, was substantially younger than the rest of the 

crowd. He was stocky with a reddish face and grey stubble; he wore a black and white 

POW hat and a checked flannel shirt. He narrowed his eyes at me and said, “I don’t 

know why you want to talk to us…. I’m pretty sure that you and I think about education 

very differently.” “What makes you think that?” I asked. “Well look at you” he said. 

“You are young, you are in graduate school, look at your coat! You are probably, I am 

guessing, pretty liberal.” 

I looked down at my coat. It was a dark green wool coat with four buttons that 

came down to my thighs. I had picked it out to wear particularly because I thought it 

looked “neutral;” that it would not scream out “progressive graduate student!” Clearly 
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this man saw right through that. “Well” I said slowly, stalling for time. (I was still trying 

to think about what it was about my coat had enabled him to peg me so accurately. I 

didn’t want to try and trick him in any way; he had made an astute and accurate 

assessment of my political leanings which I wasn’t trying to hide from him.) “I already 

know what liberal graduate students think about education,” I told him. “I think 

everyone knows that. But we understand less what older adults think about public 

education here in this township. There have been lots of statistical studies about older 

people and education funding, but no one has sat down and spoken with them about 

their perspective.” He sat silent for a moment and squinted at me, his head tilted slightly 

to the side. “Well, OK then,” he said. “Pull up a chair, you are going to get an earful.” 

This interaction stayed with me for a long time. I wrote about it in my field notes 

and reflected on it for weeks. Though the interaction lasted less than an hour, it 

highlighted a range of ways in which my own social identities (shaped by age, race, 

class, gender, political affiliations and other types of social differentiation) were shaping 

the research process. Social science researchers, especially within qualitative research 

paradigms, emphasize the importance of the principal investigator engaging in practices 

of reflection with regard to his or her various identities and how these shape and inform 

their research (Liong, 2015; G. Rose, 1997). This process is referred to as positionality. 

(Nagar & Geiger, 2007). Examining one’s positionality is used in qualitative research as a 

way of informing the research and the process, rather than invalidating it as 

contaminated by personal or political perspectives. 
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When I was talking to a key informant about my plans for doing research in one 

of the townships, she grabbed my arm and leaned over and whispered to me “just tell 

them you are a Republican, everyone is a Republican over there.” The majority of the 

voters in all three sites are registered Republicans and the city council and school boards 

in all three areas are Republican-controlled. What did that mean for me as a researcher 

who was not a Republican? The man at McDonalds guessed from looking at my coat 

and other clues that I am a liberal. He only got this partially right. I grew up less in a 

liberal tradition and more in a radical one. My grandmother used to say the word liberal 

very disdainfully, explaining to me that it was meant for those with diluted progressive 

ideals. In the 1940s she joined the Civil Rights Congress of Flushing and picketed local 

department stores for their racist hiring practices. My father is a community organizer 

who took me around with him as a child to protest rallies and picket lines. 

Though no other respondent pegged me as overtly as the man in McDonalds, I 

can only imagine that other respondents viewed me in a similar light: liberal and 

educated. This likely influenced what they chose to share with me or how they 

discussed their ideas with me. For myself, I learned a tremendous amount throughout 

the research process about my own biases regarding political affiliation. I was conscious 

to check regularly on my own assumptions about the perspectives or positions of 

individuals based on their political affiliation. During the months of data collection, I 

spent more time in spaces with Republicans than I have cumulatively in my life and was 

exposed to a broad spectrum of their positions and perspectives. 
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After the man in McDonalds invited me to sit down and talk to the group that 

day, they looked at me and asked me: “Where are you from?” I told them I lived in 

Philadelphia, but this was not their question. They began to ask a series of questions that 

I was frequently asked during my outreach and recruitment efforts. The questions 

invariably began like this: “I sense an accent… where is your accent from?” I recognize 

that I have an ambiguously “ethnic” look and name. Though my family are Jews from 

Eastern Europe, I have been mistaken for Italian, Greek, Spanish, French, Portuguese, 

Argentinian, Chilean, Cuban, Lebanese and Syrian, depending on the context. I guessed, 

though never asked, that these questions were to find out who my “people” were: was I 

one of them or not? Was I non-European (not one of them) or of European descent (one 

of them)? I generally describe my background as “Hungarian” though technically I am 

of Hungarian, Russian, Lithuanian and Polish descent. (I tend to describe myself as 

Hungarian because I am close with my grandfather who was born in Hungary and have 

travelled with him there. I do not know my ancestors from Poland, Lithuania or Russia 

and have not visited these countries. ) 

Once I told the men I was Hungarian, they went around in a circle introducing 

themselves to me and sharing with me their (European) ethnicities. (This is Frank, he is 

Italian; this is Bobby, he is Irish, etc.) This type of introduction did not happen only on 

this day in McDonalds, but in many different settings. One afternoon at a meeting in a 

Greek church, one woman patted my hand and advised me, “Always tell people where 

you are from, honey.” I came to understand it as an important ritual for them to build 
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trust based on shared group (racial) identity. Some people mentioned this explicitly (“I 

am talking to you because you are Hungarian”), while others implied it. 

I believe my racial identity helped facilitate the cooperation of many of my White 

respondents for several reasons. First, it placed me squarely in the “in-group” of White 

ethnics who lived in the neighborhood. Second, our shared racial identity may have 

encouraged some of the respondents to view me as someone who could be their 

daughter. At 43 years old, I am approximately the age of many of the participants’ 

children. Many reported that when I asked them to participate they agreed because they 

would want others to do the same with their children. Respondents frequently offered 

“parental-like” encouragement of my academic efforts and communicated in various 

ways that they chose to participate as their way of helping me get my degree. 

I developed my connections with non-White respondents in Bensalem, Upper 

Darby and Kennett Square primarily through connections brokered by respected 

community members within the African-American, Liberian and Mexican communities 

respectively. While the fact that I had a personal connection and referral from a trusted 

community member may have helped my credibility, my Whiteness also likely 

influenced the degree to which they chose to share certain information and perspectives 

with me. My Whiteness may also be linked to a limitation of this study, which is the 

primary emphasis on Whites’ political perspectives. While I ostensibly focused primarily 

on Whites as a way to reflect the demographics of the older population, my own racial 

identity may have influenced how I defined the scope of the research. 
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Summary 

In brief, I conducted an exploratory case study to examine the attitudes and 

behaviors of older adults regarding public education funding in three first-ring suburbs 

in Pennsylvania. The data collection process included in-depth interviews with 18 key 

informants and 33 older adults and nine focus groups with 50 participants. The data 

were analyzed through both deductive and inductive strategies. I also outlined a set of 

emerging strategies for analyzing coded racial language in naturalistic or qualitative 

research settings. The following three chapters discuss the key findings of the study.   
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CHAPTER 4: HOW DO OLDER ADULTS CONSTRUCT MEANING AROUND PUBLIC 

EDUCATION IN THE CONTEXT OF RAPID DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE? 

How do older adults make sense of the changes they observe in their 

neighborhoods and to what do they attribute these changes? How do they think and talk 

about school funding in districts that have rapidly changing demographics? Where do 

older adults place themselves within the policy debates regarding K-12 education as a 

public good? Drawing on both framing research and theoretical models of public 

opinion, this chapter is designed to provide a rich and nuanced description of the 

narratives constructed by older adults regarding neighborhood change and public 

school funding. 

A substantial body of research indicates that people make meaning of political 

issues based both on frames put forth by media and politicians as well as those 

encountered through interpersonal communication (Borah, 2011). The research on 

framing and public opinion, discussed in greater detail in Chapter Two, provides a 

useful theoretical basis for understanding how participants in this study construct 

meaning about neighborhood change, education funding and the concept of education 

as a public good. Frames help people define public issues, attribute responsibility and 

suggest potential solutions through images, stereotypes, and anecdotes. 

To put it simply: people create mental shortcuts to make sense of the world. Over 

time, we create a framework of expectations and habits of thought from the information 

we take in. Moreover, we configure new information to conform to this frame. For 
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example, when you see a dog walking on the street, you do not spend time thinking 

about what kind of animal you are encountering. From an existing set of expectations, 

associations and images about dogs, in a moment of interaction based on previously 

acquired experiences and associations, your brain quickly uses this mental shortcut and 

recognizes the animal as a dog. The process works in a similar way when we are 

confronted with political issues such as school funding; we use the expectations, 

associations and images that we have built from the information environment and our 

own networks. Linguist Deborah Tannen (1993) noted: 

People approach the world not as naïve, blank-slate receptacles who take 

in stimuli . . . in some independent and objective way, but rather as 

experienced and sophisticated veterans of perception who have stored 

their prior experiences as an organized mass. This prior experience then 

takes the form of expectations about the world, and in the vast majority of 

cases, the world, being a systematic place, confirms these expectations, 

saving the individual the trouble of figuring things out anew all the time 

(p. 144). 

In order to develop messaging and policies that engage older adults to support 

public education funding, we must better understand the frames that currently influence 

their perceptions of their changing neighborhoods, the local schools and the students 

who attend them. This chapter examines the primary frames discussed by respondents 

with regard to neighborhood change and school funding. The first section introduces the 

neighborhoods through the narratives of respondents themselves. The second section 

examines differences between the respondents’ narratives regarding neighborhood 

change and school funding and the key informants’ descriptions of how they have 

experienced older people’s opinions regarding these topics. The third section explores 
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the role of two common racial frames in the respondents’ narratives. The fourth explores 

how older adults talk about public education as a public or private good. 

Narratives of Change: Neighborhoods and Schools 

Neighborhood Change 

I asked respondents in all three sites: What are some of the biggest changes you 

have observed [in this township] since you first moved here?  In this section you will 

learn more about how the older adults in this study responded to this question and their 

narratives of neighborhood change in their township or borough. 

Upper Darby 

In Upper Darby, the most diverse of the three sites, racial and ethnic 

demographic change was generally the first and/or most important neighborhood shifts 

identified by White respondents; they often discussed the demographic changes in 

Upper Darby by comparing the downtown (which is majority non-White), and Drexel 

Hill (a Whiter and more affluent area). The downtown area, near the 69th Street 

transportation terminal, was described in starkly different terms by residents (according 

to whether they are members of a racial minority or are White). Non-Whites generally 

described downtown as a place for casual shopping and socializing. One 65-year-old 

Liberian immigrant explained that the 69th Street area is one of the places he most 

enjoys spending time in Upper Darby: 

I [mostly] just walk around to 69th Street [or nearby] and come back to 

my house. Sometimes I go shopping. In the summer time before I go 

shopping I like to walk around. I’m not someone who gets out money 
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and just does their shopping, I like to walk around [and window shop] 

first. 

White respondents, on the other hand, described the 69th street area in terms of 

decline, disinvestment and violence, an area to be avoided. These descriptions were 

linked to discussions of race and racial stereotypes to varying degrees. Jim, a White 

participant in his 60s who sent his son to the Upper Darby public schools, described the 

changes to the area by invoking explicit negative racial stereotypes: 

These . . . Blacks . . . I don’t know what’s wrong with them. They just 

don’t know how to better themselves. They don’t know how to be (silence 

3 seconds) civilized. (Silence 3 seconds) I can’t think of another word. 

Since they have been here there is more crime and more drugs. It’s a 

terrible, terrible neighborhood. 69th Street is becoming the new 52nd 

Street. Do you know 52nd Street? It used to be a place where people from 

the neighborhood would come to shop. It’s all boarded up now with bars 

on the windows. 69th Street used to be like Atlantic City. People would 

get dressed up and stroll up and down 69th Street. There were four 

department stores—now you can get killed. 

Nancy, a White resident who moved to Upper Darby as a child and sent her two 

children to the public schools, alluded to race more implicitly in her descriptions of 

“different people” coming in: 

Q: Are there main changes you have noticed [in the township] over time? 

A: I remember 69th Street. That’s the main area for Upper Darby, or was 

one of the main areas. There was a better class of stores and slowly they 

started getting the cheaper stores. 

Q: Do you know why that was? 

A: I guess because of a different class of people coming into Upper Darby. 

There used to be some exclusive stores. Every holiday they had a big 
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Easter slide for the kids and at Christmas they had a big Santa Claus 

slide. It was a lot different, a lot different, much different. The Tower 

Movie we used to go to. Then there was a lot of trouble there, after that 

the stores went out and the Tower Movie went out and they just have it 

for special occasions and the 69th Street movie; that closed up also. 

Q: How come all those things were closing up? 

A: Because of the different people coming in. 

In other narratives, race is discussed even less explicitly. For example, Jane, 65-

year-old resident of Drexel Hill who moved to the area as a young adult and sent her 

children to the public schools, compares the downtown area of Upper Darby to a 

predominantly White outer ring suburb without mentioning race. The respondent 

describes the downtown area of Upper Darby, which has both a train that goes into the 

city and a walkable set of shops and amenities, as inaccessible to her. 

There’s no walkability [in Upper Darby]. Like in Swarthmore—that’s my 

dream place for retirement. You can walk everywhere there and then you 

have the train if you want to go downtown. You don’t have that [here]. 

There’s nowhere to walk to—no little town. You are not going to walk to 

69th Street if you’re out in Drexel Hill. And you might not want to walk 

there if you live [near 69th street]. You have to be careful . . . . It’s 

rough . . . because of purse snatchings and things like that. You have to be 

really aware of your surroundings. 

Drexel Hill was characterized as an exclusive area with protected boundaries, 

both literally and symbolically. Many respondents note the insistence of “Drexel Hillites” 

on maintaining a separate identity from Upper Darby, although Drexel Hill is 

technically part of both Upper Darby Township and the school district. 

Drexel Hill is considered more upscale and they have the taxes to prove 

it. People say they live in “Drexel Hill” and not Upper Darby. My family 
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moved to Drexel Hill in [19]48 and I was taught [to say I was from] 

Drexel Hill . . . but when I was in the third grade it became [part of] 

Upper Darby. It’s now back to being Drexel Hill again. 

The policing of the Drexel Hill boundaries was described explicitly in terms of its 

racial composition by some respondents while others described it more in terms of a 

class divide. Jane, who is supportive of public education funding, talked about an eye-

opening experience at a township meeting where she first heard Upper Darby residents 

complaining about issues they face, and how this related to her attempts to bridge the 

gaps between communities. 

Q: Do you know anyone who lives in Upper Darby? 

A: No . . . I really got a sense of what they are up against though [at a 

township meeting]. [There is] one area [in Upper Darby] where they have 

a meat processing plant. It’s right in the neighborhood and spews awful 

stuff and puts skins down the sewer and it backs up. I mean it’s like 

[whispering] living in a third world country. [Stops whispering] I was at 

a township meeting and was heartbroken that this is how they live. They 

are good people and I was like—why is that OK? Maybe because they 

don’t have as much money as here. I mean I tell you they wouldn’t get 

away with that up here. We are trying very hard to connect so it’s the 

whole township—so they will not feel like oh that’s what people in 

Drexel Hill get—that’s part of community building, we don’t want them 

to have to live with something that is unacceptable. 

The perceptions and attitudes about the Drexel Hill/ Upper Darby divide has 

resulted in changes within the organizational and institutional landscape for older 

people. For example, the township’s original senior center, funded in part by county 

aging money, is located near the downtown area of Upper Darby and includes a racially 

mixed clientele of older adults, predominantly White and African-American. More 
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recently, the city council voted to allot city municipal tax dollars to fund a satellite senior 

center in the Pilgrim Gardens shopping mall of Drexel Hill. The new location is situated 

in the back of the mall adjacent to the Upper Darby Republican committee headquarters. 

I was informed that this satellite center was developed because older adults from the 

Drexel Hill area are scared to go 69th Street; they have a perception that there is more 

crime there and feel threatened by the area. Although there have been no documented 

incidents of violence against older adults visiting the Upper Darby senior center, older 

White adults frequently lamented to aging services staff that “it’s [69th Street] not what it 

used to be”7 and that they prefer not to attend a senior center in that area. One resident 

compared the senior center she attends to the new satellite center in this way: “The one I 

go to is mostly Black people; it’s all White there [Pilgrim Gardens].” 

To what do participants attribute the extensive demographic changes in Upper 

Darby? Participants frequently describe the changes, especially those in the downtown 

area, as fueled by two factors: schools and Section 8 housing. For example, when asked if 

she thought something had happened to generate the demographic changes, Nancy 

described it this way. 

The schools. The schools did it. A lot of Philadelphians were driving their 

kids to schools here. . . Well they [silence 2 seconds] I guess they seemed 

to like it and when the houses started [going up for sale], you know, 

when somebody moves in then you don’t really [silence 5 seconds] have 

the same kind of life, and then another, and another and then before you 

know it the whole neighborhood has changed. 

                                                      

7This information was gathered from private communication with aging services staff. 
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Multiple residents also relayed to me a possibly apocryphal tale of former Mayor 

Kane who agreed to allow Section 8 housing in Upper Darby in exchange for federal 

dollars to build the 69th Street Bridge. 

Sally: We can thank Sonny Kane for [Section 8 housing]—when he built 

that stupid bridge—when he took that money—the agreement was that 

he would build affordable housing. He never did—so that’s how we got 

Section 8. 

Jane: Why did we get all of it? Couldn’t we have just gotten some? 

Sally: I don’t understand it. 

While I was not able to verify this story, it is at least a popular urban legend. In a 

quick on-line search I found the story retold on five blogs posted online by Upper Darby 

residents. 

Jane described her concerns with Section 8 like this: 

When I moved here my realtor lived in Lansdowne and he showed me 

here because he said there is a big problem with the schools [in 

Lansdowne] and I don’t want to get you involved in that. They merged 

their district with Darby which is a really poor district and then became a 

poor school district. In [Upper Darby], I didn’t know [what was 

happening] until they started cutting the music and the art and I started 

going to board meetings. I didn’t know we were a poor school district. 

We weren’t like that when my kids went to school. I thought we were like 

a pretty good community, pretty up there . . . an upper middle class 

district. But what happened was there are poor areas which weren’t poor 

years ago when I knew what was going on. You have Section 8 and they 

are supposed to be put equally throughout the county; that’s the law—

but they are all in Upper Darby. You don’t see any in Springfield or 

Havertown or Goshen or whatever. I said something to the mayor and he 

said “well [those townships] don’t have $30,000 properties. Well they are 

supposed to! So now what happened is [more of] the student population 

is poor! And then you have a lot of issues—you need extra teachers for 

like the pre-school teachers which are needed for kids who don’t have a 
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little extra. All that comes down and then we get the cuts and it’s just 

been heartbreaking really. 

Jane reflected on the resentment that she hears, especially from long term 

residents in Upper Darby, about Section 8 houses: 

The people who live in [Upper Darby] and really have lived there for 20 –

30 years and taken care of properties are very resentful of Section 8. 

Especially if they have owners that don’t care because they don’t keep 

them up. I had one lady say to me, she moved out here 20 years ago from 

the city, she said ‘I moved [to Upper Darby] because they were putting in 

Section 8 and it was just ruining my property values.’ And now her place 

is beautiful—just every little thing—but three doors down—same thing is 

happening. And I really felt for her. I mean she bought this lovely little 

home, and she can keep it up; she takes beautiful care of it and twice she 

has been pushed out of it. Here the Section 8 are owned by people who 

have money and they buy four or five of them and then rent them out 

and don’t go back to make sure trash is out and place is kept up and 

painted and all. And that’s just wrong. You wouldn’t like that in your 

neighborhood! So I find that to be a problem. 

Judy is a long-term resident of Upper Darby who raised her two children in the 

township as a single parent.  After separating from her husband she could no longer 

able to afford to pay for Catholic school and transferred her two children to the public 

schools. Judy opposes older adults paying taxes that support public education; she 

discussed her concerns with Section 8 and taxes like this: 

Well first—the people in apartments—what do they pay? Nothing! We 

have all these people with apartments in Upper Darby with children—

what do they pay? Nothing! They have children going to school and they 

pay nothing! That’s not fair. If they were paying, maybe the taxes 

wouldn’t be so high for the residents. 
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Both Whites and racial minority respondents with a range of perspectives about 

schools funding lamented the decreasing commercial base in Upper Darby and how this 

hurts residents who have to shoulder larger burden with increased local taxes. 

Our problem is we have no industry—no industry whatsoever. I go to 

other places and they have all this industry and they pay taxes. We don’t 

have that here. (White resident supportive of increased public education 

funding) 

In Clifton Heights [borough that is part of Upper Darby school district] 

there was some [industry] but those have mostly disappeared . . . the jobs 

have gone to Mexico. (White resident opposed to increased funding for 

public education) 

If they had jobs in Upper Darby the taxes would go down because there 

are no jobs here! (Racial minority resident in Upper Darby with mixed 

expressions of support for public education funding) 

Kennett Square 

In response to my question about the key shifts in the neighborhood over the last 

25 years, Mexican immigrant respondents highlighted Mexican families settling in 

Kennett as a key change in the area since the 90s. 

Before the amnesty [immigration policy change] it was men alone . . . . 

After the amnesty in the 90s . . . women began to arrive. When I first 

arrived here in [the 90s], there were fewer families here . . . . It wasn’t 

really until 95 [that women and children arrived]. In the neighborhood 

near the high school [Latinos] began to buy houses in the 90s and now 

almost the whole area is Latino. 

In contrast, White respondents did not initially identify racial and ethnic 

demographic changes as a key shift in Kennett Square during this time. Instead, they 

noted increased development and the emergence of both higher-end businesses and 
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large box stores that cater to an influx of younger White professionals, replacing smaller 

local shops. When asked about key changes in the borough, “Bob,” a life-long Kennett 

resident who attended the Kennett public schools himself , described a process of 

gentrification and an influx of young, White professionals from surrounding counties: 

I would say the surrounding areas of Kennett where they have put up 

developments, it’s a younger crowd. I don’t want to say a yuppie crowd 

but in their 30s and 40s, and I think that’s why the restaurants and bars 

have done well in the Kennett area. Because that’s what they want. Like 

the Victory Brewery Company . . . these kids, they want their micro 

brews. I don’t even like beer so I haven’t been in yet, but that’s what these 

kids want. That’s one thing that has changed, this was since I was a kid, 

this was more of a blue collar town—and it still is in a way with the 

mushroom industry, but many of the homes in the township—they are 

working in finance, in real estate, whatever. They want the nice big home, 

the BMW, the Mercedes. That was not the case when I was growing up. 

You had a beer garden back in the day where all the working guys after 

work, that’s where they went and had their beer. Now it’s all these little 

restaurants and micro beer places. 

Some respondents discussed the gentrification of the township as linked to 

increasing economic inequalities among residents. Kathy, a 65-year-old Kennett native 

without children who recently returned to the borough, describes her experience like 

this: 

What I’m seeing [is]—a much bigger divide between rich and poor, 

working poor . . . including me! [Laughter] If you want to define it, you 

know—single women who didn’t get a good settlement or whatever, a lot 

of us are educated people but considered to be poor because the rents 

have gone up. There is gentrification of the town. Now it’s on the map 

and now we have a lot of things to draw people. People come every night 

and they are not from the town, they are from outside . . . which is good 

for the town I guess but . . . part of it [is] a bigger separation, a gap 

between the upper class and the middle to lower class. 
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José, a retired mushroom farm worker whose children attended the Kennett 

schools, also described his experiences of economic changes and growing income 

inequality in the borough over the years: 

Q: How has Kennett changed since you have been there? 

A: Economically. When I arrived the owners of the [mushroom] 

companies used to drive Chevrolets and Fords and then they began to 

use Cadillacs, Mercedes and Hummers. This is how you see the 

differences—I knew some owners [before] who didn’t own a house . . . 

they rented. Now they have big houses . . . Before all the owners had 

contact with their workers; they paid you in person and offered 

transportation to grocery stores. Now they have an HR office; that’s who 

interfaces with the worker. It’s a big change because it has become much 

colder. The bigger the company gets, the worse it is. I know who the 

owners are of the companies, but I know many people who work for a 

company and don’t know who they are working for. These companies 

have come about because they pay really low wages—and pay by the 

piece. It used to be very easy to do the work—but now it’s a much more 

complicated job because there is so much competition in the market to 

make a more beautiful mushroom. The pay has gone up a little bit—but 

not much. The pay is miserable. 

The revitalization of Kennett was also attributed, by a number of the participants 

and key informants, in part to the desegregation of Wilmington schools, which causing 

executives from DuPont and other Delaware companies to move to Pennsylvania to 

send their children to schools. Mary, a retired Delaware school teacher, describes her 

experience: 

When the schools in Delaware desegregated—my friend moved here. I 

know many boys and girls in Wilmington who would have gone [to 

schools in Delaware] but started moving out here. Pulled it [Kennett] up 

by its ears it did. 
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Whites identified increasing racial diversity as a key change in the borough only 

when they began to discuss the public schools; few respondents spoke explicitly of 

demographic changes outside the school context. Bob, for example, quoted above, noted 

that many of the newer, wealthier residents in the area sent their children to the adjacent 

Unionville district because it was perceived as a better district. When asked why he 

thought the Kennett district was not perceived to be good, he answered: 

That goes hand in hand with the ethnics. There is a large Hispanic 

population living in the area because of the mushroom industry. When 

the immigration laws changed in ’86 those that had been here could now 

have status and green cards and they eventually started bringing family 

members from Mexico. So today you see many families—and now their 

kids are going to the schools. I don’t know the percentage, but it’s got to 

be at least 40%. 

Bensalem 

In Bensalem respondents typically identified increased development as the key 

change in Bensalem. The township itself began as a more rural location and did not 

become incorporated until 1987; commercial real estate and residential development has 

expanded rapidly in the last three decades. Many respondents discussed the shift from 

“quiet” and “open fields” to “busy streets” and “concrete.’ 

The damage is done. When I came to Bensalem in ’81—it was really nice 

and quiet with all these spaces and now it’s overbuilt totally. 

One problem in the last 30/40 years is overdevelopment. The mayor had 

small businesses condemned so he could create more development. 

[He’s] not satisfied until everything in this township is paved over in 

concrete. It feels like every neighborhood needs to be redeveloped . . . . 



125 

The biggest change is all the building. I remember the mayor once said he 

wanted to become part of Philadelphia and we were like ‘no way.’ He has 

allowed an excess of building and everyone is complaining about the 

traffic. Now it’s ridiculous. [The mayor] feels he’s doing everyone a favor, 

but he’s not. It’s grossly overbuilt and he’s still doing it. 

It’s overpopulated. There is too much. Of course when you build more 

houses, you get more people [laughter] and he’s [the mayor] just building 

and building . . . . He’s making his own little Philadelphia. 

It is no coincidence that four of these five quotes refer to the current Republican 

mayor, Joseph DiGiralamo, who is serving his sixth consecutive term since 1994. He 

comes from a prominent political family in the township; his brother Gene DiGiralamo 

is a State Senator. One of the only mayors the township has had since it was 

incorporated in the late 80s, Mayor DiGiralamo figured prominently in most of my 

conversations in this township; although opinions range widely, everyone has an 

opinion about him! He was by far the most highly discussed politician in this study. 

Unlike Upper Darby, residents do not complain about the lack of a commercial 

base here. Instead they often compare their township to nearby areas where they notice 

more disinvestment. 

Bensalem you don’t see any empty stores so that improves the economy 

and employment. You go to some areas like Levittown and you see 

empty stores. It’s amazing—you don’t see closed stores here. My friend 

lives in an area where all the businesses are closing and going down 

south where the taxes are cheaper and I give this area the credit, and our 

mayor, Joe, because I have been here for 15 years and it has never been a 

depressed area. It’s busy. 

The township’s development was also often discussed in terms of lack of 

walkability. 
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In Bensalem, there is no little town. There are no little stores or streets to 

walk on. There are not many sidewalks you can walk on . . . like on Street 

Rd. That’s pretty dangerous and people have been killed and other 

places—you can’t walk from here [the senior center] to my house because 

there are not sidewalks—back up there is the school and the post office 

but no sidewalks. 

The Casino, the largest casino gaming complex in Pennsylvania, was the most 

frequently discussed business development. When it was being developed, older people 

were promised a break on their property taxes from its revenue. The amount of the tax 

break for seniors has dwindled, however, and respondents report feeling cheated. 

Others report that they thought the Casino would lead to more improvements in the 

whole township, but this has not materialized. Many respondents also mentioned that 

The Casino has brought with it a “transient” and “dangerous” class of people. 

I think Bensalem thought they were going to get a nice break with the 

Casino . . . Bensalem in general needs a resurgence of life—right down to 

the shopping centers; it [used to be] just nicer, I know it was nicer. I mean 

all things were newer. There does tend to be a tendency of the mayor 

building more and more things. . . . I moved to Bensalem about 30 years 

ago—I liked it a lot better when I came. 

School Change 

Despite the differing narratives of demographic and economic change in the 

three sites, the first or only issues cited by respondents as the biggest changes in their 

schools were related to racial and ethnic demographic change. Below are a few 

responses to the question: 

How Have Local Schools Changed Over the Last 25 Years? 
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• (Upper Darby) When my children graduated in ’80 and ’83 the school 

was perfect. I couldn’t have sent them to a better school. Slowly there 

was an influx of ethnic people: Black, immigrants, all kinds of 

different people. 

• (Bensalem) The reason the high school is getting bigger because all 

the Hispanics and Asians and everything. Not the White people. . . 

but all the colored people. We have more than 20,000 Asians in 

Bensalem alone. 

• (Kennett) [silence 5 seconds] Definitely more Hispanic [silence 2 

seconds] a huge influx. 

Interestingly, key informants in all three townships opined that I would not find 

that race was a factor in the beliefs, attitudes and voting behavior of older adults with 

regards to the schools and students their districts. Before I conducted participant 

interviews, I asked the twenty informants about their perspective on the role of race in 

the political decision-making of older people; 17 of them indicated a belief, based on 

their interactions with older people, that their concerns were strictly economic. 

One school administrator in Bensalem described the positions of older adults 

who opposed an increase in school taxes like this: “Issues of race didn’t seem to come 

up; the context of race did not come up; what came up over and over was [paying for 

school while living on a] fixed income.” He concluded that “boomers are moving away 

from the social compact [but] I’m not sure it has to do with race.” A high-level 

consultant to the Upper Darby school district told me “I don’t think you will see race as 

an issue; it’s really more about taxes.” A senior services staff member in Kennett 

discussed opposition to public education funding in a different district but noted “[our 

township] has not seen this ugliness. The prejudice in [this township] is not as ugly.” Of 
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the three informants who identified race as an issue that likely affected the attitudes and 

behaviors toward education funding, two were in the Upper Darby Township and one 

was in Bensalem. 

Despite the differences between my findings and the key informants’ 

perspectives regarding the role of race, I do not believe that the informants were 

mistaken in stating that the financial burden of school taxes on older people is of critical 

concern. The burden of local taxes on older homeowners surfaced with almost everyone, 

including respondents who both supported and opposed increased funding for public 

education in the district. Study participants expressed strong emotions about this issue 

and frequently invoked an archetypal image of an older person losing his or her home 

because they could not afford the taxes. Though few respondents reported personally 

knowing anyone to whom this had happened, the image of a financially vulnerable 

older person were powerful. Below are two examples discussed among men who attend 

informal daily breakfast clubs at fast food restaurants in Upper Darby and Bensalem. 

• Several years ago some lady lost her home [upon further discussion 

this was not someone he knew personally] because she didn’t pay 

taxes. That’s a SIN that someone could be living here all their life and 

paying taxes all their life and someone come up here and say we are 

going to take your house because you didn’t pay taxes. Is that fair? 

It’s not right, it’s not right, it’s not the right thing to do. (Bensalem) 

• There are many senior citizens that are low income people that just 

can’t afford these astronomical taxes. I know people who choose to 

take their medicine or pay taxes or they don’t take their medicine as 

they should because they have to stretch it out—they have to pay 

expenses!! [Upon further discussion, the respondent did not know 

anyone personally for whom this was true, but had heard stories.] 

(Upper Darby) 
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Furthermore, older people were anxious to get their voices heard on this issue. A 

number of respondents told me that they were participating in the interview primarily 

because they wanted to spread the word about the financial vulnerability of older 

people with regard to the school tax. Nancy from Upper Darby turned to me at the end 

of our interview and asked: 

Will they [township government and the school board] really listen? Say 

for instance I told you there should be cut-off age when people stop 

having to pay [school taxes] . . . Say you had enough people with that 

opinion? Just curious if they will ever do anything? 

Race and Coded Language 

Theoretical Framework 

I propose that the difference between the narratives of older adult respondents 

and the assumptions of key informants arises from the interplay of two factors: the 

contemporary tendency to discuss race through coded language and the work of 

unconscious processes in both groups. Although several respondents used 

unambiguous language to discuss race and changes in the schools, many conversations 

were not explicit. Instead, participants used a coded way of speaking about race and 

exhibited a range of behaviors which research indicates may stem from a host of both 

conscious and unconscious processes (Hewstone et al., 2002; Nisbett & Ross, 1980). 

Models of White Public Opinion 

To understand better the concept of coded language, we can look to two 

important theoretical models of White public opinion on policy issues: “new racism” 

theories and “covert racism” theories. The theories of “new racism” reflect variations on 
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three main ideas. The first idea holds that explicit forms of racism are no longer 

meaningful predictors for racial policy preferences because new norms support formal 

racial equality. The second states that although explicit racist attitudes are on the 

decline, racial resentments and stereotypes, still present, are separated from explicit 

racist thoughts and behaviors. The third idea is that Blacks are perceived to violate 

American individualist values of self-reliance by asking for resources they did not earn. 

Covert racism theory8 asserts that widespread racism still exists but people with 

prejudiced beliefs now understand that its public expression is no longer acceptable; this 

creates tension for White Americans between “norms of equality” and resentment 

towards African-Americans for their perceived failure to “abide by the American creed 

of individualism and hard work” (Valentino et al., 2002). Covert racism functions 

through both conscious and unconscious process (Hewstone et al., 2002). 

Framing Literature 

The literature on framing is also very useful for unpacking participants’ use of 

coded language when discussing neighborhood change and school funding. A key 

premise of framing literature is that policy messages emphasize particular aspects of 

certain political issues in order to suggest both who is “responsible” and what types of 

solutions to the issue are preferred. Framing is conveyed through images, stereotypes, 

messengers and metaphors (Borah, 2011). Metaphor, while emphasized primarily in the 

                                                      

8For a more in-depth discussion of covert racism, see Chapter 2. 
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literature on framing practices by political elites, is nonetheless useful for understanding 

the varied means though which older people in the three townships constructed their 

own narratives of demographic change. 

Framing is successful when messages resonate with perspectives and 

unconscious processes people have been using in their own lives (Walsh, 2004). Bales et 

al. (2004) note that importance of interpreting both what is obvious in the symbolism 

and what has been encoded into references over time. 

Sociologist Joe Feagin (2013) is largely credited for the initial concept of the 

“White racial frame” which is based on extensive research regarding racial and ethnic 

oppression, exploitation, and inequality. The White racial frame is a generic meaning 

system that Feagin suggests has long been adopted by most White Americans and at 

times also accepted by some people of color. This framing is deeply embedded, 

particularly among Whites, and encompasses many pieces of “racialized” knowledge 

and understanding that shape action and behavior in conscious and unconscious ways. 

More than a cognitive schema, Feagin describes a deep racial frame that includes 

images, interpretations, emotions, and action inclinations closely tied to racial cognitions 

and understandings. 

I frequently observed two racial frames that have been the subject of extensive 

research. Known as the race-crime frame and the family pathology frame, they were 

found among White participants across sites in discussing both neighborhood change 

and increasing racial and ethnic diversity. I will address these in that order, briefly 
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defining each frame and providing examples of how they were embedded into 

respondents’ narratives. I conclude each section with a discussion of how these frames 

can be analyzed in the context of the new racism and covert racism theories of political 

opinion. 

Race-Crime Frame: Overview 

The stereotype of African-Americans as violent and/or criminal has been well 

documented for decades (Allport & Postman, 1947; Devine, 1989; Duncan, 1976; Payne, 

2006). The literature suggests that African-Americans are substantially over-represented 

in the local news as perpetrators of crime when compared to their presence in crime 

statistics 

The general understanding for the automatic stereotyping process is that the 

presence of a person of a certain social group can trigger concepts that have become 

associated with that group. This process is bi-directional: research has shown that 

among White viewers, reports of crime can trigger associations with African-Americans; 

the presence of African-Americans can also trigger thoughts of crime (F D Gilliam & 

Iyengar, 1998). 

Racial framing and priming literature indicates that cues in the media and the 

broader information environment have the effect of activating (or deactivating) racial 

attitudes that can influence political attitudes and voting behavior (Iyengar & Kinder, 

1987). For example, there is some evidence that once crime becomes racialized, people’s 

exposure to news stories that do not include Black perpetrators can also continue to 



133 

prime racial attitudes and to impact political decision-making regarding ostensibly 

racial neutral policies such as crime sentencing (Gilliam Jr & Iyengar, 2000). 

 

Race-Crime Frame: Upper Darby.  Adopting coded language during our interviews 

enabled respondents to discuss the race-crime frame without explicit mention of race. 

Below is one quote from John, a 65- year-old resident who lives in one of the most 

affluent areas of Upper Darby.  He pulled his two children out of the public schools 

when they were in middle school and sent them to a local private school.  Throughout 

the entire focus group, he never mentioned race explicitly, but his descriptions of fear 

and crime articulate a racialized set of concerns. 

I know they (the students at the high school) are going to be trouble because 

they have no respect now. It’s not being taught because I think the teachers 

are fearful for themselves. When schools are starting or dismissing sessions, 

the cops are all over the place and you look at it and go—I think they are 

letting the prison out—they are not letting the school out, they are letting the 

prison out. 

One of the most common “coded terms” by which participants made this connection 

was the reference to people of color in the township, particularly African-Americans, as 

“people from Philadelphia.” The term also was used regularly to describe children of 

color perceived as gaining illegal entry into the school district. Some contended they 

could tell children were not from the township just by looking at them. The term 

suggests an inability among many White respondents to conceptualize of children of 

color as a legitimate part of the school district and the township. Below is a conversation 

among White residents from Upper Darby who support increased funding for public 
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education. In this quote they discuss different perspectives about the term “people from 

Philadelphia.” 

• Participant 1: It’s hysterical . . . I see in the paper all the time---

[people] go by the high school and there are many nationalities 

and people say all the time ‘there are so many people from West 

Philadelphia in our schools . . . that’s the problem’—but they live 

here! 

• Participant 2: There is always the perception that those people 

[emphasis mine] don’t live in Upper Darby . . . 

• Participant 3: They get on the trolley and then the El and nobody 

knows where they go. 

• Participant 2: There has got to be a certain percentage that live in 

the city. . . 

• Participant 1: Well there is a certain percentage of our kids 

[emphasis mine] that are in Havertown! 

It should be noted that the term people from Philadelphia was used primarily, but 

not exclusively, by Whites. Several of the Liberian older adults I interviewed also 

surfaced concerns about “people from Philadelphia” in the schools, despite the fact that 

they had all moved to Upper Darby from Philadelphia relatively recently themselves. 

Below is a quote from a Liberian immigrant that suggests the term may also be used to 

describe class differences or differences between African immigrant students and 

African-American students. 

The reason I think the school is going downhill—all the things that my 

brothers mentioned—yeah—those are contributing factors . . . . But 

another problem is the school has been infiltrated by kids from 

Philadelphia whose family lives in the school district and use the 
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addresses to attend Upper Darby High school and brought with them 

their behavior from Philadelphia into the Upper Darby High School. 

The race-crime frame was also coded through the use of metaphor. A range of 

metaphors was invoked by respondents to explain the school taxes as “robbing” or 

“killing” 

It feels like they [the local government] are robbing seniors and letting people 

that have children [get what is theirs]. (Upper Darby) 

White respondents in Upper Darby reported little to no personal interaction with 

young people of color. Instead, they based their understanding about the increasing 

criminality in the school district and the township primarily on stories they read in the 

local newspaper, watched on television, or heard about from their peers. 

I read a lot in the Delco times about rape and robbery and I have to say 

it . . . nine times out of ten it’s a Black person. A fact is a fact. I can’t 

change it. That’s how the neighborhood has changed in the last 30 years. 

Several respondents and key informants suggested that news reports of crime, 

particularly crime by youth, have become exaggerated in recent years by the statements 

made to the media by the Police Superintendent. I triangulated this information with 

media accounts of the Police Superintendent. A 2011 article in the Philadelphia Inquirer 

(Farr, 2011) about the police superintendent suggests a number of Upper Darby 

residents had concerns about the superintendent’s role in sensationalist crime reporting, 

though few would state these concerns on the record. 

The older Liberian adults I spoke to in Upper Darby described their experience 

of the township with regard to the race-crime frame differently from White respondents 
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although they did discuss strategies for coping with local crimes. During informal 

discussion prior to beginning the focus group, for example, they talked about an armed 

robbery in the township; group members shared information with each other about 

where it happened so that people would avoid that area. When I asked them why they 

chose to move to Upper Darby, however, a primary reason for most was safety for them 

and their children. 

I arrived in US in 1998. I was living here in Philadelphia. I would come 

here and walk about. Every time I came here it was very quiet. That’s 

why when my family came in 2002, I made up my mind to get a house 

here. Because Upper Darby is a safe place for kids. I have never had a 

problem with my neighbors. They are nice to me and my son and I am 

nice to them. I don’t have trouble with them they don’t have trouble with 

me. So I am very appreciative because in America, where I lived before, 

all the time trouble. But I see the area quiet and I say this is where I am 

going to buy my house. And most of the people are very nice to me. . . . 

The [neighbors] in front are Indian and Jamaican—they are very nice. The 

other guy is a Black American. In the summer we sit outside together, or 

sit in the backyard. If we see one another in the driveway we stop and 

speak to one another. And another guy, he is a White guy but still, we 

speak to one another, if I see you I beep the horn and talk . . . . Anywhere 

I walk around, I don’t have no fear in me. Even when I walk all the way 

on the other side I feel safe. 

The concerns expressed by the Liberian respondents regarding the schools 

focused to some degree on issues of safety, but more broadly connected to their concerns 

about how immigrant children were perceived in the schools: 

Q: What is happening in the school that makes you feel like it’s going 

downhill? 

A: I pray that my grandchildren don’t go there because . . . we have an 

accent . . . we know that. Foreign language . . . you know when we speak 

that we are from somewhere else. So when a child goes to that school, the 
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moment they speak they segregate them. They put them in a separate 

class; they did it without testing. If you are a parent and you constantly 

go there, they will move your child and put them where he or she is 

supposed to be. That happened really deliberately. We know because we 

have been there to talk about it a bunch of times. 

Race-Crime Frame: Bensalem.  Like Upper Darby, Bensalem borders Philadelphia, and 

participants also used Philadelphia as a code word for race or perhaps more specifically 

for Blackness. Philadelphia was described by multiple respondents as a deeply 

disordered place and was invoked as a signifier of educational failure and crime. 

However bad their perceptions of their own evolving township, they saw Philadelphia 

as worse. Moreover, it threatened to encroach over the border into Bensalem. 

I wouldn’t walk anywhere [in Bensalem]. Even if I walk into Giant I have 

my car keys in my hand. People can grab your purse, knock you down . . . 

it could happen anywhere . . . but it’s not as bad as Philadelphia where 

you see shell casings on the ground. 

You [read about] all the shootings in Philadelphia. These kids are [getting 

an] education? Uhhhh—in what? Firearms and drugs? Around this neck 

of the woods I can’t say I really keep up with the local news, but there is 

always something going on. 

If we understand Philadelphia as a coded term for race, let us revisit some of the 

remarks cited earlier about development: 

The biggest change is all the building. I remember the mayor once said he 

wanted to become part of Philadelphia and we were like ‘no way.’ He has 

allowed an excess of building and everyone is complaining about the 

traffic. Now it’s ridiculous. [The mayor] feels he’s doing everyone a favor, 

but he’s not. It’s grossly over built and he’s still doing it. 

It’s overpopulated. There is too much. Of course when you build more 

houses, you get more people [laughter] and he’s [the mayor] just building 

and building . . . he’s making his own little Philadelphia. 
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We can see them take on a double meaning that encompasses not only the 

ostensible observation about changes in the built environment but also about their 

concerns regarding racial encroachment. 

The race-crime metaphors of White residents from Bensalem are less connected 

to images of physical violence being perpetrated against Whites by Blacks than was 

common in Upper Darby. Instead, Bensalem’s metaphors of violence are more often 

about a “status war” between Whites and South Asian immigrants over educational and 

financial achievement. Kathy, a resident in her mid-60s who raised her children in a 

different state, described her experience observing South Asian students excel in the 

schools. The italicized words in her comments are my emphasis, meant to call attention 

to her metaphorical language and actions of violence in describing a competition over 

status. 

[You can witness achievement among South Asian students at] any 

graduation, awards ceremony. It’s not fair. Even up in the mountains this 

is happening. I have been to so many graduations. I’ve gone to them all 

and we are losing the battle. I mean it’s not a bad thing… these kids are 

brilliant… but let’s see some more Smiths and Jones up there…..Born. 

American. Raised. Children. (Hitting chair for emphasis with each word) are 

falling by the wayside, because the Indian parents are pushing education 

and our parents are not pushing education. ….They better wake up….. 

This is my opinion and I am strong about it. We need to wake up and 

educate OUR (voice gets louder as she says the word “our”) … I mean all 

children. 

Race-Crime Frame: Kennett Square.  

Respondents in Kennett discussed the race-crime frame using explicit racial stereotypes 

less frequently than at the other two sites. Even when explicit racial language was 
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adopted in an interview or focus group setting, it was still less overt and was splintered 

with many silences. For example, in the focus group of people who support increased 

funding for education, Frank, a life-long Kennett resident in his 60s who sent his son to 

the local public schools, cautiously raised the subject of ethnic and racial divisions in the 

borough. 

There are ethnic differences in the borough. [There is a] fairly large 

Hispanic community that is now in the borough. And there are certain 

areas that I don’t think I would walk anymore because the area has 

become [silence 3 seconds] you know, pretty [silence 2 seconds] 

undesirable. 

I also observed the norms of equality at work more often in the Kennett focus 

groups. Here is Frank again, discussing racial and ethnic divisions and resentments in 

the borough. My own observations are in brackets. 

Frank: So there are different areas in the borough. Everyone north of State 

Street—that was where doctors and lawyers and professional people 

lived. The common working fella, he lived in the middle and then 

[silence] but umm umm. today with the influx of, and I’m not just picking 

on Hispanics, but with the influx of them coming to our area . . . [group is 

unusually silent, everyone stares at Frank] because of the work, I mean 

they work in the mushroom farms and things like that . . . . Ummm, I 

think there is some division within the borough and the residents, not 

accepting this group, especially the bad ones… but there is bad White too 

and bad Black people—there is always bad people no matter who you are 

dealing with . . . . [Silence 3 seconds as Frank looks around at the group] 

but I look at it as opportunity. We have a Hispanic bakery on State Street, 

they make wonderful baked goods . . . . 

Mary: Fish tacos at La Michoacana – 

Frank: Oh I know and the ice cream! [Group laughter—group gets louder 

in background now; they were completely silent during the earlier part of 

him talking. Maybe they are blowing off steam? It feels like tension is 
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breaking in the room] Oh yeah, it’s positive for the borough . . . it’s fun! 

But I believe there are divisions within the borough that have become 

wider range than they used to be. Because there is more influx [silence 4 

seconds] well I don’t know how to say this [silence 3 seconds] People 

who don’t know people tend to . . . I don’t know . . . judge them 

differently think about them differently. 

Like Frank, a number of respondents discussed the racial resentments in Kennett 

as the attitude and behavior of others versus self. Rhonda, a newcomer to Kennett, who 

raised her children in New York described it this way in the focus group: 

Since I have moved to the area, some of the [long term residents] I am 

friendly with resent the abundant Mexican population very, very much. 

Much to my surprise there is quite a prejudicial [attitude] . . . . And I say 

well you have the mushrooms—this is a big industry here, and it has 

evolved from the Italians to the Mexicans. There is a very, very big 

prejudicial attitude. Those of us who have just moved here we don’t think 

anything of it—we think that’s the way it is . . . but they don’t like it. 

In her individual interview with me, however, Rhonda adopted more coded 

language to speak about some of her own fears and resentments about the primarily 

Latino area that lies close to her 55-plus community that borders the train tracks. 

I thought there was only one mushroom factory [across the tracks from 

her 55 plus community] but there are more, so it’s very industrial. But the 

industrial part is not what I am talking about. If you just go a couple 

blocks away from me, you know they talk about that there is crime 

there . . . . 

If I walked to my left [and] crossed over the railroad tracks, there is that 

area- Besides being industrial—people have children, and there is crime 

with some restaurants, you know, and there is teenagers that hang out 

there—so I wouldn’t walk there at night – it’s only a couple of blocks 

from the senior development. 
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Respondents report getting much of their information about crime and disorder 

in the borough from the local paper and word of mouth. Interestingly, however, 

respondents in Kennett report substantially more interactions with school children and 

youth than are found in either Upper Darby or Bensalem. Despite greater levels of 

interaction, many respondents still reported substantial separation from children in the 

district, the majority of whom are Latino. Betty, a respondent in her 60s who moved to 

Kennett Square post-retirement, explained that her separation from local children helps 

her to feel safer. 

A: I for one am divorced and my kids are spread all over the world and I 

don’t know any of the kids in the neighborhood so I have zip zero zilch 

connection to the schools. 

Q: Is that something you would be interested in? 

A: Actually I’m very happy—even though my neighbor’s kids are always 

like “Miss ______ let me show you my [Halloween] costume” and stuff, 

but they are a rarity. 

Q: So you prefer having the separation? 

A: Yes. 

Q: What do you like about it? 

A: I feel secure, I feel very secure. 

Retired mushroom farmworker José expressed a different perspective about the 

race-crime frame in the local media. 

Something happened here in the [80s and 90s]. There were like bad critics 

of mushroom workers [saying that] they were dirty. It came out in the 
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newspaper. I had a big box of these newspaper clippings. The articles 

were very negative about Latino people. White people believe a lot in the 

newspaper and the newspaper sometimes doesn’t tell the truth and 

spreads rumors. It started to say how all these crimes were the fault of the 

mushroom workers, even though many were actually victims of crimes. 

Because the robbers realized that the workers didn’t have bank accounts 

and so they saved an amount of money to return back to Mexico, so they 

would jump them and would also rob the worker camps. Instead of 

describing us as victims, they described us as criminals. 

Race-Crime Frame: Discussion 

Crime statistics for the three sites indicate that crime levels have been fluctuating 

over the last 5 years. The 2014 crime rate per capita in Upper Darby was comparable to 

the per capita rate in Delaware County; the rate per capita in Bensalem was close to 

twice the per capita rate in Bucks county; and the Kennett crime rate per capita was 

approximately half the per capita rate for Chester County (Pennsylvania Uniform Crime 

Reporting Unit, 2016). Hate crimes against individuals on the basis of race and ethnicity, 

were not reported in these jurisdictions, but have risen over recent years at a state level 

(Pennsylvania Uniform Crime Reporting Unit, 2016). White respondents, especially in 

Upper Darby and Bensalem, described their environments as increasingly unsafe, 

especially for older Whites. The race-crime frame was articulated by White respondents 

in both explicit and coded terms. 

Explicit discussion of the race-crime frame was substantially more prevalent 

among respondents in Upper Darby than at the other two sites. Though the number of 

times explicit racial language was used by respondents occurred more often in Upper 

Darby, there was less variation across townships in the number of times respondents 



143 

used coded racial language. Figure 2 illustrates the number of times in which phrases 

including explicit racial language were used by respondents in each township and the 

number of times in which phrases interpreted as coded racial language were used by 

respondents in each township. 

Kennett respondents made explicit connections between race and crime least 

frequently, a comparison for which there is a range of possible interpretations. It could 

reflect a hierarchy of prejudice or racial resentments in which Whites are less concerned 

about having Mexicans as neighbors than they are about African-Americans. 

Alternatively, this finding may be in part to self-selection in the interview process; 

people who articulated more specific concerns about the Mexican community in 

 

Figure 2. Use of explicit and coded racial language by township. 
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Kennett more frequently chose to opt out of participation in the study. I was referred to 

five individuals who, I was told, had articulated resentments about the Latino 

immigrant population. None of them, however, agreed to speak with me, a situation 

that did not happen at the other two sites. For example, I met briefly with several long-

term residents at a daily breakfast group in the Kennett area who informally expressed 

some of these opinions. As noted, no one in the group would agree to participate in 

interviews and focus groups although I was able to interview members of comparable 

groups in Upper Darby and Bensalem. The greater refusal level among Kennett 

participants, however, may also be explained by stronger norms of equality. In other 

words, Kennett residents may feel as if they are taking more of a risk among their 

neighbors by articulating racial/ethnic stereotypes than do participants at the other two 

sites. It is not possible to say without further research which factor may cause the other. 

Another possible interpretation may be that the majority of non-White residents 

in the borough are Mexicans who work in very low-paying positions in the mushroom 

industry. Low paying agricultural jobs contribute to a flourishing commercial base that 

the Kennett area depends on financially. Some key informants and respondents in the 

Kennett area suggested that because of this White residents may see their material 

interests more aligned with, rather than threatened by, those of Mexican residents. This 

is an important area for potential future research regarding the applicability of group-

threat theory to immigrant populations. 
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In Bensalem, an area with a larger Asian-American population than the other 

two, coded language often centered on racialized conflict over status, recognition and 

achievement. These findings are supported by sense-of-group-position theory that 

examines status as well as economic interests of racial and ethnic groups (L. D. Bobo, 

1999). This model posits four main ideas. First, people differentiate their own group 

from others based on an assumption of in-group superiority. Second, out-group 

individuals are “perceived of as alien and different.” (Sears et al., 2000). Third, members 

of dominant groups believe that their group has a right to a higher status. Last, 

dominant group members perceive threats from lower-status groups who have interest 

in a greater share of resources. While sense-of-group-position research focuses primarily 

on intergroup relations between Blacks and Whites, the findings from my study suggest 

that applying the theory to intergroup relations and conflicts over status between Whites 

and immigrant communities may be a useful new area of research. 

Most White respondents reported receiving their information about youth of 

color from the information environment, particularly local news sources. This supports 

existing research that media contribute to the activation of cognitive schemas linking 

crime and race. Although it is beyond the scope of this study to triangulate the 

responses of participants with a discourse analysis of local news sources, the responses 

suggest that the connections respondents make between criminality and the district’s 

students of color are likely primed by racial cues in the information environment. 
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Kennett respondents reported substantially more interaction with children from 

the schools than the other two sites. The intergenerational interactions reported by 

Kennett respondents were largely as a result of structured opportunities for 

volunteering in the schools. Several of the study participants volunteered in the school 

through the Rotary Club or several other initiatives. A quick, web-based search for 

volunteer opportunities in the schools turned up eight structured volunteer 

opportunities in Kennett, two in Bensalem and one in Upper Darby. Some of the 

respondents who are senior center members also had connections with high school 

students who volunteered at the center for community service credits. One possible 

reason for the disparity in volunteer opportunities across sites is the historic Quaker 

tradition of volunteerism and social activism in Kennett. The smaller total population in 

Kennett Square as compared to Upper Darby or Bensalem may also make volunteer 

coordination more manageable. 

African-American and Latino respondents at all three sites used notably different 

frames from White respondents when discussing a range of topics including perceptions 

of race and crime, neighborhood change and the schools. These findings are consistent 

with research outlined in Kinder and Sanders (1996) on differences in public opinion 

among Blacks and Whites on racial policies as well as on coded racial issues. They argue 

that “the most striking feature of public opinion on race is how emphatically Black and 

White Americans disagree with each other” (p. 33). 
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The research on perspective and the role of social experience/identity helps 

explain the fact that when presented with the same messages from the information 

environment, two people can end up with very different interpretations. For example, 

the literature clearly identifies substantial differences between the political opinions of 

Whites and Blacks regarding race-targeted policies such as desegregation and 

affirmative action as well as nonracial policies such as education and social services 

(Kinder & Winter, 2001; Schuman, 1997). It is posited that differences in perspective 

across racial groups are shaped by personal experience, social identity and structural 

aspects of one’s position in society based on a range of characteristics such as race, 

gender, and class. 

Walsh (2004) posits that social identity has a primary role in the perspectives 

people use when thinking about political issues: 

They are not simply another consideration that people take into account 

when making sense of the world around them. Instead, identities color 

the lens through which other considerations and factors in opinion—

things such as interests, attachments to political parties and political 

values—are understood. (p. 28) 

The feminist concept of “standpoint,” (Hartsock, 1998), for example, suggests 

that sexual division of labor resulted in different experiences for men and women which 

in turn influenced their world perspectives. Similarly, Dawson (2003) posits that the 

range of African-American perspectives on race differs from that of Whites partly based 

on structural reasons such as social location, spatial context (segregation and geographic 

isolation) and exposure to alternative African-American information networks. 
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The presence of social identity can be noted in the interviews and focus groups 

when people refer to themselves as “we or “us” as opposed to “I” or “me” (Walsh, 2004). 

Respondents frequently invoked their racial or ethnic social identity when discussing 

changes in the neighborhood and the schools. You can see social identity at work in 

shaping perspective in the prior quote from the Latino respondent regarding the media: 

Instead of describing us as victims, they described us as criminals. White respondents 

frequently invoked their White social identity when referring to White children in the 

district as “our children,” in contrast to children of color who were “them.” Below are 

two quotes presented earlier that illustrate this practice. 

Born. American. Raised. Children. (Hitting chair for emphasis with each 

word) are falling by the wayside, because the Indian parents are pushing 

education and our parents are not pushing education. . . They better wake 

up . . . This is my opinion and I am strong about it. We need to wake up 

and educate OUR (voice gets louder as she says the word “our”) . . . I 

mean all children. (Bensalem) 

Participant 2: There is always the perception that those people don’t live 

in Upper Darby . . . 

Participant 3: They get on the trolley and then the El and nobody knows 

where they go. 

Participant 2: There has got to be a certain percentage that live in the 

city . . . 

Participant 1: Well there is a certain percentage of our kids that are in 

Havertown! (Upper Darby) 

Further research is required to examine the extent to which perceptions of safety 

or the lack thereof are related to levels of support for education funding especially in 
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districts with pronounced racial generation divides. It is useful to note, however, that 

across the three sites, study participants who reported feeling less safe in their 

neighborhoods were notably less supportive of public education funding. 

Family Pathology Frame: Overview 

I did not initially code for parental failure, but it surfaced so frequently in 

discussion that I made modifications to include it as a subcode. Scholars identify 

Harvard Professor Nathan Glazer and NY State Senator Patrick Moynihan as key 

architects for the family-pathology frame (López, 2013). In some of the same ways that 

earlier supremacist conceptions of race posited a racial hierarchy based on nature, the 

family-pathology frame introduced in Glazer and Moynihan’s (1963) history of New 

York City Beyond the Melting Pot, followed later by Moynihan’s (1965) widely 

popularized paper The Moynihan Report, explained the inferiority and social failure of 

non-Whites, particularly African-Americans, based on “culture” (López, 2013). 

Glazer and Moynihan’s report largely ignores structural impediments to equality 

and focuses instead on “the home, family, and community” as the root cause for social 

and educational inequalities. Moynihan (1965) asserted in his report that the “Negro 

family is the fundamental source of weakness of the Negro community at this time” (as 

cited in López, 2013, p. 96). By the mid-1990s social researchers were largely in 

agreement that racial prejudice had come to occupy new and different forms focused on 

morality, character and “virtues associated with traditions of individualism” (Kinder & 
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Sanders, 1996). The sections below describes how the family pathology frame surfaced 

among respondents in each of the three sites 

Family pathology frame: Upper Darby  

Increasing crime and poverty as well as declining school quality in the township 

was frequently attributed to parental failure, particularly within the African-American 

community, characterized by a “culture” that does not support achievement and 

discipline. White respondents employed coded language to articulate their opinions that 

Blacks do not try hard enough to overcome difficulties and they take what they have not 

earned. Respondents sometimes applied  similar coded terms to immigrants. 

[These] Blacks, I don’t know what is wrong with them. They just don’t 

know how to better themselves. They don’t know how to be . . . 

civilized . . . I just can’t think of another word. (Upper Darby) 

The most common coded term used for people of color in this context was 

“Section 8” or “people in apartments,” effectively defining Whites as homeowners (read: 

responsible) and African-Americans and Latinos as living in government subsidized 

apartments (read: taking what they have not earned.) These narratives frequently shifted 

back and forth between coded and explicit language. I draw attention back to a quote by 

Judy about Section 8 mentioned earlier, which I came to read not only as a complaint 

about the tax structure but also as coded language about people of color as taking 

resources from the township that are perceived as unearned. Note that “people in 

apartments” are compared to “residents,” implying that those living in apartments are 

not actually residents of the township. 
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First, the people in apartments—what do they pay? Nothing! We have all 

these people in apartments in Upper Darby with children. What do they 

pay? Nothing! They have children that go to school and they pay nothing, 

that’s not fair. If they were paying, maybe the taxes wouldn’t be so high 

for the residents. 

Some respondents expressed their support for the growing number of Asian, 

African and Latino immigrants in Upper Darby. They did so, however, based on what 

they perceived as a strong “culture” of achievement. 

It’s hard after you have been working a full day to come home and help 

your kids with homework . . . and it always falls on the women . . . but 

with these immigrants . . . that’s why I am for immigration! . . . These 

people value education! 

The Liberian immigrant respondents, in contrast, focused less on cultural issues 

and more on structural ones, as impacting achievement and well-being among children, 

families and older people. For example, respondents discussed at length the 

consequences of fleeing the civil war in Liberia and how the lack of resources in the 

refugee camps impacted the children’s current school achievement. 

In Liberia one of the problems we have is the war. It messed up a lot of 

people . . . Because we had the war in Liberia—a lot of our people were in 

refugee camps, so they were teaching them, but they were mostly 

waiting. There were a few schools, but say your parents fled to a refugee 

camp in Ghana when you were in second grade. They set up a school but 

just teaching [the minimum] but then they were there for 5 years. So 

when they come to America they were 12, but they were second grade 

level. So how does Upper Darby cope with this immigrant who is at a 

second grade level? 

Family pathology frame: Bensalem  



152 

This frame of family pathology was reinforced by participants’ explanation of a 

racial hierarchy in which White respondents frequently described the “cultural 

differences” with regards to “achievement” and “acceptability” among Asian-

Americans, Latinos, and African-Americans. 

I find being in the library—the Chinese, the Indians are super – their kids 

come into the library always working hard, always thirsting for 

knowledge—whereas the [Black] Americans- I don’t know what it is with 

them, they don’t seem to push their children. 

White respondents also often paired narratives of their own or their family’s 

rugged individualism with racialized stereotypes of “lazy” and “undeserving” 

minorities who want others to pay their way. Below is an explicit “paired” statement: 

I complained [to the school board] about the increase in taxes. There’s 

gotta be a limit to what you do to your older folks. Because I see a lot of 

Section 8 housing in Bensalem and how much funding is school getting 

from that? I paid my debt to society. I am still willing to pay but no one 

helped me . . . there weren’t charter schools, we did it ourselves . . . . They 

are not prepared to give up anything, so why should I give up anything 

to help them? God helps those that help themselves . . . . Why should you 

be depending on me? You get enough from the government as it is. 

The Hispanics and the Blacks—they all live in apartments and they all 

have at least four kids each. And what do they pay in school taxes? So my 

view is I have no children in school, I pay four thousand in school taxes. I 

don’t mind if I have to pay a stipend, but the people in the apartments 

should have to pay per capita. If you have four kids in school you pay for 

four kids. 

In contrast, to the White respondents’ characterizations of their foundational 

experiences, the African-American respondents in Bensalem interpreted their early 
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experiences more often through the lens of structural inequality. The quotes below from 

two African-American respondents illustrate this counter-perspective.  

We are a product of where we came from and our environment. We came 

up very, very poor—you (pointing to me as a White person) may have 

had a family that could pass a little something on to you. Our people 

were sharecroppers, they were floor cleaners, and there was nothing for 

them to be able to pass on. So we will never be able to catch up with this 

so called majority. And we don’t need to. We are trying to make it—but 

we are struggling as we are trying to make it because certain people think 

we should be doing better now. But we are a product of where we came 

from. Some of us can get past it—but we cannot blame those who can’t 

get past it—so we are a product of where we came from. 

You want to hear about my high school? Three children on each seat of a 

bus and the rest had to pack in to go to school. 7 rooms, 11 grades, 2 

outhouses that had been condemned for White people 10 years before I 

stepped foot in there. Seventy-two students in my class and you had to 

buy your books. Only 1 of 2 children had books and two children were in 

a seat so you could look at a book. And many kids had no books—they 

just had to listen to the teacher—so we could not cover much knowledge. 

So when I graduated at 11th grade, I was 16 years old and went to 

college. I was already 2 years behind. I’m behind and you (pointing to me 

to indicate a White person) graduate out of a Harvard-Yale type high 

school and I am supposed to compete with you? Is that fair? Is that fair? 

The coded terms used most frequently to discuss race and ethnicity were 

“Section 8,” “people in apartments” and “transient.” 

A: I don’t think we have that mentality [valuing education] among the 

apartment dwellers. 

Q: Who are the apartment dwellers? 

A: The people that [silence 2 seconds] a lot of Section 8 [silence 3 seconds] 

a lot of transient [silence 3 seconds] a lot of transient people. 

Q: Where do those people live? 
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A: It’s on XXX Street . . . mostly Liberian and then another development 

that’s a good mix [of races/ethnicities]. Not that they are bad people, 

because they are not . . . but I don’t think the value of education is there. 

Many of the White respondents in Bensalem, however, were also “people in 

apartments,” some of whom are subsidized by federal benefits. The social location of the 

respondents who lived in apartments would occasionally serve to disrupt the use of 

coded narrative. The following exchange took place in a Bensalem focus group of eight 

White older adults who actively opposed increased funding for the public schools. The 

exchange illustrates a range of social locations among participants with regard to home 

ownership and how this may have influenced their interpretation of racially coded 

terms. 

Participant 1: If you go down on Friday or Saturday to [a supermarket in 

area of town that is largely non-White] and you see how many people 

with four and five kids come in there and realize that they are not paying 

their fair amount of taxes – you really feel like you are being taken. 

Facilitator: How do you know when you see them that they are not 

paying their fair share? 

Participant 1: Proportionally the owners of the apartments they are only 

paying 4 cents on the dollar. And we are paying like 6 to 10%. 

Facilitator: How do you know the people in the supermarket live in 

apartments? 

Participant 1: It’s all Section 8. It’s the largest voting bloc in the township. 

But unfortunately as far as paying for school tax, they are not paying their 

fair share. 

Participant 2: I know some people get vouchers to pay their monthly rent. 

I don’t know how that works but – 
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Participant 3: That is a sore point among a lot of people. 

Participant 1: Yeah. 

Participant 4: We are not only paying to subsidize their children to go to 

school. We are also subsidizing their living quarters. 

Participant 2: Yes. 

Participant 1: Section 8 housing in particular. If you go to the police and 

you ask what proportion [of their resources] goes to section 8 and [what 

proportion goes to] residential. 

Participant 5: But, wait—Section 8 people live everywhere. I mean we 

have Section 8 people in our apartment building. 

Participant 6: Yeah and we don’t do any crime! 

Family Pathology Frame: Kennett Square 

White respondents discussed family and culture as a primary reason for what 

they perceived as a declining school district, lack of student achievement and increasing 

crime in the borough. 

Do they have respect for anything? No. Children are the product of their 

parents. Don’t get me wrong, that’s not everyone, but it’s not like when I 

was growing up. Kids don’t know what values are. 

The frame of family and culture was also sometimes, though infrequently, used 

to describe Latinos in a positive light, emphasizing their cultural advantages. 

Some kids in the schools [come from households] that don’t speak 

English, and that’s great—because—what an advantage…when they go 

to college and then enter the workforce to be bilingual! 
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The concept of family culture was also invoked by White respondents to describe 

the “cultural differences” with regards to “achievement” and “acceptability” among 

Latino immigrants and African-Americans. 

When I was working in Philadelphia, half our staff was Black. You could 

pick them out and they would produce 75% of their capacity whereas a 

White person would produce 100% plus. Whereas the Mexicans I worked 

with at the Kennett Walmart give 150%; they are fabulous workers. Their 

places are nice . . . . The [Blacks] didn’t care about their property whereas 

Mexicans, they like things nice. 

The Mexican respondents emphasized structural issues to explain the lack of 

involvement among many Latino parents in their children’s schooling. The two key 

issues cited related to the pressures and constraints of working in the mushroom 

industry and the lack of opportunities for them and their peers to participate in school 

when they were growing up. The older Mexican respondents I spoke to did not have the 

opportunity to attend school past the second grade but spoke with great pride about 

their children and grandchildren’s academic accomplishments. 

We have a problem as migrant workers [participating in school activities] 

probably because where we came from the educational system is very 

bad, in rural areas it’s almost non-existent—so we have a harder time. 

Another [issue] is that the work we do is very demanding and they don’t 

give us time off. I know people who had a student-teacher conference in 

the school and they didn’t let them leave work. If you have something to 

do they won’t let you go and if you go anyway—they fire you. It’s not 

that the people don’t want to participate—their job doesn’t let them. 

People usually work 7 days a week. Or if they get a day off its Sunday—

but nothing is going on in the schools on Sunday. 
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Family Pathology Frame: Discussion 

The use of the phrase “people in apartments” and “Section 8” as coded terms for 

racial grievances may contribute to a common misconception expressed by many 

respondents that people in apartments are not contributing to the tax base for public 

education funding. Consider this exchange in the Bensalem focus group of seven White 

older adults in Bensalem that had expressed support for increased funding for public 

education in the district: 

Facilitator: We’ve shared a range of opinions [about school funding]—do 

you think those opinions are influenced in any way by where you live? Is 

that a factor in terms of how you think about these issues? 

Participant 1: The more apartments they build in the town—you don’t 

pay school taxes when you rent . . . 

Participant 2: Well—you do really! 

Participant 3: They get you . . . in the rent. 

Participant 2: It’s in the rent. 

Participant 4: No—my rent goes up every year but . . . 

Participant 3: So does ours . . . 

Participant 4 But people say ‘I own a home I am paying school taxes’ . . . I 

have owned three different homes in three different states . . . in my 

lifetime. I paid taxes all those years. 

Facilitator: So there are two opinions here: one that renters don’t pay 

taxes and one that they do—what do you think people [in the township] 

think generally about this? 

Participant 4: No we [renters] don’t [pay taxes] 
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Participant 3: Yes we [renters] do [pay taxes] 

Participant 4: You mean it’s coming out of my rent? 

Participant 3: Yes. 

Participant 2: I think that they don’t think about it that its part of their 

rent. 

Participant 4: Because it’s not broken down – 

Participant 2: You don’t get a tax bill but the development that you’re 

living in does – 

Participant 3: We have a lot of children in our development. 

Facilitator: Do you think home owners have the perception that renters 

pay school tax? 

Multiple participants: No! 

Facilitator: Why do you think that is? 

Participant 2: Why did you (addressing participant 4 who didn’t think 

renters paid school tax) think you didn’t pay? 

Participant 4: Because I didn’t get a bill – 

Participant 2: There’s your answer right there – 

Participant 4: But there isn’t one owner—it’s a corporation – 

Participant 5: I never thought about it before—but I think if you asked 

homeowners if renters pay taxes I think they would say no because you 

just don’t think about it. I didn’t think about it until now but [participant 

3] is right –it’s in the rent. 

Participant 3: If your taxes go up – their rent goes up. I know I used to do 

rentals and I had to put in a portion for the taxes. 
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Participant 4: I [had] not [thought about this] before today because I have 

never had this discussion. 

Participants in the scenario above attribute the lack of information about renters 

and school tax to a race-neutral factor: the amount of tax included in the rent is not 

specified for a renter in the same way it is for a homeowner. While this may be an 

important contributing factor, the frequent use of “people in apartments” as a coded 

racial term, acting as a proxy for discussing “undeserving” minorities who rely on 

public assistance, may also influence a broader misconception about the contributions of 

renters to the school tax base. 

The findings from this study support the research of Bobo, Kluegal & Smith 

(1997) that examines how the frame of cultural inferiority of African Americans is 

typically linked to a conservative narrative of White “rugged individualism.” This 

narrative is based on the belief that Whites have prospered because they possess the 

values, orientation and work ethic needed to succeed. Indeed, at all three sites, the White 

participants paired the family pathology frame with accounts of their own rugged 

individualism. In discussing their upbringing and childhood, for example, the majority 

of White respondents noted their own or their families’ strong values and work ethic as 

the key drivers of their own academic, professional, and financial success and 

achievement. 

Respondents also reinforced the family pathology frame through the articulation 

of a racial hierarchy whereby African-American culture was compared to the culture of 

other non-White minority groups with regards to “achievement” and “acceptability.” 
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This was articulated through explicit comparisons and indirectly through expressions of 

support for immigrants in the community based on the immigrant groups’ 

demonstration of “virtues” associated with individualism. In contrast to the 

individualist narratives of White respondents, African-American and Latino stories 

about their childhood and upbringing generally used the lens of structural inequalities 

to explain their foundational experiences with education and achievement. 

Racial Codes and Age Cohorts 

Racially coded language was invoked three times as frequently among the 

“emergent old age” cohort (55–74) than in the “oldest old” (75+). The “oldest old” cohort 

tended to speak more explicitly about race and racial grievances (Figure 3). In contrast, 

many in the 55–74 cohort were likely to adopt more coded language that invoked latent 

racial stereotypes. 

 

Figure 3. Age and coded language. 
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The older cohort’s explicit use of racialized language did not appear to relate to 

how supportive (or not) these respondents were of public school funding or to the 

notion of education as a social good. For example, I had the following exchange with 

Jerry, an Upper Darby resident in his early 80s who has no children.  Jerry reported he 

would support a referendum to raise taxes for the schools and believes it is fair to pay 

taxes even when you do not have children in the district. 

Q: What are some of the biggest changes you have seen take place in the 

neighborhood? 

A: It’s all changed now but when I was growing up [my school] had one 

Black fella. So that is what has changed—that is the major thing that has 

changed. And of course not only Blacks but third world individuals come 

over. It’s not unusual to see a fella with a turban out mowing his lawn. 

When I bought my duplex there was none of that, now it’s all third world 

countries and Blacks…. This is the way it has changed! 

Contrast this quote with the following statement by Jerry, a 65-year-old 

respondent from Upper Darby with two children whom he sent to private school. Jerry 

is strongly opposed to older people supporting public education funding in the 

township. During the focus group, he rarely mentioned race but used coded language to 

discuss his concerns about the district schools and the proximity of his predominantly 

White neighborhood to the majority non-White high school. 

I mean why are these kids fighting? Its public school—where is the 

discipline? And the teachers don’t want to discipline them because they 

don’t want the bad feedback. So they were just kind of untethered? So we 

decided it was not a good learning environment, so we sent [our kids] to 

private schools. Both my wife and I are educated in private schools and 

so we had the idea that might be a better environment for them. But our 

children maintained friendships with kids in the neighborhood but they 
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also developed spheres of influence through their new community—so 

they had two neighborhoods. Our neighborhood is still tight. People still 

visit each other, people still talk to each other--people take food across the 

street to each other—but there is a growing concern about theft because 

we are adjacent to the public high school and [two catholic schools]. The 

catholic schools don’t give us much problem but the public school 

does . . . and I’m sure we will be getting into that. The values in the public 

schools are not like ours . . . We have clusters of students that walk 

through our neighborhood—police escorted because otherwise they will 

get into fights. Just like a boxing match. Two streets intersect and the 

whole thing ringed around and the participants in the center whaling on 

each other. It’s like—are you kidding? Get this out of here. 

The emerging older adult cohort, in addition to discussing race in code, was 

explicit in noting their opposition to racial stereotypes or discrimination. This is 

consistent with Mendelberg’s (2001) approach for understanding the impact of 

racialized political messages. Mendelberg’s argument discusses how Whites are “torn 

between a norm of equality and resentment towards Blacks for their perceived failure to 

abide by the American creed of individualism and hard work” (Valentino et al., 2002). 

Given the relatively recent development of “new racism,” it is logical that older 

generational cohorts would be less likely to adopt coded racial language. My findings 

also suggests an important new avenue for further research and a potential refinement 

of the models of new racism: examining the extent to which coded racial language is 

adopted differently among generational cohorts of adults. 

Race and Coded Language: Summary 

As noted earlier, research consistently finds that older White adults are more 

likely to vote “no” on local referendums to finance public education when that 

population is predominantly White and the school age population is largely non-White 
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(Figlio & Fletcher, 2012; Ladd & Murray, 2001; Poterba, 1998). My findings, as set forth 

in this chapter, support research indicating that racial considerations, both at a conscious 

and unconscious level, are a primary influence on policy preferences (L. Bobo & Kluegel, 

1993; L. Bobo et al., 1997; Glaser & Gilens, 1997; Kinder & Sanders, 1996; Kinder & Sears, 

1981) about ostensibly nonracial matters such as education, crime, welfare and 

immigration. 

The narratives from the three communities about neighborhood change are 

consistent with group-threat theory research positing that the increased proportion of 

African-Americans in relation to Whites is associated with greater levels of racial 

conservatism among Whites (Giles & Buckner, 1993; Glaser, 1994). Among the three 

sites, Upper Darby, the site with the largest African American population, displayed the 

most prevalent levels of racial conservatism and negative stereotypes. Upper Darby was 

also the site in which respondents expressed the most concern with financial 

disinvestment and a shrinking commercial base. The “group-threat hypothesis” posits 

that as a greater number of African Americans move in closer proximity to Whites, racial 

resentments and resource competition typically increase. 

Kinder and Sanders (1996) argue that American public opinion in general as well 

as on matters of race, can be explained by a combination of four key factors: material 

interests (perceived economic threats or benefits); feelings of resentment or solidarity 

towards social groups that the policy seems to benefit or threaten; political principles or 

values such as individualism or equality; and the framing of messages about the issue 
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by media and political elites. The narratives outlined in this chapter support their 

argument and provide empirical evidence of the ways in which all four factors are at 

play in shaping beliefs, attitudes and behaviors of older adults regarding public 

education funding. The findings suggest several new important avenues for further 

research. These include an examination of intergroup relations and conflicts over status 

between Whites and immigrant communities as well as the extent to which coded racial 

language is adopted differently among generational cohorts of older adults. 

Talking About Public Goods 

Towards the end of the pilot interviews, I posed the following question to 

participants in all three sites: 

What types of benefits, if any, do you think the public schools offer the 

township/borough as a whole, not just the students who go there? 

This question was designed to help me better understand the participants’ 

perspectives with regard to a highly contested educational policy concern of our time: 

“Is K-12 education a public good?” The term “public good” implies that societal 

investments in education benefit not only students and their parents, but also provide 

broader community-wide benefits for all generations. 

Although the discussion during other segments of the interviews had flowed 

easily, conversations with respondents in all three communities inevitably stalled when I 

got to this question. Participants looked at me with a puzzled gaze and the interview 

suddenly felt awkward. I tried modifying the question: 
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There are some different opinions and beliefs among people in this 

country about who benefits from public education. Some believe it 

benefits primarily the children and families that attend the schools, while 

other think public education results in some wider benefits to the broader 

community, including older people? What do you think about this? 

Most respondents continued to appear confused by the question and were often unable 

to think of any way in which the broader community would benefit.  

My experience talking with interview participants about education as a public 

good initially puzzled me because the respondents in all three communities apparently 

had no framework to understand the concept. The attempt, however, ultimately 

provided some important data about how older adults make sense of the concept of 

public goods adults in changing neighborhoods. I present below the data from all three 

sites together; the responses were very similar cross all three sites. 

Public Education and Community-Level Benefits 

Although the concept remained difficult to grasp and articulate, benefits to the 

community of public education were identified by a small group of respondents at each 

site. The benefits they discussed are consistent with the literature on the community 

level benefits of education (Grace, 1994): increased neighborhood attachment and 

investment by graduates; strengthened economy and employment; creation of an 

educated electorate; improvement of property values; decreased crime rate; and 

improvement of interactions among citizens. The benefit of improved property values 

was mentioned only by respondents in a higher socio-economic bracket. Participants 

were slightly better able to identify broader community benefits of education when it 
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was framed in the negative, i.e., what would it be like if there were no schools in the 

township? 

The majority of respondents, however, both those who supported and opposed 

funding for public education, answered my question with puzzlement or more 

questions. 

• Well . . . I don’t know—how could they benefit other than if a kid 

goes to school?. . . . [Children in the schools] learn positive things 

and mingle with the outside world .  

• What benefits are there for a senior? What benefits? There isn’t 

any. There is all this money that gets funded in and funded in but 

for a senior it’s just write a check . . . they get nothing . . . and they 

say well your children went through the schools.  Well, are you 

going to punish me forever? 

• I have to look at it from the standpoints of results for kids—like 

my daughter—who got into a good college. 

• No I don’t think how [the schools] could [benefit the community 

as a whole]? It’s not their job to help senior citizens. Their job is to 

help children in the building. 

These responses suggest that the word “benefit” might make it difficult for the 

participants to understand the concept of education as a public good; the word seemed 

to have a strongly individualized connotation for most participants. The respondents 

who identified “benefits” for the broader community often still described individual 

level benefits like using the pool or taking night classes. Based on this, I modified my 

interview protocol once again to remove the word benefit from the questions about 

public good. The question in the updated protocol was changed to: 
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What, if anything, might this town get from having better schools that it 

is not getting now? Is there any way in which improving the schools 

would impact the town as a whole—and help bring improvements to 

everyone’s life, not just the kids in the schools? 

This reformulation, however, did not elicit much more discussion or greater 

comprehension of the concept. This is not to imply that respondents did not express 

belief in the value or importance of public education. Many respondents emphasized 

that they thought public education was crucial and some noted that, based on the 

importance of public education, it is fair to pay taxes even if one does not have kids in 

the district. Despite these convictions, they still struggled to put into words the kinds of 

benefits or improvements schools offer to the community as a whole. Below is an 

example of such an exchange. 

Q: You said that you think educating kids ultimately can result in 

improvements for the whole community, not just the kids in the school—

can you talk more about what kind of improvements there might be for 

the community as a whole? 

A: Obviously it is important. Children are the future. And ummm 

education is important ummm how could it not be? Ummmm. 

Public Education and Individual Benefits 

An individualistic, market-based perspective regarding public education 

appeared much easier for participants to grasp and discuss. Many respondents readily 

articulated individual benefits accrued to students and their parents from schooling, and 

indicated that because older people do not benefit from the schools in these ways, they 

should not be obliged to pay for them. 
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Whatever your situation that’s what you should pay for. It’s like going to 

a store. I want that blouse, I am going to wear that blouse so I am going to 

pay for it. So no—I don’t think seniors should pay for [education]. 

Everything else is based on usage—we are not using [the schools] 

anymore. 

The respondents who expressed support for paying taxes that support the public 

schools typically explained their position based on principles of fair exchange rather 

than broader community-level benefits of public schools. 

The seniors helped pay the taxes so my kids go to the school and a 

generation back who did the same for their kids . . . you know what I 

mean . . . you keep paying forward . . . 

I had three children and I wouldn’t have been able to move from a city 

life to a different neighborhood, to a better school district, if I didn’t have 

the seniors helping out with the tax bill. They helped me so we need to 

help the next generations. 

How would they have liked it when their kids were going that they had 

to put all that extra money in and the older people didn’t have to pay 

anything? It’s a neighborhood, it’s a community, you help one another 

out. That’s my opinion. 

Education as a Public Good: Focus Group Discussion Strategies 

In the focus groups that followed the interviews, I experimented with new 

strategies to discuss both the concept of education as a public good, and engaged 

participants in discussion about the possible reasons for the absence of a framework to 

understand or articulate it.  These new strategies are outlined in Chapter 3 (p. 87.)  When 

presented in this format, many more respondents expressed agreement with the idea of 

public education as a public good than they did in the individual interviews.  The focus 
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group participants in agreement with the concept of education as a public good included 

respondents who were unable to identify any community level benefits of education 

during the individual interviews.  These new strategies facilitated  a rich and 

provocative dialogue among participants about the contested idea of education as a 

public good. It was, in fact, a part of the focus group where respondents often seemed to 

“perk up” and enjoy a deeper discussion of the concept. Many noted that it was 

something that they had never discussed or thought about until the focus group. The 

responses as to why they thought the concept was not easily or readily discussed was 

generally related to the intangibility and ambiguity of the concept of community level 

benefits. Many respondents reported that individual level benefits were easier to see, 

feel and touch, and consequently easier to talk about. 

Below are some quotes that illustrate this position: 

[Community level benefits of public education are] not a real tangible 

thing, like a table—[hits table with hand] 

[The idea is] too complex—there’s too many layers. 

Maybe we need to be educated to the idea of the whole of that—we are 

getting older—I only understand it to a certain point . . . 

I have been involved with trying to get more open space and a greenway, 

and you could say [it also contributes to these kind of community level 

benefits]—but how does having more parks actually do all these 

things? . . . It’s kind of diffuse, more abstract . . . like it’s so general it 

becomes kind of meaningless. 
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Education as a Public Good: Discussion 

The data from this dissertation suggest that the individualist framing of citizen- 

as-consumer is currently easier for older people to grasp and articulate than a public 

good model of citizen-as-community participant. Furthermore, the respondents appear 

to strongly associate the term “benefits” with individual level benefits. Those in favor of 

funding schools through more narrow “use” taxes (Merrifield, 2008; Wassmer & Fisher, 

2000) base their arguments on this individualistic, consumer-based approach that 

presumes that only the school children and their parents benefit from the schools and 

negates the presence of positive external factors or benefits for the broader community 

(Neal & Neal, 2012). Recent education reform policies focus on individual achievement 

as well as in the notion of “school choice” through vouchers, charters and magnet 

schools; outsourcing school functions and privatizing administration are similarly 

rooted in the conservative concepts of individual achievement (Chubb & Moe, 1990). 

The ease with which almost all of my respondents framed public education in 

the context of individual level benefits suggests that the discourse on public education 

during the last two decades, marked by a bipartisan emphasis on individualism and 

framing of citizen-as-consumer, has strongly influenced the attitudes and beliefs of older 

people. The respondents at all sites described the concept of “education as a public 

good” as diffuse, confusing and ambiguous. These responses suggest that the difficulty 

and awkwardness I experienced in the interviews resulted from something other than 
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an improperly worded interview question. Rather, the difficulty posed by the questions 

may reflect a larger absence in the national discourse regarding public goods.  

Another possible reason for why the citizen as consumer model resonated more 

is that in many disciplines older adults are framed as consumers rather than community 

participants. This is notable in the preponderance of research on older adults as service 

recipients and absence of academic literature about older adults as political actors. 

Several communication-focused research organizations, such as Public Works 

and Indivisible, dedicate themselves exclusively to revitalizing public perceptions of the 

value of public goods. Economist and scholar June Sekara (2013) states: 

The absence of a widely-held, constructive idea of public goods in public 

discourse denies citizens the ability to have an informed conversation, or 

to make informed decisions—including voting—about things that matter 

mightily to their fundamental well-being and the quality of their daily 

lives. Its absence robs public policy makers, leaders and managers of the 

concept that is central to their reason for being (p. 1). 

The lack of existing discourse regarding education as a public good may also 

have contributed to the commonly expressed opinion among participants that older 

people have no relation to the issue of public education: it does not affect them and they 

typically do not discuss it. Many people were genuinely very curious or confused as to 

why I would choose to talk with them about public education as they feel so far 

removed from the issue. One participant advised me: 

This subject matter is probably very alien to the senior. More than 

anything else, my dear, this is not a part of our lives. 
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The “citizen-as-community member” frame is described by Lowndes (1995) as 

citizen activity “defined by participation in collective purposes rather than individual 

choice” (p. 176). Lowndes notes that because contemporary communities are more 

fragmented than in the past and many people identify their communities based on 

interest versus geography, building a sense of collective purpose at the local political 

level will require substantial education and effort. Alesina, Baqir and Easterly’s (1997) 

research also examines how community fragmentation influences the citizen-as- 

community member frame. They found that voters choose to spend less money on 

collective purposes when a substantial portion of taxes collected by one ethnic group is 

used for the provision of public goods that will be shared with multiple ethnic groups. 

Alesina et al.’s (1997) research implies a conscious choice among Whites to spend 

less money on public goods in ethnically heterogeneous districts. The White 

respondents in this study, however, were rarely even able to conceptualize the concept 

of education as a public good; this held true even among those supportive of public 

education funding. The inability of the respondents to grasp or articulate the concept of 

education as a public good suggest that the respondents’ attitudes result from the 

intersection of the framing of municipal citizenship in consumer terms (tax payers 

should pay for what they consume) and the White racial frames discussed earlier in this 

chapter. 
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Summary 

This chapter explored how respondents constructed meaning around school 

funding in the context of rapid demographic change in their neighborhoods and the 

schools. Narratives were grouped by township to illustrate better how local context 

influences beliefs, attitudes and behaviors. The first section explored coded and explicit 

articulations of race and racial resentments and discussed the presence of two key White 

racial frames (race-crime frame and family pathology frame) within participant 

narratives at each of the three sites. The second section investigated the participants’ 

notable emphasis on an individualist narrative of citizen-as-consumer to explain 

education funding and articulated the frames that likely influenced this viewpoint. The 

final section explored how lack of comprehension of the concept of education as a public 

good aligns with white racial frames to diminish respondents' sense of responsibility for 

funding public schools. The findings from this study suggest the importance of further 

research as to how attitudes and behaviors regarding school funding are influenced by 

an intersection of White racial frames and a citizen-as-consumer frame. 
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CHAPTER 5 : HOW IS THE SPATIAL CONTEXT OF NEIGHBORHOODS IN WHICH 

OLDER ADULTS LIVE RELATED TO THEIR ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIORS 

TOWARDS PUBLIC EDUCATION FUNDING? 

The following chapter examines the spatial context of older people in 

demographically changing neighborhoods. Research suggests that place matters in 

understanding political attitudes and behavior (Books & Prysby, 1991; R. Huckfeldt, 

1986; R. R. Huckfeldt & Sprague, 1995). While individual factors such as political 

affiliation and level of education contribute to our attitudes and behaviors, a robust 

body of political “contextual studies” suggest that the places in which we live out our 

daily lives are also important (Baybeck & McClurg, 2005; Books & Prysby, 1991; 

Burbank, 1997). Our environment influences our opportunities for connection and for 

obtaining information, both of which can influence attitudes and behaviors. 

When examining how environmental “context” relates to behaviors and 

attitudes, it is important to define the boundaries of individuals’ contexts. Researchers 

have defined them as census tracts, ZIP codes, counties, states and other delineated 

spaces that vary in scale. Some have explored research strategies that recognize local 

knowledge and networks that shape residents’ understanding of neighborhood 

boundaries (Coulton et al., 2001; Grannis, 1998; B. A. Lee & Campbell, 1997). They 

suggest that subjective boundary definition may be useful for practitioners and scholars 

interested in resident civic engagement; shifting perceptions of neighborhood 

boundaries may shift a willingness to mobilize around a local issue. The findings from 
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this study contribute to the literature by examining how aging and demographic change 

relate to subjective neighborhood boundary definition. I interviewed participants about 

their subjective definitions of their own neighborhoods; their responses informed the 

defined spaces I selected to analyze the participants’ environmental contexts. 

A substantial body of research demonstrates that the setting of a “homogeneous 

community9” impacts political attitudes and behaviors (Brown, 1988; R. Huckfeldt, 1986; 

R. R. Huckfeldt & Sprague, 1995). Homogeneity in this context refers to a set of common 

group characteristics such as race or income.  Bramlett (2015) argues that, based on 

theories of homogeneous community context and political behavior, age-segregated 

living environments, which she defines by county and zip code, are critical sites for 

further investigation. In this study, I use a more localized context—housing that is 

formally or informally designated for older adults as well as the “neighborhood block” 

and age-integrated housing developments of those aging in place—to examine how 

“place” relates to attitudes and behaviors with regards to school funding.  I chose to 

examine a more localized context based on the limited neighborhood boundary 

definitions discussed by participants. 

My study included respondents who live in age-integrated housing 

developments and single family homes as well as the following four types of age-

segregated environments: active adult communities, senior apartments, Continuing Care 

                                                      

9 Community has been defined by researchers as a shared and collective identity that 

may include, but is not limited to, shared geography (Charles & Davies, 2005). 
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Retirement Communities (CCRCs), and Naturally Occurring Retirement Communities 

(NORCs). 

 Active adult communities are typically condos, co-ops or single-family 

homes that require a minimum age of 55 and offer few or no services but may 

include a range of amenities such as clubhouses, gyms and pools. 

 Senior apartments are affordable, and often publicly subsidized multi-unit 

rental buildings, which may have income restrictions, for people over age 65. 

 CCRCs combine residential living with a progressive range of services and 

amenities designed to support people at different stages of life; for example, 

they typically combine independent living, assisted living and skilled 

nursing options. Independent living is similar to senior apartments, but offer 

several additional services, such as congregate meals, housekeeping, 

transportation and organized group activities. Residents typically rent these 

apartments at a higher cost that covers the additional services. Assisted living 

facilities are properties with support services, typically requiring state 

licensing, for those who need assistance with daily activities but do not 

require nursing home care. Skilled nursing facilities provide an intensive 

level of care and are hospital-like in nature. In addition to a monthly fee, 

there is usually a large, onetime entry fee for CCRCs. These places are private 

but many of them are non–profits. 
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 NORCs are geographical locations not explicitly designated as senior housing 

or developments but include at least 40% of residents who are 65 and older. 

They exist in various forms and locations, including neighborhoods with 

single family homes, apartment complexes, and condominium developments 

(Lysack & Stark, 2016). 

Research in residential age-segregation has declined in recent decades 

(Vanderbeck, 2007); Bramlett’s (2015) study of aged context and political behavior is a 

notable exception. Interestingly, as research on age-segregation began declining in the 

1980s, senior housing options started to expand. Developers and investors, anticipating 

the impending increase of an older population, began building.in the early 1980s, an 

activity enhanced in the late 1980s by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development’s (HUD) senior housing program, which insured lenders against losses on 

mortgage defaults. The percentage of older adults living in age-segregated housing is 

anticipated to increase as the aging population grows exponentially during the next two 

decades (Schnure & Venkatesh, 2015). My study contributes to the literature by 

examining how age-segregated and age-integrated environments relate to behaviors and 

attitudes about school funding. 

This chapter is divided into two main sections. The first examines how study 

participants define their own neighborhood boundaries and the factors that influence 

these definitions. Because there was little differentiation in the responses across sites, I 

present these findings from all three communities together. The second section describes 
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the different age-segregated and age integrated housing contexts in the three townships, 

followed by a discussion of key factors that may encourage or inhibit support of school 

funding among older adults in these environments. I conclude with a short summary of 

my findings. 

Subjective Definitions of Neighborhood Boundaries 

Research suggests that how people define neighborhood boundaries impacts 

which local issues they consider relevant to themselves and their willingness to mobilize 

around such issues (E. Campbell et al., 2009). It follows then that study participants’ 

subjective definitions of neighborhoods may be useful for better understanding their 

behaviors and attitudes regarding school funding. In the following section I present my 

findings from the interviews and focus groups in which I asked older people to define 

their own neighborhoods and to consider whether schools are part of their 

neighborhoods. Focus group participants included participants from both age-

segregated and age-integrated environments. 

This section builds on the work of E. Campbell et al. (2009) who interviewed 

adolescents and parents about their neighborhood definitions. The research identified 

four key factors that influenced the subjective definition of neighborhood boundaries by 

those in the study: (a) aspects of the natural and built environment (i.e. schools, 

businesses, parks, streets, rivers) that joined or separated parts of the neighborhood; (b) 

racial sympathies and/or resentments that resulted in the subjective expansion or 

contraction of neighborhood boundaries; (c) symbolic neighborhood identity (for 
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example, one neighborhood in the study comprised of liberal, affluent, predominantly 

White residents included an adjacent multi-racial area within their neighborhood 

boundaries as a symbolic expression of support for racial integration); and (d) fear of 

crime that resulted in a restriction of perceived neighborhood boundaries. Campbell and 

others suggest future research to examine the role of schools or neighborhood 

associations in shaping neighborhood boundary definition for adolescents and parents; 

participation by older adults is not mentioned by these authors. The findings discussed 

in this chapter contribute to the literature by examining the perspectives of older people 

in subjective neighborhood definition. 

Subjective Definitions of Neighborhood: Contracting Boundaries 

Because I was interested in the participants’ attitudes and perceptions of their 

neighborhoods, I first clarified how they defined these boundaries subjectively and 

learned that their definitions were much more geographically limited than I had 

anticipated. Some, for example, included only their housing developments or the blocks 

they live on. Upon further inquiry, it became apparent that people’s definitions of 

neighborhood boundaries have contracted over time. As one participant put it: years ago 

your neighborhood was your neighborhood but it has been condensed. What accounted for the 

contraction of neighborhood boundaries as participants aged? I identified four key 

factors that contributed to shifting definitions: increased isolation, decreased mobility, 

fear of crime, and racial resentments. 
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Increased Isolation 

Women more frequently discussed the isolation they experienced after their 

children left home. Edna, a women in her mid-60s who moved to Bensalem as a young 

adult and sent her two children to the public schools, described the contraction process 

as linked to the time her children moved away: 

My neighborhood is where I live—the block and a little outside. When 

my kids were here, I knew many more people because they knew many 

more people, they were in the school, they reached out and all that. Then 

when they went to college, they were out and my neighborhood grew 

smaller because I did not have those contacts anymore. We did not go to 

baseball, we did not go to soccer. We don’t do that now. We don’t have 

any reasons to have those interactions, so the neighborhood went from a 

community to 3 or 4 blocks. 

A long-term Upper Darby resident in her 70s expressed the process of 

contraction in starker terms. 

You get a little older—your kids grow up and are gone and your 

neighborhood is almost defined as your house. 

Decreased Mobility 

Respondents, particularly those in the 75-plus category, discussed how their 

spatial context has grown smaller over time because of decreased mobility and physical 

limitations. Many discussed how their neighborhood boundaries shifted once they could 

no longer drive. Edward, a Kendal resident in his 80s who moved there from Kennett 

Square, described it like this: 

[Kendal] is definitely a separate neighborhood. A great number of Kendal 

residents no longer drive and we are living in a neighborhood that has 
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very poor public transportation so . . . yeah. [chuckle] We think of our 

neighborhood as where we can get on foot. 

Participants mentioned that in the suburbs there are few places to go that do not 

require driving. Not being able to drive may limit their engagement with their 

surrounding area more so than in walkable areas with better public transportation 

options and greater population density. 

Fear of Crime and Racial Resentments 

E. Campbell et al. (2009) describe fear of crime and racial resentments as 

mutually exclusive categories that influence neighborhood boundary definition. The 

data from this study, however, suggests, that it was the intersection of these two 

categories through the race-crime frame, outlined in detail in Chapter Four, that 

influenced respondents’ subjective definitions of neighborhoods. Participants frequently 

linked their perceptions of increasing crime to the growing racial and ethnic diversity in 

the townships. For example, the race-crime frame contributed to the perceptions of 

predominantly White areas as “safe” and “walkable” and multi-racial areas as 

“dangerous places to avoid” in all three townships. It was this fear of crime, linked 

explicitly and implicitly to the presence of people of color, that was invoked to describe 

contracted neighborhood boundaries. 

Subjective Definitions of Neighborhood: Expanding Boundaries 

Interestingly, respondents in all three sites noted that becoming involved in 

volunteer efforts in the community helped to expand their definition of neighborhood 

boundaries. Frank from Kennett, who is an active member of a civic group, remarked: 
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I think part of it is if you are part of any civic association or group—your 

definition is wider. 

Sally, a long-time Upper Darby resident in her 60s who is supportive of public 

education funding and sent her son to both the public and Catholic schools in Upper 

Darby, described the shift this way: 

This [My definition of my neighborhood] has changed. When I was 

younger and home with children my neighborhood would have been 

about 4 streets over and the church. And then when I would volunteer I 

would meet people in the township further out and that expanded my 

conception of what a neighborhood is. 

Subjective Definitions of Neighborhood: Neighborhoods and Schools 

In the focus groups, I probed further about the extent to which participants’ 

neighborhood boundary definitions included local schools. In particular, I asked them if 

they knew where the school closest to them was  and if they would include this school 

within the boundaries of their neighborhood. Only one or two people in each of the 

focus groups with White respondents included a school in the boundaries of their 

neighborhood. Those who did include a school lived in age-integrated environments 

and were supportive of school funding. For example, Eddy is in his 80s and volunteers 

in the Kennett schools.  He moved to the area as a young adult and is aging in place.  In 

the focus group he explained: 

[The schools are on the] fringe [of my neighborhood]. We have about 30 

homes, a couple cul de sacs, and the school is adjacent, but important, 

because we are involved with them too. 
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Dotty moved to a multi-generational development in Bensalem post-retirement; her 

children live in another state.  She said: 

I do [include the school in my definition] because there are children in my 

development and they get on the bus so I can hear them laughing and 

talking when they get on the bus, which is enjoyable because my 

grandkids are out of state. And for Halloween these children in my 

development will knock on the door. If some of the kids miss the bus, my 

friend will take them in his car to the school, it’s not far . . . so . . . I enjoy 

that that we are close to a school, that it’s nearby, and it’s in my 

neighborhood. 

For the focus groups with immigrants for whom English was their second 

language, the term “neighborhood” was not an easily translatable concept. As a result I 

did not probe for answers to this question with them. 

Notably, participants at all three sites reported that when they were younger, 

they did consider the schools part of their neighborhoods. The reasons stated for this 

shift involve a combination of three factors: the loss of neighborhood schools, the 

absence of an engaged relationship with the schools, and racial resentments regarding 

the diverse student body. 

Loss of Neighborhood Schools 

Respondents spoke about the impact that the closing of neighborhood schools 

had on them and their community. Rose, a woman in her 80s from Clifton Heights sent 

her children to local public schools that closed when Clifton Heights schools merged 

with the Upper Darby school district.  Rose does not support older people paying taxes 

for school funding.  She described her experience of the school closings:   
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Public schools? No longer. We used to have two on the hill—and that was 

a wonderful thing with the kids coming by all the time. Kids would go by 

my house . . . When the school left—there were no children there 

anymore. That’s what changed. The whole neighborhood changed 

without that school there. 

Others discussed the difference between their childhood experiences of 

neighborhood schools and the current schools that include children from many different 

areas. Some of the terms used by the Bensalem resident below, such as “busing” and 

“kids coming from all over,” could possibly be coded terms for race. 

When we were growing up we had neighborhood schools; you walked to 

school, we didn’t have busing and the neighborhood was your comfort 

zone. We all walked to school together. Now I don’t know if I consider 

the school my neighborhood school because you have kids coming from 

all over. It’s not just from here. 

A respondent living in a multi-generational apartment complex explained that 

she did not know where her neighbors’ children go to school: 

I live in an apartment and there are school buses that come in all 

directions. There are 10 kids that live in the apartments there. They 

congregate at the front gate and I don’t know where they go. . . . Where 

they take these kids in the age of busing—I have no idea, none. 

Lack of Relationship with the Schools 

The lack of connection between the schools and older people was discussed as bi-

directional. Respondents disconnected from the schools when their children graduated 

and noted that the schools failed to continue to reach out to include them. Even those 

who are supportive of school funding often expressed a strong disconnect with the 

schools. Below is an exchange between me and such a woman from Kennett. 
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Q: Did you consider the schools as a part of the neighborhood when you 

were younger? Has this changed over time? 

A: I would say yes—when you have children, that’s part of your life, so 

it’s part of the neighborhood. But when you get to our age the school is 

no longer an integral part of our life so it’s no longer part of our 

neighborhood because we have nothing to do with it. 

Another respondent, also supportive of public education funding, described her 

lack of relationship due in part to lack of outreach by the local school: 

I know where [the school is] at, but there is no relationship. They don’t 

have things where they invite the community in to see what the 

neighborhood kids are doing, at least they don’t publicize it really 

widely. I know [a nearby district] has a fair… 

Racial Resentments Regarding the Diverse Student Body 

The data from this study suggest that the racial and ethnic demographics of the 

kids in the school influenced the extent to whether people viewed it as part of the 

neighborhood. Respondents typically discussed this through coded language rather 

than explicit statements. Jerry, 65, described his Drexel Park neighborhood in the Upper 

Darby Township, well-known as the most affluent and exclusive neighborhood in the 

area: 

It’s a very, very beautiful neighborhood so people tend to enjoy it and 

speak very highly of it, basically because of the boundaries we have 

around the neighborhood . . . Because of the limited access to the 

neighborhood, the neighborhood really becomes a neighborhood. 

According to Jerry, it is “the limited access to his neighborhood from the 

outside” is what allows it to stay “beautiful.” In the broader context of his discussion, I 

interpreted “outside” as a coded term for the racially diverse township that surrounds 
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his area. While Drexel Park maintains its racial and class “boundaries,” the nearby high 

school, where more than 60% of students are racial minorities, does not. Jerry uses “the 

city” [of Philadelphia] as a coded term for race in discussing his shifting neighborhood 

definition: 

There was a time, past times, when the [Upper Darby High] school was 

absolutely part of the neighborhood. But because of Upper Darby High 

School’s proximity to the city, it has distanced itself from my 

neighborhood. 

Age-Segregated and Age-Integrated Environments 

In this section I describe the age-segregated housing and age-integrated 

developments and neighborhood “blocks” in each township, as well as key factors that 

may encourage or inhibit support of school funding among older adults who live in 

them. I selected these as the defined spaces in which to examine environmental context. 

Though limited in scope, these housing developments and neighborhood blocks align 

more closely to the limited neighborhood definitions of the study respondents than to a 

zip code or census tract. I compare responses from respondents living in age-integrated 

and age-segregated environments to understand better the relationship between the 

physical environments of older people and their attitudes and behaviors towards 

education funding. 

There are mixed findings on the implications of age-segregated housing 

environments. On the one hand, age segregation is cited as both a cause and 

consequence of negative stereotypes and stigmas attached to both old age and youth 

(Hagestad & Uhlenberg, 2005; Vanderbeck, 2007). In addition, social and spatial age- 
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segregation have been identified as a cause of increased loneliness and isolation for 

older people (Thang, 2008) and decreased protective factors for youth (Hagestad & 

Uhlenberg, 2005). At the same time, research has also demonstrated substantial benefits 

linked to age-concentrated environments such as 55-plus retirement communities. These 

benefits, related to opportunities for peer socialization, include improved cognitive 

functioning (Stern, 2006), increased support and mutual assistance (Cagney, 2006; 

Longino et al., 1980; Seeman et al., 2001), and opportunities for intellectual stimulation 

(Wang et al., 2002). Most recent research regarding the effects of age-segregated 

communities has focused on health-related outcomes (Bramlett, 2015). My study 

contributes to the literature by examining how age-segregated environments relate to 

political attitudes and behaviors of older people. 

Environmental Context: Upper Darby 

The majority of older adults in Upper Darby are aging in place because the 

township has no formal senior housing. Two large-scale apartment buildings, Drexeline 

Apartments and Parkwood Manor, are listed as NORCs by the county Aging Services. 

Though the Drexeline apartment complex is not officially designated as a 55-plus 

community, numerous study participants and informants, including residents of the 

apartments themselves, assumed it to be one. Less than a mile away from Drexeline is 

the Drexelbrook apartment complex. Drexelbrook is comprised of multi-generational 

apartment units, but has begun to market its units specifically to older adults (Senior 

Citizens Guide to Philadelphia, n.d.) I was able to interview only one person from the 
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Drexeline Apartments and I spoke informally with several other residents. As a result, 

my information about the effects of age-segregation in Upper Darby is substantially 

more limited than in the other two sites. 

Respondents and key informants suggested that it is uncommon for older people 

to move to Upper Darby later in life, in large part because of the lack of senior housing. 

Although the township currently has one of the highest percentages of older adults in 

the county, there has been an annual decrease in the percentage of older adults living 

there in recent years (Delaware County Office of Services for the Aging, 2016). 

Age-Integrated Environments: Upper Darby 

Many White respondents aging in place in multigenerational neighborhoods 

reported feeling “stuck” living in Upper Darby, without an option to move because of 

depreciated home values and high tax rates. Below, three long-time residents of both 

Upper Darby and Drexel Hill discuss their housing quandaries. 

I don’t know why older people would move to the area because homes 

are big and not easy to maintain. I have seen people move out to 

Broomall, for example, because houses are littler and taxes are less. For 

me personally—I couldn’t get enough money out of my house to move. 

If you moved my house a mile to the border it would be worth more. No 

[older people] want to move to Upper Darby because of the taxes. 

I am being burdened by these taxes. If I could get a decent amount of 

money [for my house] I could say [to a realtor] “This is [the money] I 

have – can you get me into a safer neighborhood?” 
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The lack of senior housing options was interpreted by some who felt “stuck” as a 

message that older people are not wanted or cared for in the township. Judy, who has 

lived in Upper Darby for more than 50 years, remarked: 

Another thing—this is a family neighborhood—but do you notice there is 

no senior housing? There is no place for a person like myself to go. 

For others, the decision to stay in their homes was more deliberate and based on 

personal investment in their property. For example, Joe is a resident in his 60s 

who has lived in Upper Darby for over 40 years; he sent his oldest son to public 

school but removed his youngest son from the public schools and enrolled him 

in Catholic school.   He described his decision this way: 

Why should I leave? I built this house. I built this office. I put a two-story 

addition onto my home. I have been here 40 something years. My kids 

were born here, my wife and I lived here. Nobody bothers me. 

Only one White respondent in both the interviews and focus groups discussed 

her decision to age in place in Upper Darby as related to an interest in maintaining 

connection with other generations. Sally, a woman in her 60s was born in the township 

and sent her children to both public and Catholic school.  She explained: 

That’s why [my husband] and I are still here, because I don’t want to live 

in a 55- plus community! I like being with young people. If I am pulling 

weeds and they walk by I always make it a point to say hello and say 

how cute I think their kids are. So they know and the child knows that the 

lady is friendly and if they need something they can ask. I like when I’m 

at the playground watching the daycare bring the kids. 

When I met with the Liberian immigrants, I asked the following: 
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In the communities where I am doing research, some live in communities 

or apartment complexes just for older people—retired people who are 

over 55 years old. Is that a type of place you feel like you or other 

Liberian elders would be interested in living? 

Everyone in the room looked around at each other, laughing and smiling. They 

all shook their heads and said “No.” Ariana, a woman in her 60s who has lived in Upper 

Darby for several years and whose grandchildren are in the district explained her 

answer: 

Because from our own culture we have intergenerational living-- your 

grandparents, your parents, and your children. I say to my son—you 

know a lot of things, like about cell phones – but we have wisdom 

[laughter]. . . . I think [for older people] to live apart [from their children 

and grandchildren] and not be able to influence the younger generation—

most of us wouldn’t [do that.] I know a few but mostly we want to be 

living with our grandchildren, great grandchildren and influence them. 

Titus, age 62, explained further: 

She said it all but I want to add a little bit. Our culture is very different. 

That’s the crux of the matter. I brought my parents [to the United States] 

and my dad after a time was very sick. We took him to the hospital and 

he was sick so much that the doctor told me he would die and that we 

should make arrangements, but he didn’t die! And I had to have him in a 

hospice; he would be there and die gradually. But I said to my wife “let 

me bring him back to our place so he can die at home.” I hesitated 

because my wife is not from my culture and I was thinking about my 

children. We came home and we said we want to bring him home; he 

lived with us for 3 years. The children didn’t understand. We told them 

our culture is different –you got to take care of your own. 

Julius, age 57, agreed: 

My aunt—her children kept her in a nursing home—but the community 

will frown on you and they were ostracized for that. [The community] 

thought they are not good. They never took her from there. Our 
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community will speak to you directly about [putting a relative in a 

nursing home]. [They will ask:] Why are you doing this? 

Gabriel, age 59, noted that it would be different for him. Others in the group nodded in 

agreement as he spoke. 

But I will not be here—I will go back to Liberia. A lot of us will leave 

when we can’t work anymore we go home. Just pack your things and go 

to Liberia. 

Where I come from we don’t have cousins. We just say brother and sister, 

no cousins. So if you die old—everyone around you are your kids and 

they will take care of you no matter what. It’s not up for discussion, you 

just do it. 

White respondents aging in place in racially diverse neighborhoods as well as 

exclusively or predominantly White neighborhoods described experiences of spatial and 

social isolation from their neighbors. For example, Mike, a man in his 80s with no 

children who grew up in the township and now lives on a racially diverse block, 

explained: 

I don’t really know my neighbors because I have a garage and from the 

garage I go into the cellar. I very seldom hang outside so I am not that 

close to [my neighbors] except one neighbor on the side. They are 

Greek—a very lovely family. They have been there for years. I see them 

and get along with them. But you know, the Blacks, I don’t associate with 

them because I just don’t have the opportunity to do it. 

Jane, who lives in a predominantly White neighborhood in Drexel Hill, discussed 

her lack of relationship with local children: 

They [children] don’t play outside anymore. They play in their yards. 

They don’t even trick or treat. I used to get all crazy for Halloween, but 

now no one comes. I miss it. I used to be all out with my candy and 
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greeting everyone—now no one comes. . . . [They are] more fearful. My 

kids used to walk to school, now everyone drives. We talk about this all 

the time – it snowed—and no one was out in the snow! Also video 

games—but I think they are mostly afraid. 

Age-Segregated Environments: Upper Darby 

Roger, a long-time resident of Drexel Hill in his late 70s whose children attended 

Catholic school in the Drexel Hill area, discussed his decision to move out of his home 

and into the Drexeline apartments (NORC) as one of convenience, and, to a lesser 

degree, neighborhood attachment. 

Interviewer: Did you look at other places [when you decided to move?] 

Roger: Not really. We knew people who lived here and we looked at their 

apartment and said—this will work. And we got the grocery store right 

here, a restaurant is there, a bank across the street and a beer store right 

here [laughter]. 

Interviewer: Was it a factor [in your decision] that you would be staying 

in Drexel Hill? 

Roger: To a certain extent—it’s convenient to everything, but that’s 

mainly it. If this [building] happened to be [across the] Springfield [town] 

line – I think we would still come here. Because it’s a no-brainer – you 

pay your rent. Every year it goes up – but it’s minimal. But if you were in 

a house [the tax bill] would go up more than that probably, and you are 

still paying all your utilities. 

Though Drexeline apartments have no formal communal gathering spaces, there 

is a small, informal daily gathering of women in the lobby. Roger describes the culture 

of the building in this way: 

Here the people in the building they come and go. We know them to see 

them, but not much else, though we’ve really gotten to know the people 



193 

on the sixth floor. My wife and I are in card groups [on this floor], but 

other than that we don’t get involved. I’m not saying we ignore people. 

When we see them in the lobby we say hello and we have gotten to know 

a lot of their names, but there is no real socializing, except for the women 

in the building.  You probably saw them when you came in the building – 

sitting in the lobby. 

As if to illustrate his point about his relationships with other on the floor, two 

different residents from his floor stopped by during the course of the interview. One 

dropped off some extra cookies she had baked and another popped in to have a chat 

with Roger’s wife. 

The special events center attached to the nearby Drexelbrook apartments is the 

regular meeting place for the Upper Darby Rotary Club whose membership is largely 

older White adults. It is also the location for “Senior Resource Day” sponsored by the 

county office on aging. Roger explains: 

Politicians come here, yeah. They just had a thing over at Drexelbrook, a 

senior day. Breakfast and politicians and a lot of tables . . . of different 

things. The older people get a bag and they start putting it all in the bag. 

[We got] the invite in the mail and our friend from church also told us 

about it. He doesn’t drive anymore, he’s like 95 so I said “Yeah George, I 

will get you.” So I came and picked him up and took him [to the 

Drexelbrook event center] so I just happened to be there. There were a lot 

of politicians there!  

Environmental Context: Bensalem 

Instead of a walkable town center, Bensalem has clusters of large housing 

developments, suburban tracts, apartment buildings, condos, and shopping centers 

connected by large and small roads. The majority of respondents live in some type of 

development. Even those aging in place in single family homes often live in suburban 
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tract housing. One respondent in her 60s described how the presence of so many 

residential developments and the lack of walkability have created a fragmented quality 

to Bensalem: 

Bensalem in many ways is like two or three different places. It doesn’t 

have a town center or such . . . . Just a bunch of different areas. 

Age Integrated Environments: Bensalem 

Participants aging in place in single-family homes discussed their choice to stay 

largely in terms of property investment and neighborhood attachment. Lucy, a long-

time resident in her 70s, recalled with pride pouring the cement for the foundation of 

her home: “I am going to die there” she told me in no uncertain terms. Bill, a retired 

truancy officer living in a multi-generational housing development, was among several 

respondents who emphasized convenience and safety as key aspects of their decisions to 

remain in their homes. 

There are like 200 homes in our development. Many Bensalem areas are 

made up with clusters like that. [In my development] I feel safe no matter 

where I walk around. If I want to go around and take a walk, I can walk; I 

can go fishing. [There is] nothing I would want to do outside the 

[development]. If I want to take a walk—I just take it in the development 

neighborhoods; in the development I go bicycle riding. 

Despite spending most of his time in the development, Bill reports that he rarely 

interacts with children who live there.  

Unless you have a relative you don’t really have much interaction—I don’t think 

most seniors [in the development] have that kind of interaction with kids.  
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When asked, only two individuals aging in place described their housing decisions in 

relation to the value of intergenerational connections. These individuals were both 

renters in multi-generational apartment complexes. 

Age Segregated Environments: Bensalem 

Several key informants discussed a group of older adults from a 55-plus housing 

development who had organized themselves and attended school board meetings to 

protest increased funding for a high school renovation. I focused on recruiting 

participants from this development—and got four—in order to develop a better 

understanding of the context of a 55-plus community that organized in opposition to 

school funding. 

This development has many middle class White residents including retired 

teachers, police officers, and tradespeople; a small percentage of residents are racial 

minorities. One person from the development who participated in the study is a long-

time Bensalem resident who moved there from a single family home. Others chose to 

move to Bensalem because they had family nearby or they moved from nearby 

townships or counties for affordability and comfort (privacy, quiet, and safety). 

The first time I went to visit the 55-plus community, I drove in on a bustling four 

lane road with many cars, passing rows of commercial buildings and large apartment 

complexes. To enter the community I turned onto Liberty Drive and then Freedom Lane. 

Later I wrote in my field notes: 

I felt like I was going back in time to what I imagine 1950s suburbs looked 

like. All the lawns were immaculately maintained, and all the mailboxes 
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were identical. Residents were out walking their dogs and waved to their 

neighbors as they passed. I saw mostly, but not exclusively, White faces 

there. It felt like a world away from the busy commercial road in 

Bensalem that I had just turned off. 

I met one of my respondents at the “clubhouse,” a public space for all 

development residents that includes several meeting rooms, a gym and a pool. The 

respondents from this community described monthly meetings at the clubhouse during 

which residents typically identify common concerns and mobilize others to act together 

on behalf of shared issues. Cindy, a resident supportive of school funding who sent her 

sons to the Bensalem public schools, explained: 

We do have a town hall meeting and they have a couple things they are 

working on right now, like the turnpike, they are widening it and [the 

residents] want to get sound barriers. They were up in arms about what 

the school district spent on [the renovations]. It is a lot of money. And a 

lot of it is because our taxes are pretty high. I pay more taxes than my 

sister who lives in a townhouse. And yet, we have private roads, we pay 

people to clean the road, so we don’t really use township services and we 

are not allowed to use school services and then people say that’s because 

you already used the school services. 

During one of the focus groups Joe, a semi-retired man in his 60s who moved to 

the area as a young adult and sent his children to the Bensalem public schools, grappled 

with whether he believed that moving to the development had influenced his thinking 

about local political issues. 

I don’t think where you live decides how you think about an issue . . . . 

On the other hand, because you are in a 55 and older community, you do 

start thinking “Well, maybe there should be some kind of break for 

people who live in these communities.” 
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I also recruited participants from a low-income senior apartment complex across 

from the town’s senior center. The complex, a large brick building with no exterior 

ornamentation, shares a parking lot with the senior center; a staff member sits in a glass 

booth at the entrance and buzzes people in. The participants here also have a shared 

recreational space although it is smaller and with fewer amenities than that of the 55-

plus community. Respondents described their shared recreational space as an area more 

for socialization than for political organizing or discussion. The lobby also functions as a 

place for interaction. Susan, a resident in her 70s who moved to Bensalem after she 

retired, described it like this: 

You always have people around you that you can sit and talk to. If you 

just sit in the lobby for an hour—someone might go by or nowadays you 

can sit outside . . . so you don’t have to go out of your way to be with folk. 

We all get along that I know of. I guess there is some back-biting but I 

don’t pay attention. 

The participants did mention, however, that the senior center across from their 

apartments was frequently attended by politicians who come to speak with members. 

Vivian, a politically active resident in her 60s who moved to Bensalem after helping raise 

her grandchildren in a nearby community described meeting the mayor at the senior 

center: 

I met the mayor at the senior center. They have these days at the senior 

center—all the politicians come. They have all this information out about 

them. That’s how I met him and I know his wife, he’s a real good friend. 

He helped me get [a change she lobbied for regarding the township 

infrastructure]. 
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I held one focus group in the Concord-Lincolnia development with a group of 

five older African-American women who discussed how the development now has few 

children and a greater number of older, widowed women. They all agreed that though 

they live primarily with older people, they stay connected to the schools through their 

families. Miss Liz,10 a woman in her 70s, explained it this way: 

Most of us have grandkids and great grands. Like today I am going to my 

grandson’s high school because he is going to the National Honor Society. 

I think it makes a difference [regarding one’s view of the schools] when 

you have grandchildren and attend their affairs. But far as living—I 

prefer to live with my seniors; it’s quieter. Sometimes when your 

grandkids visit—you like to see them come but . . . . [group laughter] 

Grandkids are over a lot because some grandparents are caring for their 

grandchildren. You don’t see it as much as before, but like the man across 

the street is raising his grandkids. 

Others nodded in agreement with Miss Liz; Miss Pat added: 

I would like to say we had a conference [at school] about my great 

grandson. I was there, the grandmother was there and the mother was 

there. The conference, it was a good thing, and I got a chance to see two 

different teachers. I thought that it really made a difference to have three 

different generations. 

Environmental Context: Kennett Square 

Kennett is farther from Philadelphia and more rural than Bensalem or Upper 

Darby. It also has a substantially higher median income than the other two townships. 

The combination of greater affluence and the rural environment means that housing is 

                                                      

10I refer to the women in this group with the honorific “Miss” because that is how they were 

introduced to me.  
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often on much larger plots of land and further from the town center. Geographic 

isolation was discussed by respondents in both age-integrated and age-segregated 

environments. 

I had greater difficulty in Kennett Square than in the other two townships in 

recruiting long-time residents who are aging in place to participate in interviews. Only 

two of the interview respondents are long-time residents who live in age-integrated 

environments; the other interview respondents live in age-segregated communities. For 

the focus groups, I was able to recruit eight additional respondents who are aging in 

place: six long term residents and two recent migrants. 

Age-Integrated Environments: Kennett Square 

Though ostensibly in “age-integrated neighborhoods,” respondents mentioned 

that, because of the distance between them and their neighbors, they have little contact 

with others around them. One long term resident described it like this: 

I think the size of home lot matters. If you are closer together you are 

going to be closer with your neighbors. And you know suburbia. I’m on 

an acre lot and so are the people next to me—so that’s lot of distance. 

A recent arrival to the area compared her current living situation to her previous 

home in Bensalem. 

We moved from Bensalem and even there the houses were closer together 

and the kids were all over the place. Everyone knew them. Now I am on 

[a lot of] acres and it’s only me and one other guy. 

White respondents aging in place rarely described having neighbors of other 

races and ethnicities. This may be because Latino residents are largely concentrated in 



200 

one geographic area at the southern end of the borough. Though respondents suggested 

that neighborhoods are less defined today than they were decades ago, White 

respondents agreed that they could identify a distinct “Mexican neighborhood” with 

clearly defined boundaries. 

Latino respondents described a range of multigenerational living arrangements. 

Delores, a 60-year-old woman who still works in the mushroom industry and has 

grandchildren in the local schools, noted: 

I think it’s beautiful to get older because you can see your family grow up 

and live with them—it’s lovely. 

Roberto, a Mexican man in his 60s who is retired from the mushroom industry, 

discussed his plans to age in Mexico once his children move out and he no longer has a 

multigenerational household: 

My youngest daughter graduates this December from the university and 

is going to get married and leave [our house] to live with her husband—

and then it will be just my wife and I here. Here [in the United States] it is 

really hard—to be paying expenses with very little income. It’s very hard 

to make a living. With what [my wife] earns and what I get from social 

security we are living very,very, very close to the bone. It’s very difficult 

and it will be easier in Mexico. So when my daughter gets married we are 

planning on moving back. 

Many older people go back to Mexico—but many don’t because 

unfortunately their whole family is here. Everybody came! But I have 

three children [in Mexico] who didn’t get their papers. They didn’t come 

here—so I have three [children] there and four here. They will stay here 

because they have their children—so what we are going to do is live there 

but come for a month and see the family. But truthfully we will live the 

majority of the time there because here it’s very hard. 
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Age-Segregated Environments: Kennett Square 

Four participants in the Kennett interviews and focus groups are residents at 

Kendal Continuum-of-Care Community. About a 10 minute drive to downtown 

Kennett, Kendal is a high-end, Quaker-based non-profit. Residents, the majority of 

whom are White and affluent, typically come from the northeast regions of the United 

States and are self-described as well as described by other study respondents and key 

informants as politically liberal. One of the most successful afterschool volunteer 

programs in the district was founded by two Kendal residents. 

I recruited from Kendal because I wanted a better understanding of the context 

of an age-segregated environment with politically engaged residents who are supportive 

of the schools. I met with Kendal residents in several of their communal spaces: a large 

conference room with a wall of glass windows and an elegant fireplace that the residents 

can reserve in advance; a spacious sitting room with couches, reading chairs and tables; 

and the dining hall with both buffet and waiter service. 

While Kendal has a reputation for liberal politics and activism, the respondents 

generally agreed that residents are less involved in the local Kennett community and 

more involved inside the Kendal residence. All the activities occurring in Kennett are 

organized by the residents. Abby, a resident in her 80s who continues to work with local 

children, described the tension between internal and external volunteer work. 

Some people feel that when you move here you devote all your efforts to 

the needs here. And there are a lot of opportunities here – not only in 

helping with those less able in the nursing section but in the committees 

and activities – I mean you name it, we have it. And they are interested in 
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improving the property. They created a horticultural exchange program 

with a national horticultural society and a lot of things within Kendal. 

They certainly are active in chorus, gardening, tennis, but I don’t see 

them moving out [into the community] as much as I’d like . . .. 

About once a year we have an evening program about volunteering. I get 

a lot of competition from people who feel our efforts should be internal. 

It’s true, there are a lot of needs—we have quite a large population of 

people in nursing units that could use friendly visitors; they have no 

friends or family. There is a lot of interest in finding helpers for them—

wheel chair carriers, water pitcher carriers, activities for them and so 

forth. But I hope people are outside viewing enough to think of [other] 

places they can help. 

Other respondents discussed the role of Kendal’s geographic isolation and 

residents’ limited physical mobility as related to people’s lack of involvement in the 

local community. Richard, a resident in his 80s, compared the community’s spatial 

context to another retirement community he knows: 

If you are living at Kendal and you don’t drive you are separated from 

everyone. And that’s one of the few negatives. I have been on the board 

of [another retirement community] in Westchester and residents can walk 

within 2 or 3 blocks into the center of town and here and there. We are 

pretty well separated. 

Edward, a resident in his 80s who has lived in Kendal close to 20 years, agreed: 

This is definitely a separate neighborhood. One of the things that happens 

to the Kendal population is gradually they give up cars. I haven’t driven 

for 12 years. You don’t go many places when you don’t have 

transportation and you are out in the country like this. 

Abby also discussed how physical limitations limit her involvement. Judging 

from the immense amount of volunteer work she performs both in the community and 
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in Kennett, however, she has been effectively managing around these physical 

limitations. 

Probably about half the residents no longer drive. That’s very important 

to keep in mind about outside involvement. I cannot involve myself after 

dark. That leaves out a lot of things I want to do. And I am losing my 

eyesight—so I may have only a year or two left . . . that I can get to a lot of 

things. We have transport for shopping and medical appointments—but 

not community. 

Respondents noted that their geographic distance was underscored by the class 

differences between Kendal residents and those from the township. Mary describes this 

dynamic: 

We are seen as so much more financially better off and have all these 

advantages—concerts every week, speakers, swimming pools, exercise 

equipment—so much is right here and not right there. 

The main building of Kendal serves as a polling location for Kennett Township. 

Respondents reported that residents are very active in national elections but less 

engaged with local politics, including school funding issues. Edward, who used to hold 

elected office in the township, explained how Kendal’s nonprofit status affects local 

engagement: 

Local politics don’t much affect us. We don’t pay taxes. Kendal makes a 

contribution for local bodies in lieu of taxes, but we are tax exempt. So it 

doesn’t influence us much and all the excitement is over the presidency 

and a little over congress. 
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Others expressed some confusion over the relationship of Kendal to the local 

government. Below are two quotes from residents in their 80s who have lived in Kendal 

for more than 15 years. 

We have a queer situation here. I don’t understand it. When I came here 

during the first few years, we each individually paid [a small amount of 

money] to the township. I am not sure aside from state taxes what income 

they get from us that goes to the schools. I have no idea. So we don’t 

know—we have not been approached with any questions or issues of 

school funding. 

I don’t know enough about local politics and the law to know aside from 

what we pay in taxes to the state how we should separately be funding 

local needs. I do know the administration pays something for the town 

ambulance service. I really don’t know how administration uses our rent 

to pay for other community services. 

I also recruited participants from the 55-plus condominium community that sits 

between the senior center and a mushroom farm on the southern end of town. It lies just 

north of the train tracks that separate the more affluent and predominantly White area 

of town and the lower income area below that is comprised largely of Latino residents. I 

selected this community because of its proximity to the senior center, the high school 

and the Latino community. 

While the 55-plus community lies just above the train tracks, residents report 

rarely walking across them. Rhonda explained her decision: 

If I go out and turn to my left you cross over the railroad tracks and 

besides being industrial, there is some crime there and teenagers hang out 

there, so I wouldn’t walk [there] even though it’s only a few blocks from 

me. 
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Respondents reported spending the majority of their time in the town center or 

nearby commercial areas. There is no shared space in the 55-plus community but 

residents often spend time in the adjacent senior center. Respondents reported a range of 

opportunities to interact with high school students who have been involved with 

various projects at the senior center as part of their community service credits. 

Environmental Context: Discussion 

The data from this study suggest that older adults living in age-segregated 

environments are not necessarily more or less predisposed to supporting school funding 

than those aging in multi-generational neighborhoods or housing developments. 

Participants in both age-segregated and age-integrated environments voiced a 

continuum of positions related to their support (or lack thereof) for school funding. The 

data point to eight key factors other than living circumstances but related to 

environmental context that may encourage or inhibit support of school funding among 

older adults. 

Racial Composition of Community 

The age-segregated housing communities in each township are predominantly 

White. This is related to a range of factors including the historic practice of residential 

racial segregation, the racial/generational divide of younger minorities and older 

Whites, and the lack of interest among many older immigrants in living within age-

segregated environments. Roger from Upper Darby surmised that having only older 
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people in the building reduced the chances of many people of color moving in because 

African-American and immigrant newcomers to the township are typically younger. 

The people above us are Black and they have lived here 20 years. There is 

another Black family in the other building. I don’t know if they 

purposefully discriminate. The only thing is—it’s an older type group 

[that lives here]. I don’t think they allow children or pets—and that 

separates a lot of people right there. 

Some participants discussed the racial homogeneity of age-segregated housing in 

coded terms when discussing their feelings of “safety” and “security.” Mary a resident 

in her 80s from Kendal, discussed it more explicitly: 

We are such a White community— no one sees anything other than a 

White face unless [they see Latinos] working in the kitchen. I have hope 

that immigration is going to shoot that down—it can’t be us and them 

anymore. 

The racial homogeneity in age-segregated communities has the potential to 

reinforce the use of White racial frames (addressed in detail in chapter four) in 

discussions of schools and students; this may inhibit support for school funding in 

increasingly racially diverse districts. Intergroup contact theory suggests that one critical 

component for changing racial attitudes is the opportunity for sustained, meaningful 

contact with people of other races (Hewstone et al., 2002). Living in a generationally and 

racially homogeneous environment decreases opportunities for older adults to develop 

sustained, meaningful contact across racial as well as generational divides. 

Respondents who live in multi-generational apartment complexes or multi-

generational housing developments, or age in place in single family homes in Bensalem 
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and Upper Darby, reported living in more racially mixed communities than those in 

age-segregated communities. Living in closer proximity to people of color, however, did 

not generally result in increased cross-racial interaction; White respondents in racially 

diverse neighborhoods often described explicit and implicit strategies for avoiding 

contact with their neighbors. 

These behaviors are consistent with group threat theory. The theory posits that a 

heavy proximal geographic concentration of Blacks is particularly likely to trigger a 

sense of threat among Whites; the closer residential proximity of Blacks threatens 

Whites’ conception of power and authority, which in turn leads to acts of prejudice and 

White flight (Dixon, 2006). Researchers have noted, for example, that in communities in 

which more than 50% of residents are non-White, Whites interact less with other races 

than where there is a smaller percentage of non-White residents (Dixon, 2006). 

Grandchildren/Great-Grandchildren in the District and Expectations of Intergenerational Living 

African-American respondents in Bensalem who live in a NORC development 

reported a higher level of engagement and connection with the schools than White 

respondents in other age-segregated environments. They stated that although they live 

in an age-segregated environment, they feel strongly connected to the schools because of 

ongoing engagement with grandchildren and great-grandchildren in the district. 

Immigrant respondents living in multi-generational housing in Upper Darby and 

Kennett Square also reported much greater involvement with grandchildren in the 

district than White respondents in their respective districts. 
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These findings are supported by a small body of literature indicating that levels 

of age-segregation differ between different racial and ethnic groups. For example, a 

study comparing networks within specific racial and ethnic groups suggests that Asian-

American, Latino (native–born and immigrant), and African-American cultural 

traditions may involve less generational segregation than is common in White 

communities (Kim & McKenry, 1998). The responses from the Liberian participants in 

this study suggests that these findings may also hold true for cultural traditions among 

African immigrants. 

White respondents, in contrast, often live in different school districts from their 

grandchildren, if not in different states or countries. They discussed how their children 

moved out of the district for a job or to provide a “better education” for their own 

children. Edna, a long-time Bensalem resident in her 60s, describes it like this: 

The kids nowadays move. They don’t stay. . . .The kids I know from the 

neighborhood—they are all gone. My one son is in Nebraska and the 

other is in Oregon—they are all over. And that’s what happens, the kids 

don’t stay—as they are educated they move away to maybe where the 

jobs are – but they don’t think about living in the neighborhood, buying a 

home in the neighborhood and living close to the parents. 

Some respondents suggested (a bit wistfully) that they might be more engaged 

with the schools if they had grandchildren in the district. These findings are supported 

by the research on intergenerational altruism which suggests that older adults with 

grandchildren in the district are more likely to support school funding (Logan & Spitze, 

1995). In communities with large racial generational divides, older Whites will be less 

likely to have grandchildren in the districts. Consequently, new models of 
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intergenerational altruism may need to be developed to engage older White voters 

effectively. This will be discussed further in Chapter Seven. 

Decision to Live With “Like-Minded” Neighbors 

Participants noted that they chose Kendal because they assumed that the Quaker 

institution and its residents would possess some shared progressive values about 

community engagement and equity. Research indicates that their decision to live with 

“like-minded” individuals is reflective of a broader national trend (Bishop, 2009). As the 

number of retirement communities expands, and cities increasingly “market” 

themselves to attract retirees, older adults may more and more select places where they 

can live with “like–minded” residents, thereby creating greater residential segmentation 

based on politics, values, etc. This may encourage or inhibit support for local funding 

depending on the residents’ shared values. 

Rhodebeck (1993) suggests that retirement communities encourage “interactions 

that foster awareness of common political interests” (p. 343), a characteristic that was not 

equally true of all retirement communities in this study. Most communities I looked at 

attracted politicians and special interest groups who sought to build their base. Some 

candidates and groups went directly to the retirement communities while others 

targeted nearby gathering spaces for older adults (typically senior centers). Some, but 

not all, retirement communities in the study had access to shared spaces. Of those that 

did, some used them in a purely social and recreational capacity, while others provided 

opportunities to exchange political ideas and perhaps organize around common issues. 
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Increased occasions for interaction in shared spaces may serve either to inhibit or 

encourage support for school funding, depending on common political interests and the 

level of community engagement. 

Inward vs. Outward Community Orientation 

While Kendal residents self-identified as politically liberal or progressive, they 

were explicitly encouraged by other residents to volunteer and engage in activities 

within Kendal as opposed to outside Kendal in the surrounding township. Similarly, a 

respondent aging in place in an upscale neighborhood in Drexel Hill described how the 

residents focused inwardly through volunteering their time exclusively with the 

homeowners’ association and erecting physical markers that emphasized the 

neighborhood’s distinct boundaries. Engaging members of inwardly-oriented 

communities on community-level issues such as the public schools may require some 

effort to change the culture and expand people’s focus outside their enclaves. 

This inward orientation lies in stark contrast to the outward orientation of the 55-

plus community in Bensalem where the monthly meeting topics always include local 

political issues, encouraging residents to organize around common concerns. Having an 

outward orientation does not necessarily result in support for public education funding 

but rather signals a willingness of residents to engage in local politics and community 

issues outside their housing development. Like the 55-plus community in Bensalem, 

outwardly-oriented communities may oppose school funding efforts not perceived as in 

the interests of its residents. 
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Level of Neighborhood Attachment 

Kendal respondents suggested that many of their residents do not involve 

themselves in local politics because they are still attached to the communities they lived 

in formerly. One Kendal resident noted that many people still have a subscription to the 

local newspaper from their previous hometowns and read that instead of the local 

township news. Another described it like this: 

I think people may have been involved in politics before – local politics, 

but moving created a whole life change where they didn’t necessarily 

carry on in the same things they used to do. I mean they had an 

attachment to a certain place over a period of years. Now they are in a 

new place. 

Although the data from this study suggest that migrants to new communities 

may be less engaged and invested in local politics, the length of time in the community 

does not appear to contribute to a particular set of attitudes or behaviors regarding 

support for public education funding. Some long-term residents at all three sites who 

are aging in place expressed support for public education, in part out of loyalty to and a 

connection with a school previously attended by their kids and sometimes themselves. 

Others expressed acute concern over their experiences of demographic and other 

changes and adamantly opposed school funding. Some recent arrivals who are 

unsupportive of school funding expressed a lack of investment in local institutions while 

others who are supportive reported little knowledge or concern regarding neighborhood 

changes.  
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Proximity to Senior Centers or Walkable Commercial Centers 

The proximity of retirement communities and local neighborhoods to town 

centers or senior centers may influence the extent of engagement of residents in local 

politics and community concerns. For example, respondents from retirement 

communities in close proximity to senior centers reported more (though not robust) 

interaction with local high school students through intergenerational collaborative 

projects at senior centers. The distance of Kendal from the Kennett borough was a major 

theme among all the residents I interviewed there; it gave participants the feeling of 

being distinctly separate from the rest of the township or borough: 

We are removed, we are not a walled community but the amount of 

involvement in local community is so minimal. 

Bensalem residents, both those aging in place and in retirement communities, 

reported that both the lack of a “town center” and of walkability in the township 

resulted in insular “clusters” in which residents walked only within the confines of their 

developments. This insularity decreased opportunities for information-sharing and 

interaction with people outside the development, which may in turn influence political 

attitudes and behaviors. Further research is necessary to understand better the 

implications of this intra-development insularity. 

Home Ownership vs. Renting 

Respondents described a range of financial arrangements with regard to their 

housing. In retirement communities, some paid hefty down-payments and monthly fees 

for a continuum-of-care facility, some pay subsidized/market rate rents for apartments, 
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and others own condos or small houses. Of those aging in place, many had paid off their 

mortgages, some live with their children, and others rent apartments in 

multigenerational housing developments. 

In this study, renters were generally, though not exclusively, more supportive 

than homeowners of funding for public education. These findings do not support the 

homevoter hypothesis (Fischel, 2001) that education finance based on property taxes 

provides incentives for older people to support education funding because it maximizes 

their home values.  Despite higher levels of support for school funding, renters were 

also more likely to express the opinion that they had “nothing to do” with the schools 

and felt deeply removed from them. This sense of distance was underscored by those 

living in a non-profit facility unaffected by local taxes. Interestingly, many renters often 

stated that they did not think it was fair for older adults without children in the schools 

to pay school taxes. When asked why, they suggested that older people who are not 

homeowners still anticipate that they might be homeowners in the future or empathize 

deeply with peers who are struggling with property tax payments. 

Summary 

This chapter began with an investigation of the participants’ subjective 

neighborhood boundaries and how these changed over time. It also explored the extent 

to which the respondents included schools within the boundaries of their 

neighborhoods. This was followed by a discussion of four key factors that contribute to 
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shifting definitions of neighborhood boundaries: increased isolation, decreased mobility, 

fear for safety and racial resentments. 

The second section described key themes related to age-segregated and age-

integrated housing environments. Descriptions were grouped by township to illustrate 

better how local context influences beliefs, attitudes and behaviors. This was followed 

by a discussion of eight key factors that may encourage or inhibit support of school 

funding among older adults in both age-segregated and age-integrated environments: 

racial composition of community, grandchildren/great-grandchildren in the district, 

expectations for intergenerational living, shared interests, inward vs. outward 

orientation, neighborhood attachment, proximity to walkable commercial centers or 

senior centers, and renting vs. homeownership. 
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CHAPTER 6: HOW ARE SOCIAL NETWORKS OF OLDER ADULTS RELATED TO 

THEIR ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIORS TOWARD PUBLIC EDUCATION FUNDING? 

Research indicates that because social networks shape people’s opportunities to 

gather information and connect with others, networks potentially can impact political 

attitudes and behaviors. Despite the recent increase in virtual and globalized 

connections, researchers suggest that local context continues to play a crucial role in 

network formation, particularly among older adults, children, and recent immigrants in 

low-income neighborhoods (Allan & Phillipson, 2008; Clark, 2007; Crow, 2000). To date, 

network research with older adults has focused almost exclusively on kinship networks 

(Gardner, 2011). With older adults increasingly at greater geographic distance from their 

kinship networks (Dewit, Wister, & Burch, 1988), understanding how they develop and 

maintain non-kinship networks assumes greater importance. This dissertation examines 

non-kinship-based social networks of older people in demographically changing 

neighborhoods and how those networks relate to attitudes and behaviors towards public 

education funding. 

In this chapter, I first describe key themes that surfaced with regard to the non-

kinship networks in each township. Second, I discuss these themes in relation to 

attitudes and behaviors with regard to school funding. Third, I explore the extent to 

which school funding issues surfaced in local network discussions. I conclude with a 

brief summary of my findings. 
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Key Aspects of Older Adults’ Social Networks 

Upper Darby 

During the recruitment and data gathering phases, I attended civic group 

meetings (Upper Darby Rotary Club and Clifton Heights Lions Club), social gatherings 

(Irish Immigration Center Monthly Senior Luncheon), faith-based sponsored events 

(Greek Orthodox Church Senior Luncheon and St. Andrews Bingo), an informal social 

club (daily breakfast group at McDonalds), a political group (Upper Darby Democratic 

Club), senior centers (Watkins and Pilgrim Gardens) and a 55-plus apartment complex 

(Drexeline). Participants also described other networks they belong to, including 

churches, card-playing groups, neighborhood associations, political groups and 

volunteer associations. 

Upper Darby: Faith-based Networks 

Churches, particularly Catholic, surfaced repeatedly as places in which many 

respondents provide and receive care and support for and from other older people. Saul, 

a 95-year-old man who moved to Upper Darby as a young man and now lives with his 

adult children in the township, described his 70-year-old friend John’s volunteer efforts 

in his church: 

John—his joy is taking older people from his parish to the doctor’s office. 

He never has to be asked twice. I go with him sometimes. I hold the door 

for them. I call them elderly, even though I am older than all of them. 

Jim, a man in his 60s, described several important relationships he has developed 

with women he met through the church: 
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I take care of two elderly blood sisters. I say blood sisters because they are 

not religious sisters. They belong to the same church I belong to . . . which 

for the most part is closed. I was very friendly and involved in the 

church. I knew all the nuns—one was my godmother because I was 

baptized as a child but there were no records so I had to be baptized 

again and this [nun] who was very kind to me when I was going through 

my divorce and difficult times—she became my godmother. . . .This nun 

asked me if I would take care of the sisters in their elder years. One had 

already taken ill and had Alzheimer’s and dementia – they had no family. 

So when she asked me if I would look after them in their elder years—of 

course I said yes. How are you going to say no to someone who has 

nobody? 

Jim’s church is just one of a long string of Catholic church closings in the 

township. As recently as February 2016, the diocese announced that two additional 

parishes in the Upper Darby Township, both over 100 years old, will undergo 

“sustainability self-study” to determine whether they will remain independent or merge 

with neighboring churches (Mengers, 2016). White participants frequently discussed 

how the closings of these and churches of other denominations severely disrupted and 

diminished older people’s social networks. Many of the schools attached to these 

churches have also closed, decreasing opportunities for older people to interact with 

younger children. 

The following exchange between Roger and Sally illuminates the social impact of 

church closings: 

Sally: Our church closed— 

Multiple group members: “Awww,” “Oh no!” and “Too bad!” 

Sally: So we elected to go to [a different Catholic church] because I 

wanted to go to a church that was part of a school. People tried [to go to 
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the new church] but most of the people [from the former church] were 

older, like I am –not all of them could drive and they certainly can’t walk! 

So we tried to help out by driving people but they have become more like 

shut-ins whereas before we never would allow that. You would know 

who [was shut in] and you would do their grocery shopping and make 

sure they got to their doctor’s appointments. They are not comfortable 

letting the people at [the new church] know that they have needs. 

Because they have always been the ones who have taken care of other 

people. Tuition is higher at [the new church] and so that means less and 

less of our kids go there . . . . So you don’t have the contact with them and 

you cope and you make do but you can’t help remember what it was like 

and your heart yearns for it. 

Roger: Yeah, yeah. 

Sally: I went to a meeting about charter schools and there was an 

application of a group that wanted to have a group at [the closed church] 

and they complained that all their kids were being bused away and they 

didn’t have a neighborhood school. 

Jane: That person also had a very bad reputation in the charter school 

field—that’s why she was denied. 

Roger: I go to [another church] and we are on our last legs. We have 

maybe 40–50 people in the church but it holds like 450–500. It’s all people 

that—well, we are not getting any younger people and all the others are 

dying off. We had a vote recently and we voted to keep the sanctuary and 

see if we can’t build the congregation back up. I don’t know how long 

that’s going to last. 

Liberian respondents described the faith-based communities attended by older 

adults in much more robust and active terms. One man in his fifties explained how the 

experience of surviving a civil war influenced faith-based participation: 

From our perspective we came through a civil war and that’s not a 

conventional war. A civil war means you know me, I know you, you 

know my parents, I know your parents and I am running around trying 

to kill you. It’s desperate . . . . It’s not a good thing. So most of us turn to 

the church, you turn to God. So you see that here. We have more 
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churches than ever before. People really go to pray, for survival. It’s a 

mode we are still in – a lot of people go to church. 

Upper Darby: Civic Networks 

White respondents discussed diminishing numbers attending their local civic 

organizations. To address this issue, the township’s historic civic organizations have 

made two structural changes. The first, made in the 90s, was to invite women to join the 

chapters. This provided some boost to membership, although the majority of such civic 

organizations I visited still maintain a predominantly White male membership. The 

second change was to merge the Upper Darby chapter with surrounding township 

chapters. 

Attendance at meetings by residents who have moved away constitutes another 

informal strategy for maintaining membership. These former residents continue to come 

to meetings out of loyalty and a sense of connection. Roger, for example, described his 

continued involvement with the Darby volunteer fireman’s organization after he moved 

to Drexel Hill. (Darby is a distinct township from Upper Darby, and is now 

predominantly African-American.) 

I have been a volunteer [with the Darby volunteer firemen] for 57 years. I 

was active when I lived in Darby and when we moved to Drexel Hill [45 

years ago], I stayed involved. I was president and secretary for years. 

Like us, many people moved away, and they are having a hard time 

manning the trucks. The neighborhood is changing, to be honest with 

you, and we just can’t get volunteers. 

As a result of these strategies, the Upper Darby Rotary Club meeting I attended 

had no members present who lived in the Upper Darby Township; there was no 



220 

mention of any efforts to recruit members from the racially diverse population of 

younger adults who have moved to Upper Darby in recent years. Charles, an African-

American respondent in his 70s from another state who recently moved in with his 

daughter and granddaughter, discussed why he chose not to join any traditional civic 

associations. 

At one time I was forbidden to be part of groups because I was Black—in 

the South we didn’t have YMCAS or VFWs—they were completely 

different and I wasn’t allowed to be a part of it—so now I don’t want to 

be a part of it . . . . You really rejected me before—so why do you want me 

now? And I am going to come in at the bottom? And I don’t want to be 

on the bottom no more. And how am I going to react to some of those 

people? 

In contrast to the description of diminishing networks and support for older 

Whites in Upper Darby, the Liberian respondents described a process of increasing 

integration of older people into community and civic life: 

When we came to this country at first there were no organizations [for 

older people]. The older people were very isolated. If you had your 

parents, you just kept them—there were no common places to meet 

because they didn’t fit into the community. There was the cultural 

diversity of the community that [younger people] had to become adjusted 

to before [older people] can adjust because they didn’t speak English 

well. But when [younger people] adjust, [older people] adjust. Now we 

have places like this [social service and community-building organization 

for Liberians where the focus group is being held] and a couple of our 

people organize groupings. So now [older people] are not isolated 

anymore. 

We have more elderly people here now than before. Now we [emerging 

older adults] represent a population that can get around easier because 

we have less fear and that experience [led] to independence. Being able to 

drive or take the bus, do things for yourself. We all had the opportunity 

to do more schooling than our parents. Mine did not do any. We are the 
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baby boomers. There is a greater number of people, greater opportunity, 

greater ambition. 

[These days] our older people are always connected [through] our 

Liberian organization. In that organization we’ve got the youth and we’ve 

got the elders. The elderly people have their group–where they go to 

meetings and make decisions. If younger people have a conflict we go to 

them for peace and they sit down and make a judgement. So our elder 

people are fully well-connected. They make decisions that can benefit us. 

For example if we have an election [within the Liberian organization] and 

we think there has been a fraud, we go to the elders and they make a 

decision about how we should resolve the conflict. 

Upper Darby: Political Networks  

Upper Darby political networks were discussed by a substantial number of 

respondents and key informants. Not surprisingly for small township politics, the theme 

could be described in short as “it’s who you know.” Respondents, both registered 

Republicans and Democrats, discussed how they felt that being connected with the 

Republican-controlled local government enabled individuals to get certain kinds of 

support and access they would not have otherwise. 

Some people described this process as a matter of fact and without judgment. 

Numerous respondents offered similar statements to this one: 

I registered Republican because I knew if I got into trouble in Delaware 

County, I might get some help, but that’s not necessarily what I vote. 

Others were more resentful of the process. One respondent recalled registering to 

vote when she moved to the township over 40 years ago: 

When we moved in here I went to register as a Democrat at the court 

house. They said “You can’t register Democrat”—and I said “Well if I 

can’t register Democrat, I am not registering.” I got into a newcomers 
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club and they said “Oh you can’t be a Democrat here.” I had never heard 

that. It was like these people lived in Russia – like I needed to explain to 

them that you can be anything you want in America. But the township 

would send people out after me to tell me to go home when I was 

canvassing and this hasn’t changed. 

One key informant described a neighbor of hers who registered Republican 

because he was worried that his trash might not get picked up if he did otherwise. 

During an exchange in the focus group, one respondent discussed the political 

connections she perceived as necessary to join the school board or other civic 

associations. 

Participant 1: Now I am a Democrat and my husband is a Republican and 

I always had the perception—if you were a Democrat—don’t even think 

about the school board. I had the perception that you had to be very 

connected to get on the school board until just recently. A dear friend of 

mine is on the school board now and my perception has changed. I think 

with the Kiwanis and Rotary—I had the perception that you had to be a 

White male Republican to be a part of it. That’s the perception I grew up 

with. 

Participant 2: Yeah. 

Participant 3: That’s not a perception, that’s the truth. 

The shift on the school board that the respondent mentioned began in 2013 when 

the first Democrats were elected to the school board in more than 30 years. Three 

Democrats - a South Asian man and two White women - won three out of the four open 

seats. Both Republican and Democrat respondents discussed this shift in political 

leadership in terms of networks and relationships. 

Judy, a Republican, describes the shift in explicitly racialized terms: 
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It was a whole network. [Before] it was predominantly Republicans – but 

now with more immigrants and Blacks, typically Democrats – the 

Democrats are up and the Republicans are down. I remember when 

Obama was up for his first election, I was working the polls that day. You 

would not believe – we have a roll of 700 people and we would get 

maybe 73 people on minor elections. That year it was all the Blacks that 

came! 

Jane, a Democrat, has lived in Drexel Hill for more than 40 years, yet reports that 

she still feels like an outsider.  She described some of the changes she is witnessing in 

Upper Darby politics. 

That’s what they like to say here. “We are from here.” You can even see it 

on the political literature. He’s one of us—he’s lived his whole life here. I 

call those people Drexel Hill-ites . . . . Well we have different people, a 

whole different world now. It isn’t the uptight Republicans that belong to 

the country club and the DAR – they are gone. Some died and some aged 

out. 

Upper Darby: Intergenerational Networks 

White respondents largely reported few to no young people in their non-kinship 

social networks. Those who reported intergenerational interaction did so through 

informal mentoring and support, working at the local library, or providing child care to 

local children for supplementary income. Jim, the man who provided caregiving for the 

elderly sisters, also described one of his informal supportive relationships with a young 

man in the neighborhood: 

I met him some years ago – he worked at a Wa Wa –and I used to stop 

there for coffee. I’m a people person – I stopped there every morning –

just to see the people I knew and became friendly with. I met this young 

man who had cerebral palsy in his early 20s. He told me his story – born 

of Italian and Greek descent and his parents gave him up when they 

found he had cerebral palsy. He got a girlfriend and she was pregnant, 
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she works in fast food. A year or so ago he said he wasn’t too happy – he 

was being evicted because they didn’t have the rent. In a roundabout way 

I found out where he lived – and got him caught up and a few months 

more and I go around every now and then and pay a month. And the 

other day he came out and his sneakers were in terrible, terrible shape 

and I said you can’t wear sneakers like that – so I found out when he was 

going to be off and bought him some sneakers. I said no need to be 

embarrassed—my shoes had many cardboard soles. And he doesn’t 

know I did this thing with the rent. 

The mentoring, support and child care experience described by respondents are 

with children of the same race, with two exceptions. Jane, who provides childcare for 

local children, described her only experience of caring for an African-American child: 

I had one little African-American girl for a short time but she was hard to 

take care of, she was really difficult. I don’t know why. [Silence 4 

seconds] It was the strangest thing, she was really demanding and I 

didn’t know how to handle her at all. I kept saying to my daughter – it 

must be a cultural thing and she kept saying ‘No I think you just have to 

take charge’, which probably I should have, but I didn’t know, it was my 

first experience. In the end it turned out I told the mother ‘This is what is 

going on.’ I was just at the end of my rope and she said to the girl ‘Have 

you been playin’ her?’ And I was like – what does that mean? What does 

that mean – have you been playing her? It just wasn’t even on my 

spectrum. So she wanted me to keep doing it but I was like no –I don’t 

think so [laughter]. 

Liberian and African-American respondents reported greater levels of intra-

racial, intergenerational interaction, often structured through kinship networks. 

Bensalem 

During the recruitment and data gathering phases, I attended civic groups 

(Bensalem Rotary Club, Bensalem Historical Society ), 55-plus housing/ NORCs 

gatherings (Chancellor’s Glenn , Presbyterian Senior Housing, Concord-Lincolnia), 
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informal social clubs (daily breakfast group at Dunkin’ Donuts), and the senior center 

(Bensalem Senior Center). Participants described other groups, associations, 

organizations and institutions that they belong to including churches, card-playing 

groups, neighborhood associations, political and civic groups. 

Bensalem: Civic Networks 

Discussions of experiences within civic organizations in the township were 

consistent with a broader national trend of declining membership of such groups. Long-

standing predominantly or exclusively White civic organizations, such as Rotary Club, 

are now comprised largely of older adults. One member described concerns about 

declining membership and group demographics: 

Rotary is about 90% White. We have 32 members—and probably have 

three Black, no Hispanic, no Asian. Rotary at one time was an old boys 

club—it didn’t have women until 1989. So we need younger women and 

men. We have a diverse community . . . . [The membership is] probably 

mostly retired, not that multi-generationally diverse. It’s more older 

people. [We] have the lunch every Tuesday—about 2 hours; a lot of 

younger working people can’t do it. The lunches are dwindling and many 

people might have been good in their time, but are now in their 70s and 

80s .  

James, an African-American respondent in his 80s whose children attended 

Bensalem public schools, discussed sustainability challenges facing African-American 

civic groups in Bensalem and the implications for African-American social networks. He 

suggested that the social networks of African-Americans are less spatially bounded by 

the township and are more developed in areas outside the township. 
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The Equity Council was very good because if we saw another Black male 

or Black female we would introduce ourselves and invite them to come. It 

was a good thing – sort of made everybody know everyone. But all those 

avenues got closed. All those networks discontinued. Bedroom 

communities are sort of transient. You come in, you spend your time and 

then your job says – I want you to go to Timbuktu – and you go! That’s 

the reason they sort of call it a bedroom community: work somewhere 

else and just come here and go to sleep. I go to church in Jenkintown [and 

meet with my fraternity in Philadelphia] so just about everything I do is 

out of Bensalem. And that’s how I would say it is for most of the Blacks. 

Bensalem: Political Networks 

The recent and rapid growth of Bensalem as a township has meant that many 

long-time residents have connections to other long-time residents in positions of 

political power. Louis, a resident in his 70s who attends the daily breakfast group of 

“old timers” at Dunkin’ Donuts, described it this way: 

Everyone [in this group] has a connection – different people: judges or 

school board or mayor. This used to be a very small township. In the 

beginning, everyone knew everyone – that’s how everyone here knows 

someone—and they all have some kind of connection, whether its 

relatives or knowing them from the beginning. So that’s how they can 

[get things done]. It’s not like in Philadelphia, where you don’t know 

anyone unless you are really somebody. It’s a big city. So who [in 

Philadelphia] knows people on city council personally? Or who knows 

the mayor or the DA? But here we know everybody, basically. 

The 55-plus communities, which include more recent newcomers to the 

township, have developed their own political networks through regular community 

meetings (discussed in detail in Chapter 5) that serve to identify common concerns and 

organize residents to exert collective pressure on local decision-makers. 
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Bensalem: Intergenerational Networks 

Overall, respondents reported few to no connections with younger people 

outside their kinship networks. The intergenerational connections described were 

usually singular events rather than interactions sustained over time. Furthermore, they 

were characterized as largely lacking intimacy or any affective component. For example, 

Cindy explained her interactions with school children through the Rotary Club: 

We have the students of the month at the Rotary Club. We hear from the 

students—they are seniors and [they are] so diverse—they are all from 

Bensalem. We had a really nice kid talk and he’s in foster care—it ranges. 

That’s probably the most interaction [with youth] I have—two or three 

kids a month in the Rotary. But I don’t really have conversations 

specifically with kids [where I ask] “what do you think about this?” Not 

anymore. It used to be part of my life. But not now. 

Susan described her perceptions of the intergenerational art class at the senior 

center: 

I don’t think [older people] interact much with young people. There is an 

[intergenerational] art class here but we don’t really interact with them –

the art teachers do but [the students] just take a 6 week class and then 

they go home afterwards so we don’t interact with them. We have an art 

exhibition in the spring with the students, but I don’t know how much 

we interact with them. When we have a reception they come, but they 

come with their families and stay with their families, so I don’t know . . . . 

They invite us for some program they do in the fall – some kind of 

dinner. But getting young people and older people together, I don’t think 

we do much of that kind of thing. 

Several respondents described small gestures they try to make regularly in order 

to connect with younger people in public places. One woman described her interactions 

with young people at the mall: 
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Sometimes if a kid [at the mall] does something very nice or polite—I say 

“ehhh nice job!” or sometimes I see a little kid crying and I say something 

just to boost the kid up. 

Some expressed regret over missed opportunities to connect with young people. 

One man recalled a recent interaction with a young neighbor: 

This year was the first year we had several kids ring my doorbell to 

remove the snow. I was shocked. So this fellow came by and . . . I just let 

him do it because I figured, a kid in high school, he probably needs the 

money. I got his name, but I didn’t get his number. I regret that I didn’t. I 

could have sort of stayed in touch with him, because maybe there are 

other things I could have had him do—I have next to no communication 

with any high school kids—it’s kind of sad. 

John, a man in his 60s whose children attended the Bensalem schools, was one of 

the few respondents to describe sustained and intimate intergenerational connections: 

Today if you are not hanging out with different generations then you are 

missing out on life. It’s staying involved in their lives . . . Taking that 5 

minutes changes your attitude . . . . You become more positive for your 

fellow human being. Taking the time . . . I told [a young woman he 

mentored] it would be hard to find a job as a nurse after getting off 

parole—but I spent an afternoon a week going place to place to find 

someone who will hire her. But then she gets into the workforce and the 

long hours and she gets beaten down and I have to lift her back up. I help 

them because I have been there. If you know what it’s like to be beaten 

down and you know what it’s like to almost give up hope and if you have 

one person cheering for you . . . .When I was growing up I had nothing 

and a lot of people helped me so I decided that when I grew up and I had 

it made that I would do the same. A lot of people I help on the side – 

sometimes I lose money and it’s rather painful, but every now and again 

you hit a home run. 

I asked John, who is White, if he ever mentored young people of other races and 

ethnicities, and he responded like this: 
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No – there have been a few [young people of color] that have benefitted 

from organizations I give money to – but myself I am satisfied supporting 

them that way with a check. Different time, different era . . . . But I still 

think everyone should have the same opportunity. But it’s a choice 

[whom I mentor]. 

Bensalem: Peer Networks 

Respondents spoke frequently about social shifts that occurred in their lives at 

two points: after retirement and when their children left home. These both created deep 

disruptions in their peer networks. Below, Louis, an African-American man in his 70s 

who retired 10 years ago, discussed the shift. 

I haven’t been [involved in many groups or activities] since I left work. At 

work we used to go to ballgames, have picnics in the park. I was involved 

also in sales and met a lot of friends like that but that was like 10 years 

ago .  

Edna, a women in her late 60s described how her relationships with the neighbors 

changed after her children moved out of the house: 

I am not a person [the neighbors] would seek out . . . you know what I 

mean? There is no interaction anymore. Because when my kids went to 

school they were in sports and that sort of thing, but that’s no longer 

available to me because I don’t have kids. 

Many people described choosing to spend time with other older people in order 

to rebuild their networks and reduce isolation. This was done formally through 

participation in programs and organizations like the senior center, and informally 

through gatherings like the breakfast club. Julia, an active volunteer at the senior center, 

spoke about the important role the center has played in reducing her own isolation: 
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When my husband first died and I moved [to Bensalem], I came [to the 

senior center] and I love it, I really do. It keeps my mind sharp. I don’t sit 

home and watch Judge Judy all day. And too many people do. Even the 

younger ones, I have one lady – she just came and I am getting her active 

in all the things going on – and she’s in her late 50s but she’s been 

disabled for quite a while and she says “I have been sitting home. I need 

something to do” and I tell her – that’s the worst thing to do is to sit 

home .  

Another active volunteer at the senior center explained why she became 

involved: 

Like I often say, if my husband dies I should make sure I know other 

people, because my husband is kind of a loner. He does not socialize 

easily, never did and I always did. I made all the arrangements for social 

gatherings and so I have met a lot of people here at the center. 

The more informal “breakfast club” consists primarily of White men over 65; 

there are a few exceptions with regard to age, gender and race . They have been meeting 

daily at the local Dunkin’ Donuts for more than 8 years. On a given day the group can 

be as small as five people or as large as twenty; some attend every day while others drop 

by infrequently. Many were originally invited by friends who thought they would fit in 

with the group and enjoy the company. The club has become such a fixture at Dunkin’ 

Donuts that photos of its “members” hang on the back wall of the establishment. 

Though Louis has not joined other groups or activities since retirement, he regularly 

attends the breakfast club. He explained why he and other members chose this group 

over the senior center: 

We sometimes go in [to the Senior Center]—they have games and 

lunch—so we go in once and a while. But we never found ourselves 
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meeting people; the camaraderie is not like here. Here we just come in 

and relax. Here it’s not as confined, it’s convenient, and I love donuts! 

Kennett Square 

During the recruitment and data-gathering phases, I attended civic groups 

(Kennett Square Lions, Kennett Square Rotary, Intergen and Bridging), 55-plus housing 

(Walnut Court Condos, Kendal Continuing Care Retirement Community), informal 

social clubs (daily breakfast group at McDonalds, Coffee Klatch at Liberty Markets), and 

recreational centers (Kennett Square Senior Center, Kennett Square YMCA). Participants 

described other groups, associations, organizations and institutions that they belong to 

including churches, neighborhood associations, political and civic groups. 

Kennett: Faith-Based Networks 

The theme of church closings, although mentioned by some, was less prevalent 

in Kennett Square than in Upper Darby. Below, one respondent shared her experience 

with others in her focus group: 

In July they had the last mass at our church where I grew up. I took 

pictures. I don’t know if anyone has been to Liberty Place [commercial 

and meeting space downtown]. In the patio –I have put a picture of the 

church. That’s my way of saying good-bye. Everything was taken out of 

the church and put in other churches. I missed the last mass because I 

didn’t know. 

Church was identified as one of the central meeting places for Latino residents. 

Although the Latinos I interviewed were not regular church-goers, they recognize the 

importance of church as a central gathering space for community members who do not 
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have many other institutional or organizational spaces where they feel welcome. One 

respondent described it this way: 

There aren’t places where Latinos go. They go to parties. They go to 

church, to mass, they go to events that are family-related—celebrations—

but there is no group that meets to discuss problems of the community—

no. 

Kennett: Civic Networks 

In one of my first interviews in the township, Rhonda, who had recently moved 

to the township, remarked about the area: 

Another thing [about] this area is volunteerism. Unbelievable that people 

are willing to give time. There is a higher consciousness here for the 

environment, for other people—all of that in this particular area. 

My web search of volunteer opportunities and all observation of publicly posted 

announcements for volunteer opportunities supports this respondent’s assertion: 

substantially more opportunities are advertised in Kennett, both on-line and in the local 

paper, than in the other two townships. In addition to the groups and associations in 

Kennett that I used to recruit and gather data, I was also invited to participate in two 

monthly networking events, Intergen and Bridging. Both groups bring together local 

volunteers and organizations from the township and surrounding areas. Intergen 

focuses on building intergenerational connections between residents and both civic and 

service organizations. Bridging supports the development of networks and connections 

across organizations that work on a broad range of social issues in the community. Both 
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meetings are co-led by an energetic retired public health nurse. She used to be a Kennett 

resident but has since moved to the adjacent Chadds Ford-Unionville area. 

Despite higher levels of volunteer activity in the township, civic organizations in 

Kennett have also merged with nearby chapters to maintain a viable membership. 

Kennett Rotary and Lions Clubs, for example, now include members from nearby 

townships, including the much wealthier and less racially diverse Chadds Ford-

Unionville area. Because the majority of these two chapters’ membership do not live in 

the Kennett Consolidated school district, I was unable to recruit many participants from 

these groups. Unlike the other two townships, however, the chapter membership was 

more robust, especially in the Rotary Club.  Bob described this Rotary chapter as 

“special” and “unusual” because of its high levels of participation coupled with the 

socioeconomic mix and age diversity of its members. 

As far as other groups – I like the Rotary because it’s a good blend of 

people. You’ve got doctors, lawyers, insurance, real estate, some retired 

and you’ve got plumbers and carpenters. When I first joined I thought it 

was interesting because I hate to wear a tie but I realized there are some 

people [at the meeting] in suits because they leave there and are going to 

their job at a bank – but there are also guys there in jeans and t-shirts and 

work boots because they are going to their job; they own a plumbing 

company or a construction company kind of thing, a good blend. One 

paints houses. They are all there for one reason because they like the 

community . . . . They do good things to help people as far as service in 

the community. 

Despite the introduction of women into these civic groups in the late 80s and 

early 90s, a number of respondents remarked that many older adults, both men and 
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women, are more comfortable in gender-specific groups, civic and otherwise. One 

respondent in the Kennett Square focus group explained: 

Yeah it’s a factor [people’s preferences for being in same-gender groups] 

because I know the Masons in Kennett Square. My son is a member. 

There are a lot of guys and I asked him how come you guys are getting 

members and I can’t get them [in the Lion’s club]. . . and he said ‘Dad – 

it’s still men.’ So there’s still that – they would rather be a member of a 

men’s group than a co-ed group. We have a member of our Lions Club 

who said he would never come back to another meeting since 1995 when 

women were allowed in. He still pays his dues but he says ‘I will never 

come back as long as there are women in the club.’ 

Another recent transplant to Kennett in his mid-60s discussed how he prefers an 

informal breakfast discussion group with other men he meets at a diner in a nearby 

town to more formal groups like Rotary. He viewed the traditional civic organizations as 

more connected to his father’s generation: 

My father belonged to Kiwanis – I believe Kiwanis or Rotary have a 

certain expectation to discuss different business topics [at the meetings]. 

In our group it’s a free for all. The oldest is 84 and youngest is 62. That’s 

[how I would compare it to] Kiwanis or Rotary. [For example] there is a 

certain mindset at a place like the Senior Center – [there might be] a 

wider diversity of men who attend [the senior center] but I’m not sure if 

the topics will be as broad as our group. 

Kennett: Political Networks 

Many respondents mentioned a split (cultural, ideological and political) between 

long-term residents and newer transplants to the area.  Rhonda described the political 

decision-makers in the township as the “good old boys.” When I asked her to describe 

what this meant she explained: 
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[The good old boys are the] people who run the town and make rules or 

regulations. It’s their way or the highway. I think they are voted in . . . . If 

they get too old, their children are on it. [These are] people who haven’t 

been around, haven’t been exposed to the rest of the world. 

Blanche, a life-long resident in her 60s whose children went to the public schools 

and still live in the township, described the rift between newcomers and long-term 

residents like this: 

There are three new developments that have sprouted up – single houses. 

They are invading my privacy. They are all transplants and they all want 

to change things. Why didn’t you stay in your Delaware County instead 

of changing things already in place? Usually it’s changes within common 

law. They want to implement or enforce certain laws from where they 

come from. They convince people in power that that’s the right thing to 

do. Well I don’t like that. They have a whole other attitude – like “I’m 

better than you, you are so backwards, you got to move forward.” Well 

like I said, “Stay in Delaware County!” 

Both long-term residents and newer arrivals described the long-term residents as 

substantially better politically connected.  Bob, who married his sweetheart from 

Kennett High school, discussed the connections among people who have lived in the 

township most of their lives: 

You will find everybody has connections to someone. [A colleague’s 

father] and myself were second cousins; [my colleague] is neat and her 

family has a very prosperous business. When I first moved back here 

people I would see didn’t realize I was related to so and so. [Then they 

would say] Oh I’m related to them too. [My wife’s] family was large and 

so was mine so we were connected to a lot of people. 

Kennett: Intergenerational Networks 

Overall, respondents in Kennett reported more connections with younger people 

outside their kinship networks than did those in Bensalem and Upper Darby. 
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Participants reporting interactions with younger people outside their kinship networks 

made these connections through participating in service-learning activities that link high 

school students with members at the senior center, or by volunteering in the schools or 

after-school programs. A respondent from the Kendal retirement community described 

an after-school program, “After the Bell,” that was founded by two Kendal residents 

who are affiliated with Church of the Advent: 

Some [Kendal residents] work with After the Bell. They did a study about 

community needs and they found there was a concern on the part of 

parents, students and police about children unsupervised after school 

with nothing to do. The police chief said that middle school is the age at 

which it’s most likely that students are going to get into mischief and 

later more difficult problems. So they developed that program and we 

have had a number of people . . . . For instance we have had one person 

who is an expert chess player and he has taught a chess class. We have 

had a couple people that taught weaving. We have several people who 

are interested in teaching children crafts. We have one person who is 

interested in drama and reading plays—so they have utilized past 

experience and skills. 

Volunteer efforts in the schools are generally organized by civic groups like 

Rotary or local churches. Although the African-American community in Kennett is quite 

small, it has a long history in the township and members of historic African-American 

churches have organized “study buddy” tutoring programs for middle and high school 

students. 

Respondents who work as volunteers with children often described the benefits 

they personally experience from such activities: 

When you are aging and with pains like arthritis and the like—you can’t 

stay gloomy and down-in-the-mouth when you are with the little ones. 
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There is something about them--they keep you involved; they run up to 

you and want you to do this and that. They are so cheerful and lively that 

it’s infectious. 

Others discussed their perceptions of young people they met through 

intergenerational service programs that the high school conducts at the senior center. 

We had an intergenerational group that was the best bar none. It was 

held at the high school and invited high school children and us seniors 

and we interacted with them unbelievably. We would sit with them and 

talk, they would ask us questions, but she lost the funding for it… [The 

students] were wonderful! They didn’t have their faces in the phones; 

they asked questions and they put on little skits. It was so interactive it 

was amazing.  It was a true intergenerational group, equal amounts of 

older and younger people. 

Several participants in the focus group discussed their connection with youth 

through the Senior Center: 

Kathy: Those of us who work at the senior center or volunteer, the kids 

come to us. There is a big drive for service hours for kids, for middle 

school and up. So we are getting more exposure through that to these 

children and it does influence our opinions of the schools and it’s really a 

good thing 

Betty: I agree with that. 

Sarah: I find at the senior center when the kids come in—they are so 

wonderful with the members! They will talk about their language 

program or whatever. They will engage people in conversation which is 

nice to see, really nice to see. 

Kendal respondents lamented the loss of a childcare center that was previously 

housed in the main building: 

It’s interesting and sad in a way. We have childcare for employees. Until 

last year it was housed in this building and they paid professional, 
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trained staff to take them around everywhere in the building and outside. 

Especially people in the nursing section, they love children and dogs. But 

they decided that our sister community would be a better place for them 

so we lost that and everyone is complaining, because they loved that. 

Kennett: Peer networks 

Threaded through most of the discussion of peer networks were descriptions of 

losses because of lack of mobility, health and death. Below are a few examples: 

I just went to my 70th class reunion! It was sad, very sad, almost half of 

my class has died! 

We [respondent and another friend] were like this (crosses fingers), we 

traveled together, we talked everyday – but she died of Lyme disease in 

2008. . . . As you grow older you lose the people you love. 

My closest friends are gone, my lifelong friends. We have reunions [with 

other old friends] and can pick up like nothing. We say we will do it more 

often, but nobody drives, so we never see it. 

Peer networks have been developed through involvement in programs and 

organizations for older adults, like the Kendal community and the senior center, to 

minimize the effects of loss and isolation. 

I retired 3 years ago. I’m a nurse, I worked a night shift. So all my friends 

were work folks; I would sleep during the day and I wouldn’t have a 

chance to get to know my neighbors very well. That was hard. Then my 

kids got married and they have been transferred—my son and his family 

to Brussels and my daughter and her family to Bangkok. I didn’t have 

anybody and then all of a sudden the senior center came around! I got 

working in the kitchen and oh! I had such a good time. And then I got 

into Silver Sneakers and the art classes. 

For me, [an experience of loss] has been with my role. When you retire . . . 

for me, it was huge. Even though [I] am still working [at the senior 

center], I think I will work until I drop dead. I don’t see it any other way. 



239 

I have been a social worker all my life. But I am very conscious of my age 

and what happens – being invisible [now] to certain people of different 

generations. It’s definitely a shift into another culture, another realm. I 

don’t know if anyone else is feeling this? Help me out here… (Murmurs 

of agreement from others in the focus group) If I don’t stay involved I feel 

like I will completely disappear. You know what I am saying? (More 

sounds of agreement from the group, especially the women). That’s the 

way our culture is now. 

Latino respondents, in contrast, reported spending time in family-focused 

settings rather than in programs or organizations specifically for older adults. José 

described his experience of the senior center like this: 

We [Latinos] haven’t progressed in this aspect of hav[ing] a place for us 

to get together. Well, there are places [in the township] but we don’t go 

there—myself included. For example, there is a senior center here in 

[township] and it’s close to me. I go sometimes if someone wants to meet 

near there, but I don’t really go. Because I talk to a lot of people and hear 

what goes on and there are people who believe they have the right not to 

share the space with others. 

A White woman who is active in the Latino community discussed how one of the 

staff members from a local Latino service organization asked for her help in exploring 

how to provide more support to Latino older adults in the community, who are quite 

isolated. 

I was surprised [when she asked me]. I said, ‘How many [older Latinos] 

are we talking about?’ and she said “88.” Well, that to me is a great deal 

[of people]! And they have not been able, so far, to be fully accepted or 

integrated into the senior center, so she and I are working together to see 

how to deal with this. 
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Discussion 

The data from the three sites suggest several important overarching themes 

regarding the social networks of study participants and how they may relate to attitudes 

and behaviors regarding school funding. In the following section I examine three key 

aspects that warrant further research and exploration: homophily, role loss, and 

declining social capital. 

Key Aspects of Social Networks: Homophily 

Homophily is the tendency of individuals to bond with those who are similar to 

themselves with respect to many socio-demographic, behavioral and interpersonal 

characteristics. McPherson, Smith-Lovin & Cook (2001) reviewed the literature on 

homophily in social networks and how “this principle structures network ties of every 

type, including marriage, friendship, work, advice, support, information transfer, 

exchange, co-membership, and other types of relationship structures” (p. 415). 

Homophily is a key characteristic of the respondents’ networks in this study. The 

following sections describe the dimensions that surfaced most frequently: 

Homophily and race. Respondents’ closer relationships, which involve sharing 

resources and socializing, are typically with those of similar race and ethnicity. Initially, 

White participants generally did not describe their networks as racially homogeneous 

but when asked about the racial and ethnic composition of their networks, they 

described them as exclusively or predominantly White. In contrast, racial minority 

respondents generally used explicit language to describe the racial and/or ethnic 
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composition of their social networks. They also reported that their networks were less 

often based in the township where they lived and more often in Philadelphia or 

neighboring townships. For example, many respondents of color attend church and 

other civic and social organizations outside their townships. 

Despite an initial reluctance to describe the racial composition of their networks, 

White respondents shared a range of strategies that support the maintenance of racial 

homogeneity in their voluntary associations despite being located in demographically 

changing communities. For example key civic groups, such as Rotary and Lions, that 

experienced membership decline merged with predominantly White chapters in 

adjacent townships in similar circumstances rather than engaging in outreach among 

minority residents in the township.  White participants also sometimes maintain roles in 

civic associations in neighborhoods from which they have moved. As a result, the racial 

composition of civic groups in the three townships remains largely unchanged. 

The data also suggest that some organizations supporting social engagement for 

older adults, such as the senior centers, are often not experienced by racial minorities as 

welcoming or inclusive. Non-White older adults often reported organizing their own 

racially and ethnically homogeneous organizations and groups in order to provide 

support for older people. The racial minority respondents that reported a lack of racially 

and ethnically and racially homogeneous organizations and groups also reported 

greater isolation among older racial minorities in the township. 
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These findings support Portes’s (1998) assertion that the challenge of building 

social capital requires not only deepening connective behaviors in community-level 

networks but also breaking down or challenging exclusionary and oppressive networks. 

While social networks of older Whites may have substantial positive effects for its 

members, they also reinforce racial/ethnic and generational divides at the neighborhood 

level. 

Connections with racial minorities described by White residents represented 

typically weak ties, such as casual acquaintance. White racial frames, detailed in Chapter 

Four, may have reduced White participants’ willingness to engage in sustained cross-

racial contact. Intergroup contact theory suggests that cross-racial relationship-building 

is an important factor for reducing racial prejudice (Jackman & Crane, 1986; McLaren, 

2003). Research further indicates that cross-racial contact involving weaker ties and 

casual acquaintance is unlikely to result in prejudice reduction. White racial frames that 

inhibit cross-racial contact may then be reinforced by the absence of said connections, a 

self-fulfilling behavior pattern. These racial frames inform many respondents’ views on 

students, schools, and school funding. Intergroup-contact theory posits that in order for 

cross-racial contact to facilitate prejudice reduction, it must create conditions that 

facilitate knowledge of minority groups, enable dominant group members to reassess 

their own group and to develop affective ties with minority group members (Pettigrew, 

1997). 
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Another notable aspect of the racially homogeneous networks is that key civic 

organizations in the townships include a substantial number of members who do not 

reside in the townships’ school districts. As a result, the organizations’ positions and 

decisions about political issues such as school funding may not necessarily represent the 

perspectives of township residents. Civic leaders make decisions regarding a township 

and speak on behalf of its needs but as residents of other communities, they themselves 

may have different priorities. 

Homophily and social class. Participants’ networks largely included others of 

similar social class, with similar levels of education and income. As noted by 

McPherson, Smith-Lovin & Cook (2001), “Social class of origin often determines 

neighborhood residence; occupation affects both workplace and voluntary association 

activity” (p. 426). Respondents often described their networks to me by explaining the 

occupations or former occupations of its members. Kennett Rotary is an interesting 

example. It was first described to me by a participant as unusually class diverse: 

It’s a good blend of people. You’ve got doctors, lawyers, insurance, real 

estate, some retired and you’ve got plumbers and carpenters. 

After further discussion, however, respondents explained that the plumbers and 

carpenters in this group were the owners of plumbing and construction companies. This 

suggests that although the group was heterogeneous in terms of member occupations, it 

remained largely homogeneous with regards to the social class of its members. 

Respondents from diverse class backgrounds assumed a relationship between 

their social class and their attitudes and behaviors regarding school funding. For 
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example, Rose and Mary, who live in two different 55-plus communities containing 

residents of two different socio-economic classes, both named the socio-economic status 

of residents as a key factor in both communities’ lack of support for the schools. Gladys, 

a resident of the 55-plus community in Bensalem that organized against funding for the 

school renovations, described it this way: 

This particular community [we] have a lot of retired tradesman and 

policeman from Philadelphia – so that’s a different type of mentality. We 

don’t have retired doctors and lawyers that want the education. They are 

not living here. They are not in this development. 

Mary, a resident of the exclusive Kendal residence in Kennett Square, describes it 

this way: 

I think we should be major supporter of [the community and the schools 

but] we sit here with our feet up. Because [many Kendal residents] have 

never seen the other, they don’t know what it’s like to [be poor.] [There 

is] not a sense of concern for community outside those [who share] 

common socio-economics. Maybe I am just an FDR person and my 

concern for others in the community is a “we are all in it together” type 

thing. There are not a lot of [people who think like me]. There are many 

doctors and business men [and] a lot of DuPont people.   

Homophily and age. White respondents across the three sites noted they have few 

young people in their social networks. They attributed this absence to a complex 

combination of the following six factors: 

1. Age-segregated housing: They live in retirement communities or NORCs and 

do not have opportunities to meet young people; 

2. Limited neighbor contact: They live in age-integrated neighborhoods but 

have extremely limited contact with their neighbors who have small children. 
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Children in their neighborhoods play inside or in very controlled 

environments, creating few opportunities for informal interaction; 

3. Kinship changes: Their own families with younger children live far away, 

their grandchildren are grown, or they have already helped raise their 

grandchildren and now want to relax and spend more time with older 

people; 

4. Lack of communal intergenerational spaces: There are few or no physical 

spaces in the townships where people of different ages interact and few on-

going structured opportunities for intergenerational interaction; 

5. Increased isolation: As they age, they spend more time at home and less time 

interacting with others; and 

6. Fear of crime/racial resentments: Respondents frequently reported feeling 

fearful of and avoiding spaces where children hang out and/or avoiding 

children who spend time together in large groups (by the school, convenience 

store, etc.) This behavior was often linked, explicitly or implicitly, using a 

race-crime frame, to racialized characterizations of youth of color as 

dangerous. For example,  Jim from Upper Darby used the term “gang,” likely 

a coded term for race, to discuss his avoidance of children at the high school: 

I try not to drive by the school when kids are getting out. You just feel 

like this gang of kids is going to jump on the hood of your car when you 

stop for a light. 



246 

Although White respondents’ networks consist primarily of older people, all 

three sites reported some non-kinship-based intergenerational interaction. Data from the 

study support existing research findings that discrete interactions with young people 

which lack affective ties do not serve to reduce prejudice across groups. Higher intensity 

interactions reported by respondents were predominantly with children of a similar 

racial/ethnic group. Weak ties with young people do not appear to increase support for 

funding among respondents who feel that older people should not pay school taxes. 

Respondents of color described greater experiences of interaction and connection 

across generations. In addition to living closer to their children and grandchildren, these 

respondents also described non-kinship intergenerational interactions that take place 

formally in networks such as the Liberian organization and informally in the regular 

gatherings and parties described by Latino respondents. Women in the Bensalem 

African-American focus group were in the process of trying to develop a formal 

mentoring youth program through their church. 

Key Aspects of Social Networks: Role loss 

While talking to respondents, I was often reminded of Bette Davis’s pithy quote 

“Old age is not for sissies”; people’s descriptions of meaningful connections and 

networks were woven into a larger conversation about social losses they experienced as 

they aged. These findings are echoed in research on aging and role loss that identifies a 

range of social, physical and psychological losses that accompany the aging process 

(Chambre, 1984; Chen, 2001; Elwell & Maltbie-Crannell, 1981; Harkins, 1978; Peplau & 
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Caldwell, 1978). Losses discussed by participants include retirement from work, loss of 

peer relationships, death of a spouse, and departure of grown children. Kidwell and 

Booth (1977) suggest that factors related to role loss (e.g., deaths of friends and relatives) 

contribute to greater social distance among older people. Social distance, a term used 

primarily to study racial, ethnic and religious intergroup relations, measures degrees of 

intimacy and understanding between groups and individuals. Kidwell and Booth 

examined social distance in the context of age and concluded that greater difference in 

age between individuals correlated with greater social distance. Furthermore, even other 

older adults expressed greater levels of social distance from older adults (Kidwell & 

Booth, 1977). 

White respondents, especially those unsupportive of school funding, tended to 

attribute experiences of loss and isolation more to racial and ethnic demographic change 

than to aging or role loss. It was common for these respondents to pine nostalgically for 

“the good old days,” an era they remember being more prosperous and socially 

connected. The absence of racial minorities in this nostalgic portrait of the past was 

discussed in both explicit and coded terms. Consider, for example, how Nancy from 

Upper Darby described the good old days: 

[The neighborhood] was wonderful. Everyone looked out for one 

another, and we were able to keep the windows open. When I was born 

my father was working and the woman down the street watched me until 

my father could get there. 

Her language “we could keep our windows open” implied an era without fear of 

crime. Given her use of the race-crime frame in many other points in the conversation, I 



248 

inferred that “we could keep our windows open” was a code for describing a 

neighborhood that formerly was all White. Below, two respondents more explicitly link 

their memories of neighborhood social connectedness with the absence of racial 

minorities: 

It was a great time . . . the camaraderie . . . the neighbors, everyone got 

along. We were Irish and we had Jewish neighbors. I hate to say this to 

you but back in those days there weren’t any Blacks . . . there weren’t any 

Blacks. I don’t know why I’m apologizing. It’s just a fact. They weren’t in 

Upper Darby when I was growing up. Nobody ever thought of it. 

There wasn’t any . . . ummmm . . . [silence 4 seconds] We got along really 

well! There were Polish, Italian, Irish, different nationalities-- but 

everyone was mostly Catholic. 

Key Aspects of Social Networks: Declining Social Capital 

The national decline in social capital is the subject of Robert Putnam’s (1995) 

widely popularized research that describes the phenomenon as evidenced by the 

national decline in voluntary association participation. Putnam characterizes volunteer 

associations as a decidedly positive feature of social life that helps people meet common 

objectives. This is a departure from previous depictions of these associations as potential 

sites of vested interests (Bourdieu, 1986). 

Portes (1998) asserts that Putnam’s conclusion that social capital has a uniformly 

positive valence effectively ignores the “shadow side” by which social capital is used to 

exclude others and to resist racial desegregation. Findings from my study support 

Portes’s and others’ criticisms of Putnam and suggest that consequences of these 

exclusionary practices are still embedded in voluntary associations, political parties, and 
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senior centers in the townships. These exclusionary practices may reinforce White racial 

frames and severely limit opportunities for cross-racial interaction. As a result, they may 

also influence behaviors and attitudes regarding school funding in districts with rising 

numbers of minority students. 

The diminution of civic, political, social and faith-based network was described 

as being compounded by decreased mobility and role loss. Here again, respondents 

unsupportive of school funding tended to attribute their experiences of declining social 

capital more to racial and ethnic demographic change than to a combination of role loss, 

decreased mobility and/or local disinvestment. 

Discussion in Social Networks about Beliefs  

and Attitudes Regarding School Funding 

Study participants from a range of political perspectives mostly agreed that  

taxes are burdensome, especially for older people. Within this agreement, they 

articulated a wide spectrum of positions regarding property taxes paid by older adults. 

Differences of opinion on topics such as the fairness of people without children in the 

schools paying taxes, the role of teachers’ unions, and possible sources of education 

funding, however, had rarely, if ever, had surfaced previously in discussions with their 

peers. As a result, the majority of respondents was largely unaware of where they fall on 

the opinion spectrum in relation to their peers and often did not realize they had highly 

divergent opinions from others in their social networks. 
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Research on disagreement in social networks suggests that political 

disagreements within social networks can produce a psychic stress that leads to 

ambivalence and political withdrawal. Huckfeldt et al. (1995) posits that people 

surround themselves with others who share their political beliefs and attitudes in order 

to avoid political disagreements.  I designed focus groups to gather people with similar 

perspectives with regard to support for school funding in order to diminish potential 

discomfort among participants in sharing divergent views.   To accomplish this, I often 

asked respondents to recruit a peer with a similar opinion to participate.  Interestingly, 

respondents often connected me to someone whom they assumed shared their views but 

turned out to have notably divergent opinions. In a variation on the homophily 

principle,  participants in this study surrounded themselves with others whom they 

mistakenly assumed shared their political beliefs; the lack of discussion on the topic 

concealed their disagreements.  

The majority of participants’ viewpoints on homophily may be categorized in the 

following five positons:11 

1. Passionate about the importance of public education in a democracy; deeply 

concerned for the welfare of children in the district; sympathetic/empathetic 

to challenges faced by more recent arrivals in the township, including 

African-Americans and immigrants; concerned for/empathetic with peers 

                                                      

11The 10% of study respondents who were racial minorities all fell into category 1 or 2. 
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who are struggling financially to hold onto their homes while living on fixed 

income but feeling that older adults with sufficient income have a moral and 

social obligation to pay taxes to support the schools. 

2. Deeply concerned for the welfare of children and the importance of their 

receiving support and quality education; sympathetic/empathetic to 

challenges faced by more recent arrivals to the township including African- 

Americans and immigrants; deeply concerned for/empathetic with their 

peers who are struggling financially to hold onto their homes while living on 

fixed income; and of the belief that additional funds should come from the 

state budget and from taxes on large corporations (e.g., Marcellus Shale ) 

rather than from the pockets of older people. 

3. Believe in the importance of public education; believe that the quality of life 

in the township and the education system has declined in part because of the 

influx of people of color but do not feel personally affected or threatened by 

these changes; believe the demands of teachers’ unions have contributed to 

school decline in quality but that schools are an important institution for the 

township; feel that taxes are too high but pay them because taxes are a part of 

life. 

4. Believe in the importance of education; believe that the quality of life and the 

education system in the township has declined in part because of the influx 

of people of color but do not feel personally affected or threatened by these 
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changes; believe that the schools are declining in quality due to the demands 

of teachers’ unions; believe that older people should not have to pay for 

public education because they have paid their dues and schools are an issue 

that no longer affects them; are either not sure how revenue should be made 

up or support the increased income tax proposed in the Pennsylvania 

legislature. 

5. Fearful of local children, especially children of color; concerned that many 

children are in the schools illegally; hold negative perceptions of the schools 

including the teachers, administrators, and students; believe that lower-

income parents who live in apartments are unfairly getting a free education 

paid for by older adults and other homeowners; believe that rather than 

taxing older people, additional funds should come from additional 

taxes/tuition for parents living in apartment buildings. 

Political affiliation, social class, working versus retirement status, and/or length 

of time in the community did not appear to predict older people’s attitudes and 

behaviors on this issue. As a result, the focus groups I organized were substantially less 

homogeneous than the participants’ actual social networks, especially with respect to 

social class.  Although the focus groups were comprised of individuals that shared 

similar viewpoints on funding referendums, participants expressed surprise about the 

range of opinions expressed in the group members. For example, among those who feel 

that older people should not have to pay school taxes or should pay at a lower rate, 



253 

there was a divergence of opinion about whether a tax break should be related to age or 

to income. Some respondents asserted that all older people should receive a tax break, 

regardless of income, because they have “paid their dues.” Others, however, felt that 

only financially vulnerable older people should have their taxes reduced, as should 

younger people with limited income. 

Having these differences of opinions explicitly stated and discussed was a first-

time experience for many, and several participants indicated that they had shifted their 

opinions on an issue as a result of the discussion. Below is an example of a discussion in 

a group comprised of participants who stated in their survey that they would definitely 

or probably vote against a referendum to raise local taxes a small amount in order to 

fund the schools: 

Facilitator: Many people in the interviews said that they think older 

people should get a break on the taxes. I am hoping you [focus group 

members] can help me understand these responses more fully. In your 

opinion, if older people were to get a break on school taxes, do you think 

it should be based on their age or based on their income level? 

Participant 1: I think [it should be based on income]. You have an older 

person living in a community that has big houses and they are like 80 

years old. They have the means and it’s not actually their age. 

Participant 2: That’s an interesting question. I never thought about it. I 

always thought it was an age thing across the board, but if someone can 

really afford it and they are in a community that needs the money, the 

help for the schools, I think they should pay a portion. I’ve changed my 

mind. That was interesting. I’ve never thought of that. 

Participant 3: Well, if you are going to take that position then why 

shouldn’t you take the position that anyone who doesn’t have the means 

regardless of age shouldn’t pay less? 
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Participant 2: Well, [younger people] should get a break too. 

Participant 3: Well, than that’s a whole different thing. Now we are 

talking welfare. 

Participant 2: If you have trouble paying you shouldn’t have to--that’s not 

welfare. 

Participant 4: Sure it is. 

Participant 2: It’s sliding scale. 

Participant 4: Its socialism! 

I shared with the focus groups my finding about lack of peer discussion 

regarding school funding, and asked for their opinions as to why this was so. 

Respondents suggested three possible reasons: many older adults do not see themselves 

as having any relationship to public schools whatsoever and as a result, never raise the 

subject of schools or taxes as a discussion topic; they do not want to raise heated topics 

that might cause friction with friends; and they feel they have no power to change 

taxation issues so they do not discuss them out of frustration. Interactions in the focus 

groups, however, suggest that more discussion among peers regarding school funding 

issues might result in a shift or clarification of people’s opinions. 

Summary 

This chapter began with a description of local non-kinship networks in each 

township, examining faith-based, civic, political, social, intergenerational and peer 

networks. This was followed by a discussion of three key aspects of social networks in 

the three townships that may impact attitudes and behaviors regarding school funding 



255 

and warrant further research and exploration: homophily (race, age, and class), role loss 

and declining social capital. The second section explored how school funding is 

discussed among respondents within their social networks and outlined a spectrum of 

five different positions. One major finding is that study participants generally do not 

discuss their positions related to school funding issues in their networks and often 

mistakenly assume that they share beliefs with others in those networks. The second key 

finding is that, given appropriate facilitation, explicitly discussing school funding issues 

has the potential to shift or clarify older people’s political opinions. 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 

This study explored how framing, narrative and social context (environment and 

social connections) relate to older adults’ attitudes and behaviors regarding public 

education in demographically changing neighborhoods. The research was based on 33 

interviews and nine focus groups conducted in three first-ring suburbs bordering the 

city of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The field work yielded important insights about a 

complex system of structural, institutional, interpersonal and individual factors that 

may influence older people’s attitudes and behaviors regarding public school funding. 

The prior three chapters presented these findings. 

This chapter is composed of three sections. First, I summarize key findings from 

the study. Second, I discuss strategy recommendations for building public will among 

older adults to support public education funding. Finally, I address the study’s 

limitations and areas for future research. 

Key Findings 

In the following section I detail the key findings of this study.  These findings are 

summarized in Appendix G.  Chapter Four analyzed the language and framing of older 

adults with regard to their perceptions of changing neighborhoods, local schools, 

students in the district and public education funding. My findings support prior 

research conclusions that racial considerations, at both a conscious and unconscious 

level, are a primary influence on policy preferences with regard to school funding. This 

chapter provided empirical evidence for the ways in which four key intersecting factors, 
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as outlined by Kinder and Sanders (1996), are instrumental in shaping beliefs, attitudes 

and behaviors of older people with respect to public education funding. These four 

factors are material interests (perceived economic threats or benefits); feelings of 

resentment or solidarity towards groups that public policies seem to benefit or threaten; 

ideological principles such as individualism; and messages framed by media, political 

elites and older adults themselves. 

My findings related to material interests and feelings of racial resentments 

support group threat theory. That theory posits that an increased proportion of African-

Americans in relation to Whites is associated with greater levels of racial conservativism 

among Whites; as a greater number of African-Americans move geographically closer, 

racial resentments and resource competition typically increase. The study findings also 

align with research indicating that group threat does not function in the same way for 

Whites vis-à-vis other ethnic minorities; racial resentments and hostility do not escalate 

in the same way when higher numbers of Latinos and Asian-Americans live closer 

(Dixon, 2006; Taylor, 1998). Among the three sites, Upper Darby, the site with the largest 

African-American population and the lowest median income, displays the most 

prevalent expressions of racial conservativism and racial stereotypes. These hostilities 

and resentments were frequently discussed in relationship to respondents’ attitudes and 

behaviors with respect to school funding. 

Another notable finding: in discussions about school funding, the individualistic 

framing of citizen-as-consumer appears much easier for older people to articulate than 
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does a public good model of citizen-as-community-participant. Data suggest that the 

lack of resonance of the public good frame results from the intersection of two other 

frames: municipal citizenship-as-consumer (tax payers should pay for what they 

consume) and White racial frames. 

Chapter Five examined how living in age-segregated and age-integrated 

environments relates to the attitudes and behaviors of older adults with respect to public 

education funding. The study’s data indicate that older adults living in age-segregated 

contexts were neither more nor less consistently pre-disposed to support school funding 

than those aging in multi-generational neighborhoods or housing developments. I did, 

however, identify eight environmental factors that relate to levels of support by older 

people for school funding.  Some of the factors appear to bolster support for school 

funding, some inhibit support and some may do either.  These factors include: racial 

composition of the community (support/inhibit); grand/great-grandchildren in the 

district (support); the presence of cultural norms related to intergenerational living 

(support); the conscious decision to live with “like-minded” neighbors (support/inhibit); 

community orientation that focuses on internal issues (inhibit) vs. engagement with 

outside neighbors and government (support/inhibit); level of neighborhood attachment; 

proximity to senior centers and/or walkable commercial centers (support); and 

homeownership (inhibit) vs. renting (support). 

Another important finding is that respondents’ definitions of neighborhood 

boundaries contracted with age. I identified four key factors that contributed to their 
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shifts in definition, all of which appear to shrink the perceived neighborhood definition: 

increased isolation, decreased mobility, fear of crime, and racial resentments. These 

findings contribute to existing research on subjective boundary definition by exploring 

explicitly how the intersection of age and racial identity influences neighborhood 

boundary definitions. A consequence of contracted neighborhood boundaries is that 

many older people no longer consider local schools part of their “neighborhoods” as 

they did in the past. This may impact attitudes and behaviors about school funding. 

Chapter Six described local non-kinship networks in each township, followed by 

a discussion of three key social network aspects that may impact attitudes and behaviors 

in connection with school funding and which warrant further research and exploration: 

homophily, role loss, and declining social capital. The data indicate that respondents 

who were unsupportive of school funding tended to conflate negative experiences of 

role loss and declining social capital with increased racial diversity in the township. 

The chapter also explored how school funding is discussed among respondents 

within their social networks and outlined a spectrum of five different positions on the 

issue. One major finding is that study participants generally do not discuss their 

positions related to school funding issues within their networks and often mistakenly 

assume that they share beliefs with others in those networks. The second key finding is 

that, given appropriate facilitation, discussing school funding issues explicitly has the 

potential to shift or clarify older people’s political opinions.  
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The data from this study present a complicated system of factors related to the 

attitudes and behaviors of older people regarding public education funding. A useful 

lens for examining these inter-related factors is the model of structural racism (Powell, 

2012). Appellon and Sawyer (2011) define structural racism as involving “the cumulative 

and compounding effects of an array of societal factors including the history, culture, 

ideology, and interactions of institutions and policies that systematically privilege White 

people and disadvantage people of color” (p. 3). 

Earlier models of racism described individuals with prejudiced beliefs that led 

them to discriminate against others. These models were challenged by theories of 

institutional racism that shifted the focus from individuals to inequitable practices and 

procedures within institutions. A structural model, a third concept, is more complex and 

dynamic than the earlier ones, and examines the ways in which racism and inequity 

operate on many levels: individual, interpersonal, institutional, and inter-institutional. 

Drawing on systems theory, a structural racism model focuses on relationships 

and processes rather than on a linear theory of causation. In describing both systems 

theory and structural racism, Powell (2007) notes that “experiments in causal attribution 

show that people tend to assume a single or primary cause for a given effect. As a 

consequence, we tend to ignore many elements of dynamic complexities such as 

accumulations, time delay, and other nonlinearities” (p. 796). The chart in Appendix H 

details a range of inter-related factors at the individual, interpersonal, institutional and 

structural levels discussed in this dissertation that may influence attitudes and behaviors 
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of older adults with regard to school funding in demographically dynamic 

neighborhoods. 

Strategy Recommendations 

This section outlines strategy recommendations for building public will among 

older adults to support for public education funding, especially in racially diverse school 

districts.  The structural lens described above suggests there are at least two critical entry 

points for initial interventions. Such strategies should (a) help older adults refocus their 

interpretive frames from individual to community, and (b) persuade them that young 

people of color are part of their community. To accomplish that, I outline two key 

recommendations: reframe narratives related to school support and increase 

engagement of older adults with local schools and students. 

Reframe the Narrative 

Findings from this study indicate the importance of reframing current narratives 

around public education funding, especially in communities with a pronounced racial 

generation gap. According to framing expert George Lakoff, “[framing] is critical [to 

winning a public debate] because a frame, once established in the mind of the reader (or 

listener, viewer, etc.), leads that person almost inevitably towards the conclusion desired 

by the framer, and it blocks consideration of other facts and interpretations” (as cited in 

Kennedy, Fisher, & Bailey, 2009, p. 409). 

What will it take to establish new counter-narratives? Research suggests this 

involves at least two key actions: first, develop an understanding of current framing 
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around the issue, including which types of implicit and explicit cognitive schemas are 

most accessible to people and second, design new, intentional frames that “activate or 

invigorate those schema that may not have had sufficient play in the public debate, but 

which offer to the public a more complete and nuanced understanding of the causes of 

and solutions to social problems” (Davey, 2008, p. 2). Bales (2009) posits that this design 

process requires us to ask: What is missing from the cognitive landscape of older people 

with regard to school funding? How can we emphasize what is consistently omitted 

from the frame and therefore chronically inaccessible to them? 

The data from this study indicate that the schemas most accessible to 

respondents include the race-crime frame, family-pathology frame and citizen-as-

consumer frame. These findings suggest that at least two interrelated schemas need to 

be activated and invigorated among White older adults to effectively build public 

support of school funding. First, new frames must be developed that underscore the 

concept of shared fate and interconnectedness across racial and generational differences. 

Second, there must be a revitalized concept of education as a public good. I outline each 

of these in greater detail below. 

Shared Fate and Interconnectedness 

Powell (2012) uses a metaphorical notion of the “circle of human concern” to 

describe the ways in which belongingness and inclusion have historically been extended 

unevenly to different members of society. The circle of human concern includes groups 

that society recognizes as “belonging;” those who are considered full members can 



263 

rightfully demand concern and expect full regard in return. While the circle is dynamic 

and has expanded or contracted at different times to include various groups, it has 

historically excluded African-Americans and recent immigrants. Powell (2012) describes 

this complex and dynamic process of exclusion: 

It must take place across the many interacting domains, which can 

include the neighborhood (or reservation) in which people live, the value 

of their homes (or those in the neighborhood), the effect these factors 

have on the quality and resources of their schools, the types of jobs they 

hold (or have access to), and the availability of credit (which is often 

exploitative). Isolating groups geographically not only unevenly 

distributes groups; it also excludes them from opportunity and facilitates 

creating stories about the character of the isolated group. (p. 5) 

I posit that the race-crime and family-pathology frames articulated by many of 

the White respondents in the study are not simply an expression of individual prejudice 

but reflect a broader structural exclusion of African-American and immigrant families 

from this “circle of human concern.” This is an important distinction because it 

underscores the ways in which framing is linked to institutional and structural issues as 

well as to intergroup relations. 

There is scant research on messages and frames used to target older adults with 

regard to public education funding. The following recommendations draw on related 

communications research that focuses on the discussion of race and “shared fate” in the 

context of building public will for progressive fiscal policies. Below, I outline two 

different communications strategies for talking about race in this manner. I suggest that 

both reframing approaches be tested with older adults in racially changing 

neighborhoods. The testing research should compare the extent to which the two 
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different approaches help to counter the race-crime and family-pathology frames, 

activate schemas of interconnectedness and shared fate, and build support for public 

education funding. 

The Frameworks Institute, a national organization focused on building the 

nonprofit sector’s communications capacity through framing research, first identified 

several reframing strategies that proved unsuccessful in moving public perceptions on 

racial equity issues, and then a set of more effective reframing strategies (Davey, 2008). 

The unsuccessful strategies focused on: 

1. “Priming” conversations with discussions of the structural roots of racism; 

2. Presenting stories of “triumphant individuals” that reinforce the notion of the 

“self-made person”; 

3. Pitting one group against another; 

4. Defining racial bias as overt and intentional; and 

5. Focusing on problems and disparities to the exclusion of solutions. 

The research also proposed alternative frames that increase support for policies 

that address racial inequalities. These largely shifted the conversation away from explicit 

discussion of race and racism and instead invoked more broadly-held American values 

(e.g., ingenuity, interconnectedness and opportunity for all) to create more of a sense of 

“we.” 

In contrast, a communications testing report from The Center for Social 

Inclusion, an organization focused on dismantling structural racial inequities, 



265 

recommends talking about race explicitly in the context of building public will for 

progressive fiscal policies that promote racial equity (Kang, 2012). Their findings also 

suggest the importance of invoking broadly held American values but posit that talking 

about race directly in this context can more effectively move people to support 

progressive policies. Key findings include the following suggestions (examples here 

relate to health care reform and subprime lending, focuses of the report, but may be 

adaptable for other issues): 

1. Messages and problems should be presented in emotional terms (e.g., “we 

are all one tumor away from financial disaster”). 

2. The term “shared fate” should be explained in racially explicit terms so that 

White voters in the center come to see that they do have a shared fate with 

those they define as other (e.g., It doesn’t matter if you are Black, White, 

Asian; this is something that affects us all). 

3. The race wedge should be made explicit (i.e., “This isn’t about welfare, it’s 

about people who work for a living and still can’t afford insurance—or who 

lost their insurance when they lost their jobs”). 

4. Reframe the identities of victim and enemy (e.g., “The health problem in 

America can affect any of us at any time. A heart attack, a child with asthma, 

a bad back—to insurance companies, they’re all just another pre-existing 

condition”). 
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5. Always end the message with a solution (e.g., “We need tough new 

regulations to prevent the subprime crisis from ever happening again. If 

banks and credit card companies have something to say, they shouldn’t be 

allowed to say it in fine print or to triple our interest rates without notice”). 

The data from this research project suggest that the Center for Social Inclusion’s 

framing approach with an explicit focus on race may prove more effective in building 

public will among older White adults to support funding for public education in diverse 

districts. While the study participants, particularly those in the age cohort 65–74, were 

reticent to discuss race explicitly with me, racial considerations were nonetheless key 

factors in their beliefs, attitudes and voting behavior regarding students and school 

funding. Consequently, if concepts such as shared fate are not framed in racially explicit 

terms, White voters may still fail to understand the ways in which they do have a shared 

fate with those they currently define as “other.” 

Education as a Public Good 

The narrative power of the “citizen-as-consumer” frame was reinforced by many 

participants. For example, respondents often described paying taxes as comparable to an 

“entry fee” for participation in public life in the community; they thought that residents 

who do not pay taxes (a mistaken, yet common view that both homeowners and renters 

held about renters) should not be able to send their children to public schools. Residents 

in Kendal, a non-profit continuum-of–care community, also expressed uncertainty 

whether they should have a say in how the township is governed because they do not 
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pay property taxes. These comments suggest a substantive misunderstanding of (or 

disagreement with) the current political system in which the right to consume municipal 

services and vote is based on legal residency and not on the amount of taxes one pays. 

This individualist, consumer-based frame made it difficult, though not 

impossible, for respondents to discuss education as an investment in the country’s 

future. While there was some general agreement among participants that an educated 

public is important, there was a marked inability among participants to articulate the 

concept of education as a public good. Even staunch supporters of education funding 

often used an individualist lens to describe their support. These findings are supported 

by a media content analysis of reporting on education reform by the Frame Works 

Institute (Bales, 2010). Only 2% of local and national media coverage from June 2007 to 

July 2008 on education reform in 12 major cities, focused on the general societal benefits 

and costs of addressing (or not addressing) education reform. The Frameworks study 

concluded that people are “rusty” in thinking about the numerous ways in which 

education benefits society. 

The data from the focus groups, however, suggest that with the proper cues, 

older adults are able to think about and discuss education as a societal investment. This 

conclusion is supported by Frameworks Institute research that reaches the same 

conclusion (Bales, 2010). Their communication studies suggest the following strategies to 

avoid a citizen-as-consumer “trap” in thinking: 

1. Emphasize education as a public structure on which our society relies. 
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2. Use a “remodeling” metaphor to explain the need for maintenance and 

repair. 

3. Evoke the notion of education’s contribution to America’s future prosperity. 

4. Talk about society’s stake in education with respect to stability of 

communities vs. aggregation of individual strivers. 

The findings from this study suggest that despite articulating a “citizen-as- 

consumer” frame with regard to education funding, respondents largely express great 

despair related to the loss of their community organizations and institutions. Another 

potential messaging strategy that avoids the citizen-as-consumer “trap” might 

emphasize how supporting and rebuilding their “community,” (including the schools, 

as well as churches, and civic organizations) is key to prosperity, well-being and health 

for all generations. 

Another important finding of this dissertation is that respondents rarely parse 

out the differences in their positions on education funding and often assume agreement 

with peers in their social networks although in fact, opinions are highly divergent. 

Furthermore, older adults often clarified and sometimes shifted their opinions and 

positions after (or during) facilitated conversation. One opinion held among many 

participants, but rarely articulated within their social networks, is a belief that tax relief 

should be based on income rather than on age. In other words, they supported property 

tax relief for older adults who were low income, but also for younger low-income 

families. This underscores the importance of providing opportunities for older adults to 
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clarify and discuss their varied positions with respect to education funding. It also 

suggests a potential for alliance-building between older adults and younger low-income 

families to support equitable funding structures for public education that rely less on 

local property taxes. 

Engage Older Adults 

Introduction 

One notable finding from this study is that respondents across a broad spectrum 

of support for education funding described a sense of disconnection and isolation from 

their local schools. This was related to a complex range of factors including limited 

mobility, loss of neighborhood schools, role loss (no longer having children in the 

schools), and racial resentments. Furthermore, older White adults were unlikely to have 

younger people, and even less likely to have young people of color, in their social 

networks because of a range of intersecting factors: geographically dispersed families; 

lack of physical spaces where people of different ages interact; limited opportunities for 

on-going structured intergenerational interaction; limited mobility; and fear of 

crime/racial resentments. This profound disconnection of older people, particularly 

older White adults, from schools and students has impacted their support for the schools 

as well as their sense of connection to the schools as community institutions. 

The experiences of loss described by study participants extend well beyond 

disconnection with the schools and include the closing of important community 

institutions (e.g., church), loss of friends and family members, loss of workplace 
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connections after retirement, and declining participation in local civic associations. 

Many respondents actively engage in volunteer efforts, caregiving and socialization as 

strategies for maintaining their quality of life and coping with loss. Because of a 

combination of individual choice, racial resentments and structural/institutional factors, 

however, their efforts take place largely within racially and generationally homogenous 

contexts. As a result, study respondents rarely developed meaningful connections across 

racial and generational differences. This dearth of cross-racial and cross–generational 

connections has likely diminished their potential support for schools and students as 

well as for school funding. 

Intergroup-contact theory (Allport, 1954) posits that increased contact across 

racial groups has the potential to decrease prejudice of dominant members against 

minorities depending on the quality of the contact. Conditions necessary for long-term 

behavioral change include contact that is: voluntary, among members of equal socio-

economic status, and within collaborative environments (Dovidio et al., 2003; Forbes, 

1997; Pettigrew, 1997). Pettigrew (1997) suggests that for prejudice reduction, cross-

racial contact must create the conditions to facilitate knowledge of minority groups, 

enable dominant group members to reassess their own group, and help develop 

affective ties with minority group members. 

In order to build public will among older adults to support the schools, I 

recommend that schools develop a range of voluntary, collaborative strategies to 

increase opportunities for meaningful connection between students and older adults. 
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Ideally, these strategies should engage students from the schools with older adults who 

fit different profiles and have different living patterns. Examples could include older 

adults from different racial and ethnic backgrounds, those aging in place, homebound 

older adults, those living in retirement communities, long term residents, more recent 

transplants, and older people with and without grandchildren/great-grandchildren in 

the district. 

Intentional intergenerational engagement has the potential to increase resources 

for local schools, strengthen networks and connectivity for older people, and build 

public will for support of school funding. Older adults also receive benefits from 

intergenerational interaction including increased sense of purpose and decreased 

isolation; facilitating continued participation in valued roles has been shown to be 

important for older people’s life satisfaction (Kaplan, 2001). Policy makers posit that 

engaging older adults as school volunteers may also help increase support of school 

bond referendums (Angelis & Walthen, 1994; Geier, 2012; Trussell, 1991). Further 

research is required, however, to understand better how intergenerational engagement 

with students and older adults may impact attitudes and behaviors of older people 

regarding students, schools and school funding in racially diverse school districts. 

Literature suggests that intergenerational engagement can also result in a range 

of benefits for young people such as improved school performance, increased protective 

factors that contribute to resilience, and increased empathy (Kaplan, 2001). The majority 

of research on attitudinal effects of intergenerational engagement in school settings 
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focuses on changes in younger people’s attitudes and perceptions of aging and older 

adults, rather than on older adults’ attitudes towards children (Aday, Sims, McDuffie, & 

Evans, 1996; Doka, 1985; Olejnik & LaRue, 1981; Stubblefield, 2000). Another notable gap 

in the literature on the effects of intergenerational engagement in school settings is the 

absence of discussion on race. Existing research frequently takes place in racially 

homogeneous settings or the racial identities of participants are not identified. 

When measuring how intergenerational programs impact attitudes and behavior 

in districts with pronounced racial generation gaps, it will be important to examine 

explicitly the intersection of generational and racial differences. Developing effective 

cross-racial and cross-generational engagement may also require adapting 

intergenerational strategies that have been designed for racially homogeneous settings. 

Recommendations regarding these types of adaptations can be found in the following 

section. 

Community Schools and Older Adults 

This section presents a key strategy recommendation for engaging older adults 

with schools and students: adapting the community schools model intentionally to 

involve older adults. The progressive era’s expansive view of public schools as hubs for 

community engagement and social change laid the groundwork for the community 

schools model. Dewey (1902) argued that public schools should function as “social 

centers” that bring communities together for recreation, public dialogue and training. 
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Robbins (1918) described schools as social institutions that have the potential to 

communicate values, train local leaders, and influence social conditions. 

The contemporary community schools model has gained momentum over the 

last two decades. Although many progressive advocates support community schools as 

a critical strategy for public schools (Ravitch, 2014), there have been concerns raised by 

advocates and researchers in Pennsylvania regarding the difficulty in implementation 

and sustainability as well as a lack of supporting research (Jenkins & Duffy, 2016).  

The Coalition for Community Schools defines a community school as 

both a place and a set of partnerships between the schools and other 

community resources. Its integrated focus on academics, health and social 

services, youth and community development and community 

engagement leads to improved student learning, stronger families and 

healthy communities . . . . Using schools as hubs, community schools 

bring together many partners to offer a range of supports to children, 

youth, families and communities (Coalition for Community Schools, n.d.) 

A central tenet of community schools is one of community engagement: 

Community schools are built on the community’s strengths and focus on 

improving the well-being of the entire community. To make this happen 

community leaders seek and act on community input; they work in 

partnership with grass roots community organizations (Coalition for 

Community Schools, n.d.) 

 The above description indicates that community schools hold great potential to 

increase older adults’ involvement with students and schools. Despite this potential, 

older adults are largely absent from the literature on community schools. Furthermore, 

descriptions of community partnerships rarely mention organizations in the aging 

network (e.g., senior centers and retirement communities). Tutoring and mentoring 
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components, for example, are typically linked to local universities rather than to 

organizations of seniors. For example, The Coalition for Community Schools website has 

a tab entitled “What is your leadership role?” with descriptions of potential leadership 

roles for professionals and non-professionals in the community schools model; the only 

non-professional community leadership role listed is “parent or family member [of the 

student].” This suggests that there are currently no identified leadership roles for 

community members who are not relatives of a student (Coalition for Community 

Schools, n.d.) 

Several structural barriers may create challenges to the development of 

intergenerational sites and programming in a community schools model. Federal 

funding, for example, is generally restricted to specific age groups, making it difficult to 

leverage it for intergenerational initiatives. (i.e., the Older Americans Act funds six 

thousand senior centers, Head Start funds 13 thousand early childhood centers and the 

Department of Education funds thousands of 21st Century Afterschool Learning 

Centers). The Older Americans Act has several provisions that could ostensibly be 

leveraged for a range of intergenerational programming such as mentoring, technology 

training, and community service but the Federal Administration on Aging has 

historically neither promoted nor encouraged the use of such funds for these purposes 

(Sullivan, 2002). 

Several exceptions to this siloing appear in the literature regarding community 

school models and older adults. Sullivan (2002) highlights the rapidly-expanding aging 
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population and argues for the development of a “new intergenerational coalition to 

support education” (p. 2) that focuses on designing schools as multi-purpose 

community hubs shared by multiple generations. Some schools, for example, partnered 

with Parks and Recreation departments to maintain schools as community centers open 

to all generations for 14 hours a day. Sullivan argues that by opening buildings and 

other facilities to community members, schools become a spatial focal point for 

neighborhood activities and as well as increasing opportunities for intergenerational 

interaction. Researchers Neal and Neal (2012) argue that schools that function as 

intergenerational sites and community hubs go further in generating support among 

older voters for school funding measures because they highlight benefits that are more 

tangible than other positive externalities of education (e.g., an educated polity and 

economic growth). Kaplan (2001) provides a range of examples of older adult 

volunteerism in school settings that includes tutoring, mentoring, classroom support, 

lunch buddies and cultural heritage transmission. 

It is important to note, however, that although race is not mentioned in Sullivan’s 

(2002) article, the school districts he provides as examples all have student bodies and 

general residential populations with substantial White majorities. The most racially 

diverse school district he described was 74% White. The other school districts cited had 

White populations that ranged from 90 to 94%. The current design practices for 

intergenerational school-based programming likely will need adaptation to address the 

intersection of age, race and other differences more effectively. For example, the 
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literature on intergenerational programming frequently recommends “preparatory 

training” prior to engagement for youth and older adults. This training is designed to 

“identify preconceived notions about age and minimize their potential for negative 

impact on the program” (Kaplan, 2001). These sessions could be adapted to include: 

• The identification of unconscious bias in oneself, others and organizations; 

• Strategies for communicating across differences; 

• Identification of personal, interpersonal, institutional and cultural barriers to 

inclusion; 

• Understanding the ongoing effects of exclusion and oppression for different 

marginalized groups; and 

• Identification of strategies for creating supportive, inclusive environments. 

Based on the findings of this dissertation, it can be posited that, given the choice 

to engage with students in their districts, some older Whites would be likely to resist 

building cross-racial-ethnic relationships while others would appreciate new 

opportunities to strengthen their local networks. For older adults reticent about 

engaging or supporting youth, particularly those of a different race and ethnicity, 

creating a continuum of opportunities that range in intensity and commitment may 

enable them gradually to increase their level of engagement and intimacy over time. 

Kaplan’s (2001) seven-point intergenerational engagement scale is a useful tool 

for conceptualizing how cross-generational and cross-racial engagement and intimacy 
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could be developed over time through intergenerational programming. Following are 

brief descriptions of each point on the scale: 

Point 1: activities in which different groups learn about each other, but there is 

no direct contact. (This is potentially a time when preparatory training could take 

place); 

Point 2: intergenerational exchanges without face-to face contact (e.g., letter 

writing projects); 

Point 3: intra-generational activities that culminate in a face-to face meeting 

across generations; 

Point 4: annual or periodic meetings among different generations; 

Point 5: programs that involve on-going intergenerational interaction for a set 

period of time (demonstration project); 

Point 6: on-going intergenerational programs that have been incorporated into 

general organizational activities (e.g., integration of intergenerational practice 

into a school curriculum); 

Point 7: on-going, natural intergenerational sharing, support, and 

communication that occurs as a result of community expectations, design and 

planning. 

Although gradually increasing levels of engagement may be useful to encourage 

older adults who are anxious or reticent about cross generational and/or cross racial 

engagement, research suggests that activities below level five will have little impact on 

reducing prejudice or changing attitudes about youth. Zeldin et al. (2005) examined 

changes in attitudes among older adults towards youth through intergenerational 

interaction. They found that adults only changed their attitudes about youth when 

interactions were goal-oriented and purposeful, contact was prolonged, and there were 
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meaningful consequences to the interaction (Zeldin et al., 2005). The race of the youth 

and adults in this study were not mentioned. Further research is required to understand 

better how intergenerational engagement across racial differences may impact the ability 

of participants to move effectively along the scale of engagement. 

Study Limitations and Areas for Further Research 

The dissertation was designed to shed light on how broader trends of 

demographic change relate to the daily lives, attitudes and behaviors of older 

individuals with regard to public school funding; it does not assign causality or verify 

theory. Given the study’s exploratory nature, as well as the substantial state-to-state and 

in-state variations of school size, physical environment, demographics, education policy, 

school finance, and local politics, the study’s findings are not generalizable. They may, 

however, have broader relevance for those working to build a strong local base of 

support for education funding. Moreover, additional research is required to substantiate 

many of the findings of this dissertation. Below I discuss additional limitations of the 

study that point to important new avenues for research. 

The first two areas for further research are related to the study’s findings about 

the use of coded racial language among older adults. Chapter Three describes five 

emergent strategies for identifying coded racial language in qualitative research 

contexts. I used these strategies to gather and analyze data about how behavior 

regarding public education funding is related to racial resentments and attitudes. In 
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order to evaluate the effectiveness of these strategies, they will need to be replicated in 

other qualitative research or in naturalistic settings where coded racial language is used. 

Chapter Four presented data indicating that adults age 55 to 64 tend to use coded 

racial language more frequently than adults over 65. The use of explicit racial language, 

however, does not appear to predict more or less support for public education funding. 

Further research is needed to understand better the extent to which coded racial 

language is adopted differently among generational cohorts of older adults and if such 

differences are related to political opinions about racial policies or ostensibly race-

neutral policies that have racialized implications. 

Another important limitation of this study is associated with the strategy 

recommendations outlined in this chapter. Further study is required to evaluate 

intergenerational strategies that emphasize the intersection of age and race, especially in 

communities with pronounced racial-generation gaps. As noted, current research on 

intergenerational strategies rarely address race. Additionally, literature regarding the 

effects of intergenerational programming on participant attitudes have focused largely 

on younger people’s attitudes towards aging and older adults. Further investigation is 

required to understand better how cross-generational and cross-racial interaction and 

connection may impact the attitudes of older adults towards youth in the district as well 

as their support for school funding. 

The findings from the study suggest differential expectations for 

intergenerational engagement among White respondents as compared with immigrant 
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and African-American respondents. As only 10% of the respondents are racial 

minorities, further research is needed to better understand intergenerational 

expectations and engagement within the context of communities of color: how 

intergenerational networks are formed and if these networks impact perceptions and 

attitudes of aging and elders within those communities. Cultures with greater 

prevalence of age-integration may provide valuable models for those seeking to develop 

new strategies for intergenerational engagement in communities and schools. 

Finally, the findings from the study suggest a new area for future research that 

may be of interest to education advocates and others organizing around public 

education funding. In Chapter Six, the descriptions of different positions regarding 

public education funding suggest that many older adults may support property tax 

relief for low-income older adults as well as for younger low-income families. This 

suggests a potential for alliance-building between older adults and younger low-income 

families to support more equitable funding structures for public education. Further 

testing and research is required to understand better the viability and combinations of 

strategies necessary for this type of complex alliance-building. 

Building public will to support public education, especially in the context of the 

changing national demographic landscape, requires new and creative strategies to 

reinforce and re-imagine the intergenerational social compact - the reciprocal ties that 

hold families, governance and society together over time (Cornman & Kingson, 1998).  

Policies that support public education for all children and a security net for older adults 
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are at the core of this compact. The messaging and engagement strategies detailed in this 

study are designed to contribute to the critical and timely work of rebuilding the social 

compact across racial, generational, and other historic divides. 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR KEY INFORMANTS 

1. How would you describe the relationship of older adults to school funding issues? 

2. What public policies and/or school finance regulations at the local or state level are 

impacting funding for public schools in this district? 

3. What are ways, if any, in which district schools make connections to older adults? 

4. Are you aware of any advocacy efforts in support of or opposing public investments 

in education that have older adult participants? 

5. Where should I outreach to older people from a range of perspectives? 
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APPENDIX B: DATA MATRIX 

Research 

Questions Data Points  Methods 

Potential 

indicator/measurement 

resources  

Rich description of 

older adults’ 

attitudes towards 

public education in 

changing 

neighborhoods 

Level of investment in 

local control 

 Briffault, 1991; Katz & 

Rose 2013 

Benefit of rising 

property values that 

accompany good 

schools 

 Fischel (1996), Hilber & 

Mayer 

Sense of loyalty to 

community 

  

Intergenerational 

altruism 

 Logan & Spitze, 1995 

Rich description of 

behaviors 

indicating support 

or lack of support 

for public 

education funding 

Previous voting record 

on school funding 

issues and school board 

elections 

Interview, 

focus group,  

Button, 1992 

Attendance of school 

board meetings 

Interviews 

with 

School board 

members 

 

Volunteering at the 

public schools or with 

youth in other 

capacities 

Key 

informants in 

local schools; 

interviews 

and focus 

groups 

Kaplan, 2001 

Engagement in political 

discussions re: school 

support  

 Kang, 2012  
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Research 

Questions Data Points  Methods 

Potential 

indicator/measurement 

resources  

How social 

networks and social 

capital among older 

adults relate to 

behavior and 

attitudes regarding 

public education 

Level of stability in 

relationships across age, 

race and gender 

 Phillipson, 2004 

Level of 

interdependence in 

relationships across age, 

race and gender 

 Kim & McKenry, 1998; 

Valentine, 2008; Pain 

2000; Edwards, Franklin 

& Holland, 2003 

Membership in formal 

groups: civic groups, 

churches, neighborhood 

associations, 

workplaces, political 

groups 

 Henry & McClurg, 2009; 

Dick Gaines & Shaw, 

2009 

Strong and weak 

connections among 

individuals 

(friendships, familial 

relationships, goods 

exchange)  

 Hcukfeldt & Sprauge, 

1995; Granovetter, 1973 

Trusted media sources 

for news and 

information: 

newspapers, internet, 

social media, etc. 

 Hopkins, 2010 

Kang, 2012 

Extent to which public 

schools engage older 

adults 

  

Discussion of school 

related political issues  
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Research 

Questions Data Points  Methods 

Potential 

indicator/measurement 

resources  

Prior relationship with 

local schools as a parent 

of young children 

  

How neighborhood 

spatial context of 

older adults relate 

to behavior and 

attitudes regarding 

public education 

Housing type: aging in 

place, retirement 

community, senior 

housing; own/rent 

home 

 Walker & Hiller, 2007 

Living arrangement: 

alone, with in-home 

assistance, with 

relatives 

 Phillipson, 2011 

Length of time in 

community 

 Phillipson, 2004 

Proximity to young 

people of similar and 

different racial/ethnic 

backgrounds 

 Hagestaad & 

Uhlenberg, 2005; 

Vanderbeck, 2007; 

Dixon, 2006; Kim & 

McKenry, 1998 

Spatial context for 

interaction with young 

people of different 

racial and ethnic groups 

 Sampson, Morenoff & 

Gannon Rowley (2002);  

Reliance of immediate 

locality for support and 

assistance  

 Buffel, Phillipson & 

Scharf, 2012 

Confidence navigating 

public space 

independently 

 Pain, 2000 
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Research 

Questions Data Points  Methods 

Potential 

indicator/measurement 

resources  

Extent to which public 

schools are gathering 

places for older adults 

 Minkoff, 2014 

How do older 

adults construct 

meaning around 

public education in 

the context of rapid 

demographic 

change? 

History of racial 

integration and 

immigration in 

schools/neighborhoods 

Interviews, 

focus groups, 

secondary 

sources, key 

informant 

interviews 

 

Levels of 

ingroup/outgroup bias 

 Glass & Rud, 2013 

Presence of implicit and 

explicit racial and 

ethnic stereotypes  

 Dixon, 2006; Kang, 2009; 

Amodio & Devine, 2009 

Racial schemas   Gilens, 1999; Jamieson, 

1992; Mendelberg, 1997, 

2001)  

Perceptions of how the 

school has changed 

over time: student body 

and education quality 

 Alesina, Baquir and 

Easterly , 1997; Olsen & 

Fazio, 2007 
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APPENDIX C: REVISED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Key Issues  Research Questions:  

Build initial rapport 

 

Foundational beliefs  

Welcome, consent forms 

 

What kinds of messages did you receive about public education 

when you were growing up? 

Probe: What did your parents and or neighbors think of the value of public 

education and your local schools? Explore: frames of individual vs. 

community benefits 

Describe other kids you went to school with… 

Probe: race, class, ethnicity; what types of professions did their parents 

have? 

What was the neighborhood like where you grew up? Did you have 

relationships with older people in the neighborhood who were not 

your relatives? What was the race, ethnicity, professions of your 

neighbors? 

Neighborhood spatial 

context 

I use the term “neighborhood” in this interview—and people define 

this very definitely—some people think of it as their block—others 

think of it as a much larger environment—when I talk to you about 

your neighborhood—how do you define it? 

How long have you lived where you currently are; in this 

neighborhood? 

Where did you move from—why? Probe for original reasons for 

moving to township. 

What place best describes where you live: single family home, 

apartment, retirement community, senior housing? 

Why did choose to move into 55 plus/age in place? What kinds of 

benefits were you looking for? Probe: separation/protection, social 

connection 
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Neighborhood 

attachment and loyalty  

Where are the places in the neighborhood that you spend the most 

time? Who are typically at those places (probe: age, race, gender, 

income)? 

How much time typically during a week do you spend outside the 

neighborhood? What types of activities are you engaged in when you 

are outside the neighborhood? 

What do you like most about this neighborhood? 

In your opinion, what are some of the biggest problems with this 

neighborhood?  

Confidence navigating 

public space 

independently 

When you walk out in the neighborhood, where do you feel most 

confident and safe? Where do you feel less confident and safe in the 

neighborhood? What supports, if any, do you need for getting 

around the neighborhood?  

If you go somewhere in the neighborhood—what is the typical way 

you get around: drive, walk, others drive you, public transit, other. 

Reliance of immediate 

locality for support and 

assistance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Who lives with you? Does anyone help you with any day to day 

activities? Probe for activities--If yes, discuss relationships, and age, 

race and gender of helpers; activities 

Take a moment to think about your neighbors, people who live next 

to you, in the same building or on the same block. 

How would you describe your relationship with your neighbors? 

Do any of your neighbors have school age children (under 18)? What 

are their ages? (probe: race and ethnicity) How often do you interact? 

What is an example of an interaction that might take place between 

you and these young people? 

How many neighbors do you have who are a different race or 

ethnicity than you are? Probe: what types of interactions do they have 

with these neighbors 

Is your relationship with your neighbors similar or different to when 

you first moved to this neighborhood?  
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Perceptions of 

neighborhood change / 

Levels of ingroup-

outgroup bias/ Presence 

of implicit and explicit 

racial and ethnic 

stereotypes 

How if at all do you think the neighborhood has changed since [when 

you first moved here]; 20 years ago? 

How, in your opinion, have the local schools changed over that time? 

How would you describe the students at the local public schools? 

How are the current students different or similar to the students at 

the schools when you first moved to this neighborhood? When you 

were in school? Your children? 

How, if at all, do you think public education has changed from when 

you were of school age?  

Social networks  How many people are in your closest circles that you can rely on in 

hard times? Probe for kinship relations, race, gender, age. 

Besides your closest circle—who are other people in the 

neighborhood with whom you interact regularly – are you a part of 

any groups? Probe for age, race, gender,  and where these 

interactions take place. 

Are you a member of any local groups? What types of relationships 

do you have with these people? Do you spend a lot of time together? 

Are they people you can go to for support? 

 

Spatial context for 

interaction with young 

people of different 

racial and ethnic 

groups 

What are the occasions, if any, that you spend time or interact with 

youth that are school age (18 and under)? Probe for examples: age, 

race and gender and where interactions take place and if they are 

more with similar or different racial/ethnic groups. 

Has this changed over the time you have lived here? 

Please take a moment and think of a time when you had an 

interaction with a kid from the local schools—anyone from k-12. This 

could be an interaction where you talked or shared something, but 

not necessarily, it maybe just that you passed each other in the street 

or were waiting at a bus stop together. Describe for me what that 

interaction was like? When did it occur? How old was the child? 

What was their race/ethnicity? What did you feel at the time? What 

did you notice about the young person? Is this a typical interaction? 

Where are the places in this neighborhood where you think you 

might find the most interaction between older people and school age 

kids? What makes you say that? 
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Do you have a sense of how youth and younger adults view or 

perceive older people in the township? 

Relationship to Schools 

 

 

 

 

Did your kids go to the district schools? Do (or did) your 

grandchildren attend this school? Have you ever contributed money 

to the schools? Have you ever volunteered for the schools? What 

motivated you to do that? How many times have you been in the 

school in the last year or so? What did you go there to do? Do the 

schools ever reach out to you as a community member or voter? If 

yes, what as your response to this effort?  

Perceptions of schools Now I am going to ask some questions about the benefits and 

challenges the local schools in this district pose for this neighborhood. 

What types of benefits, if any, do the public schools offer the 

township/borough as a whole, not just the students who go there—

Do public schools, in your opinion, offer any benefit to older people 

who don’t currently have kids or grandchildren in the schools? How 

so? What types of challenges, if any, do they pose for the 

neighborhood as a whole? Are there any challenges the schools pose 

specifically for older people in this neighborhood? 

Education as a public 

good 

 

 

 

 

 

Level of investment in 

local control 

 

Does the topic of funding issues for the local schools or discussion 

about the local students ever arise in conversation with anyone you 

come into contact with? For example, in conversations with friends, 

community groups, with family or neighbors. Does the topic of 

school board elections, referendums, charter schools, property taxes 

come up in these groups? Probe for types of conversation and how 

important an issue this is for respondents. 

How close are your views about funding for public schools to your 

close friends—how about people less close to? 

There are some different opinions and beliefs among people in this 

country about who benefits from public education–Some believe it 

has benefit primarily just the children and families that attend the 

schools, while other think public education results in some wider 

benefits to the broader community, including older people? What do 

you think about this? Who do you think benefits from public 

education? Probe for perceived benefits 

What, if anything, might this town get from having better schools 

that it is not getting now? Is there any way in which improving the 
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schools would impact the town as a whole—and help bring 

improvements to everyone’s life not just the kids in the schools. 

Do you think the local schools are adequately funded, underfunded 

or over- funded? 

Right now, public education is paid through a combination of state 

funds, federal funds and local property tax dollars. How do you think 

public education should be paid for? What is the fairest way to 

structure funding? Probe for beliefs and attitudes about local control.  

Messages If there was a referendum on the ballot that would approve a small 

increase in property taxes to fund a gap in the public education 

budget, where, if at all, would you go for information about the 

referendum vote: newspaper, friends, family, local group you are a 

part of, elected officials, school board, other, would not seek out 

information. How about a school board election—where would you 

go for information? What if a new charter school wanted to open in 

this neighborhood?  

Activism Have you ever advocated on behalf of your beliefs regarding school 

funding issues? (Have you ever attended a school board meeting, 

signed a petition, spoke to a local or state representative, wrote an op-

ed in the paper, responded in the comments section on a website, ) 

Can you give an example? 

What motivated you to get involved? Was their anyone who 

supported you in getting your voice heard? Who did you talk to 

about your advocacy efforts? Did you support anyone else to get 

involved with this issue? What did you say to them? 

How, if at all, do you think local politics influence school funding 

issues in the district?  

Follow up Is there anything else I haven’t asked that you think would be 

important for me to know or that you would like to share with me? 

Do you have any other questions?  
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APPENDIX D: SURVEY QUESTIONS 

Thank you for helping me with my dissertation research!  

I am asking everyone who participates in an interview or focus group to complete this 

survey beforehand. The survey has some questions that will allow me to know a little 

more information about each person before we begin. I may ask some additional 

questions about survey responses in the interview or focus group. 

 

All your answers will be completely confidential and will be shared with others only as 

themes or as totals.  

 

Thank you so much for your time. 

 

Please include your name and phone number or other way to contact you so that we can 

follow up to schedule the interview/focus group. 

2. In which township or borough do you live? 

Bensalem 

Kennett Square 

Upper Darby 

3. How long have you lived in the township/borough? 

0–10 years 

11–20 years 
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21–30 years 

31–49 years 

50+ years 

4. In what age group are you? 

55–64 

65–74 

75+ 

5. What two cross streets are closest to where you live? This will help me better understand in 

what part of the township/borough you live. 

 

6. Do you currently rent or own your own home? 

rent 

own 

7. When asked, how do you describe your racial or ethnic identity? 
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8. Below is how race/ethnicity is often categorized. Please check how you would describe yourself 

by these categories. You may check all that apply. 

African American/Black 

Asian American, Asian, Pacific Islander 

Hispanic/Latino 

Native American 

White/Caucasian 

Other (please specify)  

9. Please indicate your gender: 

 

10. Please check the box that best applies to your work life 

Full time employment 

Part-time employment 

Working in the home 

Volunteer work 

Retired 

Other (please specify)  
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11. Did you go to public school at any point K-12? 

yes 

no 

12. Please check all that apply about the school(s) you attended from K-12. 

My school was in the same school district where I currently live. 

My school was in the same state where I currently live. 

13. Do you have grandchildren or great grandchildren under age 18? 

yes 

no 

14. If you answered yes to the previous question, please check the boxes that best describe your 

(great) grandchildren’s current schooling. You may check all that apply. 

public 

private 

charter 

parochial 

home school 

other 

15. Have you ever worked for a public school district? 

yes 
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no 

16. If you answered yes to the previous question, please check the answer that best describes your 

employment 

teacher 

administrator 

support staff 

Other (please specify)  

17. Do you have any family members that work in the school district or attend school in the 

school district in which you pay taxes? 

yes 

no 

18. Please complete the following sentence: 

If there is a vote on a referendum to raise taxes for the local schools, I will come out to the polls to 

vote.... 

Always come to the polls to vote 

Mostly come to the polls to vote 

Rarely come to the polls to vote 

Never come to the polls to vote 
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19. Please complete the following sentence: If there was a vote on a referendum to raise taxes a 

small amount for the local schools... 

I would definitely vote in favor of the referendum 

I would probably vote in favor of the referendum 

I would probably vote against the referendum 

I would definitely vote against the referendum 

Other (please specify)  

20. Do you think it’s fair to pay taxes for public schools even if you don’t have kids going to 

school in the district? 

Yes I think it is fair 

I am not sure 

No I do not think it is fair 

Other (please specify)  

21. Thank you so much! Please add any comments you would like here 
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APPENDIX E: FOCUS GROUP PROTOCOL 

Intro question: 

Name, how long you have lived in the township/borough, and one special skill that you 

have. 

Spatial context 

1. Discuss finding: I asked many people to define for me how they thought about the 

term “neighborhood” and how they defined their neighborhood – was very small—

just immediate neighbors—rarely more than 1 block unless people lived in 

development —and then nothing outside the development. 

This definition is very different than how the township or how real estate people 

define neighborhoods. Why do you think the way real estate and township describes 

neighborhoods and how respondents defined it are so different? 

What does the neighborhood mean for you? Is it your “turf,” where you spend 

most of your time? Where you feel safe? 

Did you think the way you think about what a neighborhood is similar or 

different from how you thought about it when you were younger? 

Do you know where the closest school is to your house (elementary, middle or 

high school?) Do you consider it part of your neighborhood? Why or why not? Was the 

local school considered part of the neighborhood when you were younger or your kids 

were younger? 
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2. Do you think the length of time you have been in the township influences your 

opinion about the schools or not? Why or why not?, how so? 

3. People in the interviews discussed different sections of the neighborhood that are 

separated from each other ex. 55-plus communities, people aging in place –

homeowners, newer and older housing developments, apartment buildings, section 

8 housing . How would you define or identify some of these major dividing lines 

around here? 

4. For those of you that live in a 55-plus community, how, if at all, do you think living 

in a 55-plus community or has influenced how you think and/or vote for education 

related issues? How about for those living in a multi-age neighborhood—how if at 

all- do you think living in a mixed neighborhood has influenced how you vote/think 

about schools funding and education related issues? 

5. One of the biggest changes people in the interviews discussed regarding the 

neighborhoods is that there are more different types of racial/ethnic groups. How 

would the neighborhood be different today if those changes had not taken place? 

How have these changes impacted the schools? How would the schools be different 

if those changes had not taken place? [Would you feel differently about paying the 

school taxes if this were different?] 

Social Networks 

1. Some people talked more generally about some of the losses in their social networks 

of friends and family and neighbors and peers as they have gotten older—when you 
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think of this—what types of losses stand out for you, if any? What types of 

strategies, if any, have you had for coping with that type of loss and building new 

networks? 

2. In the interviews, some people talked about a loss of relationships in their 

neighborhoods after their kids were grown—that there used to be this easy way to 

connect with other neighbors because you both had kids—go to kids games, get to 

know the teachers… what has it been like for you? Have managed to still maintain 

those networks? What, if anything, do you miss? If there were opportunities would 

you want to get involved with neighbors around kids activities and the schools—if 

there was an opening or opportunity for that? 

3. For those of you that attend church, how, if at all, are the relationships you have 

made through the church different now than when you were younger? Has the 

congregation changed over time? What are some of the main reasons for this 

change? How, if at all, do you think the closing of catholic churches and schools has 

impacted education in the township? How has it impacted the children? 

4. In many of the civic associations I attended—shrinking membership—why do you 

think that is? How do you manage it? What kinds of recruitment efforts have you 

made for new membership. Some people seem to move away but still participate in 

the civic groups of the township they feel connected to—why is that? Why don’t 

they move and participate in their new town? 
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5. How has local politics changed, if at all, over time? Has this affected how people 

think about the schools? 

Constructing meaning: 

6. Activity: Have participants place a sticky dot next to the statements they are most 

aligned with. The can be listed in a continuum framework so participants can place 

themselves along a continuum of agreement, 

All children in this country should have the right to free, quality education K-12 

……. Education is a benefit to children and families for which they should assume 

more financial responsibility. 

It IS fair to pay school taxes, even if you don’t have kids in the schools………It is 

NOT fair to pay taxes if you don’t have kids in the schools 

If older adults were given a break on school taxes, the additional money from 

schools should come from taxing corporations and expanding the expenditures for 

education in the state budget ……. Require parents of kids in the schools to pay an 

extra tax or tuition 

Discuss: Many people I interviewed didn’t realize that they had very different 

answers to these than their friends and peers from their social networks. Why did 

you think people don’t know about these different perspectives they have from their 

friends? To what extent do you discuss with your peers… how similar or different 

do you think your position is to your peers? Do you think people would behave any 
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differently if they knew their friends had very different opinions from them? How 

so? 

7. Many people interviewed mentioned that they felt older people were overly 

burdened by the school taxes and should get a break. I want you to help me 

understand this idea more fully. Would this break be applied only to older 

people who do not have enough monthly income to comfortably pay the taxes or 

would it be applied to all older people? Would you apply this tax break also to 

families with low incomes or focus it more on older people? 

8. Many of the people I spoke with mentioned they didn’t like paying 

property/school taxes for higher teacher salaries and benefits. Many of them said 

something negative about teachers unions as part of the problem. Can you help 

me understand why they feel that way? PROBE: just about the teachers’ union or 

all unions? Have teachers unions had any positive influences on the schools in 

your town? What other underlying connections are they making (race of 

students, race of teachers, sense that schooling isn’t an important job, legacy of 

teachers having a calling, like priests or nuns?) 

9. In the interviews homeowners and renters had a range of opinions about 

funding for public education. Some thought it was fair to pay taxes even if you 

don’t have kids in the schools and some did not think it was fair. Some stated 

they would definitely vote for a referendum to raise taxes a small amount for the 

local schools and some said they would definitely vote against it. What do you 
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think those differences area about? In your experience, have you seen 

homeowners and renters think similarly or differently about supporting the 

schools or not? Do rental properties in your town pay school taxes? 

10. Is school quality in your town better or worse than 20 years ago? If you think that 

school quality has declined, does that make people like you more or less inclined 

to support the schools?  

11. Some respondents expressed this view: since older people paid for my education 

when I was a child, and for my children and it’s my turn to pay for today’s 

children. What do you think about that response? 

12. One of the reasons people give for paying for schools through property or school 

taxes is the assumption that having well-educated young people benefits 

everyone now or in the future. That communities are improved when there are 

good schools, --- the same reason we pay taxes for police and municipal services 

etc... This may be something you agree or disagree with. But to give a better idea 

of what I mean – here are some community level improvements that some 

researchers say are connected to having good schools. 

Increase employment levels and boost economy (greater number of people in 

the workforce, paying into social security and creating a strong tax base, improve 

community level health (educated people seek more preventative care, rely less 

on government support because they get insurance through employers and use 

emergency rooms less. ) 
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Reduce crime –well-educated people are less likely to commit crimes, 

People who feel like they have a promising future are less likely to take risks 

when they are adolescents, like teen pregnancy and petty or more serious crimes. 

Create engaged citizens (people with education more likely to vote and become 

involved in community life. 

Improve property values—good schools increase housing values. 

Have participants place sticky dots next to the community level improvements 

or benefits that they think great schools offer communities, and then where their 

local schools offer these benefits to them and their neighborhoods 

Discuss where the dots are placed and what that says about the group 

perspective. This was not an easy concept to discuss—in interviews—had a 

difficult time describing – why do you think this is? Has your own opinion or 

your friends opinions changed over time, particular as you have gotten older? 

When you think of other older people you know and talk to …do you think they 

think about these kinds of broad community improvements as linked to 

schools—why or why not? Has this changed over time? 
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APPENDIX F: CODING FRAME  

Foundational Experiences 

Childhood neighborhood 

Discipline 

Messages about education 

Narratives of rugged individualism 

Racial segregation 

Religious affiliation 

Neighborhood Attachment and Loyalty 

Aesthetics 

Convenience 

Family 

Investment 

Neighbors 

Privacy/Quiet 

Safety 

Schools 

Racial Frames/In-group Bias 

Racial and ethnic characterizations _explicit 

language 

Coded racial language 

 

Neighborhood Spatial Context 

55 plus 

Aging in place: multi-generational 

Aging in place: mostly older 

Apartments and Section 8 

Subjective Neighborhood definition 

• Schools considered part of neighborhood 

• Schools not considered part of 

neighborhood 

Public Space _walkability 

Spatial context grows smaller with age 

Spatial divisions in the neighborhood 

Perceptions of Neighborhood Change 

Aging services 

Local businesses 

Community connectedness 

Demographic change 

Loss 

Safety 

Physical Infrastructure 

Politics 

Changing gender roles 

Perceptions of Schools 

Charter schools 

Curriculum 

Discipline 

Disconnection from schools 

Fiscal management 

Impact of schools on their children 

Increasing diversity=poorer quality 

Offer resources for older adults 

Physical Infrastructure 

Schools are high quality 

School security/safety 

Staff and admin 

Perceptions of students/youth in the district 

Children need support 

Children sneaking in from Philly 

Public ed. funding: behavior 

Civic engagement 

Community engagement 
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Negative perceptions of children 

• Children’s behavior a result of poor 

parenting 

Positive perceptions of children  

Discussion within social networks 

Public ed. funding : beliefs and attitudes 

Assumption working class less 

supportive 

Avoid discussions with friends 

Education as a public good 

Education as an individual benefit 

Financial burden for low income 

younger families 

Financial burden for older people 

Funding of critical importance 

Funds misspent 

Grandchildren in the district 

Homeowners vs. renters 

Influenced by views of unions 

Messages 

• Local paper 

• National papers and magazines 

• TV 

• Word of mouth 

More payment need by corporations 

More payment needed by parents 

More payment needed by state 

More payment needed by wealthy 

Older people have no relation to the 

schools 

Older people have paid their dues 

Political affiliation 

Renters and school taxes 

School board 

Somebody older paid for you 

Social Networks 

Civic involvement 

Faith-based 

Informal vs. structured 

Intergenerational 

Isolation 

Loss 

Kinship 

Locals vs. newcomers 

Long term vs. new friendships 

Multi-racial networks 

Neighbors 

Networks in planned communities 

Networks outside the township 

Perceptions of older adults 

Physical mobility 

Political connections 

Same gender networks 

Socializing 

Caregiving 

Volunteering 
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APPENDIX G: SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

Chapter 

 

Findings  

Four: 

Framing  

Racial considerations, both at a conscious and unconscious level, 

are a primary influence on attitudes and behaviors of 

participants regarding school funding.   

The narratives outlined in this chapter provide empirical evidence 

of the ways in which the following four key factors, outlined by 

Kinder and Sanders as related to American public opinion in 

general and on matters of race, are at play in shaping beliefs, 

attitudes and behaviors of older adults regarding public education 

funding:  

 

1) material interests (perceived economic threats or benefits);  

2) feelings of resentment or solidarity towards social groups 

that the policy seems to benefit or threaten;  

3) political principles or values such as individualism or 

equality; and  

4) the framing of messages about the issue by media and 

political elites 

 Racial framing:  

Participants use explicit and coded racial language and frames to 

discuss the race as a factor in their attitudes and behavior.  The 

following two racial frames surfaced repeatedly:  

Race-Crime Frame:  

 Explicit discussion of this frame was more prevalent in Upper 

Darby than the other two sites.  

  Kennett respondents explicit discussed this frame least  

frequently. 

 Bensalem, an area with  a larger Asian population than the 

Other two, coded language often centered on racialized conflicts 

over status, recognition and achievement. 

 Racial minorities used notably different frames from Whites 

when discussing crime.   

Family Pathology Frame:  

 The use of the phrase “people in apartments” and “Section 

8”as coded terms for racial grievances may contribute to a 

common misconception expressed by many respondents that  
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people in apartments are not contributing to the tax base for public 

education funding. 

 The frame of cultural inferiority of African Americans is 

Frequently linked to a conservative narrative of White “rugged 

individualism. 

 Respondents reinforced the frame through the  

articulation of a racial hierarchy whereby African American 

culture was compared unfavorably to the culture of other non-

White minority groups with regards to “achievement” and 

“acceptability.” 

 In comparison to Whites, racial minority 

respondents focused less on cultural aspects of racial inequalities 

and more on the structural.  

 Racial Codes and Age Cohorts 

Racially coded language was invoked more frequently among the 

“emergent old age” cohort (55–74) than in the “oldest old” (75+).  

 Talking about Public Goods 

 An individualist framing of citizen as consumer is currently 

easier for older people to grasp and articulate than a public good 

model of citizen as community participant. 

 The lack of comprehension of the concept of education as  

a public good aligns with white racial frames to diminish 

respondents' sense of responsibility for funding public schools. 

Five: 

Spatial 

Context  

Subjective Neighborhood Boundaries  

Boundary definitions of neighborhoods contracted over time for 

many participants.  Four key factors contributed to these shifts, all 

of which shrink their perceived definitions:  

 Increased isolation 

 Decreased mobility 

 Fear of crime 

 Racial resentments 

Many older people no longer include schools within their 

subjectively defined neighborhood boundaries, although they did 

in the past.  

 The relationship of age segregation to the attitudes and 

behaviors regarding school funding: 

Older adults living in age-segregated contexts were neither more 

nor less consistently pre-disposed to support school funding than 

those aging in multi-generational neighborhoods or housing 

developments. I did, however, identify eight environmental factors 

that relate to levels of support by older people for school funding.  

Some of the factors appear to bolster support for school funding, 
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some inhibit support and some may do either.  These factors 

include: 

 racial composition of the community (support/inhibit) ;  

 having grand/great-grandchildren in the district (support); 

 the presence of cultural norms related to intergenerational 

living (support);  

 the conscious decision to live with “like-minded” 

neighbors (support/inhibit);  

 community orientation that focuses on internal issues vs. 

engagement with outside neighbors and government 

(support/inhibit);  

 level of neighborhood attachment; proximity to senior 

centers and/or walkable commercial centers (support);  

 and homeownership vs. renting (inhibit vs. support). 

 

Six: Social 

Networks 

Key social network aspects that may impact attitudes and 

behaviors in connection with school funding:  

 Homophily: age, race, and class 

 Role loss 

 Declining social capital 

 

 Discussion among respondents within social networks about 

school funding: 

 Respondents fall on a spectrum of five different positions 

on the issue 

 Respondents generally do not discuss funding issues 

within their networks and often mistakenly assume they 

share beliefs with other in the network.   

 Given appropriate facilitations, discussing school funding 

issues explicitly has the potential to shift or clarify older 

people’s political opinions.  
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APPENDIX H: STRUCTURAL LENS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Individual/Interpersonal  

Social isolation 

Cultural expectations of intergenerational living  

Decisions to live with “like-minded” individuals 

Experience volunteering in schools  

Neighborhood boundary definitions 

Racial resentments/fears  

Narratives of “rugged individualism” 

Coded racial language 

 

Institutional/Structural: 

Racial segregation/White flight (historic and 

current) 

Age segregation 

Citizen as consumer frames  

White racial frames 

Maintenance of racially homogenous voluntary 

associations 

Lack of mobility  

Property taxes as primary mechanism 

for funding education  

Closing of neighborhood schools 


