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e Report on a Survey of Parent Satisfaction with the Brooks School

This is the complete report on the survey of parents of eighth graders graduating from the
Brooks School in June 1994. It includes the raw data; all of the parent comments written
on questionnaires; tabulations and charts of the results; and a summary of conclusions.
The report offers a set of recommendations that were conceived to illustrate how these
parent opinions can be converted to action, and that could serve as a starting point for
discussion. Appendix A contains a copy of the original questionnaire and the cover letter
sent to the 48 families queried.

e Retrospective
This is an analysis of the study’s conclusions in light of Mark McQuillan’s Action Plan. It

identifies the issues raised by the survey that are now being addressed by the
Superintendent, and indicates which issues continue to require attention at the school level.

e Summary Report

This eight-page summary of the report presents the basic findings. This is the same
summary sent to all parents surveyed.

e Public Comments/Feedback

Pages are provided for reader feedback and comments.

Note: Readers wishing to get a quick, yet comprehensive, understanding of the study
can do so by reading:

e the Summary Report (eight pageé)
e Appendix A to the full report (containing the questionnaire and the cover ietter)

e Appendix B—Pages B-2 through B-7 reproducing the comments written by
parents on questionnaires

You may also wish to examine pages C-5 through C-7 (Appendix C) which contain
additional charts profiling the responses to each questionnaire item.
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REPORT ON A SURVEY OF
PARENT SATISFACTION WITH THE BROOKS SCHOOL

Introduction

In recent memory, there has been no attempt to conduct a comprehensive survey of parent opinions
on the quality of Lincoln’s public school education. This report discusses the results from such a
study conducted during fall 1994, For this first effort, the focus was on the Brooks School as
perceived by parents of students graduating in June 1994,

The study was conceived, designed, conducted, and analyzed exclusively by parents. Five
sponsoring families agreed to share the small cost of the mailing and report printing, and
demonstrated their support by signing the cover letter accompanying the questionnaire. These
families represent a broad cross-section of Brooks eighth grade parents, and their children’s
educational needs were diverse.

Without this kind of survey, it is impossible to obtain a reliable assessment of parent attitudes
about the performance of Lincoln’s schools. Many parents are naturally shy in voicing their
opinions in public forums, and any informal means of gathering attitudinal data develops only
anecdotal information—too easily biased when exchanged among parents with similar values. This
study gave a/l parents an equal opportunity to respond to a brief series of questions on a
confidential basis.

Aggressive initiatives often arise out of frustration and, admittedly, this was true in this case. The
considerable effort expended in conducting this study and in preparing an in-depth report was
motivated by a hypothesis: (i) that a significant number of caring parents are disappointed with
aspects of Brooks School quality and (ii) that only hard data would conclusively prove the depth of
concern to the Lincoln School Committee, administrators, and faculty. Despite these origins, a
conscious and careful effort was made to conduct an objective study and to avoid the introduction
of bias. Questions were worded using neutral language; response boxes were sequenced with
positive selections at the top of the list (c.g., “excellent was the first choice, “poor™ the last), and
the cover letter described a balanced set of study objectives.

While the findings from this study are discussed in detail below, one conclusion stands out: an
overwhelming majority of Lincoln parents are concerned about our schools and want their voices
to be heard. A response rate of 75% (from parents of 36 out of 48 graduates) greatly exceeded
initial expectations and is an extraordinary outcome. We are obligated to continue and expand this
kind of research not only because it is an essential link in improving the quality of school
performance, but because 97% of the parents with opinions on this topic (34 out of 35—all but
one) have asked that this be done.

This report attempts to provide a fair presentation of both the conduct and the findings of this first
study of parent satisfaction. Consistent with this objective, Appendix A contains a copy of the
questionnaire used to survey parents and Appendix B presents a complete set of the data collected:
(i) the raw data for each respondent (numbered 1-36) and (ii) the comments appearing on each
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questionnaire, also identified by respondent. There is virtually no limit to the analysis that can
performed with this data, and in providing the complete dataset, others are invited to go beyond
what has been done here. Appendix C offers both tabulations of the results and histograms.

Background

While “customer satisfaction” research has become de rigueur for business, no such program has
been adopted for the Lincoln schools. Instead, feedback to policy setters, administrators, and
faculty comes through informal parent initiatives, and public comment at School Committee
meetings and hearings. There are several obvious problems with this system:

e Many parents will not voice an opinion except when asked.

e Many parents are reluctant to voice opinions even when asked—either in a public or
private setting—fearing that their identity will be tied to their responses. In some cases,
parents are intimidated by the fear of retribution in the form of adverse treatment of their
children.

* Many parents fail to take initiatives in providing feedback except to complain. This can
distort the true picture, and limits recognition for good performance.

* The views conveyed by outspoken parents may not parallel attitudes held by parents who
are more passive, but who, nevertheless, have well-formed opinions.

To overcome these limitations, this study aimed at surveying all parents of Brooks School’s 1994
graduates. Responses were encouraged by employing an intentionally terse questionnaire; an
addressed, postage-paid envelope; the promise of confidentiality; the commitment to provide all
parents with a report on the study’s findings; and a cover letter outlining the purpose of the study.

Finally, it should be noted that this study did not survey the parents of Lincoln children enrolled in
private middle schools—20%-25% of all students!. By “voting with their pocketbooks” against a
Brooks education, these parents register dissatisfaction not counted in this study. For this reason,
this survey understates, to an unknown degree, the true level of dissatisfaction within the
community.

! The Mass. Department of Education, relying on data supplied by the Town, reports that 25% of
Lincoln’s students are enrolled in private schools.
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Objectives

The objectives of this study were:

To assess the attitudes about the Brooks experience from parents of eighth graders
graduating in June 1994

To establish a reliable profile of parent opinion by gathering data from the maximum
number of families

To identify areas of strength and weakness in the Brooks program
To identify areas for more in-depth probing in subsequent studies

To measure parental interest in educational quality and assessment, and to gauge
preferences for who should be responsible for carrying out further study

Methodology

The methodology used in this study was simple and straightforward:

1)

2)

3)

4

A questionnaire (reproduced in Appendix A) was constructed to gather general opinions
on:

o principal subject areas (academic and “specials™) taught at Brooks

° after-school sports and extracurricular activities

o perceptions on how well Brooks met the needs of slow, average, and fast learners
o grading

° text book usage

° parent attitudes with respect to the need for additional studies of this type

° how well Brooks prepared their child for high school

Responses required checking an appropriate box on the questionnaire, in most cases using
39, <6,

a five point scale: “excellent”; “very good”; “good”; “fair”; and “poor.” Each question also
provided a box labeled “no opinion.”

The only “classification” data requested was whether the respondent chose public or
private high school for their June 1994 graduate.

On November 8, 1994, questionnaires were mailed to the parents of 492 of the 51 students
who graduated in June from the Brooks eighth grade. Student names and addresses were
gathered from class lists prepared early in the 1993/94 school year. Two families were
omitted from the mailing—one because their current address was unknown following a

2 Two graduates are twins. Thus, 48 families were surveyed.
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5)

6)

7

8)

move to another state; the other because the student entered the Brooks School after the
distribution of class lists. Except for the five families sponsoring the study, respondents
were not alerted to the survey in advance. No incentives for completing the questionnaire
were offered to respondents.

Questionnaires were accompanied by a cover letter (also reproduced in Appendix A) and a
postage-paid, pre-addressed envelope.

The cover letter encouraged participants to respond. Parents were told that there was no
need to identify themselves (although they could if they so desired), and the questionnaires
did not contain a line on which a name could be entered. Respondents were encouraged to
add personal comments to the questionnaire. All people receiving the survey materials were
told that they would receive a summary of the results.3

The address on the postage-paid return envelope (and also appearing on the questionnaire)
was a post office box for a business operated by one of the sponsors. This linkage was not
generally known, and the intent was to provide a “neutral” recipient unlikely to bias the
likelihood or content of each response.

Approximately two weeks after the mailing (and following the receipt of 24 completed
questionnaires), each potential respondent was called and encouraged to respond if they
had not done so already. In some cases, parents requested a second copy of the
questionnaire. In two cases, parents completed the questionnaire by telephone. In one case,
a response was received via fax. The follow-up efforts are presumed responsible for
generating 12 additional responses.

Analysis

Microsoft Excel was used to tabulate and analyze the responses, and to create histograms and other
graphical representations of the data.

Questions that addressed academic subjects, “specials,” and non-academic areas; Brooks success
in meeting the needs of slow, average, and fast learners; and high school preparation were analyzed
as follows:

The data was tabulated and histograms were constructed to present a graphical view of the
data. Tabulations indicated the number of “no opinion” responses, as well as the number
of responses using the five point scale.

3 Because responses were largely anonymous, there was no practical way to offer a summary only to those
who responded—a common approach used in some research projects.
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Numeric values were assigned to each response choice:*

Response Numeric Value
Excellent 4.0
Very Good 3.0
Good 2.0
Fair 1.0
Poor 0.0

The number of responses for each category was multiplied by the numeric value (above)
and the weighted average was computed.

A triage analysis of the data was performed by grouping the responses of “fair” and
“poor” and the responses of “very good” and “excellent,” calling them “low scores” and
“high scores,” respectively. “Low scores,” responses of “good,” and “high scores™ were
then tabulated and plotted on triage bar charts.

A comparison of the results obtained from the first 24 questionnaires with the final 12
questionnaires was made to determine whether there were significant differences.

Responses from parents who sent their children to public high schools were compared with
those obtained from parents of children sent to private high schools, again, to determine
significant differences.

A Context for Judging the Results

When surveying a diverse group of people anticipated to hold differing views, an average of all
responses is unlikely to fall at scale extremes—in this case either “excellent” or “poor.” For this
reason, it may not be surprising that most of the computed averages lie in the mid-range (1.5-2.5)
of the 0.0-4.0 numeric scale.

In evaluating the data it is important to focus on two kinds of frequency distributions:

Questions for which numeric averages lic above 2.50 or below 1.50. These results reflect a
consensus that satisfaction is particularly high or particularly low.

Questions for which numeric averages fall between 1.50 and 2.50, but for which there are
a significant number of responses at both the low and high ends of the scale. The
histograms and triage bar charts provide a graphical means to observe this phenomenon.
Results of this type imply that there are two (or more) distinct sets of parents with widely
differing (possibly at-odds) perceptions of quality. Further study would be needed to probe

4 It is important to note that these values differ from the values used to code the data, and that appear on
the questionnaire reproduced in Appendix A and in the raw data dump appearing in Appendix B.
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the nature of and reasons underlying such polarized views. Whether a means can be found
to satisfy these two interest groups becomes a policy issue.

No one will disagree that grades of “fair” or “poor” represent an unacceptable standard for
Lincoln’s schools. More difficult is the question of whether “good” (1.5-2.5) is an acceptable level
of performance for either the school’s overall performance or the discrete areas surveyed. “Glass-
is-half-empty” readers are likely to assert that given the educational and economic status of the
Town’s population, its education funding on a per-pupil basis, the small class sizes, and teacher
experience and salary levels, we should be producing results that cause parents to rate performance
better than just “good.” “Glass-is-half-full” readers may argue that scores of “good” are to be both
expected and accepted, with “very good” or “excellent” ratings reserved only for extraordinary
performance that is seldom observed anywhere and, thus, is beyond reasonable community
expectations.
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Results

Detailed tabulations of questionnaire responses and resulting histograms appear in Appendix C.

The data presented in the following table summarize the responses addressing academic subjects,
“specials,” non-academic areas; ability of Brooks to meet the needs of slow, average, and fast
learners; and quality of preparation for high school. The table also presents average scores
computed as discussed above.

Satisfaction Levels of Parents with Opinions
Poor Fair Good Very Good  Excellent Average
Score

Academic Subjects

Social Studies 9% 26% 34% 20% 11% 2.0

English 3% 20% 40% 11% 26% 24

French 13% 35% 30% 13% 2% 1.7

Spanish 0% 7% 40% 40% 13% 26

Science 6% 29% 38% 18% 9% 1.9

Math 40% 17% 31% 3% 9% 1.2
Composite 13% 23% 36% 15% 13% 1.9
“Specials”

Computer 3% 7% 38% 38% 14% 2.5

Music 3% 15% 35% 29% 18% 24

Art 13% 17% 33% 23% 13% 2.1

Physical Education 9% 24% 35% 21% 12% 2.0

Health/Sex Education 3% 21% 30% 33% 12% 23

Electives 15% 27% 27% 27% 3% 1.8
Composite 8% 19% 33% 28% 12% 2.2
Non-Academic Areas

After School Sports 15% 44% 22% 11% 7% 1.5

Extracurricular Activities 42% 13% 29% 13% 4% 1.3
(Composite 27% 29% 25% 12% 6% 1.4
Meeting Student Needs

Slow Leamers 21% 17% 21% 17% 25% 2.1

Average Learners 17% 13% 47% 17% 7% 1.8

Fast Leamers 52% 24% 17% 3% 3% 0.8
Preparation for High School 17% 29% 34% 17% 3% 1.6

The following bar charts present the results of the triage analysis. Low scores are the combination
of “fair” and “poor” ratings; high scores combine responses of “very good™ and “excellent.”
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The following discussion highlights findings that are noteworthy.

Academic Subjects

Considering all six academic subjects (social studies, English, French, Spanish, science, and math)
as a group, the average numeric score was 1.9—just slightly below “good” (2.0).

Parent satisfaction was highest for Spanish® (the average score was 2.6, and 53% of parents with
opinions rated this area “very good” or “excellent”) and lowest for math (the average score was
1.2, and 57% of parents with opinions rated this area “fair” or “poor”).

English received high scores from 37% of parents with opinions; social studies received high scores
from 31% of parents with opinions.

The data reveal strong parent dissatisfaction with the Brooks math program: math was rated
“poor” by 40% of the parents with opinions; only three out of the 36 responding parents (9%) rated
math instruction “excellent.”

Parents gave low scores to French—nearly half (48% or 11 out of 23) rated performance “poor”
(13%) or “fair” (35%).

“Specials”

Parent satisfaction with “specials” (computer, music, art, physical education, health/sex education
and electives) was significantly higher than for academic subjects. Considering these six areas as a
group, 12% of parents with opinions scored them “excellent;” 28%, “very good.”

High scores were given to computer instruction (52% of responding parents), music (47%), and
health/sex education (45%).

The electives program presents the greatest level of parent dissatisfaction among the “specials™;
42% of parents with opinions gave electives low scores. There is a broad range of opinions about
electives, however: 27% of respondents with opinions rated electives “good,” and 30% rated them
“very good” or “excellent.”

Non-Academic Areas

There is strong parent dissatisfaction with the two non-academic components of the Brooks
program addressed by the survey. Among responding parents, 59% gave low scores to after school
sports; 54% gave low scores to non-athletic extracurricular activities. In the latter case, parents
were extremely unhappy—42% of those responding rated extracurricular activities “poor.”

It should be noted that a significant number of parents had no opinion on these two non-academic
areas: 25% of the respondents in the case of athletics; 33% in the case of non-athletic activities.

3 Only 15 parents (42% of the respondents) voiced an opinion on Spanish.
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Responding to the Needs of Slow, Average, and Fast Learners

Parent satisfaction with Brooks ability to meet the needs of slow, average, and fast learners varies
considerably.

Parents are polarized on Brooks ability to meet the needs of slow learners: there is near-perfect
balance between low scores (38% of parents with opinions) and high scores (42% of parents with
opinions). Of parents with opinions, 21% rated Brooks “good” with slow learners.

Almost half (47% of parents with opinions) rate the school “good” in addressing the needs of
average learners. In this area, 30% give Brooks low grades; 23% high grades.

It is in addressing the needs of fast leamers that parent dissatisfaction with Brooks is at its peak:
76% of parents with opinions (29 out of 36) give the school low marks in this area. More than half,
ranked Brooks “poor.” Only 7% give the school high scores for fast learners and 17% rate it

(13 g 0 0 d. 2

Preparation for High School

In general, parents were considerably more negative about Brooks performance in preparing their
children for high school than is suggested by the composite scores for academic subjects or
“specials.” Preparation for high school was rated “poor” by 17% of parents with opinions (35 out
of 36) and “fair” by 29%. Approximately one-third of the parents rated Brooks “good” in this area.
Only 17% rated the school “very good” and 3%, “excellent.”

Grading

Only a few parents had no opinion on grading (5 out of 36). Of those with opinions, two-thirds
believe that grades are “too easy”; one-third say grading is “just right.” Only 1 out of the 36
respondents indicated that grading was “too hard.”

Text Book Use

Nearly one-third of the parents had no opinion on text book use, but nearly one-half of the parents
responding (17—or 68% of parents with opinions) indicated that “too little” use is made of
textbooks at Brooks. Only 1 parent (4% of parents with opinions) indicated that textbooks are used
“too much.”

When textbooks are used, slightly more than half (55%) of parents with opinions believe that the
quality is “good.” Low scores for textbook quality were given by 34% of the parents with opinions;
high scores by 10%.

Additional Study

Parent demand for additional study is overwhelming. One parent had no opinion and one parent

saw no need for more research, but 34 out of 36 respondents indicated their desire “to assess and
report on Brooks performance on a continuing basis.”
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The study sought parent opinion on “who should be responsible for collecting and analyzing”
parent satisfaction data. In hindsight, this question should have been structured differently, but the
responses indicate that 8% of parents would assign this task to the Superintendent; 14% to the
Principal; 6% to teachers; and 8% to parents. Three-fourth of the respondents, however, indicated
that these efforts should be conducted by a joint task force, with members representing both
parents and the school community.

Parents were asked whether they would be willing to help in conducting future parent satisfaction
surveys. One-third of those either did not respond or were not sure; of the remainder,
approximately half responded positively.

Miscellaneous Observations
Two miscellaneous observations are noted:

e Of the 36 respondents, 20 (56%) annotated their questionnaires with comments—almost
all of which were critical. Several respondents wrote short, but thoughtful, essays. All
comments are documented in their entirety in Appendix B.

e Ofthe 36 responses, 7 were signed. Two telephone responses and one faxed response, by
their nature, were not anonymous.

Opinion Differences between Parents Opting for Public vs. Private High Schooling

Of 36 respondents, 28 (78%) have sent their 1994 Brooks graduate to public school; 8 (22%) to
private school. This split parallels the actual distribution for the class.® An examination of survey
responses for these two groups demonstrates dramatic differences. The sample size for parents
choosing private schools is very small, but these respondents do represent approximately 80% (or 8
out the ten) Brooks graduates now in private high school.

The following table compares the scores tallied for responses provided by public and private school
parents. Private school parents are overwhelmingly negative in every category. While the table
does not present findings for individual subjects, it is interesting to focus on math. Math received
low scores from 52% of the public school parents (37% rating math “poor;” 15% rating math
“fair”). In contrast, 75% of private school parents gave math low scores (50% rating math “poor;”
25% rating math “fair”). The remaining 2 private school parents rated math “good.”

6 Of the 51 students in the 1994 Brooks graduating class, 41 now attend public high schools; 10 private
schools.
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Satisfaction Levels of Parents with Opinions
Public vs. Private High Schools
Poor Fair Good Very Good Excellent

Academic Subjects

Public High School 11% 22% 33% 19% 15%

Private High School 21% 28% 44% 3% 5%
“Specials”

Public High School 8% 16% 33% 29% 14%

Private High School 7% 28% 35% 26% 4%
Non-Academic Areas

Public High School 29% 26% 26% 13% 5%

Private High School 23% 38% 23% 8% 8%
Total

Public High School 12% 20% 32% 23% 14%

Private High School 14% 30% 37% 14% 5%
ISlow Learners

Public High School 20% 20% 20% 15% 25%

Private High School 13% 50% 25% 13% 0%
Average Learners

Public High School 13% 17% 48% 13% 9%

Private High School 40% 20% 20% 0% 20%
Fast Learners

Public High School 43% 24% 24% 5% 5%

Private High School 75% 25% 0% 0% 0%
High School Preparation

Public High School 15% 19% 41% 22% 4%

Private High School 25% 63% 13% 0% 0%

Opinion Differences between Early and Late Responders

This survey yielded a 50% (24 out of 48) response rate during the first two weeks following the
questionnaire mailing. After telephone follow-up, 12 additional questionnaires were received,
boosting the total response rate to 75%. A review of “early” and “late” responses indicates
differences, but there is no clear trend. In part, the small sample size of (12) late responses may
make comparisons unreliable.

Late responders were twice as likely to have no opinion on topics surveyed (but this is distorted by
a single respondent who offered comments, only, and had no opinion on all specific questions).
Late responders were more negative with respect to social studies and English; more positive with
respect to math. Differences, overall, indicate that late responders were considerably less negative
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than early responders with respect to the quality of high school preparation, yet they chose private
high schools, at double the rate (33% for late responders vs. 17% for early responders).

Conclusions

As noted in the Introduction, this report strives to provide an objective presentation of this first
study of parent satisfaction. From the data that has been collected, parents’ overall views of the
Brooks School are mixed. Whereas, a majority (54%) of respondents with opinions rate Brooks
preparation for high school as “good,” “very good,” or “excellent,” 46% rate it only “fair” or
“poor.” It will always be difficult to meet every parent’s standards, but it is impossible to ignore
the dissatisfaction voiced by nearly half of the parents surveyed.

When asked how well Brooks prepared their children for high school, parents express greater
dissatisfaction than they did for the discrete parts of the Brooks program. The table that follows
contrasts the unweighted composite responses to questions addressing academic subjects,
“specials,” and non-academic areas with the responses for high school preparation.

Satisfaction Levels of Parents with Opinions
Poor Fair Good Very Good  Excellent
Academic Subjects 13% 23% 36% 15% 13%
“Specials” 8% 19% 33% 28% 12%
Non-Academic Areas 27% 29% 25% 12% 6%
Composite 12% 22% 33% 21% 12%
High School Preparation 17% 29% 34% 17% 3%

The data suggest a theory of cumulative dissatisfaction: negative feeling about individual areas
accumulates to produce overall dissatisfaction greater than would be computed from the average of
responses addressing the specific areas surveyed.” The above table demonstrates this. Note, that
“poor” and “fair” scores for academic subjects are considerably exceeded by low scores recorded
for the general question addressing high school preparation. It is difficult to believe that in reaching
an overall opinion on the Brooks School, parents would have heavily weighted their strong negative
ratings of non-academic areas to produce this result.

7 An alternative, but remote, explanation is that the survey failed to query respondents on areas of
substantially greater dissatisfaction than observed here.
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Additional conclusions that can be drawn from the results of the study are:

Parents are very interested in educational quality. A 75% response rate to this survey is a
remarkable outcome,

Except for “specials,” more parents give Brooks low scores (“fair” and “poor”) than high
scores (“excellent” and “very good™). In academic subjects the contrast is 36% low scores
to 28% high scores.

For high school preparation, nearly one-half (46%) of the parents with opinions give
Brooks low scores (“fair” or “poor™). This is more than twice the number of parents who
give Brooks high scores in this area.

The distribution of parents” attitudes about Spanish should serve as a model for measured
parent satisfaction in all other subject areas.

Math and French are in need of major improvement, and these subject areas merit first
attention. Math, one of the three Rs and with low scores from 57% percent of parents with
opinions, requires emergency attention,

The electives program, with low scores from 42% of parents with opinions, is deficient in
satisfying the needs of nearly half our students.

There is a need to reconsider the Brooks role in offering after school sports and
extracurricular activity programs. Parents are not satisfied with the school’s performance
in this area, and it is possible that dissatisfaction stems not from the quality of what is
offered, but rather from the limited number of options available to students.

There are opposing views on how well Brooks addresses the needs of slower learners. The
data do not indicate whether the high scores (42% of parents with opinions) have been
voiced by parents of slower learners or are perceptions held by parents, at large. There is a
tendency to believe, however, that the low scores (38% of parents with opinions) are based
on direct experience and, assuming this to be the case, Brooks would be deficient in
meeting the needs of this group.

Parents believe that Brooks does badly in meeting the needs of the Town’s faster learners.
Considering the mix of our residents, faster learners constitute a significant number of our
students (in contrast with their representation in more diverse communities). Failure to
meet these children’s needs, therefore, means that we are shortchanging as many as 50% of
our students.

Two-thirds of parents with opinions are not satisfied with the integrity of Brooks grading
system. By inference, parents believe that our academic standards are too low and/or that
we do not offer enough challenges to distinguish among “A”s, “B”s and “C”’s.

Two-thirds of parents with opinions believe that there is too little reliance on textbooks at
Brooks. In parents’ generations, textbooks served as the essence of each subject’s
curriculum, and dissatisfaction with performance in this area likely points to
dissatisfaction with the broader area of curricula philosophy.
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* Respondents who sent their children to private high schools have strongly more negative
feelings toward Brooks than those selecting public high schools. It would appear that these
parents may be motivated to select private education as a strategy for overcoming
perceived deficiencies in the child’s progress at Brooks.

e There is an overwhelming demand for establishment of a permanent parent satisfaction
survey program.

Recommendations

This survey did not explicitly seek recommendations from respondents, but it is constructive to
conclude this report with a set of implementable actions. In some cases, these proposals are just
obvious restatements of respondent opinions. In other cases, however, the recommendations spring
from a combination of the study’s conclusions and specific actions proposed by the author.

Recommendations are grouped in two categories: (i) those pertaining to parent satisfaction with the
Brooks School and (ii) those related to future studies of this type.

Parent Satisfaction with the Brooks School

The conclusions from this survey indicate that parents are reserved in their feelings toward many
elements of the Brooks School program and with the school’s overall ability to prepare its students
for public and private high schools. The following recommendations are organized in order of
priority as inferred from the responses:

* Parents familiar with school issues know that Brooks performance in meeting the needs of
faster learners has been one of the Town’s most contentious educational topics—pitting
school policy makers and staff against parents. Now, this study conclusively measures the
level of parent discontent. An overwhelming 76% of parents with opinions gave the school
low scores for meeting fast learner needs; 52% (more than half the parents with opinions)
rated the school “poor.” No area probed in this survey generated more negative feelings
Jrom parents than did Brooks performance in meeting the needs of faster learners.

A task force comprised of parents and school personnel should be formed immediately to
address this critical issue. Given the long history of tension in this area, funds should be
allocated for retaining outside consulting assistance to advise the task force on strategic
options for improvements in this area. A detailed implementation plan should be developed
to permit initial, meaningful change commencing with the 1995/96 school year.

* Among parents with opinions, as many gave Brooks low scores for addressing the needs of
slower leamners as gave it high scores. A formal effort, coordinated with Lincoln’s PAC,
should be undertaken to probe the specific causes for parent dissatisfaction and an
improvement plan should be developed and implemented by the start of the next school
year.

* High parent dissatisfaction indicates that aggressive improvement programs are needed in
two subjects: math and French. It is obvious that math deserves first attention. No one
would dispute the importance of math education—it is crucial in its own right, and these
skills also support science. With 40% of responding parents rating Brooks performance in
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math “poor,” there is no longer any excuse for denying that a problem exists in math, or in
delaying a solution.

e A significant number (42%) of parents are dissatisfied with the electives program.
Additional research should be undertaken to uncover the source(s) of dissatisfaction, and
improvements responding to the shortcomings should be implemented.

» Parents are not satisfied with Brooks grading: more than one-half of those responding
indicated that grading is too easy. Parents complain that this practice conceals deficient
student performance, denying them an opportunity to take corrective actions. For students,
inflated grades offer a false sense of security and, undermine the pursuit of excellence by
substituting the standard of sufficiency.

While some may be motivated (consciously or otherwise) to use grade inflation as a tool
for improving self-esteem, inflated egos quickly collapse when students leave Lincoln’s
protective environment. In discussions conducted outside the framework of this study,
parents have indicated that private school expectations and the challenges of an honors
program at L-S provide shockingly-better measures of academic competence, than do the
“A”s and “B”s appearing on Brooks report cards.

The grading policy at Brooks requires intensive, school-wide review. A set of standards
must be established and articulated with the aim of restoring integrity to the grading
process.

o Parents indicate a strong desire for more reliance on textbooks, implying the need for a
new curriculum planning and evaluation process at Brooks. Each subject area should be
reviewed for opportunities to bring texts and other outsourced educational materials into
both the classroom and students’ backpacks, minimizing inefficient in-house curricula
development.

»  Follow-up research should dissect the basis for parents’ favorable views of Spanish and
computer instruction (and, perhaps, English and social studies) to identify the factors that
led parents to view performance in these arcas favorably. This may provide input for
further improving these and other areas.

e Finally, more than one-half of parents with opinions find the sports and extracurricular
programs at Brooks to be “poor” or “fair.” A task force, comprised of parents and
administrators, should be formed to identify areas for improvement and to develop
strategies for funding new and/or expanded programs.

Additional Study

As noted in the Introduction to this report, 97% of the respondents with opinions believe that
parent satisfaction studies are important if we are to improve educational quality in Lincoln. This
survey proves that a quality improvement program cannot depend on self-assessment by
administrators and faculty to identify issues of concern to parents.

This initial study had many limitations; subsequent rescarch can probe the areas addressed in this

report in greater depth, while expanding the scope of inquiry. The following recommendations
respond to the parent directive to continue satisfaction surveys:
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* A permanent Parent Satisfaction Study Committee should be established and charged with
developing, analyzing, and publicizing the results of an annual series of studies.?

¢ The cost of satisfaction studies can vary greatly. This study had a shoestring budget (less
than $100) and relied on volunteer effort; similar studies, conducted by consultants or
survey research firms, would cost thousands of dollars. The Committee should consider an
approach that falls within these extremes.

» The Study Committee should quickly establish the scope of a next round of surveys,
establish a budget, and secure funding. Possible funding sources include Lincoln’s school
budget, the PTA, the Lincoln School Foundation (all of which may require policy-level
changes to permit use of their funds for this purpose), and private contributions.

¢ Future studies should respond to ideas received both formally and informally from all
members of the educational community: parents and students; teachers; administrators;
and the School Committee.

e The next round of parent satisfaction studies should address two obvious targets:

»  Brooks parents at all grade levels (i) to distinguish among parent satisfaction
levels by grade; (ii) to probe areas of concern indicated by this first study in
greater detail; and (iii) to obtain current data reflecting experience with the
1994/95 school year.

o Parents with children at the Hartwell School.

* Additional research must be conducted to calibrate the responses obtained in this and
future surveys against parent standards and expectations. Parents and educators must
know whether respondents who rate an area “good” are satisfied with that level of
performance or whether they demand more. Regrettably, this first study’s design did not
anticipate this issue.

e In the Conclusions section of this report, a theory of cumulative dissatisfaction is
presented. Additional research and analysis should aim to determine which areas for
improvement would translate into disproportionately positive feelings about the school,
overall. This data would be invaluable in prioritizing the many elements of an action plan.

e Future studies should build upon the approach taken here to develop longitudinal data.
There are other areas that could be investigated, but not all at once, if doing so would limit
the response rate. Examples of areas to consider are:

o Class size

+  Opinions on report card format, content, and frequency

o The quality of non-academic services available at the school—e.g., therapies
(occupational, speech, etc.), nursing, and counseling

8 1t is the author’s view that this committee should be kept small—S5 or 7 members, with parents in the
majority. Other members could include the Superintendent, a principal, or a teacher.
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«  School discipline and respect for authority
o Educational cost and efficiency

o Student satisfaction should also be assessed. The Parent Satisfaction Study Committee,
working with a small committee (3-5 members) of eighth graders, should develop a survey
covering topics important to students. Student responses should be solicited as part of the
commencement process in May.

¢ Lincoln parents who opt for private middle schooling for their children do so for many
reasons. These parents should be identified and surveyed. In addition, parents of children
who are pulled from the public schools in favor of private elementary, middle, and high
schools should be given exit interviews structured in a manner that produces hard data for
objective analysis by parents and school administrators.

e The popularity of satisfaction surveys, today, is based on conscious attempts to improve
the quality of products and services based on customer input. Parent satisfaction surveys
can be an effective way to identify and reward excellent performance, as well. The Parent
Satisfaction Study Committee should establish a Teacher of the Year award, with selection
of the annual winner determined from parent responses on satisfaction questionnaires.
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BROOKS SCHOOL SURVEY—NOVEMBER, 1994

Subjeets. How would
you rate Brooks quality
overall in each of the
Jollowing subject areas?

Social Studies
o Excellent
o Very Good
aGood
oFair

o Poor

oNo Opinion

0 -N WL A

English

o Excellent
o Very Good
o Good

o Fair

a Poor

o No Opinion

a-NMV BN

French
s o Excellent
4 oVery Good

3 aGood

2 oFair

v nPoor

o 0oNo Opinion

Spanish

o Excellent
o Very Good
o Good

a Fair

o Poor

oNo Opinion

o,th\b\

Science

o Excellent
o Very Good
o Good
oFair

o Poor

oNo Opinion

0~ NP

Math

o Excellent
o Very Good
o Good

o Fair

aPoor

oNo Opinion

c =N WS K

Physical Education
S o Excellent

Health/Sex Education
£ 0 Excellent

Average lcarners

Faster learners

Scomé’“tclrl ) 20""_“':“’“;' fj"f:_”' Textbooks. What is your
o Excellen urricular Activities )
texth $
4 0 Very Good S o Excellent o o_f.) extbook use
3 oGood 4 oVery Good . Brook.?.
2 pFair 3 oGood i (B Just Fight .
. 2 0Too much reliance
t aPoor 2 gFarr .
o oNo Opinion v oPoor 3 aNot enough reliance
© ©No Opinion © oNo Opinion
Music
€ o Excellent Overall, how-would you
4 o Very Good - rate the quality of
3 nGood Attention to student textbooks used at
2 o Fair needs. How has Brooks Brooks?
' aPoor performed in meeting S o Excellent
o aNo Opinion the needs of the 4 o Very Good
Sollowing learners? 3 0 qud
it Slower lcarners 2 olar
& Dl § o Excellent v oPoor
4 o Very Good 4 o Very Good o aNo Opinion
. GO,Od 3 oGood
T o Ea” 2 oFair
gl + o Poor Additi
" onal Study. Do
© aNo Opinion o oNo Opinion

you believe there is the
need to assess and report

S o Excellent on Brooks performance
& = Enicpod 4 o Very Good on a continuing basis?
3 0 GOOd 3 g GOOd i+ oNo
2 2 oFair 1 nYes
iy . y  oPoor o oNot sure
© aNo Opinion o aNo Opinion

If yes, who should be
responsible for

S 0 Excellent collecting and analyzing
o Very Good : G :
3 a G:)Lyd 4 0Very Good this data?
. oFair 3 0 GQOd a ¢ DOSchool Committee
y oPoor 2 oFair § o Superintendent
n Poor T
o a1 No Opinion y No Opini 4 N !)‘I'll]bl])dl
e EiNeplnen F o Teachers
Electives - o Parents
S o Excellent I o Joint task force
4 o Very Good Grades. Overall, how Would b
3 0Good would you rate the ouid you be
2 oFair grading system at willing/available to
v aPoor Brooks? participate in working
o oNo Opinion ' oJust right with other parents in
(=4
this area?
After-School Sports 2 oTooeasy . N
e 3 aToo hard g0
S o Excellent 5 No Obini 2 0oYes
. o No Opinion
& VEnjGood o oNot sure
3 oGood
L nFair .
' oPoor Comments. Please write
o ©No Opinion any comments on the

back of this form or
attach a separate page.

'Y

Finally, how does Brooks rate in preparing your child for high school?

O Excellent

0O Very Good O Good O Fair 0O Poor 3 No Opinion
4 3 2- \ (<]
My child currently attends:

O Public high school O Private high school
1 1

Please return

your completed questionnaire to Biblio.Tech P.O. Box 657 Lincoln, MA 01773



Dear Parent and Neighbor:

We are a small, ad hoc group of parents who graduated eighth graders from the Brooks School last
June. We believe that parental feedback is an essential element in recognizing excellence in our
schools and in identifying areas in need of improvement.

No one, yet, has attempted to solicit and tabulate parent data dealing with our experiences with
Lincoln schools, so a few of us decided to take this first step by conducting a survey focused on the
very recent experience with Brooks. We have two goals: first, to measure and report on areas of
parent satisfaction, as well as concerns; second, to test the interest and value in establishing a
continuing and more comprehensive parent feedback mechanism.

We ask you to take just 3-4 minutes scoring Brooks in a number of areas. We’re enclosing a
postage-paid, pre-addressed envelope to make it easy to respond.

About this survey:

¢ Your response will be confidential. You’re not asked you to “sign” your response, but you
may indicate your name, if you like.

e The survey secks to identify strengths and weaknesses at Brooks and has been sent to
parents of recent graduates. The questions are intended to be “neutral,” and our only
agenda is to collect and to share the raw data.

e While we hope that parents will respond to each question, it is not necessary to do so.

o At the least, the survey results will be tabulated and reported to each person who receives
this mailing—plus the Lincoln School Committee, Superintendent of Schools, and the
Brooks Principal. A summary of the results could also become the basis for an article in
the Lincoln Journal or the Lincoln Review.

e Itis possible that the results of this initial survey may suggest issues that should be probed
in more depth. If encouraged by this first effort, we are prepared to take that next step. A
similar survey covering Hartwell, is another obvious undertaking to consider.

Please respond to the enclosed survey. By mailing your response no later than November 18, we
will be able to tabulate and forward the results to you by December 1.

If you have comments or questions, please write them on the survey form, or feel free call any of us
to discuss them.

Thank you for helping to support our schools.
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COMMENTS APPEARING ON QUESTIONNAIRES

The following comments, written directly on the questionnaires, were provided by respondents. In one or
two instances, references to specific teachers have been omitted. Comments appearing on responses that
were signed are so noted.

English

Respondent #11  Not enough grammar.

Science

Respondent #11  The department is not following through with new and
exciting discoveries.

Math
Respondent #19 It has been poor since 1987.
Physical Education
Respondent #11 1 have my reservations.
Computer
Respondent #1 Not enough.
Art
Respondent #17  Very good in 6th and 7th grade; poor in 8th grade.
Electives

Respondent #1 Variable.
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After-School Sports

Respondent #25

Not enough.

(telephone response)

Non-Athletic, Extra-Curricular Activities

Respondent #30

Respondent #36

Grades

Respondent #7

Respondent #25

Textbooks
Respondent #2
Respondent #9

Respondent #11

Respondent #24

Additional Study

Respondent #36

Re response of “very good”: Spring production.

Re response of “excellent”: Computer club and spring
production.

Some grades too easy; some grades too arbitrary.
Don’t expect enough: get what you expect.

(telephone response)

Textbooks were poor, but supplementary material, fair.
Not used enough.

I don’t have much experience in secing books come home—
except, perhaps, in French.

Not enough used.

(Signed by the respondent)

Re response of “Superintendent”: initially with input from
principal, teachers, and parents.

Overall Preparation for High School

Respondent #35

Re response of “very good™: except for history.



General Comments

Respondent #1

Respondent #2

Respondent #13

Respondent #14

Respondent #16

The major problems I have observed are:
(1) performance standards that are too lenient
(2) inadequate attention to “stretching” the bright
students

Some teachers are excellent; many are competent; some are
boring or, frankly, deficient. Teachers need a more
responsive incentive system to encourage and reward
excellence.

An ongoing evaluation system is urgently needed. This
should be a joint venture of teachers, administrators,
parents, and children. The spirit should be one of
“continuous improvement” rather than sanctions. To be
effective, this would need to be at least annual and
preferably, should collect data following modules. during
each semester to permit feedback while memories are fresh.

I would be happy to lend a hand in such an effort.

(Signed by the respondent)

Good students need more individual attention to proceed
with work at their rate. They need to be provided with more
challenging material. Brooks desperately needs to provide
extracurricular activities for 7th and 8th graders, not related
to sports or co-ed dancing. Discipline, peer-to-peer and to
peer-to-teacher need strong attention. School atmosphere is
submarginal, if you get my drift. Issues concerning social
interaction within the school need to be addressed (clicks,
inappropriate (sic) on the part of students toward teachers).
The emphasis within the school needs to be moved from
social interaction to academics. As is, Brooks in no way
prepares students for life at other schools.

I feel strongly that more should be asked of 7th and 8th
graders, and that grade inflation is so out of hand, it makes
grades at Brooks almost meaningless.

Major weakness—study habits and time management.
Math department is weak.

Teachers seem poorly prepared for questions often (last
year). Challenges of the Week were graded incorrectly—

often there was little or no feedback. Seems better this year.
I’ve seen much better textbooks in math and algebra. These



Respondent #17

Respondent #26

kids need much more work with computers, not only in word
processing, but analyzing data.

Brooks has a wonderful support staff and excellent teachers.
Our children are extremely happy there. School spirit is
high. Thanks to all.

The questions need work—too general. Will lead to
ambiguous interpretation.

It is not the books that are missing, it’s a curriculum. No
questions on that in survey.

The survey is a great ideal and we strongly need support the
immediate development and institutionalization of a survey-
based measurement system to be developed by the
superintendent,

If he want help from parents, I’d be glad to participate and
have the research background to help.

(Signed by the respondent)

The preparation of my older child in math and English
(reading comprehension and writing) was completely
inadequate. He failed his Algebra I placement test. He then
took Algebra I at (private school, name withheld), placed
out of Algebra II following independent studies, and went
into logs and trig in the second semester, freshman year. In
English, he struggled all through his freshman year. He is a
sophomore at (Ivy League school).

When my daughter was in 6th grade, we had her tested for
reading comprehension. She was two years behind. Last
summer, after intensive tutoring, she was accepted to
(private school, name withheld) where she is getting by in
Algebra I and English. How can comprehensive tutoring in
English catch up a student in one summer? The core
curriculum is defective. The school emphasizes self-
confidence and shorts the student on basics.

(Signed by the respondent)
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Respondent #27

Respondent #29

Respondent #30

Respondent #32

Good start parents.

The non-tracking, especially in math, is tragic for those who
are math nuts—like my son.

Considering how small the classes are, there is no excuse for
not meeting the needs of the students. After all, that’s a
mandate of public schools.

Needs to be enough for the good students. They need to be
challenged!

One teacher (name withheld) was totally non-responsive to
my concerms.

(Signed by the respondent)

Sorry I’'m late in returning this (the questionnaire). Thank
you for your efforts in putting this together. It’s long
overdue.

(Signed by the respondent)

Example of textbook ambiguity: The 8th graders were given
new unit textbooks atoms and molecules by Prentice Hall.
As a parent, I was delighted since so much of high school
science is based on basic molecular knowledge. Alas, there
were a few homework questions assigned, but no emphasis
on the content. School time was spent on a large project
unrelated to the text.

It 1s hard for me to evaluate Brooks. In general, I would like
to see more cohesiveness to the curriculum. I can’t see the
building blocks which lead to the high school curriculum.
Are the Sudbury kids better prepared?

In science is there a plan that leads to a basis for the earth
science course, for example? Should the Brooks kids have
had enough exposure to earth science that they would go
automatically to Biology 1?

In math, why is there no textbook? Why is there a gap in
their readiness for Algebra II?

In social studies, I found the curriculum weak, and in some
of the assignments, silly.



Respondent #33

Respondent #35

Respondent #36

(Notes taken in the course of telephone response)

Impressed. Liked the school. Thinks Brooks did a great job.
Disappointed that they didn’t teach Italian.

Private schooling and study skills acquired prior to Brooks
school experience were responsible for child’s excellent high
school preparation.

I feel social studies is the weakest program at Brooks.
(Name withheld) was consistently interesting to my child, so
he is not the problem. His curriculum is not challenging, nor
is it in forms that truly stimulate middle schoolers or junior
high kids. There were no debates, trials, or other imaginative
ways of getting kids involved and getting them to use more
complex materials. An older son of mine attended (private
school, name withheld) and their social studies program was
amazing. The level of work and involvement they got out of
these 8th graders was astounding. I know Brooks could
improve significantly in this area. Also, my 9th grader is
having real trouble doing modern European history because
he simply doesn’t know how to study or deal with complex
material. Eighth grade social studies does not use the
capacities of its students, in my opinion.

(Signed by the respondent)
This (referring to the completed questionnaire) is an average

of 4 years experiences. There were indeed pockets of
excellence and also some unmitigated disasters.

B-7



APPENDIX C

TABULATIONS
&
HISTOGRAMS



Surveyed

48

Academic Subjects
Social Studies
English
French
Spanish
Science
Math

Composite

"Specials"
Computer
Music
Art
Physical Education
Health/Sex Education
Electives

Composite

Non-Academic Areas
After School Sports
Extracurricular Activities

Composite

Total

Meeting Student Needs
Slow Learners
Average Learners
Fast Learners

High School
Overall Preparation

BROOKSO01.XLS
2/26/95

Raw Data—All Responses

Tabular Data

Responses High School Responses
Public Private
36 28 8 75%

5-Point Scale Analysis

High School

Public Private

78% 22%

Responses % With Opinions

No Opinion

# % P F G VG E P F G VG E
1 3% 3 9 12 7 4 9%  26% 34% 20% 1%
1 3% 1 7 14 4 9 3%  20% 40% 1%  26%
13 36% 3 8 7 3 2 13% 35% 30% 13% 9%
21 58% 0 1 6 6 2 0% 7%  40%  40%  13%
2 6% 2 10 13 6 3 6% 29% 38% 18% 9%
1 3% 14 6 1 1 3 40% 17% 31% 3% 9%
39 18% | 23 41 63 27 23 13% 23% 36% 15% 13%
7 19% 1 2 1 1 4 3% 7%  38% 38% 14%
2 6% 1 5 12 10 6 3% 15% 35% 29% 18%
6 17% 4 5 10 7 4 13% 17% 33% 23%  13%
2 6% 3 8 12 7 4 9%  24% 35% 21% 12%
3 8% 1 7 10 1 4 3% 21% 30% 33% 12%
3 8% 5 9 9 9 1 15% 27% 27% 27% 3%
23 1% | 15 36 64 55 23 8%  19% 33% 28%  12%
9 25% 4 12 6 3 2 15%  44% 22% 1% 7%
12 33% | 10 3 7 3 2% 13% 29% 13% 4%
21 29% 14 15 13 6 3 27% 29% 25% 12% 6%
83 16% | 52 92 140 88 49 12% 22% 33% 21%  12%
12 33% 5 4 5 4 6 21%  17% 21%  17%  25%
6 17% 5 4 14 5 2 17% 13% 47% 17% 7%
7 19% | 15 7 5 1 1 52% 24% 17% 3% 3%
1 3% | 6 10 12 6 1 17% 29% 34% 17% 3%




Tabular Data

Raw Data—All Responses

Surveyed Responses High School Responses High School
Public Private Public Private
48 36 28 8 75% 8%  22%
Responses % With Opinions
No Opinion
Just Too Too Just Too Too
Grading # % Right Easy Hard Right Easy Hard
5 14% 10 20 1 32% 65% 3%
No Opinion
Just Too Too Just Too Too
Text Books # % Right much Little Right much Little
Use 11 IN% 7 1 17 28% 4% 68%
No Opinion
# % P F G VG E P F G VG E
Quality 7 19% 3 7 16 2 1 10% 24% 55% 7% 3%
No Opinion
Additional Study # % No Yes No Yes
Desire 1 3% 1 34 3% 97%
Responsibility
School Committee n/a n/a 36 0 100% 0%
Superintendent nfa n/a 33 3 92% 8%
Principal n/a n/a 3 5 86% 14%
Teachers n/a n/a 34 2 94% 6%
Parents n/a n/a 33 3 92% 8%
Joint Task Force n/a nfa <] 27 25% 75%
Willingness to help 12 3% 13 11 54%  46%
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Surveyed

48

Academic Subjects
Social Studies
English
French
Spanish
Science
Math

Composite

"Specials”
Computer
Music
Art
Physical Education
Health/Sex Education
Electives

Composite

Non-Academic Areas
After School Sports
Extracurricular Activities

Composite

Total

Meeting Student Needs
Slow Learners
Average Learners
Fast Learners

High School
Overall Preparation

BROOKS01.XLS
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Tabular Data

Raw Data—All Responses

Responses High School Responses
Public Private
36 28 8 75%

Triage Analysis

High School

Public Private

78% 22%

Responses % With Opinions

No Opinion |
# % FIP G ENG FIP G ENG
1 3% 12 12 11 34%  34%  31%
1 3% 8 14 13 23%  40%  37%
13 36% 11 7 5 48%  30%  22%
21 58% 1 6 8 7%  40%  53%
2 6% 12 13 9 35% 38%  26%
1 3% 20 11 4 57%  31% 1%
39 18% 64 63 50 36% 36%  28%
7 19% 3 11 15 10% 38%  52%
2 6% 6 12 16 18%  35%  47%
6 17% ] 10 11 30% 33%  37%
2 6% 11 12 11 32% 35%  32%
3 8% 8 10 15 24%  30%  45%
3 8% 14 9 10 42%  27%  30%
23 1% 51 64 78 26%  33%  40%
9 25% 16 6 5 50%  22%  19%
12 33% 13 7 4 54%  29%  17%
21 29% 29 13 9 57%  25%  18%
83  16% | 144 140 137 34%  33%  33%
12 33% 9 5 10 38%  21%  42%
6  17% 9 14 7 30% 47%  23%
7 19% 22 5 2 7% 17% 7%
1 3% | % 12 7 46%  34%  20%




Public vs. Private High Schools

Surveyed Responses School Re 1] Bchool
Public_Privat Public_Private
48 36 28 ? 75% 8% 22%
Parents Sending Chlid to Public High School
Responses % With Opinlone
Ko Opinton
L] % P F a Vo E P L (] VG B
Academie Subjects
Soclal Studies 1 4% 2 7 ] 7 3 7%  26% 30% 20% 11%
English 1 4% [} @ [ 4 [} 0% 22% 33% 16% 30%
French " 30% 2 13 5 3 2 12%  20% 29% 18%  12%
Spanish 16 54% 0 1 4 a4 2 0% 8% 3% 48% 16%
Science 1 4% 1 7 1 5 3 4% 28% 41%  19% 1%
Math 1 % | 10 4 9 1 3 37%  15%  33% 4%  11%
Composite 30 18% 15 30 46 26 21 1% 22% 3% 19%  15%
"Spectals”
Computer 8 21% 0 1 8 9 4 0% §% 38% 41% 18%
Musle 2 ™% 1 4 10 [ [ 4% 16% 8% 2% 18%
At 5 1% | 3 3 ] 5 4 13%  13%  36% 22% 7%
Physlcal Education 2 % 3 4 10 5 4 12% 16% 38% 19%  16%
Heuslth/Sex Education R LY ) 4 7 10 3 4%  16% 28% 40% 12%
Electives 3 n%] 4 7 [ 8 1 16% 20%  20%  32% 4%
Composite 21 19% | 12 23 48 43 21 8% 16%  33%  29%  14%
Non-Academic Areas
Afer School Sports g 2%| 3 ] 4 2 2 16% 42% 21% 1% 1%
Extracurricular Activities 9 %) 8 2 [ 3 0 42% 1%  32% 18% 0%
Composite 18 2% | 11 10 10 5 2 20% 26% 26% 13% 5%
Tota! e 18%| 38 63 104 74 “ 12% 20% 32% 23%  14%
Meeting Student Needs
Slow Leamers 8 2%| 4 4 4 3 6 20% 20% 20% 16% 26%
Average Leamers 5 18%| 3 4 1 3 2 13%  17%  48% 13% 0%
Fast Leamers 7 %%| e 8 3 1 1 43% 24% 2% 6% 6%
High 8chool
Ovarall Prapwation 1 w | e 5 1 8 1 16%  19% 41% 22% 4%
Parents Sending Child to Private High School
No Gpinlon
[ % P F a va E P r VG E
Academic Subjects
Soclel Studles 0 0% 1 2 4 0 1 13% 26% 60% 0%  13%
English 0 0% 1 1 5 0 1 13% 13% 63% 0%  13%
French 2 26% 1 3 2 0 o 17% 60% 33% 0% 0%
Spenish a 78% 0 o 2 0 o 0% 0% 100% 0% 0%
Sclence 1 19% | 1 3 2 1 o 14% 43% 29% 4% 0%
Meth ] % 4 2 2 0 0 B0% 25% 26% 0% 0%
Composite v 10% 8 11 17 1 2 21% 20% 44% 3% 5%
"Speclals™
Computer 1 13% 1 1 3 2 0 14%  14% 43% 28% 0%
Musle 0 0% [} 1 2 4 1 0% 13% 26% 50% 13%
Art 1 13% 1 2 2 2 0 14% 20% 20% 20% 0%
Physical Education 0 0% 0 4 2 2 0 0%  60% 26% 25% 0%
Heakth/Sex Education o 0% o 3 3 1 1 0%  38% 38% 13% 13%
Electives [ 0% 1 2 4 1 ] 13%  26%  50%  13% 0%
Composite 2 4% 3 13 16 12 2 7% 28% 85% 26% 4%
Hon-Academic Areas
Aher School Sports 0 0% 1 4 2 1 0 13% 60% 26%  13% 0%
Extracumicular Astivien 3 %) 2 1 1 0 1 40%  20% 20% 0%  20%
Composite 3 wx} s 5 k) 1 1 29% 38% 23% 8% &%
Total 14 13%| 14 2 36 14 5 14%  30% 37%  14% 6%
Meeting Student Needs
Slow Leamers 4 60% | 1 [} 1 1 1 26% 0%  26% 25% 26%
Average Leamers 1 13% 2 0 3 2 [} 20% 0% 43%  20% 0%
Fast Leamers 0 0% [ 2 [} 0 [} 76% 26% 0% 0% 0%
High 8chool
Overall Preparation 0 0% | 2 [ 1 0 0 25% 63% 13% 0% 0%
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Histograms
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Non-Academic Areas

After School Sports After School Activities
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RETROSPECTIVE
FEBRUARY 15, 1995

In January 1995, subsequent to the preparation of the Report on a Survey of Parent Satisfaction
with the Brooks School, Superintendent Mark McQuillan published an Action Plan with five
principal thrusts. The plan is especially ambitious given the school’s limited administrative
resources.

In the intervening wecks, some people familiar with both documents have suggested that the Action
Plan answers the concerns raised by the 75% of last year’s eighth grade parents participating in the
Survey, and that no further school response is warranted. The accompanying Exhibit was prepared
to assess whether this, indeed, is the case.

As can be seen, in a few instances, the Action Plan does focus directly on Survey conclusions (as
in improving math education at Brooks, and in the area of after school sports and extracurricular
activities). The Action Plan appears to respond to some Survey concerns indirectly. For example,
the needs of fast and slow leamers could be positively affected by outcomes from the curriculum
renewal plan, although neither of these areas are addressed explicitly by the Superintendent. It is
quite possible, however, that many Lincoln parents will find a four year curriculum renewal cycle
to be too long a period for establishing and implementing new approaches for these areas. Finally,
a number of Survey conclusions are not treated by the Action Plan (as is the case of Brooks
grading policies and the Brooks elective program).

At this point, many Survey conclusions still beg for attention by the Brooks Principal and Advisory
Council. There is a need for prioritization, a determination of how to respond, a schedule, and
delegation of responsibilities. The issues not addressed in the Action Plan can be addressed by the
Principal/Advisory Council, parent-led organizations or task forces, and, perhaps, by outside
consultants hired to supplement our in-house resources.

The Action Plan, in preparation at the time the Survey was conducted, should not be faulted for

failing to address each and every Satisfaction Survey conclusion. Not all issues meriting attention
require that they receive that attention from the Superintendent level.

Stephen R. Low
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SUMMARY OF THE REPORT ON A SURVEY OF
PARENT SATISFACTION WITH THE BROOKS SCHOOL

BY

STEPHEN R. Low
BLUEBERRY LANE
LINCOLN, MA

Introduction

This is a summary of highlights from a study of parent satisfaction with the Brooks middle school
that was conducted during fall 1994 by concerned parents. The 40-page, full report is available
upon request.

Without this kind of survey, it is impossible to obtain a reliable assessment of parent attitudes
about the performance of Lincoln’s schools. Many parents are naturally shy in voicing their
opinions in public forums, and any informal means of gathering attitudinal data develops only
anecdotal information—too easily biased when exchanged among parents with similar values. This
study gave all parents an equal opportunity to respond to a brief series of questions on a
confidential basis.

Aggressive initiatives often arise out of frustration and, admittedly, this was true in this case. The
considerable effort expended in conducting this study and in preparing an in-depth report was
motivated by the belief that a significant number of caring parents have been unsuccessful in
demonstrating the depth of community dissatisfaction with Brooks to the Lincoln School
Committee, administrators, and faculty. Despite these origins, a conscious and careful effort was
made to conduct an objective study and to avoid the introduction of bias. Questions were worded
using neutral language; response boxes were sequenced with positive selections at the top of the list
(e.g., “excellent” was the first choice, “poor” the last), and the cover letter described a balanced set
of study objectives.

Questionnaires were mailed on November 8, 1994 to the parents of 49! of the 51 students who
graduated in June from the Brooks eighth grade. Approximately two weeks after the mailing (and
following the receipt of 24 completed questionnaires), each potential respondent was called and
encouraged to respond if they had not done so already. After these calls, 12 additional responses
were received.

1 Two graduates are twins. Two families were omitted from the mailing—one because its current address
was unknown following a move to another state; the other because the student entered the Brooks School
after the distribution of class lists. Thus, 48 families were surveyed.

December 30, 1994 1



Results

Exhibit 1 presents a tabulation of the responses and Exhibit 2 offers bar charts portraying the
responses to questions dealing with specific elements of the Brooks program. Note that in these bar
charts, responses of “fair” and “poor” have been grouped and are referred to as low scores;
responses of “very good” and “excellent” were also grouped and are referred to as high scores.

In evaluating the data it is important to focus on two kinds of results:

*  Questions that had a significant number of high scores or questions with a significant
number of low scores.

¢ Questions for which there are a significant number of responses at both the low and high
ends of the scale, implying that there are two very different sets of views within the
community. Further study would be needed to understand the reasons for this situation.

No one will disagree that grades of “fair” or “poor” represent an unacceptable standard for
Lincoln’s schools. More difficult is the question of whether “good,” the middle score on the five-
point scale employed, is an acceptable level of performance for either the school, overall, or the
discrete areas we surveyed. “Glass-is-half-empty” readers are likely to assert that given the
educational and economic status of the Town’s population, its education funding on a per-pupil
basis, the small class sizes, and teacher experience and salary levels, we should be producing
results that cause parents to rate performance well above “good.” “Glass-is-half-full” readers may
argue that scores of “good” are to be both expected and accepted, with “very good™ or “excellent”
ratings reserved only for extraordinary performance that is seldom observed anywhere and, thus, is
beyond reasonable community expectations.

Conclusions

From the data that has been collected, parents’ overall views of the Brooks School are mixed.
Whereas, a majority (54%) of respondents with opinions rate Brooks preparation for high school
as “good,” “very good,” or “excellent,” 46% rate it only “fair” or “poor.” It will always be difficult
to meet every parent’s standards, but it is impossible to ignore the dissatisfaction voiced by nearly
half of the parents surveyed.

When asked how well Brooks prepared their children for high school, parents express greater
dissatisfaction than they did with the individual parts of the Brooks program. The table that follows
contrasts the responses to questions addressing academic subjects (social studies, English, French,
Spanish, science, and math), “specials” (computer, music, art, physical education, health/sex
education, and electives), and non-academic areas (after school sports and non-athletic
extracurricular activities) with the responses for high school preparation.

December 30, 1994 2



Satisfaction Levels of Parents with Opinions
Poor Fair Good Very Good  Excellent
Academic Subjects 13% 23% 36% 15% 13%
“Specials” 8% 19% 33% 28% 12%
Non-Academic Areas 27% 29% 25% 12% 6%
Total 12% 22% 33% 21% 12%
{High School Preparation 17% 29% 34% 17% 3%

Additional conclusions that can be drawn from the results of the study are:

Parents are very interested in educational quality. A 75% response rate to this survey is a
remarkable outcome.

Except for “specials,” more parents give Brooks low scores (“fair” and “poor™) than high
scores (“excellent” and “very good”). In academic subjects the contrast is 36% low scores
to 28% high scores. For high school preparation, the negative feelings are far greater: 46%
(low scores) vs. 20% (high scores).

The distribution of parents’ attitudes about Spanish should serve as a model for all other
subject areas. English, social studies, and science demonstrate the next highest levels of
parent satisfaction.

Parents express extreme dissatisfaction with math (low scores from 57% of the parents
with opinions) and French (low scores from 48% of the parents with opinions).

The electives program gets low scores from 42% of parents with opinions and appears
unsuccessful in satisfying the needs of a large number of students.

There is a need to reconsider the Brooks role in offering after school sports and
extracurricular activity programs. Parents are not satisfied with the school’s performance
in this area, and this may reflect not the quality of what is offered, but, rather, the limited
number of options available to students.

There are opposing views on how well Brooks addresses the needs of slower learners. The
data do not indicate whether the high scores (42% of parents with opinions) have been
voiced by parents of slower learners or are perceptions held by parents, at large. There is a
tendency to believe, however, that the low scores (38% of parents with opinions) are based
on direct experience and, assuming this to be the case, Brooks would be deficient in
meeting the needs of this group.

Parent dissatisfaction is greatest with Brooks performance in meeting the needs of the
Town’s faster learners. More than one-half of parents with opinions rate the school “poor”
in this area; adding the parents with opinions who think we do a “fair” job in this area
(24%), raises the dissatisfaction level to 76%.
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Two-thirds of parents with opinions are not satisfied with the integrity of Brooks grading
system. By inference, parents believe either that our academic standards are too low or that
we fail to offer sufficient challenges to support the award of “A”s and “B’s.

Two-thirds of parents with opinions believe that there is too little reliance on textbooks at
Brooks.

Respondents who sent their children to private high schools have strongly more negative
feclings toward Brooks than those selecting public high schools.

There is an overwhelming demand (97% of the 34 out of 35 parents with opinions) for
establishment of a permanent parent satisfaction survey program.

Recommendations

The full report contains a number of recommendations. Those meriting first attention include:

A task force comprised of parents and school personnel should be formed immediately to
develop a plan for meeting the needs of faster learners. Qutside consultants should be hired
to provide help in this area. The plan should result in meaningful change in 1995/96.

A formal effort, coordinated with Lincoln’s PAC, should probe the specific causes for
parent dissatisfaction in meeting the needs of slower learners, with implementation to begin
by the start of the next school year.

Long-standing parent dissatisfaction with math (which this study conclusively proves is
widespread) requires urgent changes in the Brooks math program. (The study’s author has
recommended that the Superintendent evaluate and acquire an existing curriculum for
grades 5-8, with particular emphasis on implementing changes in 8th grade algebra.)

Additional research should be undertaken to uncover the source(s) of dissatisfaction with
the electives program and improvements should be implemented.

The grading policy at Brooks requires intensive, school-wide review, leading to a set of
standards that will restore integrity to the grading process.

A task force, comprised of parents and administrators, should be formed to identify areas
for improvement and to develop strategies for funding new and/or expanded after-school
programs.

A small, permanent Parent Satisfaction Study Committee (only 5 or 7 members,
comprising both parents and educators, with parents in the majority) should be established
and charged with developing, analyzing, and publicizing the results of an annual series of
parent satisfaction studies. The Committee should study areas suggested by members of
the educational community: parents and students; teachers; administrators; and the School
Committee. This committee should also organize student surveys with the assistance of a
small student committee. At the least, graduating eighth graders should be surveyed in
May.
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Tabular Data

Raw Data—All Responses

Surveyed Responses High School Responses High School
Public _Private Public Private
48 36 28 8 75% 78%  22%

5-Point Scale Analysis

Responses % With Opinions
No Opinion
# % P F G VG E P F G VG E

Academic Subjects

Social Studies 1 3% 3 9 12 7 4 9% 26% 34% 20% 1%

English 1 3% 1 7 14 4 9 3% 20% 40% 1% 26%

French 13 36% 3 8 7 3 2 13% 35% 30% 13% 9%

Spanish 21 58% 0 1 6 6 2 0% 7% 40% 40% 13%

Science 2 6% 2 10 13 6 3 6% 29% 38% 18% 9%

Math 1 3% 14 6 11 1 3 40% 17% 31% 3% 9%
Composite 39 18% 23 41 63 27 23 13% 23% 36% 15% 13%
"Specials”

Computer 7 19% 1 2 11 11 4 3% 7% 38% 38% 14%

Music 2 6% 1 5 12 10 6 3% 15% 35% 29% 18%

Art 6 17% 4 5 10 7 4 13% 17% 33% 23% 13%

Physical Education 2 6% 3 8 12 7 4 9% 24% 35% 21% 12%

Health/Sex Education 3 8% 1 7 10 1 4 3% 21% 30% 33% 12%

Electives 3 8% 5 9 9 9 1 15% 27% 27% 27% 3%
Composite 23 11% 15 36 64 55 23 8% 19% 33% 28% 12%
Non-Academic Areas

After School Sports 9 25% 4 12 6 3 2 15% 44% 22% 1% 7%

Extracurricular Activities 12 33% 10 3 7 3 1 42% 13% 29% 13% 4%
Composite 21 29% 14 15 13 6 3 27% 29% 25% 12% 6%
Total 83 16% I 52 92 140 88 49 12% 22% 33% 21% 12%
Meeting Student Needs

Slow Learners 12 33% 5 4 5 4 6 21% 17% 21% 17% 25%

Average Learners 6 17% S 4 14 5 2 17% 13% 47% 17% 7%

Fast Learners 7 19% 15 7 5 1 1 52% 24% 17% 3% 3%
High School

Overall Preparation 1 3% I 6 10 12 6 1 17% 29% 34% 17% 3%
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Surveyed

48

Grading

Text Books
Use

Quality

Additional Study
Desire
Responsibility

School Committee

Superintendent

Principal

Teachers

Parents

Joint Task Force
Willingness to help
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Raw Data—All Responses

Tabhular Data

Responses High School Responses High School
Public Private Public Private
36 28 8 75% 8%  22%
Responses % With Opinions
No Opinion
Just Too Too Just Too Too
# % Right Easy Hard Right Easy Hard
5 14% 10 20 1 32% 65% 3%
No Opinion
Just Too Too Just Too Too
# % Right much Little Right much Little
1 31% 7 1 17 28% 4% 68%
No Opinion
# % P F G VG E P F G VG E
7 19% 3 7 16 2 1 10% 24% 55% 7% 3%
No Opinion
# % No Yes No Yes
1 3% 1 34 3% 97%
n/a n/a 36 0 100% 0%
n/a n/a 33 3 92% 8%
nfa nfa 31 5 86% 14%
n/a n/a 34 2 94% 6%
n/a n/a 33 3 92% 8%
n/a n/a 9 27 25% 75%
12 33% 13 11 54% 46%




BROOKS01.XLS
2/26/95

Triage Bar Charts

Triage Data by Subject Area

Academic Subjects

Social Studies 34%

% |

English

French
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Math
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Computer

Music
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Non-Academic Areas

After School Sports 59%

19%

Extracurricular Activities 54%
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Triage Bar Charts

Triage Data by Academic Ability

Slow Learners

Average Learners

Fast Learners
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Triage Data for High School Preparation
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