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Introduction/ Theoretical Framework

Across the United States, the argument of school choice has been a consistent topic within state governments since 1955. School choice, or vouchers, refers to the policies that give parents the opportunity to choose a school for their child or children (Malin et al., 2019). As of 2024, 33 states have voted and implemented school choice programs (Gleason, 2025). In Texas, school choice has been on the ballot since 2023, where Democrats and rural Republicans have blocked legislation until April 2025 (Edison, 2025). On May 3, 2025, Gov. Greg Abbott signed the school choice bill into law, where it will be implemented in the 2026-2027 academic school year (Jimenez, 2025). While the bill has already been signed into law, the policy continues to be a relevant topic across the state, and the media has played a role in shaping how school choice bills are portrayed to state citizens. With a broad array of news outlets covering the policy, these organizations often utilize more ideological perspectives to distinguish themselves in a competitive market, which can impact community perspectives (Kenski & Hall Jamieson, 2017). News outlets are often a primary source to provide information and interpretation of political issues, and perceptions can differ depending on how this content is framed within the articles (Strömbäck et al., 2020). On the topic of school choice, it is reasonable to expect media coverage to both convey information to citizens and influence public opinion (Wlezien & Soroka, 2023). 
 
This study utilized framing theory, which is defined as selecting certain aspects of reality and making them more noticeable in a text (Entman, 1993). Media and news outlets play a significant role in educating people on the current state of politics, economics, and other sociopolitical issues (Dunaway & Graber, 2017). The media has been found to shape community perceptions and knowledge through the framing of their articles (Newman & Nisbet, 2015). Previous content analyses of U.S. news media have explored education issues such as school closings (Allweiss et al., 2015), teacher identity (Cohen, 2010), and early childhood through high school education topics (Coe & Kuttner, 2018). Despite growing interest in school choice, media portrayal of its impact on rural communities has not been studied. Applying framing theory to explore how the news media present this topic will provide a better understanding of the discourse surrounding this policy and its impact on rural education. 

Purpose and Objectives

The purpose of this study was to analyze how news media outlets, specifically newspapers, reported on how the Texas school choice bill will impact rural education. The findings of this research provide insight into how readers are being educated on topics relating to rural policies. This study was guided by three research questions:
RQ1: What tones were used in newspaper content regarding the impact of school choice on rural education?
RQ2: What frames were utilized in newspaper content to explain the impact of school choice on rural education?
RQ3: What sources and impacts were consistently used in newspaper content about the impact of school choice on rural education?

Methods

	A content analysis was the appropriate method for this study, which can employ both qualitative and quantitative approaches (Neuendorf, 2017). For quantitative analysis of each article, numerical values were assigned to the following variables: frame, sources, tone, and impacts. This allowed for statistical analysis to describe the content (Riffe et al., 2014). After these were coded, the lead researcher engaged in additional qualitative analysis to describe the frames and recognize any patterns that emerged (Altheide, 1996).   

	The articles used for this study came from national, local, or independent news sources that published objective or opinionated news articles. Some examples of news outlets are NBC, The Texas Tribune, and The Plainview Hearld. Articles must have been published between January 10, 2023, and April 30, 2025. This time frame was selected because 2023 was an instrumental year in addressing school choice legislation in Texas and where it gained traction. The end date was decided because it was after the passage of the legislation, but before it was signed into law. Articles also must have had an emphasis on how school choice impacts rural communities in Texas. Articles were located using NexisUni, Google News, MSN, and other major news databases. The primary keywords used to locate articles were Texas, school choice, vouchers, and rural education. The contextual terms used were rural communities, rural Texas, and rural schools. A review of 82 results identified 40 that met the qualifications for additional analysis. A collection of national (f = 5, 12.5%), local (f = 21, 52.5%), and independent (f = 14, 35.0%) news articles were selected. 

[bookmark: _Int_xCj6tCaq]A codebook was developed to record the data collected from the articles. The codebook recorded the article title, publication date, news outlet, tone, frame, sources, and impacts found in the articles. Tone was defined as how the verbiage of the article explained the topic of school choice and the three types were positive, negative, and neutral. Frames were defined as the dominant focus of the article. The frames were economic, parental choice, equity/ access, quality of education, political/partisan, rural decline, innovation, and tradition. Sources were defined as outlets of information that the articles included, such as parents, teachers, students, rural school officials, politicians, advocacy groups, community members, and others. Finally, impacts were defined as any impacts mentioned within each article, which were funding, school impact, enrollment changes, changes in access, no discernible impact, widening/ narrowing inequality, and rural community impact. Each article aligned with one tone, one frame, one or more sources, and one or more impacts. The coding analysis took place using SPSS statistical analysis software. Intercoder reliability was achieved through coder training. The head researcher led a training that discussed the purpose of the study; what articles were used; definitions of tones, frames, sources, and impacts; and explained how to code the articles correctly. Three coders reviewed practice articles to discuss these variables and the coding process. To ensure intercoder reliability, four articles from the study were distributed to each coder who evaluated them independently. Krippendorff’s Alpha was calculated for each variable. Initially, the coefficients were: tone (α = 1.0), frame (α = 0.623), source (α = 0.751), and impact (α = 0.764). A meeting was held after the articles were coded to make edits to definitions and reach an acceptable level of agreement. After coder negotiations, the final coefficients were: tone (α = 1.0), frame (α = 0.812), source (α = 0.908), and impact (α = 0.812). Having reached an acceptable level of intercoder reliability for all variables, the lead researcher proceeded to code the remaining 36 articles. The data were interpreted through frequency counts and thematic analysis. The thematic analysis served to identify patterns within the articles to understand how the media talked about the impact of school choice on rural communities. Frequency counts were also examined to determine patterns of sources, tones, impacts, and frames across the news outlets. 

In this study, the lead researcher’s position played a key role in interpreting the findings. As a future educator who has grown up attending public schools, the researcher provided a well-rounded perspective to the study. Due to their knowledge and understanding of the legislation and having their own view on the issue, they understand the impact school choice will have on rural communities. The researcher’s stance on the legislation could have led to potential biases and inferences that will have to be negated. To address these considerations, the researcher practiced reflections throughout the study. This assisted the researcher in making sure that their personal biases and beliefs did not affect the results and outcomes of this research. 

Findings

Research question one aimed to describe the tone utilized in the articles. A negative tone was the prominent tone in 28 of the 40 articles (70.0%). Words associated with the negative tone were skeptical, controversial, hard, ignored, and drain(ing). A neutral tone was identified in 22.5% of articles (f = 9), and only 7.5% of articles used a positive tone (f = 3). Words associated with a neutral tone were universal, optional, educational, and alternative. Words associated with positive tone were expand, better/ best, benefit, and help.

Table 1 describes the prominent frame identified in the examined articles. The most commonly used frame was political/partisan (f = 16, 40.0%), followed by a rural decline frame (f = 10, 25.0%). The political/ partisan frame articles shared quotes by Gov. Greg Abbott and other legislators, focused on partisan perspectives, and explained the legislative process behind passing the school choice bill. The rural decline frame focused on quoting rural community members and officials and explained how school choice will hurt rural communities. The third most frequently applied frame was economic (f = 5, 12.5%). This frame focused on how school choice will take/give money to rural schools and shared numerical values of how school choice will impact the rural communities.

Table 1
Frequency of Dominant Frames of Articles 
	Frame
	f
	%

	Political/Partisan
	16
	40.0

	Rural Decline
	10
	25.0

	Economic
	5
	12.5

	Equity/Access
	3
	7.5

	Innovation
	3
	7.5

	Parental Choice
	2
	5.0

	Tradition
	1
	2.5

	Quality of Education
	0
	0.0


 
            Articles contained a variety of quoted sources, which are outlined in Table 2. The most commonly quoted source was politicians (f = 28, 70.0%). Politicians that were quoted were Gov. Greg Abbott, rural Republican legislators, school choice supporting legislators, and Lt. Gov. Dan Patrick. Rural school officials were the second most quoted source (f = 24, 60.0%), followed by advocacy groups (f = 18, 45.0%). Quoted rural school officials were private school administrators, superintendents, and other public-school administrators. An additional category was labeled as "other" and appeared in 10 articles (25.0%). This category included higher education professors, researchers, and former rural school officials and educators. 

Table 2 
Frequency of Sources Quoted in Articles 
	Sources 
	f
	%

	Politicians 
	28
	70.0

	Rural School Officials 
	24
	60.0

	Advocacy Groups
	18
	45.0

	Other
	10
	25.0

	Parents
	8
	20.0

	Community Members
	6
	15.0

	Students
	3
	7.5

	Teachers
	0
	0.0

	Note. Total does not equal 100% because multiple sources could have been selected in each article.


 
Table 3 describes the frequency of impacts of school vouchers discussed within the articles. The most cited impact was funding gain/loss, noted in 37 of the 40 articles (92.5%). This impact was evident when explaining whether the school will lose funding due to enrollment, gain funding due to incentives set by the state, and other funding-related topics regarding teacher pay and taxes. The second most addressed impact focused on the effects of school choice on schools (f = 26, 65.0%), followed by changes in student access to opportunities (f = 21, 52.5%). The effects on schools were related to teacher shortages, ending school extracurriculars, and being impacted by changes in funding. The effects of student access included rural students not having the chance to attend private school due to the lack of options in their communities. 

Table 3
Frequency of Impacts Discussed in Articles
	Sources
	f
	%

	Funding Gain/Loss
	37
	92.5

	School Impact
	26
	65.0

	Changes in Access
	21
	52.5

	Rural Community Impact
	20
	50.0

	Enrollment Changes
	19
	47.5

	Widening/Narrowing Inequality 
	15
	37.5

	No Discernible Impact 
	1
	2.5

	Note. Total does not equal 100% because multiple impacts could have been selected in each article.


Conclusions/ Implications/ Recommendations

	As more states consider the issue of school choice, how this topic is portrayed in media coverage can influence public opinion and even policy recommendations. Most of the articles analyzed in this study had a negative tone, which may influence the perceptions readers have regarding the topic of school choice. This aligns with Dunaway and Garber’s (2017) claim that news articles play a vital role in educating readers on issues. By employing a negative tone, it is implied that these articles may lead readers to focus solely on the adverse aspects of school choice’s impact on rural education and communities. However, this conclusion impacts readers, politicians, and voters because voters and readers can impact which politicians are elected to the legislature, and politicians can impact voters by what bills they turn into laws. 

	The two leading frames utilized were political/ partisan and rural decline. Comprising more than half of the selected articles, these two frames can have different impacts on the reader. Newman and Nisbet (2015) claimed news articles can shape community perceptions through this framing. Both frames also sourced a plethora of politicians and rural school officials. The political/partisan articles can lead to an increase in political polarization because this frame can make readers assume this is more of a partisan issue as opposed to a topic centered on educational equity and student success. Articles were often quoted saying “Republicans are behind an aggressive push for school choice” (Morris & Richman, 2023) and talk about “an unlikely coalition of rural Republicans and Democrats” (Morris & Richman, 2023). This could impede constructive dialogue and have readers align more with a political party instead of the outcome of the bill’s passage. The utilization of the rural decline frame expressed a more fear-centered outcome for readers. Previous research has found the media often portray education topics through a negative-oriented lens (Allweiss et al., 2015; Coe & Kuttner, 2018; Cohen, 2010), which can shape public opinion and potentially influence education policy. By focusing on funding loss, school closures, and other impacts, articles that utilized this frame emphasized the negative narrative about school choice. This could lead to a change in how legislators make decisions and how the rural communities view school choice. 

	Finally, articles focused heavily on funding gain/loss impacts, which can influence how the reader perceives this issue. The focus allows for other impacts of the school voucher system, whether good or bad, to be overlooked and not discussed. This follows Entman’s (1993) claim that framing involves selecting certain aspects of reality to convey in a text, which can make them more noticeable. Overall, this can lead to a limited debate that does not address the nuanced impacts school choice will have on rural communities and education. 

Recommendations for practice are for news outlets to increase the amount of coverage they dedicate to this policy and the impact it will have on rural communities. Second, news outlets should work on being more objective instead of focusing on biased perspectives. Finally, the impacts of school choice should be discussed with a more well-rounded perspective by including the student and broader community perspectives. For future research, it would be beneficial to expand this study to a national content analysis to see how other states are discussing the impacts of school choice in their rural communities. Additionally, the actual impacts of school choice on Texas’s rural communities should be examined to see if those aspects are being represented in related media coverage. 
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