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Abstract. District housing policies and information networks are major factors in school choice in 
the United States. This article unpacks the interaction between the two in the context of Chinese 
families making mobility decisions for their primary school–age children. Using data from twenty 
semi-structured interviews with Chinese families and qualitative content analysis of WeChat groups 
and online forums in Northern Virginia and theorizing with Bourdieu’s capital, Coleman’s social 
capital, and policy feedback, the analysis illustrates the role of district housing policies in limiting 
school access in practice and online Chinese parent communities’ parallel infrastructure for 
information and social capital. The article reveals that families with more developed digital literacy 
and denser social capital are more successful at translating information to policy reading and school 
choice, and some others are constrained by district housing and information access. The article, by 
bringing housing policy and digital social capital to the study of school choice, contributes to both 
comparative education and cultural sociology. 
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1. Introduction 

School choice has long been a critical topic in educational policy studies, with district housing 
policies playing a decisive role in determining access to quality schools in the United States (Yoon et 
al., 2023; Owens, 2016). For immigrant families, especially Chinese parents preparing to enroll their 
children in primary school, housing decisions are not only economic investments but also strategic 
educational choices (Huang & Chiu, 2020; Griffith et al., 2025; Ruane, 2025). Existing research has 
highlighted how social capital and information asymmetry influence school selection; however, few 
studies examine the combined effect of district housing boundaries and digital parent communities 
on immigrant family decision-making (Hailey, 2025; Vasoli, 2025; Pearman & Swain, 2017). This 
paper addresses this gap by analyzing how Chinese parents interpret school district policies, negotiate 
housing decisions, and engage in online information networks to pursue educational mobility for their 
children. 

2. Method 

The research design for this study is qualitative and multi-sourced. The primary source of data was 
twenty semi-structured interviews with Chinese families in Northern Virginia whose children were 
about to enter the elementary school system. Questions were based around housing choices, reading 
of district policy, and involvement with online parent groups. Qualitative content analysis was used 
for WeChat parent groups and Chinese-language internet forums that discuss school choice and 
housing strategies. NVivo was used for coding and an iterative thematic analysis. Theoretical 
perspectives included Bourdieu's theory of capital, Coleman's work on social capital in education, 
and policy feedback theory (Bourdieu, 1990; Mackenzie, 2025; Pink et al., 2016). Taken together, 
this melds the interviews and digital texts within a common qualitative paradigm while allowing the 
study to capture both structural constraints and community-level resources that influence parents' 
tactics to engage in school choice. 
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3. Results 

3.1 Structural Constraints of District Housing Policies 

Interviews suggest that for Chinese parents, the most important mechanism in the current system 
is that access to high performing schools is based on residential address. Interviewees repeatedly 
stated that district boundaries act as a kind of hard eligibility rule so that in order to gain access, 
families need to buy or rent a home in a particular district (Huang & Chiu, 2020). In this system, 
access to school becomes something less like a reward for merit, and more like a location-dependent 
right. 

3.2 Online Communities as Information Amplifiers 

Examining WeChat parent groups and Chinese-language online forums helps us see how 
information about schools is being interpreted and shared in networked spaces at scale. We see parents 
comparing notes, discussing school rankings, and strategizing about how to live in the right districts. 
We also see how certain stories can get disproportionate circulation: the reputations of individual 
schools spread through stories and social proof, rather than through formal data sources, and the most 
“hot” schools become the most visible, while other schools may become obscured (Miller et al., 2016; 
Zhang & Hjorth, 2022). 

3.3 Unequal Access to Digital Social Capital 

WeChat users with higher digital skills, better English proficiency, greater WeChat network 
intensity, and more easily available professional real-estate agents have been more likely to benefit 
from online communities unequally, transforming information into actions more easily. In contrast, 
those who had fewer networks or were less digitally active have been reported as being less clear 
about the policy and had to rely on hearsay (Siibak & Trült, 2021; Zhou, 2025). 

3.4 Educational Mobility as a Negotiated Process 

Across cases, Chinese parents described school choice as a continuous negotiation between 
economic capacity, housing options, and information flows. The pursuit of educational mobility was 
not linear but iterative—parents adjusted strategies based on peer recommendations, policy updates, 
and market fluctuations. This dynamic process underscored the interactive effects of housing policy 
and digital social capital in shaping immigrant families’ educational trajectories (Heidegren & 
Lundberg, 2025). 

4. Discussion and Conclusion 

This study examined how Chinese parents of primary school–age children in Northern Virginia 
navigate school choice through the combined influences of district housing policies and online parent 
communities. The findings highlight three key dynamics. First, district housing policies create rigid 
structural boundaries that tie educational access directly to residential decisions, reinforcing the 
economic dimension of school choice. Second, online parent groups, particularly WeChat 
communities, serve as important information hubs that both empower and constrain parents’ 
strategies. While they provide rapid channels for sharing policy updates and school reputations, they 
also amplify selective narratives that may distort decision-making. Third, unequal access to digital 
literacy and social networks produces stratified outcomes within the Chinese parent community itself, 
revealing new layers of inequality beyond economic capital. These results contribute to comparative 
education and cultural sociology by demonstrating how immigrant families’ educational aspirations 
are mediated by both structural housing constraints and digital social capital (Lareau, 2011). The 
findings suggest that school choice is not solely an outcome of economic resources but a negotiated 
process shaped by the interplay between policy frameworks and online networks. 
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For policymakers, the study underscores the need to consider housing and information 
infrastructures together in addressing educational inequality. Transparent communication of district 
policies and equitable access to school information may help reduce the disproportionate reliance on 
informal online networks. For scholars, this research highlights the importance of integrating digital 
ethnography with policy analysis in studying immigrant families. Future research could expand 
beyond the Chinese community to explore cross-ethnic comparisons, employ longitudinal methods 
to track decision-making over time, and integrate quantitative models to measure the causal impact 
of online information flows on housing and school selection (Fineman, 2025). 
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