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 Executive Summary 
 
This report presents the results of the year two external evaluation of the implementation of the 
Minneapolis Public Schools’ (MPS) North Side Initiative (NSI).  The evaluation was carried out by 
the University of Minnesota’s Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement (CAREI).  
MPS asked CAREI to focus the year two evaluation on three major areas:   
 

1. Family liaisons in North Side schools 
2. Parent/guardian satisfaction with North Side schools  
3. Implementation of the fresh start in two North Side schools 

 

Results 
 

Family Liaisons 
 
 Overall, family liaisons in the NSI schools expressed a high level of commitment to their work of 

creating a supportive and welcoming environment for families, keeping parents informed, 
connecting parents with resources, and facilitating family involvement in the school.  With 
respect to how they approach their work with families, liaisons viewed personal contact as 
being especially effective.   

 
 A need for job clarity was strongly expressed by the family liaisons.  Several liaisons noted that, 

without a formal job description, they had to identify specific duties and responsibilities as they 
went along.  Liaisons also indicated they would appreciate receiving information about best 
practices that they could incorporate into their work.   
 

 An analysis of the work of the family liaisons revealed that a substantial portion of their day-to-
day activities fell into the category of other duties as assigned (e.g., lunchroom duty, bus duty, 
hall supervision).  Although the family liaisons reported that carrying out these duties enabled 
them to feel part of the school community and to make valuable connections with students and 
staff, they felt that there could be a better balance between duties specifically related to the 
family liaison role and other duties.    

 
Parent Survey 
 
 With respect to the parent survey, it needs to be pointed out that the response rates for both the 

NSI parents/guardians (12%) and the non-NSI parents/guardians (23%) were very low.  
Consequently, the survey results may not be representative.  Furthermore, there was a great 
deal of variability with respect to the response rate for individual survey items.  Therefore, 
caution needs to be exercised when generalizing from these results. 
 

 Based on the survey results, NSI parents/guardians were very satisfied with their children’s 
schools.  With respect to specific areas, they were highly satisfied with class size, instruction in 
the arts, instruction in physical education, technology use, access to after-school programs, 
access to gifted and talented programs, and the quality of gifted and talented programming for 
those children who received these services.   
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 NSI respondents’ perceptions were exceptionally positive with respect to interpersonal 

interactions with the school.  More than 90% of the NSI respondents agreed that school staff 
showed respect for their family’s values and traditions, showed respect for their child, and 
showed respect to them as parents/guardians.  In addition, more than 90% of NSI respondents 
felt welcome in their child’s school and believed that school staff did all they could to make it 
easy for them to attend school events and meetings.  Similarly, the great majority of NSI 
respondents were satisfied with the materials they received about the school’s programs and 
activities and the information provided on the online Parent Portal.   

 
 With respect to school learning experiences, the majority of NSI respondents felt their children 

were receiving high quality classroom instruction, appropriately challenging homework, and 
appropriate support for academic work.  In addition, the majority of NSI respondents also felt 
that school staff had high expectations for their children and that their children were receiving 
good preparation for future academic success.   

 
 Classroom behavior and school safety appeared to be of particular concern to NSI parents, 

especially when their responses were compared to those of non-NSI parents.  Over half (52%) 
of NSI respondents indicated that class time is often wasted because of student misbehavior, 
and a substantial portion (43%) indicated that bullying and threatening occurred on a regular 
basis. 

 
Fresh Start Schools 
 
 Students in both schools indicated that safety is a concern for them.  However, the conditions 

students identified as creating an unsafe environment were different at each school.  Students 
at Lucy Laney identified gang activity in the school as a primary safety concern, whereas 
students at Nellie Stone Johnson perceived their neighborhood to be particularly unsafe.   
 

 Communication was a prevalent theme across principals, teachers, and students in the fresh 
start schools.  The principals discussed the need for clear, consistent communication.  Teachers 
asked for transparency.  Students wanted behavior expectations to be clearly articulated.  In 
addition, open and honest communication between the district and families was identified as an 
area needing improvement. 
 

 Nearly half of the teachers noted the high level of student needs at their school in numerous 
areas such as psychological, physical, financial, behavioral, academic, and social.  Given the wide 
variety and serious nature of student needs, considerable resources must be provided.  Many 
teachers noted the helpfulness of increased student support positions (e.g., social workers and 
psychologists) but said that even more resources are needed.   

 
 Behavior was a major concern of principals, teachers, and students in the fresh start schools.  

Principals pointed out the importance of effective behavior management programs.  Teachers 
acknowledged that dealing with inappropriate student behavior was a continuing challenge 
even though they appreciated the support provided by the behavior specialists.  Students 
wanted school staff to deal effectively with inappropriate student behavior.  In addition, 
students asked for fair treatment from school staff.   
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 The importance of establishing a sense of community in a fresh start school was emphasized by 
both the principals and the teachers.  Principals described strategies for creating, early on, a 
sense of collegiality among the school staff.  Teachers expressed concern about the time that it 
takes to develop effective relationships not only with colleagues but also with students and 
families.   

 
Recommendations 

 
1.  Address student issues in the fresh start schools. 
 

 A statement from the year one NSI evaluation was “A strong and poignant message from the 
students of all ages is their wish to improve safety for them while in school and/or traveling to 
and from school.”  The information gathered in the year two evaluation, while limited to 
fresh start schools, continues to show a strongly expressed need by students for increased 
safety both in the school and travelling to and from school.  Gang activity and bullying are 
specific concerns for students.   

 
 Disruptive student behavior can be a major deterrent to students’ learning.  It is extremely 

important for the fresh start schools to identify strategies that effectively address 
inappropriate student behavior, and those strategies then need to be clearly communicated 
and consistently implemented.  

 
 A high level of student need is evident within the fresh start schools in many areas (e.g., 

psychological, financial).  In response the district has increased some services.  However, 
the ongoing high level of need requires that the district continue to acknowledge and 
address specific areas of concern through increased services such as mental health. 

 
 Consistent with the findings of the year one evaluation, this year two evaluation also found 

students generally believe not all students are treated the same.  Further assessment of 
student perceptions and developing strategies to address the concerns is recommended.   

 
2.   Address instructional issues in the fresh start schools. 
 

 In the year one evaluation report, it was concluded that  “Both students and teachers 
specifically requested that disruptive students be promptly removed in order to create a 
classroom climate that supports learning for the students who want to learn and want to work 
hard.”  We concur with this recommendation but elaborate on it by including a 
recommendation to identify and implement strategies that facilitate the re-entry of these 
students.  Once back in the classroom, these students need assistance in catching up with 
the learning they missed and assistance in rejoining the classroom community in a positive 
way.     

   
3.  Maintain staff and resources in fresh start schools. 

 
 Many teachers in the fresh start schools anticipated a positive collegial environment and 

looked forward to working with colleagues who shared their enthusiasm and vision for the 
school.  In recognition of the importance of a strong collegial environment, the district and 
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the principals should continue to work together to promote ongoing staff stability and 
retention of high quality teachers.   
 

4.  Strengthen the family liaison role.  
 

 It was found in both the year one and the year two evaluations that family liaisons are too 
frequently engaged in other duties as assigned.  Perhaps the school principal could limit the 
time assigned to other duties to no more than one hour per day.  This is an especially 
important consideration since most family liaisons are employed less than full time. 

 
 The family liaisons repeatedly expressed a need for clarification of their position.  The 

expectations for the position were often not explicitly communicated and the family liaisons 
felt they had to define the position and their role in the school as they went along.  The 
district’s draft position description needs to be finalized and widely distributed to all 
teachers and principals.    

 
 Professional development for family liaisons needs to be enhanced.  This might include 

opportunities for the liaisons to network and exchange information and the establishment 
of mentoring relationships.   

 
 Family liaisons need to be highly visible and easily accessible to parents/guardians.  This 

recommendation includes easily accessible, private, and permanent office space as well as a 
flexible schedule that accommodates parent and community meetings that occur outside of 
regular school hours. 

 
5. Improve the fresh start process.  
 

 Both principals of the fresh start schools indicated that they would have liked more initial 
planning time for the fresh start at their schools.  They reported that it was difficult to take 
on this major responsibility on top of the demands of their previous positions.  In addition, 
they both expressed a desire to work collaboratively and to share their ideas.  Therefore, we 
recommend that the leadership for future fresh starts be selected early and that adequate 
time be given for the principals to plan their implementation strategies.  In addition, 
structured opportunities should be provided by the district for the fresh start principals to 
work together. 
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 Introduction 
 
Minneapolis Public Schools announced in April 2007 that it would close five schools on the North 
Side of the district to consolidate resources and improve academic programs in the remaining 
North Side schools.  This was the first step in the North Side Initiative (NSI), the district’s multi-year 
effort with goals to increase achievement for all students, close the achievement gap, improve 
attendance, increase enrollment, and decrease suspensions in the North Side schools.  Two North 
Side elementary schools, Lucy Laney and Nellie Stone Johnson, were selected for a fresh start, which 
included appointing two new principals to provide leadership for reform initiatives. 

 
The district contracted with the University of Minnesota’s Center for Applied Research and 
Educational Improvement (CAREI) to evaluate the year one (2007-2008) implementation of the 
NSI.  In response to the year one evaluation findings, the district contracted with CAREI again to 
carry out a year two (2008-2009) process evaluation of the NSI.    
 
The district’s year two contract with CAREI was approved by the MPS Board of Education on 
February 24, 2009.  The district’s review of CAREI’s data collection instruments was lengthy, and 
CAREI received final approval to begin data collection in mid May.  This is important to keep in 
mind because the information shared by respondents reflects their perceptions at the end of the 
school year.   
 
The year two evaluation focused on three major areas:   
 

 Family liaisons in North Side schools 
 Parent/guardian satisfaction with North Side schools  
 Implementation of a fresh start in two North Side Schools 

 
The twelve schools included in the NSI are: 
 

1. Afrocentric Academy (6-8) 
2. Bethune Community School (K-5) 
3. Cityview Performing Arts Magnet (K-8) 
4. Hall International School (K-5) 
5. Hmong International Academy (K-8) 
6. Loring Community School (K-5) 
7. Lucy Craft Laney Community School (K-8) 
8. Nellie Stone Johnson Community School (K-8) 
9. North High School (9-12) 

10. Olson/Lind Lower (K-4) 
11. Olson/Lind Upper (5-8) 
12. Patrick Henry High School (9-12)  
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 Methods 
 
To evaluate the role of the family liaison in North Side schools, CAREI evaluators job shadowed a 
sample of family liaisons and also interviewed liaisons in group and individual settings.  To evaluate 
parent satisfaction, CAREI used the results of the analyses MPS carried out on the Spring 2009 
Parent/Guardian Survey.  To evaluate the fresh start process at Lucy Laney and Nellie Stone 
Johnson, CAREI evaluators individually interviewed the two principals and ten teachers from each 
school.  Evaluators also conducted focus groups at each school with students from grade 5, grade 6, 
and grade 8.  Table 1 presents a summary of the methods used by the CAREI evaluation team.  
Detailed information regarding data collection procedures is presented in Appendix A.  Information 
about the methodology used for the parent/guardian survey was provided by the REA Department 
of MPS and is included in Appendix A. 
 

Table 1.   Data Collection Methods Utilized by CAREI 

Data Collection Method 
Number of 

Participants 
Family Liaisons in the North Side Initiative 
Schools 

 
 

 Job Shadows 
 Group and Individual Interviews 

5 

9 

Fresh Start Schools  
 Principal Interviews 2 

 Teacher Interviews 20 

 Student Focus Groups 56 

 

Four community members worked with the CAREI evaluators.  These community members 
reviewed initial analysis results and provided feedback, explanatory information, and community 
perspective.   
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 Results:  Family Liaisons 
 

The primary purpose of the family liaison position is to promote family involvement and 
satisfaction in support of the NSI.  The year one evaluation recommended strengthening the family 
liaison role in the NSI schools.  In response to this recommendation, Willie Fort, Associate 
Superintendent, a portion of whose responsibilities include oversight of the NSI, made funds 
available so that all NSI family liaison appointments would be at least 50% (i.e., 20 hours/week).   
For the 2008-09 school year, the position percentages ranged from 50% to 100%, with an average 
of 70.9% (see Table 2).   
 

Table 2.  Family Liaison Percent Appointment for the 2008-09 School Year 
Family Liaison 

Percent Appointment 
Frequency 

100.0% 2* 
87.5% 1 
80.0% 1 
75.0% 2 
62.5% 1 
50.0% 4 

Average = 70.9% 
*One of the 100% appointments was shared by two individuals, one at 75% and one at 25%. 

 
Three approaches were used in the year two evaluation to assess the family liaison position: 
 

 Family liaison interviews provided a broad view of the family liaison role. 
 Job shadows provided a more in-depth look at the day-to-day tasks of the family 

liaisons. 
 A document analysis of the family liaison draft position description compared to 

information shared by the family liaisons provided a means of identifying possible ways 
to enhance the position.   
 

No interviews were conducted with principals, teachers, other professional school staff, or district 
staff about the family liaison position.  All of the family liaison information is based only on the 
interviews and job shadows carried out with family liaisons. 
  

 Family Liaison Interviews 
 

This section presents information shared by nine family liaisons at a focus group interview session, 
an individual interview, and/or a job shadow.  The interview methodology is presented in Appendix 
A. 

 
Notes from the focus group interview session, the individual interview, and the job shadows were 
analyzed to identify categories that could be used to summarize the information that was obtained 
regarding the work of the family liaison.  Four broad categories were identified: 
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 Family liaison work with parents 
 Approaches to family involvement 
 Family liaison interactions with teachers and staff 
 Other duties as assigned 

 
Family Liaison Work with Parents   
 
Family liaisons worked with parents in a variety of ways during the school year.   Analysis of 
responses revealed four main types of activities:   
 

 Creating a supportive and welcoming environment for parents and families 
 Keeping parents informed  
 Connecting parents with resources  
 Facilitating parent involvement in the school  

 
Creating a supportive and welcoming environment.  Most family liaisons (8 of 9) stated 
specifically that they strived to actively create and maintain an environment that supported and 
welcomed parents’ involvement.  One of these individuals noted the importance of promoting 
positive experiences with the school, especially the very first contact in the school year.  “We want it 
to be a positive experience, so they know it’s not just a place to send your child, it’s a place for the 
family to come to.”   
 
Welcoming families into the school was done in a variety of ways.  Family liaisons connected with 
parents during regularly scheduled school activities, such as an open house or a dinner for families 
prior to teacher conferences.  In addition, the liaisons were involved in organizing special events for 
families, such as lunches or dinners with the principal, bring-my-parent-to-school night, bingo 
games, and the like.  Home visits were an additional method liaisons used in their work with 
families.  The liaisons reported that these home visits were done with the school social worker, and 
usually for a purpose related to social work (e.g., attendance).  One family liaison noted the 
effectiveness of home visits as parent involvement often increased following the visit.  Family 
liaisons also created a supportive and welcoming environment by sending thank you notes and 
distributing gift cards to parents to recognize their school involvement and by providing school 
tours to families.   
 
Keeping parents informed.  Keeping parents aware of school events and updating them on 
school-related information was a primary responsibility mentioned by eight of the nine family 
liaisons.  One family liaison noted that equipping parents with information gives them power, so 
keeping them up to date is very important.  Individual liaisons utilized one or more of the following 
forms of communication:  Web sites, phone messengers, individual phone calls, emails, newsletters, 
school marquees, flyers, communication in student backpacks, stickers that go home with students, 
and monthly events that welcome parents into the school.  In addition to utilizing a variety of 
communication methods, liaisons also often used multiple means to distribute information.   
 

“I need to make at least three attempts or efforts to contact the parents with any event 
that’s going on.  I think that will be effective.  If they don’t get the flyer, maybe they’ll 
get the phone call.  If they don’t get the phone call, then the child will come home 
running and happy because they have a sticker on their clothing saying something is 
going on.”  
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Connecting parents with resources.  Family liaisons gathered information about programs and 
resources both in the school and the community that might be of value to parents and families.  
Connecting families to resources was especially emphasized in the work of one family liaison.  “I feel 
like a large portion of my job is connecting the information between the school, the family, and the 
community.”  Another family liaison referred to this activity as “resource mining” and said he/she 
was always on the lookout for resources at school and in the community.   
 
The school resources mentioned by liaisons included the free/reduced lunch program, bus 
transportation, and computer access.  With respect to community resources, liaisons said they often 
made information available during events that brought families into the school.  For example, 
during special events such as book fairs and open houses, some liaisons invited community 
agencies to set up tables with flyers, pamphlets, and other types of descriptive and contact 
information.  In addition, liaisons facilitated communication between families and community 
resources such as the YMCA, the Salvation Army, energy assistance programs, the community 
library, county services, and job assistance organizations.   
 
Facilitating  parent involvement.  Family liaisons facilitated parent involvement in the school by 
coordinating volunteer services in classrooms.  In addition to assisting with placement of classroom 
volunteers, some family liaisons also worked creatively to set up unique opportunities for parent 
involvement outside of the school building.  For example, one liaison described the at-home 
volunteer work of cutting paper shapes for classroom use.  Some special events such as dinners and 
family nights utilized parents as volunteers and liaisons noted that this type of participation 
seemed to encourage their continued involvement with the school.  One family liaison noted that 
attendance at monthly family nights was excellent and ranged from 75 to 250 people.  In addition to 
such structured activities, another family liaison emphasized the importance of encouraging 
parents to be actively involved by regularly assisting their children with homework.     
 
At times, family liaisons felt they were able to facilitate potentially challenging school and family 
interactions by helping to establish a positive, caring atmosphere.  One liaison noted the ease 
parents feel with them.  “They’re comfortable with what we do.”  The liaisons provided a “familiar 
face” and helped to make parents feel comfortable about sharing their perspective.  The liaisons 
believe parents view them differently from administrators and disciplinarians and that parents 
were often less anxious when working with the liaison.    

 
Approaches to Family Involvement  
 
Information obtained from the family liaisons shows that their work experience informs their 
practice.  One such piece of “practice wisdom” is that liaisons have found parents often want to be 
involved, but simply may not know how.  One liaison said, “… parents really want to be involved… I 
feel they don’t really know how or they don’t really know how we define it (i.e., involvement) as a 
school.”  Some liaisons said that through contacts with parents, they realized the importance of 
understanding each unique family they work with.  Accordingly, the following approaches for 
involving parents were used:   

 
 Utilize personal contact 
 Utilize school activities  
 Be flexible  



 Family Liaison Interviews     Page 10 

Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement    
University of Minnesota  

 

 
Utilize personal contact.  Family liaisons noted the importance and effectiveness of personal 
contact with families.  For example, individual phone calls and home visits were considered 
especially effective.  Liaisons believe the unspoken message parents received from individual 
contacts was that the liaison genuinely cares about the family.  In addition, information delivered 
via personal contact was guaranteed to reach the parents.  In contrast, liaisons said it was likely 
that much of the bulk communication, such as flyers and information placed in student backpacks, 
did not reach parents.  One liaison estimated that 50% of the information sent home in student 
backpacks was never received by parents. 
 
Utilize school activities.  Family liaisons have learned to connect with parents during planned 
school activities.  Utilizing school activities decreases the number of trips parents need to make to 
the school and is an efficient means for connecting with parents and providing them with 
information on school and community resources.  Liaisons said they tagged onto activities such as 
PTA meetings, teacher conferences, and book fairs because parents were already at the school and 
childcare was available.   
 
Be flexible.  Family liaisons noted the importance of understanding individual families.  Families do 
not come in a one-size-fits-all package; each family has a unique combination of experiences.  This 
means that liaisons often need to be flexible and patient when working with families.  In some 
situations, being responsive to individual family needs meant family liaisons needed to be available 
after school hours to connect with parents and they needed to be versatile in their involvement 
with parents.  For example, a liaison noted that some parents are more comfortable meeting 
outside of the school over a cup of coffee than in an office in the school building.   

 
Family Liaison Interactions with Teachers and Staff    
 
Family liaisons indicated great variety in their work with teachers and staff members.  Specific 
activities liaisons engaged in with teachers and staff included:  Attending parent and teacher 
meetings, attending site leadership teams where both parents and teachers were present, assisting 
in classes as needed, checking on substitute teachers, obtaining parent volunteers for classrooms, 
keeping teachers informed of relevant information (e.g., a family crisis), providing co-leadership for 
student groups, and supporting classroom activity (e.g., checking a student’s homework 
completion).    

 
Other Duties As Assigned   
 
Nearly every family liaison described additional responsibilities not specifically related to the 
family liaison position such as breakfast and lunch supervision, answering office phones, writing or 
editing documents, and maintaining the school Web site.  Liaisons expressed that they enjoyed 
these additional duties and that these duties often utilized their particular strengths.  For example, 
one liaison who was especially adept at making connections with students was also assigned to lead 
student groups.  Engaging in other duties also enabled the family liaisons to participate in the larger 
school community and connect with students and staff.  Despite the benefits associated with these 
activities, liaisons also noted that time spent on other duties meant they had less time to interact 
directly with parents.   
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 Family Liaison Job Shadow 
  

Job shadows were carried out with five family liaisons.  The five were selected to be representative 
with respect to school type (elementary, middle, and high school).    
 
The unique dynamics of the family liaison position presented a challenge to conducting and 
analyzing the job shadows.  More specifically, the liaisons reported that their duties often changed 
from day to day as well as throughout the school year.  One family liaison related that his/her 
schedule was set up to focus on organization and paperwork two days per week and on family 
involvement the other three days.  Some liaisons reported that family needs fluctuate throughout 
the school year and frequently arise outside of contracted hours.  
  
It is very important to note that the job shadows took place in May near the end of the school year 
as this timing may have influenced the type of activities that were observed by the evaluator.  A job 
shadow done at a different time of the year or on a different day of the week may have resulted in 
the observation of different activities.  Understandably, two family liaisons expressed some 
discomfort with the job shadow, preferring to spend a considerable portion of the job shadow 
describing their position and the activities they had been engaged in throughout the year.   

 
Categories of Tasks Observed During the Job Shadow 
 
All five of the family liaisons provided information to the evaluator during the job shadow.  Some 
family liaisons expressed discomfort with being observed, preferring to talk about the position.  
Other liaisons shared clarifying information while they engaged in family liaison activities.   For 
example, a liaison who was coordinating a parent activity explained the purpose of the activity, 
described how coordinating the activity required interaction with community members, and 
provided examples of flyers that had been sent to parents about the activity.  Yet other liaisons 
expressed a desire to share specific recommendations to strengthen and improve the family liaison 
position.  These family liaison recommendations are included in a later section of the report titled 
Family Liaisons’ Recommendations. 
 
To summarize the tasks actually observed during the job shadow, the five sets of observers’ notes 
were analyzed to identify common themes.  Based on the analysis, five broad categories of activities 
were identified:   
 

 Direct parent contact  
 Direct student contact  
 Activity coordination  
 Other duties as assigned 
 Routine office tasks 

 
To further summarize the job shadow, we used 15-minute event sampling to tally the observed 
activities according to these six categories.  In other words, for each 15-minute interval of the three-
hour job shadow, the evaluator tallied the frequencies of the observed activities by category (See 
Table 3).  It should be noted that these five categories are not necessarily mutually exclusive.  For 
example, in one 15-minute period, the liaison may have engaged in lunchroom supervision (other 
duties as assigned) and talked to students (direct student contact).   
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Table 3.   Frequency of Activities Engaged in by the Family Liaisons*  

Liaison 

Type of Observed Activity Providing 
Information 
to Evaluator 

Parent 
Contact 

Student 
Contact 

Activity 
Coordination 

Other 
Duties As 
Assigned 

Routine 
Office 
Tasks 

Family 
Liaison A 

1 4 7 1 3 2 

Family 
Liaison B 

0 2 0 2 4 6 

Family 
Liaison C 

0 0 4 7 1 4 

Family 
Liaison D 

1 3 5 6 4 1 

Family 
Liaison E 

0 1 0 1 0 11 

Across 
Liaisons 

2 10 16 17 12 25 

*The three-hour job shadow observations are summarized by the type of activities observed during each of 
twelve 15-minute intervals. 

 
Direct parent contact.  Although direct parent contact was considered the heart of their job by 
many family liaisons, minimal parent contact was actually observed during the job shadow.  Family 
liaisons did, however, describe many approaches that they used to foster and promote parent 
contacts such as family nights, newsletters, bulletin boards, parent committees, phone calls, and the 
school’s Web site.  In addition, family liaisons expressed the belief that they can be a valuable school 
and community resource for parents.  Many of the family liaisons rely on their experience and 
history with the schools and neighborhoods in which they work to make connections with parents.  
They felt that high visibility and inclusion in school and parent meetings were especially important 
elements of the family liaison position.   
 
Direct student contact.  Four of five family liaisons were observed to have direct contact with 
students.  This contact varied from brief and informal one-on-one interactions to leading student 
groups.  Several of the family liaisons saw student contact as an important way to make effective 
connections with parents.   
 
Activity coordination.  During the job shadow observation, three of the family liaisons were 
involved in organizing and coordinating events such as family nights, educational opportunities, 
and student activities.  Coordination of activities required liaisons to work not only with parents 
but often also with school staff, student groups, and community organizations.  Some family liaisons 
also assisted with coordination of activities that were not specific to the family liaison job (e.g., field 
trips and graduation).   
 
Other duties as assigned.  During the job shadows, all five of the family liaisons were observed 
participating in other duties as assigned.  These duties were varied and included breakfast and 
lunch supervision, hallway supervision, greeting student buses, and attending administrative 
meetings.  Two family liaisons expressed a concern about the amount of time spent in meetings, 
noting the family liaison appointment is often less than 40 hours per week.  Spending 20-35% of the 
contracted time in meetings significantly reduces the amount of time liaisons could be available for 
family interactions. 
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Routine office tasks.   Four of the liaisons were observed carrying out routine office tasks such as 
reading and answering emails and making photocopies.   
 

Individual Family Liaison Job Shadows   
 
Table 3 provides information about commonalities in tasks across family liaisons as well as the 
variability from one family liaison to the next.  The following five descriptions provide a more 
complete picture of an individual family liaison’s activities on the day that the job shadow took 
place.    
 
Family Liaison A.  Family Liaison A engaged in activities from all five categories during the 
observation (See Table 3).  This liaison was most often observed making student contacts and 
organizing activities.  Student contacts were wide ranging and included greeting students, 
monitoring students in the hallway, and leading student groups.  Activity coordination was equally 
varied—working on upcoming events, facilitating payments for a completed event, and 
communicating with school staff as well as community organizations.  Parent contact included one 
telephone call.  Other duties included co-leading a student group.  This family liaison also provided 
information to the evaluator by describing job responsibilities and providing examples of flyers 
from previously coordinated events.   
 
Family Liaison B.  Family Liaison B expressed being uneasy about the job shadow because there 
were no specific family liaison activities that needed attention on that particular day.  Consequently, 
about half of the three-hour job shadow time was spent by the liaison providing a building tour and 
describing specific job responsibilities.  In the remaining time, Family Liaison B was observed 
connecting with students, carrying out routine office tasks, and supervising the lunchroom (See 
Table 3).   
 
Family Liaison C.  Family Liaison C engaged in activity coordination, routine office tasks, and other 
duties as assigned (See Table 3).  A large portion of the time was spent observing the liaison in a 90-
minute administrative meeting.  Prior to the meeting, the family liaison prepared by making 
photocopies and checking email.  During the meeting, the family liaison was asked by 
administration to assist with making family contacts about specific activities and to provide 
feedback on drafts of written and electronic promotional materials.  After the meeting, the family 
liaison spent some time describing job responsibilities and offering recommendations for 
enhancing the effectiveness of the family liaison position.     
 
Family Liaison D.  Family Liaison D engaged in activities from all five categories (See Table 3).  The 
majority of this liaison’s time was spent with activity coordination and other duties as assigned.  
Activity coordination included organizing upcoming events and current fundraisers.  Other duties 
as assigned included welcoming students as they entered the building and hallway supervision.  
The family liaison also gave the evaluator information about additional responsibilities not engaged 
in during the job shadow.  
 
Family Liaison E.  Rather than being observed in the family liaison role, Family Liaison E instead 
preferred to provide a tour of the building, to introduce the evaluator to school staff, and to 
describe job responsibilities.  These activities took up more than two hours.  In the remaining time, 
the family liaison was observed talking to students and monitoring the main entry (See Table 3).    
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 Family Liaison Draft Position Description 
 

Willie Fort reported that he called a meeting of the NSI Advisory Council to respond to the 
recommendations presented in CAREI’s year one evaluation report.  At the meeting held on January 
22, 2009, Mr. Fort said that the NSI Advisory Council identified action steps, department/person 
responsible, and timeline for completion for each recommendation.  One of the action steps for 
strengthening the family liaison position was to write a position description, and MPS’s  Office of 
Family Involvement was  given the responsibility.  A draft copy of the School Family Liaison 
position description that was developed (see Appendix B) was provided to the CAREI evaluators on 
July 1, 2009.  The position description is in draft form because, to date, it has not been formally 
approved by Human Resources.  This is because of the current freeze imposed on approving new 
position descriptions while MPS undergoes a compensation study.    
 
Consistent with grounded theory research methodology, the evaluators learned about the tasks and 
responsibilities of the position first hand by observing and interviewing family liaisons.  The results 
of the job shadows and interviews were then compared to the responsibilities and tasks envisioned 
by the district for the position as reflected in the draft position description.    
 
The information reported in this section with respect to actual tasks and responsibilities is based 
on task and responsibility descriptions provided by the family liaisons during the interviews 
and/or job shadows and on activities observed by the evaluators during the job shadows.  The 
family liaisons were never asked by the evaluators to comment on specific tasks included in the 
draft position description because CAREI did not have a copy at the time of the interviews or job 
shadows.  It should be noted that the family liaisons were not hired under this position description.  
Also, none of the family liaisons mentioned this position description during any of the contacts with 
the evaluators.     
 
The draft position description includes two primary responsibilities: 
 

1. To increase family participation in the education of their children both at home and school in 
order to improve their student academic achievement. 

2. To develop, implement, and assess in partnership with school staff and parents the school’s 
family involvement plans and parent compact. 

 
The position description presents seven essential functions and responsibilities, each followed by 
specific tasks (see Appendix B and Table 4).  The seven essential functions and responsibilities are: 
 

1. Help the school to develop a family-friendly school climate. 
2. Develop programs and activities designed to engage families in improving student 

achievement. 
3. Help teachers/staff and families develop strong partnerships and enhance communication. 
4. Promote and support parenting skills. 
5. Develop and implement effective family engagement strategies and activities to empower 

students and their families. 
6. Taking part in opportunities for professional development. 
7. Utilizes community resources to strengthen schools, families, and student learning.  

 
The first column of Table 4 presents the Essential Functions and Responsibilities as stated in the 
draft position description.  The frequency column presents the number of liaisons (out of nine) who 
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were observed carrying out an activity related to each essential function and responsibility during 
the job shadow and/or who mentioned a related activity during the interview.  The comments 
column provides brief explanatory information. 
 
Primary responsibilities.  High and medium frequency tasks were often associated with the 
primary position responsibility of To increase family participation in the education of their children 
both at home and school in order to improve their student academic achievement.  For example, two 
high frequency tasks were Collaborating with school staff, administrators and parents to reach all 
families and Creating opportunities for social interaction between the families and school staff.   The 
second primary responsibility of the position (i.e., To develop, implement, and assess in partnership 
with school staff and parents the school’s family involvement plan and parent compact) is listed not 
only as a primary responsibility but also as task under the essential function category of Help the 
school to develop a family-friendly school climate.  This task was associated with a low frequency of 
occurrence and reflects a brief mention of the family involvement plan by only one family liaison.   
  
Essential functions and responsibilities.  All seven of the essential functions and responsibilities 
were associated with at least one high or medium frequency task.  The high-frequency tasks 
involved collaboration with the principal, teachers, other school staff, and parents, as well as 
communicating with parents and creating opportunities for parent involvement with the school.  
The medium-frequency tasks involved facilitating parents as volunteers, acting as a liaison between 
parents and teachers, communicating with parents, and developing partnerships with community 
groups.  The tasks associated with a low frequency often appeared to be associated with constraints 
such as space limitations (e.g., Create a space in the school where families can meet and interact 
among themselves), time limitations (e.g., Attend community meetings that help you connect to 
resources for families in your school), or authorization limitations (e.g., Including parents in decision 
making and advisory capacities in all aspects to ensure student success).   The zero-frequency tasks 
either seemed to require special skills (e.g., Conducting an annual assessment of school climate…), 
particular school populations (e.g., Partner with … agencies that can provide services for ELL 
families), or additional collaboration with teachers beyond the facilitation of interactions (e.g., 
…develop learning tools that families can take home to use with their children).  In addition, 
participation in learning and professional development activities was also associated with a 
frequency of zero.  It should be stressed, however, that in the interviews with the family liaisons, 
the evaluators did not ask about any of the tasks associated with a zero frequency nor did any 
family liaison volunteer any information about these tasks.   
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Table 4.  Comparison of Draft Position Description with Information from Job Shadows  and Interviews 

The Two Primary Responsibilities Stated in the Draft Position Description: 
1.  To increase family participation in the education of their children both at home and school in order to improve their student academic 

achievement.   

2.  To develop, implement, and assess in partnership with school staff and parents the school’s family involvement plan and parent compact. 

The Seven Essential Functions and Responsibilities 
Stated in the Draft Position Description: 

Frequency* Comments 

1. Help the School to Develop a Family-Friendly School Climate by: 

 Collaborating with the principal, teachers, parent organization, and 
other staff.  

High 
Frequency is based on collaborating with at 
least one (e.g., principal only).  

 Conducting an annual assessment of school climate and using results 
to make improvements.   

Zero 
Evaluators did not specifically ask about this 
and liaisons did not volunteer it. 

 Utilizing parent and community volunteers.  Mediuma Includes classroom and event volunteers. 

 Develop, implement, and assess in partnership with school staff and 
families the family involvement plan and parent compact on an annual 
basis.  

Low 
One participant briefly mentioned a family 
involvement plan.   

 Create a space in the school where families can meet and interact 
among themselves.   Low 

Reflects permanent physical space not 
temporary space made available for special 
events such as book fairs.     

2.  Develop Programs and Activities Designed to Engage Families in Improving Student Achievement by: 

 Collaborating with school staff, administrators and parents to reach all 
families.   High 

Frequency is based on collaborating with at 
least one of these groups (e.g., school staff 
only).   

 Designing family engagement activities to help all families participate 
more effectively in their children’s learning (math and literacy nights, 
etc.).   

Low 

Includes activities where parents learned how 
to help their children in specific subjects.  One 
participant specifically mentioned a math 
night. 

 Maintain a portfolio of all major activities and meetings to include 
agenda and sign-in sheets.  

(Continued on next page) 

Low 
One liaison shared an activity spreadsheet.  
Two liaisons described sign-in sheets.   

*Frequency is how many liaisons were observed carrying out the responsibility during the job shadow and/or described carrying it out during the   
focus group/ interview.  Zero is 0 liaisons, Low is 1, 2 or 3 liaisons, Medium is 4, 5 or 6 liaisons, High is 7, 8 or 9 liaisons.   
a These two tasks reflect identical information. 
b These two tasks reflect identical information.   
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Table 4 continued. 
Seven Essential Functions and Responsibilities: Frequency* Comments 
2. Develop Programs and Activities Designed to Engage Families in Improving Student Achievement by (continued from previous page): 

 Assist in helping families understand standards and assessments, 
students’ test scores, rubrics, and the school report card.   

Medium This task was not directly mentioned.  
However, four liaisons mentioned hosting the 
district’s Connecting Parents to Educational 
Opportunities Program (CPEO).  CPEO includes 
instruction on standardized tests, 
assessments, and report cards. 

 Facilitate and organize other parent meetings, workshops and 
professional learning.   

High Includes activities not directly related to 
children’s learning (e.g., coffee with the 
principal and the like). 

3.  Help Teachers/Staff and Families Develop Strong Partnerships and Enhance Communication by: 

 Creating opportunities for social interaction between the families and 
school staff. 

High Includes book fairs, open houses, Donuts with 
Dad, bingo, etc.   

 Using a variety of communication tools on a regular basis to contact 
families to include school newsletters, school website, etc.  

High Includes Web sites, phone messengers, 
individual phone calls, emails, newsletters, 
school marquee, flyers, and communication in 
student backpacks.   

 Work with teachers and staff to develop learning tools that families 
can take home to use with their children. 

Zero Evaluators did not specifically ask about this 
and liaisons did not volunteer it. 

 Be a liaison between families and teachers when problems arise. Medium Liaisons described setting up conferences and 
facilitating conversations between teachers 
and parents.  

 Offer staff development opportunities for school administrators and 
staff to increase their relationships with families.   

Zero Evaluators did not specifically ask about this 
and liaisons did not volunteer it. 

 Provide parent involvement materials, information, and research to 
school administrators and staff on a regular basis. 

Low One liaison mentioned doing this during staff 
meetings. 

 Assist with the administration of family volunteers.  Mediuma Includes classroom and event volunteers. 
*Frequency is how many liaisons were observed carrying out the responsibility during the job shadow and/or described carrying it out during the   
focus group/ interview.  Zero is 0 liaisons, Low is 1, 2 or 3 liaisons, Medium is 4, 5 or 6 liaisons, High is 7, 8 or 9 liaisons.   
a These two tasks reflect identical information. 
b These two tasks reflect identical information.   
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Table 4 continued. 
Seven Essential Functions and Responsibilities: Frequency* Comments 
4. Promote and Support Parenting Skills by: 

 Linking parents to programs and resources within the community that 
provide support services to families. 

Medium Includes county services, Salvation Army, local 
library, etc.  

 Providing information about adult education, parenting education, 
literacy activities.  

Medium Four liaisons mentioned hosting CPEO.  One 
liaison discussed organizing resource tables at 
school activities.   

 Partner with district staff, community organizations and agencies that 
can support and provide services for ELL families.  

Zero Evaluators did not specifically ask about this 
and liaisons did not volunteer it. 

5.  Develop and Implement Effective Family Engagement Strategies and Activities to Empower Students and Their Families by:   

 Supporting  parents, teachers, administrators and the community in 
their role as partners to increase student achievement. 

Medium Four liaisons mentioned hosting CPEO.   

 Recruiting and inviting parents to participate in school committees and 
in the school’s parent organization.  

Low Includes attending the Site Leadership 
Committee meeting. 

 Including parents in decision making and advisory capacities in all 
aspects to ensure student success.  

Low Includes attending the Site Leadership 
Committee meeting. 

 Enabling parents to participate as partners when setting school goals, 
developing or evaluating programs and policies.  

Low Includes attending the Site Leadership 
Committee meeting. 

6.  Taking Part in Opportunities for Professional Development by: 

 Attending all district sponsored meetings and training activities for 
family liaisons. 

Low Includes only district sponsored meetings and 
activities.  Two participants mentioned 
attending monthly district liaison meetings. 

 Keeping school staff updated about family involvement activities in 
your school.  

Medium Includes attending and reporting on activities 
at staff and leadership meetings. 

 Participating in learning and professional development activities.  Zero Evaluators did not specifically ask about this 
and liaisons did not volunteer it. 

*Frequency is how many liaisons were observed carrying out the responsibility during the job shadow and/or described carrying it out during the   
focus group/ interview.  Zero is 0 liaisons, Low is 1, 2 or 3 liaisons, Medium is 4, 5 or 6 liaisons, High is 7, 8 or 9 liaisons.   
a These two tasks reflect identical information. 
b These two tasks reflect identical information.   
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Table 4 continued. 
Seven Essential Functions and Responsibilities (continued): Frequency* Comments 
7. Utilizes Community Resources to Strengthen Schools, Families, and Student Learning by: 

 Develop partnerships with local community groups and businesses to 
identify how they would like to promote family engagement in your 
school.  Medium 

Includes University of Minnesota’s Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics 
(STEM), neighborhood parks, professional 
athletic teams, community members with 
special skills/interests (e.g., weightlifting).   

 Collaborate with community partners and families to identify 
resources for families in the community. 

Low 
Three liaisons mentioned specific community 
collaborations.   

 Attend community meetings that help you connect to resources for 
families in your school.  

Lowb Two liaisons mentioned attending meetings 
for this purpose.   

 Attend community meetings that will help to connect to community 
resources for families.  

Lowb Two liaisons mentioned attending meetings 
for this purpose.   

 Assist in the recruitment of families for district events and activities. 
Medium 

Four liaisons mentioned hosting CPEO.  Two 
liaisons mentioned representing their school 
at district wide recruitment events.   

 Publicize and promote district programs for families.   Medium Four liaisons mentioned hosting CPEO.   

Other Duties as Assigned High Includes student group advisor, lunchroom 
supervision, breakfast supervision, 
fundraisers, classroom support, bus duty, 
attendance meetings, answering school office 
phones, and the like.   

*Frequency is how many liaisons were observed carrying out the responsibility during the job shadow and/or described carrying it out during the   
focus group/ interview.  Zero is 0 liaisons, Low is 1, 2 or 3 liaisons, Medium is 4, 5 or 6 liaisons, High is 7, 8 or 9 liaisons.   
a These two tasks reflect identical information. 
b These two tasks reflect identical information.   
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 Comparison of Year One and Year Two Family Liaison 
Results 

 
Several common themes emerged between the results of the year one NSI evaluation and the year 
two evaluation.  One of these was that the family liaisons consistently viewed as very important 
their role of creating a welcoming atmosphere and keeping parents informed.  In both year one and 
year two, family liaisons described the effectiveness of holding family nights and creating 
opportunities for parent involvement outside of the school building.  In addition, in both years, 
family liaisons expressed a concern about the amount of time spent doing other duties as assigned 
and the resulting decrease in time to interact directly with parents.   

 
 Family Liaisons’ Recommendations 

 
During the interviews and/or job shadows, family liaisons made recommendations for ways in 
which the role of the family liaison could be enhanced.  These recommendations fell into six 
categories:  
  

 Job clarity 
 Type of duties 
 District support 
 Schedule 
 Work space 
 Visibility 

 
Job clarity.  Several family liaisons had concerns about or recommendations for the responsibilities 
of the family liaison job.  They indicated their job was not clearly defined and their duties and 
responsibilities could be better delineated especially for working with parents.  Several liaisons 
noted that, without a job description, they had to “learn it on my own.”  This sentiment was also 
expressed by a family liaison who felt he/she had to “reinvent the wheel.”  Consistent with 
ambiguity about the job description, some family liaisons did not feel there was a best practice or 
model that they could follow.  It should be noted, however, that one family liaison did give the 
evaluators a copy of a family liaison job description.  That particular job description had been 
developed by the school principal based on discussions held with the family liaison about the most 
effective ways to work with the families at that school.  
  
Liaisons felt that lack of clarity with respect to duties and responsibilities was compounded by their 
need for additional training and support.  One liaison noted he/she was unable to attend the district 
family liaison meetings due to a work schedule conflict, further creating a sense of working without 
guidance. 
 
Type of duties.  Liaisons recommended that the family liaison position could be made more 
effective by limiting their involvement in other duties as assigned which were not always clearly 
linked to their position.  Liaisons noted they were often involved in activities such as lunchroom 
duty, bus duty, and assisting with events such as chaperoning student trips and cultural events.  
Liaisons said that they enjoyed these roles and that student interactions were a valuable way to 
connect with parents.  However, liaisons noted that, given limited number of hours to work with 
parents, these additional responsibilities reduced the amount of available time to work directly 
with parents and, consequently, their effectiveness.    
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District support.  Liaisons wanted their position to be more than a “goodwill ambassador.”  They 
wanted to cultivate strong relationships and to support parent interactions with the school.  Some 
family liaisons suggested that the district could help them carry out their position more effectively 
by:    
 

 Forming parent/staff/community involvement committees at each school.   
 Providing support for parent involvement, such as funding to make copies that are an 

essential part of parent communication, funding to facilitate parent meetings, and funding 
to support parent attendance at school board meetings.   

 Training the teaching staff to work with the family liaison.   
 

Schedule.  Liaison schedules must be flexible to meet the needs of parents.  Family liaisons 
indicated that they were often unable to meet with parents before school, during lunch, or after 
school, because these were the times that they were frequently asked to help with bus duty and 
lunchroom duty.  In addition, because many parents are only available for meetings in the evenings 
or on weekends, the liaison needs to be available at these times also.  As residents of the school 
neighborhood, liaisons said that they ran into parents at the grocery store or at community events 
and found that parents frequently wanted to discuss school-related topics.  The liaisons feel that 
these encounters were very important and should somehow be recognized in their work schedule.  
To assist them in flexible scheduling, one liaison suggested they be provided with a cell phone so 
parents could contact them after school hours.   
 
Work space.  Liaisons indicated that they need a private space to work with families.  Liaisons’ 
experience is that parents are not comfortable sharing personal information when other school 
staff can hear the conversation.  Some of the liaisons reported that they had to share office space 
with several other staff members.  Some even had to change their office location throughout the 
week. 
 
Visibility.  Offices that are not easily accessed or are tucked out of sight decrease the probability of 
spontaneous interactions with parents.  Family liaisons need to be visible to parents and it is 
important that the liaison work space be easily accessible to parents.  Visibility can also be 
enhanced by administration and teachers who make a point of including the family liaison in 
interactions with parents.   

 

 Family Liaison Summary 

Overall, family liaisons expressed a high level of commitment to their work with families through 
creating a supportive and welcoming environment, keeping parents informed, connecting parents 
with resources, and facilitating family involvement in the school.  With respect to how they 
approach their work with families, liaisons viewed personal contact as being especially effective, 
and they stressed the need for flexibility.   
 
A need for job clarity was strongly expressed.  The draft position description developed by the 
district might partially fulfill this need.  This position description matched well in some aspects 
with the actual activities carried out by liaisons.  However, some tasks included on the position 
description were performed infrequently or not at all.  In general, these tasks were associated with 
specific constraints or required additional skills.  Perhaps the draft position description could be 
revised in light of the information provided in this report and/or the liaisons could be provided 
with training and professional development so that they can adequately carry out these tasks.    
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Another way to address job clarity is through providing frequent opportunities for the family 
liaisons to network and exchange information.  The monthly liaison meetings are one place where 
this can happen, but liaisons reported that attendance at these meetings was not always possible.  
Perhaps other networking mechanisms could be investigated, such as arranging for family liaisons 
to observe each other or the establishment of mentoring relationships. 
 
The job shadow observations revealed a wide range of liaison activity, with some liaisons immersed 
in working with families, while others were primarily engaged in other duties as assigned.  These 
duties were generally not specific to the liaison position and often included lunchroom duty, bus 
duty, and hallway supervision.  
 
Similar to the findings of the year one evaluation, it was found again in year two that family liaisons 
are too frequently engaged in other duties as assigned.   Although the family liaisons reported that 
carrying out these duties enabled them to feel part of the school community and to make valuable 
connections with students and staff, they felt that there could be a better balance between duties 
specifically related to the family liaison role and other duties.  
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 Results:  Parent/Guardian Satisfaction  
 

District-wide parent satisfaction was assessed by responses to the Spring 2009 Parent/Guardian 
Survey administered by the Office of Strategic Planning at MPS.  The survey methodology is found 
in Appendix A.  For purposes of this evaluation report, comparisons were made between NSI and 
non-NSI schools, and where appropriate, comparisons were made with the results of the Interactive 
Family Feedback Survey administered by CAREI in 2008 as part of its NSI year one evaluation.  Note 
that year one versus year two comparisons were made only when the questionnaire items on the 
Interactive Family Feedback Survey and the Spring 2009 Parent/Guardian Survey were identical.   
Even when items were identical, however, caution should be exercised when generalizing the 
results because of the different survey methodologies.  The spring 2009 survey questions and 
response frequencies are provided in Appendix C.    

 
 Parent/Guardian Survey Response Rate 

 
In June 2009, survey questionnaires were mailed to parents/guardians of children enrolled in all 
schools of the MPS District.  Of the 4,093 surveys mailed to parents/guardians of children enrolled 
in NSI schools, 504 completed surveys were returned, resulting in a response rate of 12%.  The 
response rate for non-NSI participants was 23%.  Detailed response rate information for the NSI 
participants is provided in Appendix D.    
 

 Parent/Guardian Survey Results 
 

This portion of the evaluation report includes data that were not collected by CAREI.  
Parents/guardians were surveyed by the district in June 2009 using a mail survey.  CAREI chose 
relevant information from the survey to include in this report.  For analysis purposes, the relevant 
survey items are grouped into three categories: 
 

 Satisfaction with schools 
 School culture 
 Communication with schools 

 
These categories are consistent with the categories used in the analysis of the 2008 Interactive 
Family Feedback Survey in the NSI year one evaluation.   

 
Satisfaction with Schools 
 
In order to compare year one with year two responses of NSI parents/guardians, it was necessary 
that the survey items used the same wording.  As a result, year one versus year two comparisons 
for NSI respondents were made only on survey items related to class size, access to gifted and 
talented programs, and after-school programs. 
 
Overall satisfaction.  In general, the majority of NSI respondents were satisfied with the school 
their child attends.  Overall, 73% of NSI and 76% of non-NSI respondents indicated their child’s 
school either meets or exceeds their expectations.  The NSI versus non-NSI difference was not 
significantly different.  However, when evaluating the Minneapolis Public School District, a 
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significantly greater proportion of NSI respondents than non-NSI respondents felt the district 
meets or exceeds their expectations (66% vs. 55%, respectively).    (See Appendix C, survey items 
34 and 35).  
 
Satisfaction with specific areas.  Along with overall satisfaction, satisfaction with several specific 
areas was also measured.  These were:  Class size, instruction in the arts, physical education, 
technology, gifted and talented programs, and after-school programs (see Table 5).  These areas 
received additional funding from the NSI.   
  
Table 5.  Parent/Guardian Satisfaction with Selected Features of Their Child’s School 

Survey 
Questionnaire 
Item Number 

(See 
Appendix C)  

Survey Questionnaire Item 
 

I am satisfied with … 

Percent Agreeing 

2009  
NSI School 

Respondents 

2009 
Non-NSI 
School 

Respondents 

2008 
Interactive 

Family 
Feedback 

Survey 
(where 

applicable) 

9 The size of my child’s class(es).   82% 50%* 72%^ 

12 
The instruction in the arts my child 
receives in this school.  

83% 83%  

13 
The physical education my child 
receives in this school. 

85% 82%  

11 
My child’s use of technology in the 
school. 

90% 87%*  

15 
My child’s access to after-school 
programs.   

89% 87% 73%^ 

14 
My child’s access to the Gifted and 
Talented program in this school.   

79% 71%* 52%^ 

32 
The Gifted and Talented program 
my child receives in this school.   

82% 73%*  

*NSI vs. Non-NSI difference is statistically significant, two-tailed p < .05. 
^2008 NSI vs. 2009 NSI difference is statistically significant, two-tailed p < .05. 

 
Class size.  A significantly greater proportion of NSI respondents than non-NSI expressed 
satisfaction with their child’s class size (82% vs. 50%, respectively).  The year two NSI respondents’ 
level of satisfaction was also significantly greater than the level of satisfaction (72%) expressed by 
NSI respondents on the year one Interactive Family Feedback Survey.  
 
Instruction in the arts.  The level of satisfaction with instruction in the arts was 83% for both NSI 
and non-NSI participants.  
  
Physical education.  The level of satisfaction with physical education was 85% for NSI 
respondents and 82% for non-NSI respondents.  The difference was not statistically significant.   
 
Technology.   A significantly greater proportion of NSI respondents than non-NSI were satisfied 
with their child’s use of technology at school (90% vs. 87%, respectively).  
  
Gifted and talented.  Two different items on the survey asked about satisfaction with gifted and 
talented programs.  One item asked about access to gifted and talented programs.  The other item 
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asked about level of satisfaction if the child was receiving gifted and talented services.  With respect 
to access, 79% of NSI respondents and 71% of non-NSI respondents were satisfied.  This difference 
was statistically significant.  In year one, 52% of NSI respondents to the Interactive Family 
Feedback Survey indicated they were satisfied with access to gifted and talented programs.  The 
year two versus year one difference was statistically significant.  With respect to children who 
actually did receive gifted and talented services, a significantly greater proportion of NSI 
respondents were satisfied compared to non-NSI respondents (82% vs. 73%, respectively).    
 
After-school programs.  NSI and non-NSI respondents expressed similar levels of satisfaction with 
access to after-school programs (89% vs. 87%, respectively).  However, the level of satisfaction for 
NSI respondents was significantly greater in year two (89%) than in year one (52%).   

 
School Culture 
 
The school culture category includes three distinct aspects: 
 

 Learning (e.g., high quality instruction) 
 Student behavior and safety (e.g., bullying) 
 Interpersonal interactions (e.g., respect for the family’s values and traditions) 

 
The year one (2008) Interactive Family Feedback Survey did not include any identical survey items 
on these topics, so no year one versus year two comparisons could be carried out.  
 
Learning.  The majority of NSI and non-NSI respondents believed their children were being 
prepared for academic success in later grades (NSI: 93%; non-NSI: 90%), their children received 
high quality classroom instruction (NSI: 89%; non-NSI: 87%), and that school staff had high 
expectations for their children (NSI: 93%; non-NSI: 91%).  In addition, the majority of both NSI and 
non-NSI respondents perceived their children’s homework as appropriately challenging (NSI: 84%; 
non-NSI: 82%) and that school staff provided appropriate support with academic work when 
needed (NSI: 87%; non-NSI: 85%).  None of the NSI versus non-NSI differences in this area were 
statistically significant.  (See Appendix C, survey items 2, 6, 1, 7, and 8, respectively.) 
 
Student behavior and safety.  Responses to survey items dealing with student behavior and safety 
indicated that these areas may be of more concern to NSI families than non-NSI families (see Table 
6).  A significantly greater proportion of NSI than non-NSI respondents reported their child tells 
them on a regular basis about students threatening or bullying other students (43% vs. 28%, 
respectively).   Although the majority of NSI respondents (84%) and non-NSI respondents (92%) 
reported their child feels safe at school, the NSI versus non-NSI difference was statistically 
significant.  In addition, a significantly greater proportion of NSI than non-NSI respondents 
indicated their child told them that class time is often wasted because of student misbehavior (52% 
vs. 36%, respectively).   
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Table 6.   2009 Parent/Guardian Survey Items Regarding Student Behavior and Safety 
Survey 

Questionnaire 
Item Number 

(See 
Appendix C) 

Survey Questionnaire Item 

Percent Agreeing 
NSI School 

Respondents 
Non-NSI 
School 

Respondents 

19 
My child tells me that students threaten 
or bully other students on a regular basis.  

43% 28%* 

17 My child feels safe at school.   84% 92%* 

18 
My child tells me that class time is often 
wasted because of student misbehavior. 

52% 36%* 

*NSI vs. Non-NSI difference is statistically significant, two-tailed p < .05. 

 
Interpersonal interactions.  A high percentage of both NSI and non-NSI respondents agreed that 
they have positive interpersonal interactions with their schools (see Table 7).  Both NSI and non-
NSI respondents believed school staff showed respect for their family’s values and traditions (NSI:  
91% vs. non-NSI:  93%), respected them as parents/guardians (NSI:  94%; non-NSI:  95%),   and 
showed respect for their child (NSI:  93%; non-NSI:  94%).   None of these NSI versus non-NSI 
differences were statistically significant.  A significantly smaller proportion of NSI than non-NSI 
respondents, however, felt welcome in their child’s school (92% vs. 95%, respectively).  On the 
other hand, a significantly larger proportion of NSI than non-NSI respondents agreed that school 
staff do all they can to make it easier for them to attend school events and meetings (91% vs. 88%, 
respectively).   
 
Table 7.  2009 Parent/Guardian Survey Items Regarding Interpersonal Interactions 

Survey 
Questionnaire 
Item Number 

(See 
Appendix C) 

Survey Questionnaire Item 

Percent Agreeing 

NSI School 
Respondents 

Non-NSI School 
Respondents 

25 
School staff show respect for the 
values and traditions that are 
important to my family. 

91% 93% 

26 
School staff show respect for me as 
a parent/guardian. 

94% 95% 

27 
School staff show respect for my 
child. 

93% 94% 

29 I feel welcome in my child’s school.   92% 95%* 

22 
The school staff do all that they can 
to make it easier for me to attend 
school events and meetings.  

91% 88%* 

*NSI vs. Non-NSI difference is statistically significant, two-tailed p < .05. 
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Communication with Schools 
 
Survey items that asked about satisfaction regarding communication with the schools are 
presented in Table 8.  The majority of both NSI and non-NSI respondents were satisfied with the 
materials they received about programs and activities (89% vs. 89%) and the use of the online 
Parent Portal to provide up-to-date grades and information about academic achievement (80% vs. 
78%, respectively).  A significantly greater proportion of NSI than non-NSI respondents believed 
the school helps them understand how to support their children’s learning at home (84% vs. 80%, 
respectively).  However, a significantly smaller proportion of NSI than non-NSI respondents said 
they were likely to know whom to contact at the school if there was a problem or a question (88% 
vs. 92%, respectively). 
 
Table 8.  2009 Parent/Guardian Survey Items Regarding Communication with the Schools  

Survey 
Questionnaire 
Item Number 

(See 
Appendix C) 

Survey Questionnaire Item 

Percent Agreeing 
NSI School 

Respondents 
Non-NSI School 

Respondents 

23 

I am satisfied with the 
information I receive about the 
programs, activities, and events 
happening at my child’s school. 

89% 89% 

24 

The online Parent Portal 
provides up-to-date 
grade/scores about my child’s 
academic achievement. 

80% 78% 

20 
The school helps me understand 
what I can do at home to support 
my child’s learning.   

84% 80%* 

28 
I know who to contact at my 
child’s school if I have a problem 
or a question.  

88% 92%* 

*NSI vs. Non-NSI difference is statistically significant, two-tailed p < .05. 

 
 Parent/Guardian Satisfaction Summary 
 
Overall, NSI parents/guardians were very satisfied with their children’s schools.  With respect to 
specific areas, they were highly satisfied with class size, instruction in the arts, instruction in 
physical education, technology use, access to after-school programs, access to gifted and talented 
programs, and the quality of gifted and talented programming for those children who received 
these services.   
 
NSI respondents’ perceptions were exceptionally positive with respect to interpersonal 
interactions.  More than 90% of the NSI respondents agreed that school staff showed respect for 
their family’s values and traditions, showed respect for their child, and showed respect to them as 
parents/guardians.  In addition, more than 90% of NSI respondents felt welcome in their child’s 
school and believed that school staff did all they could to make it easier for them to attend school 
events and meetings.  Similarly, the great majority of NSI respondents were satisfied with the 
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materials they received about the school’s programs and activities and the information provided on 
the online Parent Portal.   
 
With respect to school learning experiences, the majority of NSI respondents felt their children 
were receiving high quality classroom instruction, appropriately challenging homework, and 
appropriate support for academic work.  In addition, the majority of NSI respondents also felt that 
school staff had high expectations for their children and that their children were receiving good 
preparation for future academic success.  However, classroom behavior and school safety appeared 
to be of particular concern to NSI parents, especially when their responses were compared to those 
of non-NSI parents.  Over half (52%) of NSI respondents indicated that class time is often wasted 
because of student misbehavior, and a substantial portion (43%) indicated that bullying and 
threatening occurred on a regular basis. 
 
It should be pointed out that the survey response rates for both the NSI parents/guardians (12%) 
and the non-NSI parents/guardians (23%) were very low.  Consequently, the survey results may 
not be representative.  Furthermore, there was a great deal of variability with respect to the 
response rate for individual survey items.  For example, for the item asking about the Parent Portal, 
approximately one-third (34%) of the NSI respondents either skipped the item completely or 
selected the No Opinion/Not Applicable option.  In addition, an interactive survey was used in 2008 
whereas a mail survey was used in 2009.  Therefore, caution needs to be exercised when 
generalizing these results. 
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 Results:  Fresh Start Schools 
 
A key part of the Minneapolis Public School District’s NSI was to give two schools in North 
Minneapolis a fresh start in fall 2007.  The Chief Academic Officer appointed a new principal to each 
school and all the staff members were asked to re-apply for their jobs if they wished to remain 
teaching in those buildings.  This year two evaluation builds on a key theme of the year one 
evaluation report published in 2008, which explored how the district could improve similar 
changes in the future.  Information was gathered via individual interviews with the principals, with 
a sample of ten teachers from each of the schools, and via focus groups conducted with students 
enrolled at the two schools.  Details regarding data collection procedures are presented in 
Appendix A.  

 
 Principals 

 
The principal interview questions focused on what was learned from the fresh start process and 
how the process could have been carried out more effectively.  Seven interrelated themes emerged 
from the questions asked of the principals:  
 

 Accountability  
 Continuity 
 Community  
 Excellence 
 Time 
 Personnel 
 Communication 

 

Accountability 
 
Accountability is a key thread in the fabric of change that the district wanted to see in the schools 
included in the NSI.  This is also reflected in the visions the principals had for their schools.  Both 
principals expressed their desire to have a successful and high-achieving school.  They indicated 
that a requirement for achieving that vision was to have a highly accomplished staff committed to 
working with children with special challenges and to expect excellence nevertheless.  For one 
principal, customer excellence was a key part of promoting accountability, and it was important to 
him that all members of the school community had a clear idea of what excellence looks like.  

 
“The real piece (of customer excellence), though, is implementation and so the first 
day when I had all the staff together in August, we actually spent a long time on 
customer excellence and what it looked like for a secretary, for a teacher, for an 
administrator, for a student and specifically what each one of those people should do 
to promote customer excellence in the schools.  And so, you know, the piece is, I was 
telling the teachers that it’s market share now.  There’s charter schools, private 
schools, public schools, and people vote with their feet now and, you know, if I go to the 
store and am not getting customer service or am treated rudely, I won’t go back to the 
store.  It’s the same thing with the schools.  We have to embrace our students and our 
parents…we really have to treat people with respect and that’s how you get respect 
back and that’s the window in.” 
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Accountability on the part of students.   In one school, accountability was encompassed by the 
creation of a rubric that provided children with clear descriptions of expectations and what success 
looks like.  Both principals emphasized the importance of having staff who are committed to 
promoting excellence and exemplifying rigor.  One principal commented that it is important the 
staff be able to create a rigorous and rich learning environment where students are excelling.  He 
also noted that teachers who do not bring that skill set to the fore would probably struggle in any 
school, but that struggle surfaces more quickly in dealing with populations that have the challenges 
faced by many students in his building. 

 
Accountability on the part of teachers.   Accountability is also reflected in the requirement on the 
part of both principals that teachers have an open classroom, and one principal commented that 
teachers have to agree 

 
“… to make [their] practice public and so they [the teachers] have to agree that people 
will be in their classroom many times during the week and during the school year, so 
really it’s that collegiality and opening your door and being able to be comfortable 
with giving and getting feedback…” 

 
The importance of having high caliber teachers was a point that was repeatedly made by both 
principals.  Both had clear goals and ideas concerning what they wanted from their teachers and the 
expectations for which their faculty would be held accountable.  One principal indicated that he 
would hold teachers accountable for having high content knowledge, appropriate pedagogy, and an 
ability to build strong relationships with students.  The other principal expressed similar views and 
indicated that he would expect teachers to bring high content knowledge, collegiality, and to be able 
to build relationships.  One principal indicated that if teachers did not bring the expected qualities, 
he would let them go.  He makes the point for holding teachers accountable when he notes, 

 
“I am not asking anybody to feel sorry for one student that walks through that door.  
I’m asking them to teach them to the highest standard that they would teach their own 
child.” 

 
However, the principals at the fresh start schools differed considerably in their impressions of the 
teacher selection process.  One principal indicated that he was very pleased with the staff that he 
selected, and he thought that the supervision strategies that he established have worked well.  In 
contrast, the other principal found that the selection process presented some challenges.   

 
“There’s what I would call a misnomer in the district that …fresh start schools have 
interview and select…  the reality is you get to pick who comes and who is interested in 
working at a …high poverty school with low parent involvement and a lot of 
underachieving students…” 

    
While acknowledging the difficulty of the hiring process, this principal continues to believe in the 
importance of hiring staff with strong teaching skills and methods.  That principal also noted that “it 
takes more than loving our kids to get the job done.”  
 
Accountability on the part of the principal.  One principal indicated that he would have preferred 
more explicit guidance from the district regarding which aspects of education the staff in his 
building would be held accountable for.  That principal indicated that he would have wanted more 
clearly delineated goals at the site level, with behavior and assessment targets given with specific 
information on the gains sought on particular assessments.  
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Continuity 
 
The theme of continuity may seem to be a contradiction in the face of a fresh start, but it is one that 
underlies many of the comments and insights offered by the principals.  Both principals noted the 
sadness felt by the student populations and the broader community in the “loss” of their previous 
school.  One principal indicated that, in the first six months, the students and families in his school 
went through a grieving process where there were feelings of anger.  The other principal expressed 
similar sentiments and talked about the difficulty of circumstances that the student population and 
the community had to face with the closing of five schools and the merging of the remaining ones.  
 
There is a potential conflict in trying to bring the best of reform without creating chaos.  Both 
principals recognized that it was challenging to lead in an environment in which a great deal of 
change was happening.  One principal seemed to have approached this challenge head on by 
explicitly acknowledging the sense of loss that may be felt by the student population and their 
families but still building new traditions and retelling the story.  He was convinced that the school 
community would move forward through the actions of school leaders and if school staff provided 
the community with customer excellence.  In addition, this principal expressed concern that people 
need to realize that change occurs in small incremental steps.  One principal experienced 
exceptional change because the district no longer supported the school improvement model that 
was initially implemented in that building.  The principal noted that the change created several 
challenges for the school because the leadership now had to piecemeal other reform efforts that 
would be supported by the district.  He expressed that he would have adopted a different approach 
in the beginning if he had known that he would not have been able to keep his original model in 
place. 
 
In response to the question about the vision that the principals had for their schools, both indicated 
that the vision has been consistent over time.   One principal indicated that his vision had not 
changed, but all elements had not yet been realized. The other principal expressed similar 
sentiments and indicated that while the vision had not changed, his strategy for reaching his goals 
had. 
 

Community 
 
Community is a recurring theme in the implementation of the NSI and the establishment of fresh 
start schools.  Both principals expressed the need to develop a sense of community among the staff 
as well as to build relationships between the school and the broader community.  The need to build 
strong communities is reflected in the emphasis of both principals on continuous professional 
development and the need to have strong relationships with students. 
 
Community among staff.   One principal indicated that he built community among staff by having 
an open door policy for teachers to talk to administration and mentors.  He had grade level teams 
meet weekly, and teams also met across grade levels, so there were both horizontal and vertical 
team meetings.  The principal also said that teachers supported other teachers when they publicly 
share the work that they did in the writers’ workshop.  Twice a year, teachers sit down with teams 
and examine what works well and what needs improvement.  In that school, the principal reported 
that the three administrators and 12 teachers have shared leadership regarding the budget, 
including what position is kept and what position is eliminated, and what additional dollars should 
buy.  The principal asserted that this shared responsibility and faculty input have created a climate 
of “all for one and one for all.”  This process was started by holding a summer in-service where staff 
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got to know each other.  Building community among the staff also included social aspects, such as 
potluck functions and periodic get-togethers among staff.  
 
The other principal indicated that building community is part of the Positive Behavior Intervention 
Support (PBIS) program that has been implemented in the school from the initiation of fresh start.  
PBIS focuses both on student and staff climate.  In addition, the principal scheduled events 
specifically for staff.  This principal makes it a point to acknowledge staff for a job well done and 
tries to provide face-to-face feedback because he thinks it means more to people to have this 
connection than an e-mailed acknowledgement.  He indicated that it can be difficult to build 
community among the staff because sometimes they feel underappreciated by parents and 
students, so questions by administration are sometimes viewed as supporting negative perceptions. 
 
Lessons learned about building professional community.  The importance of time and having 
more of it was an important lesson learned by both fresh start principals.  One principal indicated 
that he would have insisted that he be pulled out of his previous building earlier to begin 
programming and research on the newly assigned school and community.   In addition, he would 
have employed more systems thinking, but the shortened time frame made it difficult to build a 
structure to team with other members of the leadership team and to build trust. 
 
The other principal responded to this question a bit differently and replied “hire the right teachers – 
it’s the key to everything.”  This principal expanded on this comment by saying that there needs to 
be a match between pedagogy and personality, and it is difficult to get that match if one has to 
conduct more than 200 interviews and hold several information meetings in 2½  to 3 weeks. 

 
“I mean having quality teachers and quality people…you have to have the match.  You 
have to have the pedagogy and the personality.  Those have to go together and so you 
can’t have a teacher who really knows their stuff but can’t get along with anybody else, 
or you can’t have somebody who gets along with somebody but doesn’t know their 
stuff.  You have to have both pieces…  And so, I know exactly what I’m looking for when 
I have a candidate…  We had some information meetings to get people interested and 
then it was making sure you had the right combination of pedagogy and personality…” 

 
In general, questions regarding community among staff were also taken by the principals to be a 
question of collaboration and collegiality.  One principal indicated that, if he had to do the fresh 
start process all over again, he would try to be a more collaborative principal; he would try to have 
better teaming because “the days of the lone gunman are gone.”  
 
Relationships with student population and broader community.  One principal indicated that 
an important aspect of building relationships among the staff, students, and families was for the 
staff to get to know the community more fully.  To that end, he hired a retired teacher who lived in 
North Minneapolis to lead the staff on a bus tour of the neighborhood.  He wanted the staff to have 
an understanding of the community—where the students live, where the library is, where the 
homeless shelters are.  He thought that seeing the rich history of the community would help the 
staff to better understand their students.  He wanted them to see that there are good parts of the 
North Side.  In his words, he wanted the staff to go a little deeper—not just looking at the houses 
but the stories behind the stories.  The principal stated:  
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“I hired a retired teacher who lives on the North Side, and we rented a couple buses, 
and we took the buses around the North Side to show them (the staff) where our 
students live, where the libraries were, where the homeless shelters were, just different 
pieces so staff could get an understanding of,  just to get a lay of the land, and that’s 
about the time when foreclosures were starting.  And so I think understanding the 
community is a really big piece, cause I didn’t want assumptions to be made, and so it 
went a little bit deeper than just looking at the houses.  It was the stories behind the 
stories and the history of the North Side, and so I thought that if we had that history it 
would help us in our thinking as we started to deal with students and families, and I 
wanted the teacher (the retired teacher) to talk about the rich tradition of the North 
Side and all the good parts of the North Side because you don’t hear about the good 
parts of the North Side.  You hear about the violence, or the gangs, or the drugs, or the 
shootings and you know, there are many, many, many great things that happen on the 
North Side…the stories aren’t told, so I wanted to get the story out early…” 

 
The importance of relationships is an important thread in the successful implementation of the 
North Side Initiative.  One principal noted, “Sometimes before you can get to anything else, you have 
to develop the relationships.”  To that end, much of the effort of one of the principals focused on 
building strong relationships with families and expanding what was meant by parental 
involvement.  One program that reflects these efforts was the holding of a Care Fair, where any 
parent whose son or daughter was suspended for one day or more was invited to school for  
conversations that emphasized understanding and working together.  The principal maintains that 
the result of that activity is that parents who had not picked up the phone in the past when the 
school tried to contact them were now willing to speak.  His school also had heart-to-heart and 
soul-to-soul sessions where five key African-American women leaders in the building focused on 
talking with African-American girls about their various struggles. These conversations eventually 
expanded to include African-American boys, and now, Latino boys and girls.  The purpose of these 
conversations was to “inject self confidence” and to build relationships. This principal indicated that 
he would expand the meaning of parental involvement to go beyond the actions of parents and go 
to actions of staff as well, including calls to home.  This principal also supports the Family Fun 
nights that are held on Thursdays and indicates that 100-300 parents show up regularly at school 
events. 

 
Excellence 
 
Excellence and high expectations have important echoes in the responses provided by principals of 
the fresh start schools.  In response to a question about the vision that they had for their school, one 
principal stated that he wanted to “build a world-class school in North Minneapolis.”  The other 
principal emphasized that he wanted to bring new energy and a sense of achievement in order to 
create a successful and high-achieving school.  There were differences in the way that these 
principals thought about achieving excellence.  While both emphasized the importance of rigorous 
coursework, one principal seemed to think that by having a rigorous curriculum, student behavior 
would improve.  The other principal seemed to think that by having improved behavior through 
better relationships, students will improve their learning.  This principal indicated that there was 
lots of tough love the first three months, but they were able to cut suspensions by 50 percent from 
last year to this year after growing pains and building relationships with students. 
 
Customer excellence.  One principal emphasized excellence in terms of the customer excellence 
training program provided by the Minneapolis School District.  He referenced a lot of economic 
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concepts and indicated that people voted with their feet and part of his responsibility would be to 
note his market share.  Part of this principal’s strategy to promote excellence in his school is to 
address the lack of respect that he indicates is often felt by parents and to create a welcoming 
atmosphere in the school.  This principal referred repeatedly to the customer excellence training 
provided by the district and notes that it is one of the core values of the school. 
 

Time 
 
Both principals noted that the resource of time was an underappreciated one.  One principal stated, 
“[the district is doing a] great job with a lot of the pieces, but the importance of time may be 
overlooked.”  They indicated that it takes a lot of hours in pre-planning and actual implementation 
to have the fresh start process work well.  Both principals repeatedly expressed the importance of 
planning and being given time to plan purposefully.  One principal stressed that it was important to 
start leading the school as soon as one knows one is selected for that position and that it is difficult 
to handle two major responsibilities at once (i.e., old and new assignment).  While one principal 
indicated that on average his staff worked 10-12 hours per day, the other principal voiced concern 
about the additional time commitment needed when teaching in a homogeneously high poverty 
school.  This principal states, 

 
“It’s not like preparing for a classroom that is demographically balanced …  We have 
students that are high poverty and struggling academically, and it takes a special 
teacher to be able to really reach those students and their families and to move them 
forward, and push them and to be able to continue to push through getting cussed out 
by parents and students and staying focused on the task at hand.” 

 
One principal indicated that he would have wanted to have more time to visit other fresh start 
schools and to get more ideas. This pre-planning period would include pre-planning with students 
and organizational planning.  He would have liked the district to select principal leadership earlier 
so that they would have an opportunity to sit down for at least 2-3 months to map out what the 
fresh start school would look like and to understand what is different about a fresh start school. 
This principal also gave the example of Chaska where the newly appointed leader of a school had a 
year to plan. 
 
In addition to planning time, one principal stressed he would advocate for a longer day, and that 
would be his number one priority for improving the school.  He noted that while the typical work 
day is 7¾ hours, his staff often work 10 to 12 hours.  He would recommend that the district 
lengthen the school year or extend the school day for students from the present 6 hours and 15 
minutes to 8 hours.  He indicated that he is convinced that his staff would go along with the idea. 
 

Personnel 
 
Both principals emphasized the importance of having high quality teachers.  One principal 
responded that “next to parents, the quality of teachers is the most important factor in student 
achievement...”  The importance of having quality personnel is also reflected in this response, “You 
cannot have a mediocre teacher and expect to have gains of more than a year or two on any 
assessment, particularly on the MCA.”   Because teachers were viewed as such an important part in 
the school improvement journey, both principals devoted a lot of time to highlighting the qualities 
that they sought in their faculty.  Both indicated that teachers would need to have high expectations 
of students and be able to create rigorous learning opportunities.  One principal indicated that after 
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a year of the fresh start process, he now had more concrete questions in mind that would allow him 
to select the appropriate teacher for his school.  His questions would include: (1) Can you plan an 
effective lesson? (2) Can you differentiate instruction? and (3) Can you work with families in the 
context of high homelessness rates?  One principal noted that after his experience as a fresh start 
school principal, he would now want to see concrete examples that reflect the teachers’ willingness 
to collaborate with colleagues and would want to walk through their teaching, their lesson plans, 
and how they plan to collaborate.  Both principals noted that the teacher selection process pitted 
them against each other in their efforts to finding the strongest staff for their school. 
 
As important and as essential as teacher quality is, both principals noted the importance of having 
high quality personnel outside the classroom as well.  This was expressed by one principal in his 
emphasis on customer excellence.  The other principal indicated that having the opportunity to 
select all school personnel (not just teachers) would be an important step in school improvement. 
 
Both principals expressed the desire to lead by example.  One indicated that he planned to attend 
the Twin Cities Leadership Academy so that he would be better able to model by doing and to 
emphasize self reflection and learning.  The other principal also emphasized the importance of 
reflection among all members of the staff and indicated that he attended as many workshops as he 
did to model what he wants the teachers to do.  

 
“We put a system in place to make sure that all of us are learning.  Then I also either 
lead professional development or, when the consultant comes to writers’ workshop, I 
sit in and learn myself. I make sure that I’m at every cluster either leading or learning, 
one of the two, and so it’s important that I model what I want the teachers to do.” 

 
Communication 
 
The ability to communicate the appropriate message is an important aspect in successfully 
reforming a system.  In the responses from the principals, it seems that there is still a need to clarify 
and to communicate expectations across all strata of the schooling enterprise.  One principal was 
concerned that he was not informed early on by the district that he would not receive the support 
necessary to carry out one of his initiatives beyond the first year.  In another example, a principal 
noted that no one had told students about fresh start and what it meant.  This caused additional 
difficulty in building community and developing trust when students from five or six schools come 
together with no one really knowledgeable about what the fresh start process entailed. 

 

What Should the District Do Differently? 
 
Both principals were complimentary of the support received from the district regarding additional 
funding, support for positions, and provision of professional development training.  One principal 
suggested that the district should more clearly delineate goals, including setting behavior and 
academic targets.  To this end, this principal thought that it was important for the district to clarify 
expectations around what they expect from the North Side Initiative.  Not only was the clarification 
of expectations sought by one principal, he also noted the importance of consistent and fair 
administration of those expectations.  This consistency should be reflected both in desired 
outcomes as well as in the processes established.  Both principals called for more planning time and 
greater opportunities for principals of the fresh start schools to work collaboratively and to share 
their ideas.
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 Teachers 
 

Individual interviews with 20 teachers, ten teachers each from Lucy Laney and Nellie Stone 
Johnson, were conducted in May 2009.  Teachers responded to a series of open-ended questions 
about the experiences of working at a fresh start school.  The questions are presented in Appendix 
E.  While carefully reviewing the responses, it became apparent that teacher interview data could 
be summarized in terms of a dichotomy; specifically, what the teachers perceive to be working well 
and what they perceive to be not working well based on experiences in their schools.  The results 
are summarized in six categories.  
  

 Academics 
 Leadership 
 Addressing student needs 
 Addressing student behavior 
 Communication 
 Fresh start process 

 

Academics:  What Works  
 
About half of the teachers identified specific characteristics of an academic system they perceived 
to be effective: 
 

 Clear expectations for students 
 Systematic student assessment 
 Coordination of curriculum 
 Adequate resources 
 Positive student/staff relationships 
 Parent involvement 
 

Central to this system is an administratively supported and comprehensive approach to academics 
that seamlessly addresses expectations for student learning.   
 
Clear expectations.  Several teachers identified clear expectations for students as the basis for 
student success.  To establish these expectations, teachers should have a common goal and teach to 
meet student needs.  Consistently communicating these expectations is also important.  One 
example of consistent communication of expectations is a school-wide student effort rubric.   
 
Systematic student assessment.  Teachers described the usefulness of results of routinely 
administered student assessments.  These assessments are most effective when they provide 
diagnostic information about a student’s strengths and weaknesses in specific curricular areas.  Ten 
of the 20 teachers said that assessment results enabled them to identify curriculum that they could 
use to address student needs (e.g., Read 180 and System 44). 
 
Coordination of curriculum.   Systematic implementation of curriculum across subject areas is 
important.  One teacher expressed the benefits of coordinating curriculum this way, “…the fact that 
we are all working on the same methods within the same time frame in every classroom really 
supports and empowers their (students’) learning.”   
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Adequate resources.  Sufficient resources are essential to enable students to succeed.  Technology 
and leveled readers are two examples of necessary resources mentioned by the teachers.  Teachers 
also emphasized that it is important to ensure that support personnel needs are met.  “In a fresh 
start school, we just need so much support, in the form of people, not just money.  We can buy all the 
widgets and gadgets, but the people aren’t necessarily there to help with that.”   
 
Student/teacher relationships.  Several teachers remarked that, within the total school 
environment, positive relationships between teachers and students are essential.  Therefore, an 
effective academic system should provide guidance for teachers with respect to strategies that 
work well for establishing and strengthening those relationships.   
 
Parent involvement.  Parent involvement is seen as a valuable asset in an effective academic 
system.  Some teachers noted the role of the family liaison in organizing family nights to increase 
parent involvement in the classroom and school.    
 

Academics:  What Doesn’t Work  
 
In addition to describing what they perceived to be the characteristics of an effective academic 
system, the teachers also identified characteristics that can result in instruction difficulties: 

 
 High student/teacher ratio 
 Low student motivation 
 Tension between academic needs and behavior needs 
 Short school day  
 Too many initiatives 

 
Student/teacher ratio.  Teachers identified a high student/teacher ratio as problematic both for 
addressing individual student academic needs and classroom management.  Although some 
teachers said they used small groups to focus on individual student needs, one teacher noted the 
difficulty of providing sufficient monitoring for small groups with only one teacher in the 
classroom.    
 
Low student motivation.  Teachers are concerned about students who are not motivated to learn.  
Teachers reported that they have some students who feel that they do not need to learn, and other 
students who simply do not want to learn.  Instead of being actively involved in learning activities, 
these unmotivated students are often engaged in off-task behavior.  Their disruptive behavior not 
only has a negative impact on their own learning but also decreases the learning time of the other 
students. 
 
Tension between academic needs and behavior needs.  Several teachers described the dilemma 
of how to address student behavioral concerns while at the same time adequately addressing 
student learning.  One teacher noted that students who are removed from the classroom because of 
inappropriate behavior miss out on the academic learning that takes place in the classroom.   
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Short school day.  Several teachers viewed the academic day as too short resulting in a lack of time 
to provide adequate instruction for all students.  Some struggling students simply need a lot of one-
on-one assistance.  In addition, teachers said that the school day does not allow enough time for 
students to have recess, to move around, and to talk to each other. 
 
Too many initiatives.  While acknowledging the necessity to address many concerns in a fresh 
start school, four teachers expressed a desire to focus on a limited number of initiatives at one time.   
These teachers said that too many initiatives can easily result in a lack of focus and inconsistent 
implementation.   

 
Leadership:  What Works 
 
Teachers identified both professional characteristics and philosophical viewpoints to illustrate the 
qualities of an effective administrator: 
  

 Has a vision and is able to implement the vision 
 Is consistent 
 Is a good communicator 
 Surrounds himself/herself with competent people 
 Demands high quality instruction 
 Is visible in the building 
 Has high expectations of students and staff 
 Builds community 
 Is supported by the district 

 
Has a vision and is able to implement the vision.  Teachers want a strong leader in a fresh start 
school who has a vision of how to effectively provide education and who knows how to create a 
structure within the school that supports student success.  An effective vision, as described by the 
teachers, includes a focus on learning that is well thought out and articulated.  However, it is not 
enough for the administrator to have an effective vision; the administrator must have the ability to 
implement the vision.   
 
Is consistent.  The teachers emphasized that an effective administrator conveys consistent 
messages and establishes consistent policies.  Both staff and students need to be able to predict 
what will happen in specific situations.  For a school that is focused on improved learning 
performance, the administrator needs to consistently support and uphold decisions that have 
learning as the focal point.  An example given by several teachers was the consistent 
implementation of a behavior program.  The teachers want to be assured that the consequences of a 
behavior system will be consistently applied.  Another example of the need for consistency came 
from a teacher who was concerned about a non-academic program that was in conflict with 
curriculum time.  This teacher spoke to his/her principal about the concern and, as a result, the 
outside program was discontinued.   
 
Is a good communicator.  Teachers expressed a desire for highly effective communication on the 
part of the principal.  Some teachers addressed the importance of the principal being especially 
transparent.  For example, one teacher described the benefits of a principal who is open and honest 
about what is happening within the building.  “You can’t overestimate the power of having 
administrators who are honest with you…They don’t hide anything from us.  It’s really respectable and 
makes me want to work harder.  They make me want to be better.”  Another teacher noted the value 
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of the principal’s effort to keep the staff informed about their job status for the next school year.  
Additionally, another teacher especially appreciated that the principal communicated an 
understanding of the challenges faced by the teachers and acknowledged successes by giving 
“kudos” to teachers at appropriate times.  
 
Surrounds himself/herself with competent people.  The support system for the principal 
includes assistant principals who are able to be involved in the day-to-day leadership of the school, 
teaching coaches, teaching mentors, and the behavior team.  Teachers noted that one administrator 
cannot meet the needs of the entire school community.  In particular, one teacher observed about 
his/her principal, “He created a tremendous support system… He has put in place very, very, 
competent, professional people so he doesn’t have to do every little thing himself, which is critically 
important to be successful.”   
 
Demands high quality instruction.  Teachers identified an effective administrator as one who has 
high instructional standards and encourages teachers to use best practices at all times.  
Accordingly, an effective administrator is a leader in supporting scheduling and curriculum.  One 
example to illustrate this is a schedule change made by the principal between the first and second 
year of the fresh start that enabled teachers to work with smaller-sized classes.  Another example is 
the principal fulfilling a teacher’s request to purchase leveled reader books for the classroom.   
Teachers also appreciated an effective administrator who carried out classroom observations and 
provided constructive feedback.  One teacher in particular noted his/her principal’s responsiveness 
to a request for feedback and suggestions to improve a lesson plan.   
 
Is visible in the building.   Being visible in the school conveys to students and teachers that the 
principal is invested in their needs.  Being visible includes classroom visits as well as being a 
presence in the hallway, the cafeteria, and at after-school events.  Some teachers said they 
especially appreciated the principal’s attending special activities in their classroom.  This visibility 
increases the opportunity for the principal to assist with problems or concerns as they arise.   
 
Has high expectations of students and staff.  The teachers described an effective principal as one 
who communicates high expectations for both staff and students.  One example of well-
communicated, high expectations is an effort rubric implemented at one of the schools.  This rubric 
provides specifics guidelines for student academics and behavior.  It addresses responsibility, 
perseverance, and cooperation, and both students and teachers are expected to rate individual 
student effort in each of these areas.   
 
Builds community.  Building community is especially important in fresh start schools.  These 
schools not only experienced dramatic changes in teaching staff, but also the enrollment of 
additional students from schools that were closed.  One teacher described this as a “melting pot or 
salad bowl.”  Many teachers felt that it was critical for positive interpersonal connections between 
teachers, students, and families to be established as quickly as possible.   
 
Is supported by the district.  Some teachers noted that, to be most effective, the principal’s 
decisions need to be supported by the district.  For example, one teacher said that, when the school 
is being asked to introduce several new initiatives, the principal should be able to select only those 
initiatives that the teaching staff can handle effectively and that are consistent with the overall 
vision for the school.  The teacher described the relationship this way:  “The administrator supports 
the teachers; the district is supporting the administrator.”   
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Leadership:  What Doesn’t Work 
 
Three specific characteristics of ineffective leadership were identified by teachers: 
 

 Is unable to implement a clear vision for student success 
 Is a weak instructional leader 
 Is not supported by the district   

 
Is unable to implement a clear vision for student success.  The teachers said that it was 
especially important at a fresh start school for the new principal to bring a strong, clear vision for 
student success and to be able to implement that vision.  Teachers expressed concerns about a 
vision that is not well thought out, lacks a plan of action, or includes the implementation of too 
many initiatives at one time, creating a sense of disorganization.  A poorly implemented vision was 
referred to by teachers as one that was “damaged or broken.”   
 
Is a weak instructional leader.  Teachers indicated that a principal needs to be continually active 
as an instructional leader in order to be effective.  In their opinion, minimal or sporadic classroom 
observations do not work well.  They also said they wanted constructive, timely feedback following 
the observations.  They were frustrated by observations for which no feedback was given at all, or 
by feedback that was not specific enough for them to identify how they could improve their 
teaching.  One teacher expressed that a principal’s own classroom teaching experience enhances his 
ability to provide effective instructional leadership.   
 
Is not supported by the district.  A few teachers acknowledged an underlying tension that was 
sometimes present between building level administration and district administration.  This tension 
seemed to be present because they felt they were supported by building level administration but 
not by district administration.  For example, in one school, the district was perceived to not support 
a building level behavior plan developed by the principal.  Consequently, this principal was not able 
to implement his vision for this particular goal.    
 

Addressing Student Needs:  What Works 
 
Nearly half of the teachers noted the high level of student needs at their school.  Three teachers 
however, indicated that these high levels are not exclusive to fresh start schools but are present at 
all NSI schools.  Three approaches to addressing student needs were perceived to be particularly 
effective: 
 

 Awareness of student needs 
 Adequate resources to address student needs 
 Parents included in addressing student needs 

 
Awareness of student needs.  A first step in meeting student needs is to be aware of the variety 
and range of student needs.  Teachers talked about student needs in numerous areas such as 
psychological, physical, financial, behavioral, academic, and social.  In addition, several teachers 
noted that family concerns may add to student needs.  For example, a student’s needs could be 
heightened because a parent was experiencing depression or had a substance abuse problem.  
Therefore, students should not be viewed in isolation but as members of families and other groups. 
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Adequate resources to address student needs.  Given the wide variety and serious nature of 
student needs, considerable resources must be provided.  Approximately half of the respondents 
emphasized the importance of personnel to address student needs that are not academic.   Many 
teachers noted the helpfulness of the increase in student support positions (e.g., social workers and 
psychologists).  It was also noted that the offering of professional services (e.g., dental services) in 
the school building was effective.   
 
Include parents in addressing student needs.  According to some of the teachers, involving 
parents is consistent with an overall vision of an effective school as well as a practical approach to 
address student needs.  For example, students need parent approval to participate in small mental 
health groups or to receive dental services provided in the school.  Teachers noted that parents are 
generally supportive of having their children receive the services that are available.     

 
Addressing Student Needs:  What Doesn’t Work 
 
Two specific areas of concern were identified by teachers with respect to meeting student needs:  
 

 Not acknowledging student needs 
 Inadequate resources 

 
Not acknowledging student needs.  Many teachers said that their students have unmet needs 
associated with homelessness, depression, and poverty.  A failure to adequately address these 
needs may manifest themselves in inappropriate classroom behavior.  Teachers believe it is very 
important that student non-academic needs be addressed in order to enhance academic learning.   
 
Inadequate resources.  Although teachers appreciated the increase in personnel resources such as 
social workers and psychologists, these resources still do not meet the level of student need.  Nearly 
half of the teachers cited a need for even more professional staff.   

 
Addressing Student Behavior:  What Works 
 
Individual teachers shared their experiences and insights regarding student behavior.  Taken 
together, their descriptions provide the characteristics of what teachers perceive to be an effective 
behavioral system: 
 

 Utilizes behavior specialists 
 Addresses student needs 
 Is consistently implemented 
 Removes students from the classroom if necessary 
 Provides sufficient resources 
 Includes parents  

 
Utilizes behavior specialists.  Behavior specialists have been employed in the fresh start schools 
to deal with students behavior problems.  The teachers expressed appreciation for the work done 
by the behavior specialists and said that these specialists not only help to maintain consistent 
implementation of the behavior plan but that they also frequently work on the development of 
positive attitudes about school that eventually transfer back to the classroom.   
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Addresses student needs.  As noted in a previous section, student needs are often numerous and 
related to a number of different areas (e.g., psychological and financial).  Teachers noted that 
student needs and student behavior are often inextricably intertwined and must be addressed 
simultaneously.  
 
Is consistently implemented.  Consistency in addressing inappropriate behavior was considered 
very important by teachers.  Clear expectations for students and consistent consequences help to 
create a predictable system.  In order to attain consistency, classroom teachers, administrators,  
behavior specialists, and other school staff must all work together to implement the system with 
fidelity.   
 
Removes students from the classroom if necessary.  Teachers acknowledge the ongoing tension 
between dealing effectively with behavioral needs and learning needs.  When student misbehavior 
is dealt with outside of the classroom, students miss out on classroom learning.  However, the 
teachers said that some behaviors are simply unacceptable and require the student be removed for 
a period of time.  Blatantly disrespectful behavior and behavior that consistently interferes with the 
learning of other students were mentioned as being particularly problematic in some classrooms. 
 
Provides sufficient resources.  Both personnel and program materials are needed to address 
student behavior.  Many teachers noted the use of a behavior support team—behavior specialists, 
psychologists, social workers, administrators—as effective for working with student behavior in 
their school.  Program materials, such as those provided with Positive Behavioral Interventions and 
Supports (a national behavior program), were mentioned by teachers in one school as providing a 
good framework for addressing student behavior.   
 
Includes parents.  In general, teachers see parent involvement as an important component of a 
behavior system.  Establishing a positive relationship with parents early in the school year is one 
way to engage parents’ support of a behavior system and the consequences of inappropriate as well 
as appropriate student behavior.   

 
Addressing Student Behavior:  What Doesn’t Work 
 
Several teachers felt that inappropriate behavior on the part of students in their school was not 
dealt with effectively.  As a result, inappropriate behavior had become pervasive and was 
increasingly disruptive.  Four main concerns regarding behavior management were expressed: 
 

 Lack of agreement  
 Inconsistent implementation 
 Loss of academic learning time 
 Applying the same system across grades K through 8 

 
Lack of agreement.  Several teachers expressed concern about a lack of agreement regarding what 
constituted inappropriate behavior and the consequences for specific types of behavior.  This lack 
of agreement was perceived to be widespread and included district administration, building 
administration, teachers, and behavior specialists.  The result was frustration on the part of the 
teachers who felt that they have little support in their attempts to deal with disruptive student 
behavior.  One teacher described working with “an us (teachers) against them (administrators)” 
system.  Some teachers also noted a lack of consensus about the philosophy of a behavior system.  
For example, should the system be based on rewards (e.g., tangible prizes) versus based on 
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promoting the intrinsic value of appropriate behavior?  Should the system be based on 
consequences such as penalizing students on classroom assignments, forfeiture of opportunities 
(e.g., participation in a field trip), and/or suspensions?  The teachers’ comments indicated that the 
components of an effective behavior system should address all these concerns.   
 
Inconsistent implementation.  Teachers indicated that when there is lack of agreement regarding 
unacceptable student behavior and associated consequences, the system breaks down.  Some 
teachers said that they had different expectations about student behavior than the behavior 
specialists, the administrators, and some of their fellow teachers.  As a result of the inconsistent 
implementation, the system was viewed as ineffective and frustrating.   
 
Loss of academic learning time.  In order to establish control of severely disruptive behavior, 
teachers agreed that it was necessary, at least initially, to remove some students from the 
classroom.  When these students are taken out of the classroom, however, they miss out on 
academic learning.  Upon their return, the teachers need to deal with helping them to catch up and 
to complete missed assignments.  Because the misbehaving students are often repeat offenders, the 
teachers feel that they spend too much time working with disruptive students and not enough time 
working with students who are interested in learning.  
 
Applying the same system across grades K through 8.  Three teachers, representing both 
schools, shared some concerns regarding the management of student behavior in schools that mix 
very young children with adolescents.  One concern was that younger students observe and 
emulate the behavior of older students.  For example, although school-wide rules may be in place 
regarding wearing of uniforms and no gum chewing, older students sometimes blatantly ignore 
these rules.  Consequently, the need to follow school rules might be perceived by some of the 
younger students as not very important.  Furthermore, not following the rules might even be 
perceived as desirable behavior to imitate because it is associated with being older and more 
independent.  This adds another problematic dimension to an already complex behavior 
management system.  In addition, one teacher shared a perception that behavior resources are 
funneled to older students because their behavior needs are viewed as more urgent.  This results in 
fewer resources for younger students.  Another concern mentioned with respect to a K-8 school is 
that the school schedule seems to be driven by the needs of the middle school grades.  Teachers of 
lower grades felt that they had to make various accommodations and adjustments in order to meet 
their students’ academic learning needs.      
 

Communication:  What Works 
 
Teachers were consistent in their desire for transparency in communication.  They adamantly 
requested open and honest conversation about what is happening in the school and in the district.  
Open communication was viewed by one teacher as critical in a fresh start school.   
 

Communication:  What Doesn’t Work 
 
Two themes were apparent in the teacher interviews regarding ineffective communication:   
 

 Lack of communication from the district 
 Lack of district response to expressed concerns  
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Lack of communication.  Teachers expressed concern that the district does not fully inform the 
community, families, or school staff about decisions that are made about their schools.  This 
concern was generally related to the fresh start process and the perception that people were not 
adequately informed about what the fresh start would mean in terms of the specific actions that 
would be carried out.   
 
Lack of response to expressed concerns.  In addition to not sharing information, some teachers 
viewed the district as not responding to concerns that have been expressed by them, the 
parents/guardians of children attending fresh start schools, or the NSI community.  The resulting 
perception is that the district is only superficially interested in the concerns voiced by these groups.   

 

Fresh Start Process:  What Works 

Overall, there was great variation in teachers’ opinions about the fresh start process.  Some 
teachers felt the fresh start with a new teaching staff and additional resources was highly 
successful.  Others were not as positive.  Specific strategies identified as increasing the effectiveness 
of the fresh start process were: 
 

 Shared teacher vision 
 Consistency in staffing 
 Support family involvement 
 Increased resources 

 
Shared teacher vision.  Nearly all teachers looked forward to the benefits of working with a strong 
teaching team.  The merits of working with teachers who applied to be at a fresh start school and 
were “handpicked” were noted by many teachers.  One teacher expressed this view, “Everyone is 
here because they want to be here.”  In addition to the make-up of the teaching staff, teachers found 
it helpful to be involved in creating a shared vision for student success.  Although it took some time 
for policies to be established, teachers were able to participate in making important decisions.  One 
teacher viewed this role as particularly beneficial.  “With all of us coming together and thinking 
through and working on this and trying to figure out what’s going to be happening, that’s a fabulous 
benefit to the kids, that we have that ability to do that.”   
 
Consistency in staffing.  Important to maintaining a shared staff vision is the importance of 
stability in staffing.  Many teachers noted the importance of the year–to–year continuity of teachers 
in a fresh start school.  Consistency was considered to be an important aspect of building and 
maintaining a sense of community.  “Keep teachers in the same school for longer than one year… You 
feel a part of something if you spend a longer time, you feel attached to, you feel family, you feel you 
belong to.”  Time to establish relationships was noted as one important factor of creating a sense of 
community with students and families.  One teacher noted that after just one year at the school, 
he/she was better able to establish a connection with her students.   

 
“One of the advantages of staying a consistent staff is that the relationship piece 
between students and teachers is huge.  Students trusting the adults that they are 
seeing every day.  Knowing that they can go to those adults with any issues…” 
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Support family involvement.  The sense of community is enhanced by specific strategies that 
support family involvement.  Several teachers mentioned the family liaison position as being 
particularly effective for developing connections with families.  In addition, several teachers noted 
the importance of activities that were designed to bring families to the schools.  One teacher 
described a program that was created to welcome and work with parents of students who had been 
frequently suspended.  The program provided resource information to these parents as well as a 
general sense of support.  Another teacher noted the large turnout at his/her school for some family 
activities.   
 

“I think we do a pretty good job at family involvement, getting families involved in 
their children’s educations through homework activities, after school activities, school 
events.  We have quite a few school events that draw a nice crowd of parents into the 
school.”   

 
Increased resources.  Increased material resources such as curriculum and technology as well as 
additional personnel such as psychologists and social workers were viewed as especially effective  
for fresh start schools.  While acknowledging the benefits of additional resources, however, 
teachers often said that even more resources were needed.   

 
Fresh Start Process:  What Doesn’t Work 
 
Teachers pointed out areas where the fresh start implementation could have been carried out in a 
more effective way:   
 

 Lack of community, parent, and teacher input 
 Too many initiatives 
 School closures 

 
Lack of community, parent, and teacher input.  As noted in a previous section on 
communication, many teachers perceived that key stakeholders (community and parents) were not 
given opportunities to provide their input regarding the decision to fresh start Lucy Laney and 
Nellie Stone Johnson.    

 
“I think the problem is the district needs to do more of an effort at truly reaching out to 
the community and not just talking about it.  They talk a lot about it, but they truly 
aren’t incorporating that message in actually initiating it and getting families 
involved.” 
  

Several teachers expressed that the district should have made an effort to include parents, 
community members, and teachers in the early stages of the decision.  In addition, once the decision 
was made, teachers expressed concern about the process of communicating the changes.   
 

“The district had their reason for the fresh start.  I don’t think anybody really 
understood except the district. I think people were just told what to do and not asked 
or given time…”   

 
Too many initiatives.  It is inherent in a fresh start process that many problem areas need to be 
addressed.  However, teachers expressed a concern that too many initiatives were instituted or 
addressed at one time, diluting the ability to adequately implement any one initiative.   
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“There are too many initiatives when you are trying to start a new school, too many 
things on our plate, and that goes from the principal all the way down.  To improve the 
fresh start process, if we all could focus on one or two key strategies or key 
components and know those well and be able to communicate it down to our students 
would really be helpful.” 

 
School closures.  A few teachers noted the impact of school closures on the fresh start process.  
Overall, school closures were viewed as one more disruption to an already very disruptive process.  
School closures not only increased the enrollment of the fresh start schools, but also heightened 
some of the already existing concerns. 

 
“Because so many schools were closed, we ended up with more individual needs than 
we had before…  So you had more special ed(ucation) that were not labeled.  You had 
more kids in need, you had more behavior, more academic.  There were more needs 
than before.  I think the fresh start was underestimated because they had all these 
closures with the fresh start.” 

 

 Students  
 
Information was gathered on the students’ perceptions of their school experiences in focus groups 
conducted at Lucy Laney and Nellie Stone Johnson.  At each school, separate focus group sessions 
were conducted by grade level, with students in grade 5, grade 6, and grade 8.  The total number of 
students who participated in these “listening sessions” was 56.  Student responses are summarized 
in six categories: 
 

 Academics 
 Behavior 
 Fair treatment 
 Safety 
 Uniforms 
 School lunch 

 
When applicable, the student responses are summarized together in sections titled “Both Schools.”  
When the student experience varied between the schools, the responses are summarized by the 
specific school (i.e., Lucy Laney or Nellie Stone Johnson).   

 

Academics:  Both Schools 
 
Students at both Nellie Stone Johnson and Lucy Laney were in agreement about the following 
topics:   
 

 Challenging classes 
 Hands on learning 

 
Challenging classes.  Students in both schools and across all three grade levels (5th, 6th, and 8th) 
generally felt challenged in their classes and believed that teachers have high expectations of them.  
One student noted the use of an effort rubric as one example of high expectations in his/her school.  
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Another student noted part of the challenge is to stay focused, stay on task, and complete 
assignments.  Challenging projects that allow an opportunity to think and be creative are another 
approach that one student identified as effective for student learning.   
 
Hands on learning.  Students in both schools and across all three grade levels (5th, 6th, and 8th) 
indicated that they especially enjoyed learning through hands on activities.  Activities mentioned by 
the students include math games, measuring with springs and scales, building go-cart models, 
completing an earthquake project, and working with a real cow eye.   

 
Academics:  Lucy Laney   
 
Students at Lucy Laney expressed two particular concerns about academics in their school:   
 

 Homework help 
 Classroom behavior 

 
Homework help.  Some students said it can be difficult to find someone to help them with their 
homework.  Their parents may not know how to help them with homework, particularly in the 
areas of math and science.  In addition, although teachers may want to help, students perceived 
them as being too busy managing the classroom.  For example, several students indicated that their 
teachers were often dealing with inappropriate behavior and were not available to give them some 
assistance.  Some students also pointed out that classes were too large for the number of students 
who needed individual attention from the teacher.  One student recommended longer class periods 
to allow more time for the teacher to help students.  In the sixth grade, students noted one benefit 
of the Advancement Via Individual Determination program (AVID) is that college-age tutors are 
available two days each week.  
 
Classroom behavior.  Students in both the fifth and eighth grades noted concerns about the extent 
of disruptive and inappropriate behavior in their classrooms.  They pointed out that inappropriate 
behavior takes time away from their learning because the teacher often stops class activities to deal 
with the disruptive students.  One student specifically noted that so much classroom time is used to 
address behavior that the students who want to learn only have “15 minutes because of the other 
bad kids.”  One student recommended longer class periods to increase the time for learning.  In 
conjunction with behavior concerns, one student noted that he/she likes courses that incorporate 
social/emotional learning such as learning respect and responsibility. 
 

Academics:  Nellie Stone Johnson.   
 
Eighth-grade students at Nellie Stone Johnson noted a concern related to academics with respect to 
the courses that are currently offered at their school.   
 
Course offerings.  Eighth graders at Nellie Stone Johnson said there are fewer class offerings now 
than before the school was fresh started two years ago.  They specifically noted they are no longer 
able to take a robotics or debate class and that music is now an elective.  Students in the eighth 
grade also mentioned that recess is no longer part of the school day and that they do not have as 
many opportunities for physical activity.  Eighth-grade students also said that, although they have 
access to computers in the library, they would like more technology incorporated into the 
classroom and their class activities.   
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Behavior:  Both Schools 
 
The presence of inappropriate and disruptive behavior as well as approaches to addressing 
behaviors are themes from each of the schools.  Students in both schools used the categories of 
“good” and “bad” to describe student behavior as well as referring to “good students” and “bad 
students.”  At both schools students discussed:   
 

 Use of incentives  
 Behavior of older students 
 Bullying 

 
Use of incentives.  Students at both schools noted the use of incentives to promote positive 
behavior.  For example, incentives such as field trips to the Roller Garden, Mall of America, and 
Como Zoo, as well as dances were tied to positive behavior and the absence of inappropriate 
behavior.  In general, students at both schools seemed to especially like field trips as incentives.   
 
Behavior of older students.  Students in the fifth and sixth grades consistently noted that older 
students are “mean.”  Specifically, younger students said that the older students run into people, use 
inappropriate language, and in one instance, a student noted that his/her class cannot go in the 
hallway when the older students are in the hallway.   

 
Bullying.  Although only students from Lucy Laney’s eighth grade and Nellie Stone Johnson’s fifth 
grade specifically labeled some behaviors as “bullying,” many students referred to behaviors that 
can be considered bullying, such as touching, hitting, poking, cussing, and threatening.  One student 
related that bullying happens not only in school, but that some students are bullied as they walk or 
ride the bus to and from school.   

 
Behavior:  Lucy Laney   
 
Students in all three grade-level focus groups (5th, 6th, and 8th) discussed concerns related to 
student behavior at Lucy Laney.  These concerns are summarized in three categories:   
 

 Inappropriate classroom behavior 
 Consequences of inappropriate classroom behavior 
 Staff response to inappropriate behavior 

 
Inappropriate classroom behavior.  Students in all three grades at Lucy Laney discussed the 
prevalence of inappropriate and disruptive behavior.  The eighth grade was particularly vocal with 
their opinions and concerns about classroom behavior.  As noted in the Academic section presented 
earlier, students indicated that inappropriate student behavior frequently interferes with 
classroom learning.  One student said teachers stop the class to address disruptive behavior by 
“making a big old speech.”  By the time the class returns to academic learning “it’s almost time to go.”   
Accordingly, one student expressed a view that teachers should focus on the students who want to 
learn and not spend class time on students who are off-task.  Another student shared that when 
students are removed from the classroom they miss out on the learning that happens in their 
absence.  “Behavior teachers take them out, but ain’t nobody be learning if they take students out of 
class.”   
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Consequences of inappropriate classroom behavior.  Students indicated that inappropriate 
classroom behavior has the strongest impact on those students who can least afford it.  One student 
explained that some students are able to work quickly and the work is easier for them so the 
disruptive behavior does not have as great an effect on them.  However, some students struggle 
with the work and have difficulty ignoring disruptive behavior.  In addition, teachers spend time 
addressing behavior and are not available to help academically struggling students.   
 
Staff response to inappropriate behavior.  In general, students perceive the staff at Lucy Laney 
as being too lenient in addressing student behavior.  Students noted that teachers “tolerate” too 
much bad behavior and that, in addition to being inappropriate toward other students, some 
students are also very disrespectful to teachers.  One student noted that “bad” students do not listen 
to the classroom teacher.  Students offered possible reasons why inappropriate behavior is not 
more quickly addressed, including that a teacher might be afraid of some students.  In addition, 
students expressed a sense that “trouble makers” are allowed to “slide” because the behavior 
specialists and teachers do not want to deal with them anymore.  Consequently, students have 
developed their own approaches for dealing with inappropriate behavior.  One student noted that if 
students talk to the principal, he will try to do something to help.  However, another student stated, 
“you gotta handle it yourself…  It’s on you to solve the problem.”  Another student noted feeling 
caught in the middle.  “When we go to a teacher about behavior, they don’t do anything and then we 
get into trouble for taking it into our own hands.”   

 
Behavior:  Nellie Stone Johnson   
 
Students in all three grade-level focus groups (5th, 6th, and 8th) at Nellie Stone Johnson expressed 
frustration with the behavior system at their school with respect to what they considered to be 
unreasonably strict enforcement.    
 
Enforcement of behavior.  Students in all three grades at Nellie Stone Johnson generally saw the 
behavior system at Nellie Stone Johnson as being too strictly enforced.  Students remarked that 
“infractions” are too easily received and the consequences are too severe.  One student specifically 
disliked the behavior room where students are not allowed to do their schoolwork.  At times, 
students felt that staff had unreasonable expectations.  For example, some students mentioned that 
they no longer get “warnings.”  Others mentioned that they were not given a chance to explain when 
they felt they were incorrectly identified as exhibiting inappropriate behavior.  A student said that 
when they try to share their explanation, the teachers “ignore” them.  Another student noted that 
parents are more quickly called to address behavior than in the past.   

 
Fair Treatment:  Both Schools 
 
In both schools, some students noted that student treatment varies with respect to two student 
characteristics:   
 

 Previous behavior 
 Grade level 

 
Previous behavior.   Previous student behavior was the most commonly cited factor influencing 
how students are treated by school personnel.  Students who misbehaved frequently were viewed 
as receiving less harsh consequences for inappropriate behavior.  On the other hand, students who 
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generally followed the rules felt that they received particularly harsh consequences when they did 
break a rule.  Some students even questioned whether they were guilty of inappropriate behavior.  
For example, some students who described themselves as good students said they were doing 
“nothing” or the “tiniest thing wrong” and they got in trouble for it.   
 
Grade level.  In both schools, older students were perceived as receiving preferential treatment.  
Fifth and sixth graders perceived that older students (7th and 8th graders) had fewer rules to follow.  
For example, one student said that older students could chew gum in school while they could not.  
The fifth and sixth graders also indicated that the incentives offered to older students were more 
desirable, such as the field trip to Valley Fair.  In addition, the older students were perceived to get 
away with more than the younger students.  One sixth grader said, “Sometimes seventh graders they 
be doing bad stuff, they don’t get wrote up.  The sixth graders do something bad, they get wrote up.”   
Another student noted that the older students “get off super easy.” 

  
Fair Treatment:  Lucy Laney   
 
Students at Lucy Laney noted two additional factors that influenced student treatment:   
 

 Race/ethnicity 
 Gender 

 
Race/ethnicity.  Some students noted that race/ethnicity influences student treatment.  For 
example, one teacher was perceived to only “yell at Black people.” 
 
Gender.  Two male students perceived that one of their teachers favors girls by being friendlier to 
the girls than to the boys and giving them more classroom privileges.   

 
Safety:  Both Schools 
 
Students in both schools indicated that safety is a concern for them.  However, the conditions 
students identified as creating an unsafe environment were different at each school.  

 
Safety:  Lucy Laney   
 
Lucy Laney students identified two specific areas of concern related to safety: 
  

 In-school gang activity 
 School drills 

 
In-school gang activity.  Students in all three grade-level focus groups (5th, 6th, and 8th) at 
Lucy Laney identified gang activity in the school as a primary safety concern.  Fifth and sixth 
graders specifically mentioned gang-related fights in the school.  Gang activity and fights 
can be observed anywhere in the building, but students said that they most frequently take 
place in the hallways, lunchroom, and around the buses.  Students in sixth grade also talked 
about an increase in police presence, arrests, and expulsions.  One student captured each of 
these events in the following statement.   
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“There’s like gang violence… and stuff like that.  Then when they have to call the police 
I feel like I’m in danger when the school is supposed to be the safest place for me.  And 
when fights break out you don’t know what they have on them.   And then when they 
do like security checks, it’s scary.” 

 
School drills.  When asked about feeling safe in their school, Lucy Laney students noted the 
number of drills and codes (e.g., fire drills, tornado drills, and code reds).  These drills and codes 
appear to heighten the students’ sense of insecurity and lack of safety as they continually draw 
attention to potential danger.   
 

Safety:  Nellie Stone Johnson   
 
Students identified one specific area of safety concern regarding Nellie Stone Johnson:  The 
neighborhood surrounding the school.   
 
Neighborhood.  Nellie Stone Johnson students perceive their neighborhood to be particularly 
unsafe.  One student noted that they live in a “bad neighborhood” with gang activity and shootings. 
Several students described being afraid while walking to and from school, and one student even 
mentioned hearing gun shots close by while on the way to school.  Another student related 
choosing to not attend school for a day because of violence he/she had observed on the way to 
school.   

 
Uniforms:  Both Schools 
 
Students at both schools talked about being required to wear uniforms.  Although their concerns 
regarding the uniform policy do not fit into the other categories used to summarize the results of 
the student focus groups, the evaluators felt the information was important to include in the report.   
 
Uniform policy.   Students in all three grade-level focus groups at Nellie Stone Johnson and the  
fifth-grade students at Lucy Laney stated very explicitly that they dislike the requirement of 
wearing uniforms.  They especially disliked the inflexibility of the policy.  A couple students talked 
about wanting to wear additional clothing for warmth (e.g., a sweatshirt) and not being allowed to 
do so.  Other students talked about some students not having enough money to buy new uniforms 
on a regular basis.  Consequently, these students wear old uniforms that appear worn or are too 
small, leaving them open to being teased.   

 
School Lunch:  Nellie Stone Johnson   
 
Students in the fifth- and sixth-grade focus groups at Nellie Stone Johnson talked about their 
concerns regarding the school lunch.   
 
School lunch.  The fifth and sixth graders related that Nellie Stone Johnson provides both a hot 
lunch and a cold lunch.  The students expressed strong preference for the hot lunch, however, they 
said that there is not enough hot lunch for all the students.  Consequently, students who arrive later 
to the lunchroom have to eat a cold lunch even if they would prefer a hot lunch.  One student noted 
that the cold lunch is sometimes so cold that it is still “frozen. “  
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 Fresh Start Schools Summary 
 
Students in both schools indicated that safety is a concern for them.  However, the conditions 
students identified as creating an unsafe environment were different at each school.  Students at 
Lucy Laney identified gang activity in the school as a primary safety concern, whereas students at 
Nellie Stone Johnson perceived their neighborhood to be particularly unsafe. 
 
Communication was a prevalent theme across principals, teachers, and students in the fresh start 
schools.  The principals discussed the need for clear, consistent communication.  Teachers asked for 
transparency.  Students wanted behavior expectations to be clearly articulated.  In addition, open 
and honest communication with families and community members was identified as an area 
needing improvement. 
 
Nearly half of the teachers noted the high level of student needs at their school in numerous areas 
such as psychological, physical, financial, behavioral, academic, and social.  Given the wide variety 
and serious nature of student needs, considerable resources must be provided.  Many teachers 
noted the helpfulness of increased student support positions (e.g., social workers and 
psychologists) but said that even more resources are needed.   
 
Behavior was also a major concern of principals, teachers, and students.  Principals described the 
behavior management programs that had been implemented and their perceived effectiveness.  
Although teachers appreciated the support provided by behavior specialists, they acknowledged 
that dealing with inappropriate student behavior was a continuing challenge.  Students explicitly 
described inappropriate classroom behavior that frequently interfered with their classroom 
learning.   
 
The importance of establishing a sense of community in a fresh start school was emphasized by 
both the principals and the teachers.  Principals described strategies for creating, early on, a sense 
of collegiality among the school staff.  Teachers expressed concern about the time that it takes to 
develop effective relationships not only with colleagues but also with students and families.   
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 Overall Summary 
 

Family Liaisons 
 
 Overall, family liaisons in the NSI schools expressed a high level of commitment to their work of 

creating a supportive and welcoming environment for families, keeping parents informed, 
connecting parents with resources, and facilitating family involvement in the school.  With 
respect to how they approach their work with families, liaisons viewed personal contact as 
being especially effective.   

 
 A need for job clarity was strongly expressed by the family liaisons.  Several liaisons noted that, 

without a formal job description, they had to identify specific duties and responsibilities as they 
went along.  Liaisons also indicated they would appreciate receiving information about best 
practices that they could incorporate into their work.   
 

 An analysis of the work of the family liaisons revealed that a substantial portion of their day-to-
day activities fell into the category of other duties as assigned  (e.g., lunchroom duty, bus duty, 
hall supervision).   Although the family liaisons reported that carrying out these duties enabled 
them to feel part of the school community and to make valuable connections with students and 
staff, they felt that there could be a better balance between duties specifically related to the 
family liaison role and other duties.    

 
Parent Survey 
 
 With respect to the parent survey, it needs to be pointed out that the response rates for both the 

NSI parents/guardians (12%) and the non-NSI parents/guardians (23%) were very low.  
Consequently, the survey results may not be representative.  Furthermore, there was a great 
deal of variability with respect to the response rate for individual survey items.  Therefore, 
caution needs to be exercised when generalizing from these results. 
 

 Based on the survey results, NSI parents/guardians were very satisfied with their children’s 
schools.  With respect to specific areas, they were highly satisfied with class size, instruction in 
the arts, instruction in physical education, technology use, access to after-school programs, 
access to gifted and talented programs, and the quality of gifted and talented programming for 
those children who received these services.   

 
 NSI respondents’ perceptions were exceptionally positive with respect to interpersonal 

interactions with the school.   More than 90% of the NSI respondents agreed that school staff 
showed respect for their family’s values and traditions, showed respect for their child, and 
showed respect to them as parents/guardians.  In addition, more than 90% of NSI respondents 
felt welcome in their child’s school and believed that school staff did all they could to make it 
easy for them to attend school events and meetings.  Similarly, the great majority of NSI 
respondents were satisfied with the materials they received about the school’s programs and 
activities and the information provided on the online Parent Portal.   
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 With respect to school learning experiences, the majority of NSI respondents felt their children 

were receiving high quality classroom instruction, appropriately challenging homework, and 
appropriate support for academic work.  In addition, the majority of NSI respondents also felt 
that school staff had high expectations for their children and that their children were receiving 
good preparation for future academic success.   

 
 Classroom behavior and school safety appeared to be of particular concern to NSI parents, 

especially when their responses were compared to those of non-NSI parents.  Over half (52%) 
of NSI respondents indicated that class time is often wasted because of student misbehavior, 
and a substantial portion (43%) indicated that bullying and threatening occurred on a regular 
basis. 

 
Fresh Start Schools 
 
 Students in both schools indicated that safety is a concern for them.  However, the conditions 

students identified as creating an unsafe environment were different at each school.  Students 
at Lucy Laney identified gang activity in the school as a primary safety concern, whereas 
students at Nellie Stone Johnson perceived their neighborhood to be particularly unsafe. 
 

 Communication was a prevalent theme across principals, teachers, and students in the fresh 
start schools.  The principals discussed the need for clear, consistent communication.  Teachers 
asked for transparency.  Students wanted behavior expectations to be clearly articulated.  In 
addition, open and honest communication between the district and families was identified as an 
area needing improvement. 

 
 Nearly half of the teachers noted the high level of student needs at their school in numerous 

areas such as psychological, physical, financial, behavioral, academic, and social.  Given the wide 
variety and serious nature of student needs, considerable resources must be provided.  Many 
teachers noted the helpfulness of increased student support positions (e.g., social workers and 
psychologists) but said that even more resources are needed.   

 
 Behavior was a major concern of principals, teachers, and students in the fresh start schools.  

Principals pointed out the importance of effective behavior management programs.  Teachers 
acknowledged that dealing with inappropriate student behavior was a continuing challenge 
even though they appreciated the support provided by the behavior specialists.  Students 
wanted school staff to deal effectively with inappropriate student behavior.  In addition, 
students asked for fair treatment from school staff.   

 
 The importance of establishing a sense of community in a fresh start school was emphasized by 

both the principals and the teachers.  Principals described strategies for creating, early on, a 
sense of collegiality among the school staff.  Teachers expressed concern about the time that it 
takes to develop effective relationships not only with colleagues but also with students and 
families. 
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 Recommendations 
 
The results of the year two NSI evaluation revealed that four areas emphasized in 
recommendations made in the 2008 year one evaluation continue to need attention.  Three of the 
areas concern fresh start schools with respect to student issues, instructional issues, and teacher 
retention.  The fourth area involves the family liaison position in all NSI schools.  The year two 
evaluation builds on these and also presents a recommendation regarding the fresh start process. 
 
1. Address student issues in the fresh start schools. 
 

 A statement from the year one NSI evaluation was “A strong and poignant message from the 
students of all ages is their wish to improve safety for them while in school and/or traveling to 
and from school.”  The information gathered in the year two evaluation, while limited to 
fresh start schools, continues to show a strongly expressed need by students for increased 
safety both in the school and travelling to and from school.  Gang activity and bullying are 
specific concerns for students.   

 
 Disruptive student behavior can be a major deterrent to students’ learning.  It is extremely 

important for the fresh start schools to identify strategies that effectively address 
inappropriate student behavior, and those strategies then need to be clearly communicated 
and consistently implemented.  

 
 A high level of student need is evident within the fresh start schools in many areas (e.g., 

psychological, financial).  In response the district has increased some services.  However, 
the ongoing high level of need requires that the district continue to acknowledge and 
address specific areas of concern through increased services such as mental health. 

 
 Consistent with the findings of the year one evaluation, this year two evaluation also found 

students generally believe not all students are treated the same.  Further assessment of 
student perceptions and developing strategies to address the concerns is recommended.   

 
2. Address instructional issues in the fresh start schools. 
 

 In the year one evaluation report, it was concluded that  “Both students and teachers 
specifically requested that disruptive students be promptly removed in order to create a 
classroom climate that supports learning for the students who want to learn and want to work 
hard.”  We concur with this recommendation but elaborate on it by including a 
recommendation to identify and implement strategies that facilitate the re-entry of these 
students.  Once back in the classroom, these students need assistance in catching up with 
the learning they missed and assistance in rejoining the classroom community in a positive 
way.     

   
3.  Maintain staff and resources in fresh start schools. 

 
 Many teachers in the fresh start schools anticipated a positive collegial environment and 

looked forward to working with colleagues who shared their enthusiasm and vision for the 
school.  In recognition of the importance of a strong collegial environment, the district and 
the principals should continue to work together to promote ongoing staff stability and 
retention of high quality teachers.   
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4.  Strengthen the family liaison role.  

 
 It was found in both the year one and the year two evaluations that family liaisons are too 

frequently engaged in other duties as assigned.  Perhaps the school principal could limit the 
time assigned to other duties to no more than one hour per day.  This is an especially 
important consideration since most family liaisons are employed less than full time. 

 
 The family liaisons repeatedly expressed a need for clarification of their position.  The 

expectations for the position were often not explicitly communicated and the family liaisons 
felt they had to define the position and their role in the school as they went along.  The 
district’s draft position description needs to be finalized and widely distributed to all 
teachers and principals.    

 
 Professional development for family liaisons needs to be enhanced.  This might include 

opportunities for the liaisons to network and exchange information and the establishment 
of mentoring relationships.   

 
 Family liaisons need to be highly visible and easily accessible to parents/guardians. This 

recommendation includes easily accessible, private, and permanent office space as well as a 
flexible schedule that accommodates parent and community meetings that occur outside of 
regular school hours. 

 
5. Improve the fresh start process.  
 

 Both principals of the fresh start schools indicated that they would have liked more initial 
planning time for the fresh start at their schools.  They reported that it was difficult to take 
on this major responsibility on top of the demands of their previous positions.  In addition, 
they both expressed a desire to work collaboratively and to share their ideas.  Therefore, we 
recommend that the leadership for future fresh starts be selected early and that adequate 
time be given for the principals to plan their implementation strategies.  In addition, 
structured opportunities should be provided by the district for the fresh start principals to 
work together. 
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Family Liaison 

Focus Groups and Individual Interview 

Participants 
 

Hedy Walls, Coordinator, Office of Family Involvement for Minneapolis Public Schools, provided a 
list of persons in family/parent liaison positions for Minneapolis Public Schools.  Eleven family 
liaisons were employed in the 12 NSI schools.  One of the liaisons served both the Afrocentric 
Academy and North High School.   
 
All eleven family liaisons were invited to attend one of two focus group sessions scheduled at the 
end of their school day.  One liaison declined to participate, one liaison was on medical leave and 
was unable to participate, one liaison had a last minute schedule conflict at school, and two did not 
provide a reason for not attending their scheduled session.  Attempts to reschedule were not 
successful.  As a result, only one focus group session with five liaisons in attendance was completed.  
The second focus group session was scheduled for four liaisons, but only one attended.  Therefore, 
an individual interview was conducted with this liaison using the same questions as used in the 
focus group session.  During the job shadows (described below) that were conducted with five 
liaisons, the liaisons provided information about their positions, their duties, their responsibilities, 
and their activities.  The relevant information was included in the report along with the information 
collected in the focus group session and the personal interview.     
 
Procedure 
 
The selected family/parent liaisons were contacted via email and/or phone to schedule the focus 
groups.  The eleven liaisons were informed that participation in the focus group was voluntary and 
an approved consent form was signed by each at the beginning of the scheduled focus groups.  The 
focus group took place in May at one of the schools.  The focus group was conducted by two CAREI 
evaluators.  During the focus group, one evaluator asked a series of six questions and each of the 
evaluators independently took notes on the information shared by the family liaisons.  The focus 
group questions are located in Appendix E.   
 

Job Shadow 
 
Participants 
 
Five of the eleven family liaisons in NSI schools were selected to be observed via a job shadow.    
The liaisons were randomly selected within the constraint of being representative of school type.  
Two of the selected liaisons were employed in elementary schools, one in a middle school, and one 
in a high school.   
 
Procedure 
 
The selected family/parent liaisons were contacted via email and/or phone to schedule a three-
hour job shadow.  The five liaisons were informed that the job shadow was voluntary and an 
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approved consent form was signed by each at the beginning of the scheduled job shadow.  The job 
shadows were conducted by one of two CAREI evaluators.  One evaluator conducted three job 
shadows, and the other conducted two.  The job shadows were conducted near the end of the 
school year and during regular school hours, with the exception of one job shadow that was split 
between regular school hours and an evening school event.   
 
During the job shadows, the evaluator took observation notes on the specific types of tasks the 
liaison carried out and noted the clock time.  The evaluators also asked questions, as necessary, to 
ensure that tasks were correctly recorded.  Some liaisons provided a great deal of unsolicited 
information relevant to the position (e.g., important tasks that were unobserved, vision for the 
position, recommendations for the position, and the like).  In addition, the evaluator sent her notes 
to the family liaison so that the liaison could correct any inaccuracies, add important omitted 
information, or otherwise revise the notes so that they presented a complete and accurate record of 
the day’s activities.  One liaison clarified information he/she had shared and one liaison made a 
revision.   

     
Parent/Guardian Survey 

 
Procedure 
 
The Parent/Guardian Survey was not administered by CAREI.  The following information was 
provided to CAREI by the Minneapolis Public School District concerning their methods.   
 

Parents/guardians were sent one survey for each school their children attend.  Thus, if 
a family had more than one student at the same school, they were asked to fill out the 
survey for the oldest child at the school.  If the family had students at multiple schools, 
they were asked to fill out a survey for each student at each of those schools.  The 
survey was developed in English and then translated into Hmong, Somali, and Spanish.  
Families were instructed to complete and submit the translated survey or the English 
survey.  A pre-addressed, postage-paid envelope was provided.  One follow-up postcard 
was mailed to homes reminding them to complete the survey.  A district-wide phone 
call was placed to all homes reminding them to complete the survey and informing 
them that the deadline had been extended.   
 

REA staff analyzed the survey responses via chi-square tests.  Respondents were categorized as 
either NSI or non-NSI.  For survey items 1-33, responses were dichotomized.  “Strongly Disagree” 
and “Disagree” were collapsed into “Disagree.”  Likewise, “Agree” and “Strongly Agree” were 
collapsed into “Agree.”  Survey items 34 and 35 utilized a different response scale with four options: 
“This school…” (item 34) or “This District…” (item 35) “Does Not Meet My Expectations,” “Partially 
Meets My Expectations,” “Meets My Expectations,” “Exceeds My Expectations.”   REA staff did not 
dichotomize the responses to items 34 and 35 for analysis purposes.  The results of the analyses 
were provided to CAREI.   
 
CAREI evaluators re-analyzed the responses to survey items 34 and 35.  Responses were 
dichotomized with “Partially Meets My Expectations” and “Does Not Meet My Expectations” placed 
in one category, and “Exceeds My Expectations” and “Meets My Expectations” placed in the other 
category.   The data were then analyzed via chi-square tests with one degree of freedom.  



 Appendix A:  Description of Study Methods     Page 60 
 

Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement   
University of Minnesota  

 
 

 
CAREI evaluators made comparisons between the Spring 2009 Parent Guardian Survey and the 
2008 Interactive Family Feedback Survey only when the questionnaire items were identical.      

 
Fresh Start Schools 

 
Principal Interviews 

 
One evaluator conducted an in-person individual interview with the principal of each of the fresh 
start schools, Lucy Laney and Nellie Stone Johnson.  She met each principal in his office at the school 
building.  Although each interview was scheduled to last only one hour, both interviews actually 
lasted an hour and a half each.  In addition to taking notes during the interviews, the evaluator also 
audio-recorded the interviews.  Appendix E contains a list of the eight interview questions.     

 

Teacher Interviews 
 
Participants 
 
 Twenty full-time teachers, ten from each of the two fresh start schools (Lucy Laney and Nellie 
Stone Johnson), were selected by the primary investigator for an individual interview.  The teachers 
were randomly selected to be representative of grade level, subject area, and/or specialty.  Eight 
primary (K-3), four intermediate (4-5) and six middle (6-8) school teachers as well as two 
specialists were interviewed.   
 
Procedure 
 
The selected teachers were contacted via email and/or phone to schedule the interviews.  The 
twenty teachers were informed that participation in the interview was voluntary and an approved 
consent form was signed by each at the beginning of the interview.  The interviews were conducted 
by three CAREI evaluators and took place near the end of the school year.  Interviews were 
scheduled to take place outside of school hours or during the teachers’ non-instructional time.  In 
addition to taking notes during the interviews, the evaluators also audio-recorded the interviews.  
The eleven questions asked during the interview are in Appendix E.   

 
Student Focus Groups 
 
Participants 
 
Student focus group interviews were carried out in grade-level sessions at the two fresh start 
schools, Lucy Laney and Nellie Stone Johnson.  The grades were selected to be the same as those 
used in the year one evaluation:  Grades 5, 6, and 8.  The staff in the district’s REA Department drew 
30 names randomly from the grade-level enrollment rosters.  The principal at one of the schools 
and the assistant principal at the other reviewed the list of their students created by REA.  Names 
were removed if the administrators thought the students would not be able to participate due to 
language, disruptive behavior issues, or special education needs.  Two additional names were 
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removed at one school because the students had recently discontinued their enrollment.  From the 
remaining names, CAREI evaluators randomly selected ten at each grade level.  Actual participation 
numbers ranged from eight to ten per grade-level session.  
 
Procedure 
 
Letters were prepared for the parents/guardians of students selected to participate in the focus 
groups.  The letters described the focus group session and its purpose, and requested that the 
parents contact CAREI if they had any questions or if they did not want their child to participate.  
Parents were told that they could contact CAREI by phone, by email, or by a message left with the 
school office.  Only one parent contacted CAREI and that was to obtain additional information about 
the focus groups.  At the beginning of each focus group session, the procedures and purpose were 
described.  Each student was informed that participation was voluntary and an approved assent 
form was signed by the student if the student was willing to participate.  No students withdrew.  At 
each school, the grade-level sessions were all conducted on the same day during school hours.  At 
one school, the sessions were conducted on May 15, and at the other school, the sessions were 
conducted on May 27.  Two CAREI evaluators conducted the sessions.  One evaluator asked the 
questions, and both evaluators took notes on student responses.  In addition, the sessions were 
audio-recorded.  One community evaluation team member assisted in three student focus group 
sessions. The student focus group questions are located in Appendix E.   
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DRAFT FAMILY LIAISON POSITION DECRIPTION 

 

POSITION TITLE: SCHOOL FAMILY LIAISON 

 

LOCATION: AS ASSIGNED 

 

REPORTS TO: Principal 

 

Primary Responsibility: 

 

 To increase family participation in the education of their children both at home 

and school in order to improve their student academic achievement. 

 To develop, implement, and assess in partnership with school staff and parents the 

school’s family involvement plan and parent compact. 

 

QUALIFICATIONS:  

 

 Graduation from an accredited college with a bachelor’s degree in social or family 

sciences, or equivalent professional training and experience in working with 

families and community organizations. 

 A minimum of 4 years related work experience with a diverse population of 

students and families as well as experience with community based organizations 

in brokering and linking families to resources in both home and school that results 

in improved student achievement.  

 Has a thorough understanding of class and culture backgrounds of families and 

how to interpret culture of school to them. 

 Excellent skills to think and act in ways that respect ethnic, cultural and language 

diversity. 

 Proficiency in reading, writing, listening, and speaking English. 

 Must have proficient computer skills.  

 Has experience in collaborative leadership. 

 Excellent communication skills 

 Writes and speaks clearly 

 Experience in advocating for families.  

 Valid driver’s license. 

 Excellent interpersonal skills 

 Flexible working hours in order to accommodate families and program activities 

which may occur during non-traditional hours (some early mornings, evenings 

and weekends) 

 Knowledge of community resources and collaborative services 

 Show evidence of the following abilities: 

 to maintain confidentiality of student and family records 

 to manage time efficiently 
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 to maintain a high level of energy 

 to meet the public in a professional manner 

 

TERM/SALARY:     School year, 44/wks — 

(salary determined by assigned bargaining group) 

 

ESSENTIAL FUNCTIONS AND RESPONSIBILITIES 

 

HELP THE SCHOOL TO DEVELOP A FAMILY-FRIENDLY SCHOOL 

CLIMATE BY: 

 Collaborating with the principal, teachers, parent organization, and other staff.  

 Conducting an annual assessment of school climate and using results to make 

improvements. 

 Utilizing parent and community volunteers. 

 Develop, implement, and assess in partnership with school staff and families the 

family involvement plan and parent compact on an annual basis. 

 Create a space in the school where families can meet and interact among 

themselves. 

 

DEVELOP PROGRAMS AND ACTIVITIES DESIGNED TO ENGAGE 

FAMILIES IN IMPROVING STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT BY: 

 Collaborating with school staff, administrators and parents to reach all families.  

 Designing family engagement activities to help all families participate more 

effectively in their children’s learning (math and literacy nights, etc.). 

 Maintain a portfolio of all major activities and meetings to include agenda and 

sign-in sheets. 

 Assist in helping families understand standards and assessments, students’ test 

scores, rubrics, and the school report card. 

 Facilitate and organize other parents meetings, workshops and professional 

learning.  

 

HELP TEACHERS/STAFF AND FAMILIES DEVELOP STRONG 

PARTNERSHIPS AND ENHANCE COMMUNICATION BY: 

 Creating opportunities for social interaction between the families and school staff. 

 Using a variety of communication tools on a regular basis to contact families to 

include school newsletters, school website, etc. 

 Work with teachers and staff to develop learning tools that families can take home 

to use with their children. 

 Be a liaison between families and teachers when problems arise. 

 Offer staff development opportunities for school administrators and staff to 

increase their relationships with families.  

 Provide parent involvement materials, information, and research to school 

administrators and staff on a regular basis. 
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 Assist with the administration of family volunteers.  

 

PROMOTE AND SUPPORT PARENTING SKILLS BY: 

 Linking parents to programs and resources within the community that provide 

support services to families. 

 Providing information about adult education, parenting education, literacy 

activities. 

 Partner with district staff, community organizations and agencies that can support 

and provide services for ELL families.  

 

DEVELOP AND IMPLEMENT EFFECTIVE FAMILY ENGAGEMENT 

STRATEGIES AND ACTIVITIES TO EMPOWER STUDENTS AND THEIR 

FAMILIES BY: 

 Supporting parents, teachers, administrators and the community in their role as 

partners to increase student achievement. 

 Recruiting and inviting parents to participate in school committees and in the 

school’s parent organization. 

 Including parents in decision making and advisory capacities in all aspects to 

ensure student success. 

 Enabling parents to participate as partners when setting school goals, developing 

or evaluating programs and policies. 

 

TAKING PART IN OPPORTUNITIES FOR PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

BY: 

 Attending all district sponsored meetings and training activities for family 

liaisons.  

 Keeping school staff updated about family involvement activities in your school. 

 Participating in learning and professional development activities. 

 

UTILIZES COMMUNITY RESOURCES TO STRENGTHEN SCHOOLS, 

FAMILIES, AND STUDENT LEARNING BY: 

 Develop partnerships with local community groups and businesses to identify 

how they would like to promote family engagement in your school. 

 Collaborate with community partners and families to identify resources for 

families in the community.  

 Attend community meetings that help you connect to resources for families in 

your school. 

 Attend community meetings that will help to connect to community resources for 

families. 

 Assist in the recruitment of families for district events and activities. 

 Publicize and promote district programs for families.  

 

OTHER DUTIES ASSIGNED 
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Table C1.   Spring 2009 Parent/Guardian Survey Results by NSI versus Non-NSI School Respondent 

Survey Questionnaire Item 
Number of 

Respondents 

Percent Agreeing 

NSI School 
Respondents 

Non-NSI School 
Respondents 

1.  School staff have high expectations for my child. 
NSI = 484 
Non-NSI = 4949 

93% 91% 

2.  This school is preparing my child for academic success in later grades or after high school. 
NSI = 470 
Non-NSI =4910 

93% 90% 

3.  My child and I understand his or her academic goals. 
NSI = 476 
Non-NSI =4958 

94% 92% 

4.  My child's teacher(s) keeps me informed about my child's academic progress. 
NSI = 471 
Non-NSI =4953 

81% 82% 

5.  My child's teacher(s) gives feedback that helps my child improve academically. 
NSI = 479 
Non-NSI =4868 

81% 80% 

6.  My child receives high quality instruction in his or her class(es). 
NSI = 468 
Non-NSI =4818 

89% 87% 

7.  My child is given appropriately challenging homework assignments. 
NSI = 475 
Non-NSI =4787 

84% 82% 

8.  School staff provide appropriate support and help on academic work when needed. 
NSI = 472 
Non-NSI =4587 

87% 85% 

9.  I am satisfied with the size of my child's class(es). 
NSI = 467 
Non-NSI =4905 

82% 50%* 

10.  The principal communicates high expectations for student achievement. 
NSI = 454 
Non-NSI =4640 

88% 86% 

11.  I am satisfied with my child's use of technology in the school. 
NSI = 466 
Non-NSI = 4802 

90% 87%* 

12.  I am satisfied with the instruction in the arts my child receives in this school. 
NSI = 461 
Non-NSI = 4732 

83% 83% 

13.  I am satisfied with the physical education my child receives in this school. 
NSI = 449 
Non-NSI = 4626 

85% 82% 

14.  I am satisfied with my child's access to the Gifted and Talented program in this school. 
NSI = 340 
Non-NSI = 2902 

79% 71%* 

15.  I am satisfied with my child's access to after-school programs. 
NSI = 407 
Non-NSI = 4147 

89% 87% 

*NSI vs. Non-NSI difference is statistically significant, two-tailed p < .05.
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Table C1 continued. 

Survey Questionnaire Item 
Number of 

Respondents 

Percent Agreeing 

NSI School 
Respondents 

Non-NSI School 
Respondents 

16.  School rules are enforced consistently and fairly. 
NSI = 464 
Non-NSI = 4615 

84% 87% 

17.  My child feels safe at school. 
NSI = 466 
Non-NSI = 4871 

84% 92%* 

18.  My child tells me that class time is often wasted because of student misbehavior. 
NSI = 433 
Non-NSI = 4597 

52% 36%* 

19.  My child tells me that students threaten or bully other students on a regular basis. 
NSI = 443 
Non-NSI = 4596 

43% 28%* 

20.  The school helps me understand what I can do at home to support my child's learning. 
NSI = 468 
Non-NSI = 4803 

84% 80%* 

21.  This school creates opportunities for me to share my opinions. 
NSI = 445 
Non-NSI = 4771 

86% 85% 

22.  School staff do all that they can to make it easier for me to attend school events and 
meetings. 

NSI = 448 
Non-NSI = 4694 91% 88%* 

23.  I am satisfied with the information I receive about the programs, activities, and events 
happening at my child's school. 

NSI = 469 
Non-NSI = 4915 89% 89% 

24.  The online Parent Portal provides up-to-date grades/scores about my child's academic 
achievement. 

NSI = 332 
Non-NSI = 3047 80% 78% 

25.  School staff show respect for the values and traditions that are important to my family. 
NSI = 456 
Non-NSI = 4587 

91% 93% 

26.  School staff show respect for me as a parent/guardian. 
NSI = 482 
Non-NSI = 4975 

94% 95% 

27.  School staff show respect for my child. 
NSI = 482 
Non-NSI = 4951 

93% 94% 

28.  I know who to contact at my child's school if I have a problem or question. 
NSI = 477 
Non-NSI = 4981 

88% 92%* 

29.  I feel welcome in my child's school. 
NSI = 483 
Non-NSI = 4945 

92% 95%* 

30.  My child receives a high-quality education at this school. 
NSI = 465 
Non-NSI = 4832 

87% 87% 

*NSI vs. Non-NSI difference is statistically significant, two-tailed p < .05. 
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Table C1 continued. 

Survey Questionnaire Item 
Number of 

Respondents 

Percent Agreeing 

NSI School 
Respondents 

Non-NSI School 
Respondents 

31.  I am satisfied with the Special Education programs or courses my child receives in this 
school. 

NSI = 200 
Non-NSI =1136  88% 86% 

32.  I am satisfied with the Gifted and Talented program my child receives in this school. NSI = 202 
Non-NSI = 1434 

82% 73%* 

33.  I am satisfied with the English Language Learner programs or courses my child receives in 
this school. 

NSI = 191 
Non-NSI = 822 94% 91% 

*NSI vs. Non-NSI difference is statistically significant, two-tailed p < .05. 

 
  Table C1 continued. 
34.  Overall, how would you evaluate your child’s school?   

Response 
NSI School Respondents 

N=485 
Non-NSI School Respondents 

N=5000 

This school does not meet my expectations 4.3% 4.0% 

This school partially meets my expectations 22.7% 19.9% 

This school meets my expectations 56.5% 52.8% 

This school exceeds my expectations 16.5% 23.3% 
Χ2 (3, N=5485) = 12.056, p=.007 

Table C1 continued. 
35.  Overall, how would you evaluate the Minneapolis Public School District?     

Response 
NSI School Respondents 

N=479 
Non-NSI School Respondents 

N=4947 

This District does not meet my expectations 6.5% 8.1% 

This District partially meets my expectations 28.0% 37.0% 

This District meets my expectations 53.2% 47.2% 

This District exceeds my expectations 12.3% 7.7% 
Χ2 (3, N=5426) = 26.032, p=.000 
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Table C2.  CAREI’s Re-analysis of Survey Item 34 
34.  Overall, how would you evaluate your child’s school?   

Response 
NSI School Respondents 

N=485 
Non-NSI School Respondents 

N=5000 

This school does not meet/partially meets my expectations 27.0% 23.9% 

This school meets/exceeds  my expectations 73.0% 76.1% 
Χ2 (1, N=5485) = 2.36 p=.12 

Table C3.  CAREI’s Re-analysis of Survey Item 35 
35.  Overall, how would you evaluate the Minneapolis Public School District?     

Response 
NSI School Respondents 

N=479 
Non-NSI School Respondents 

N=4947 

This District does not meet/partially meets my expectations 34.4% 45.1% 

This District meets/exceeds  my expectations 65.6% 54.9% 
Χ2 (1, N=5426) = 20.02 p=.000 
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Table D1.  Spring 2009 Parent/Guardian Survey NSI Response Rate 

 

Table D2.  Ethnicity of NSI Respondent’s Oldest Child Attending a School 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

*Total does not sum to 100% due to rounding. 

 
 
 
 

North Side Initiative Schools 
 

School Name 
Number of 

Surveys Sent 
Number of 

Surveys Returned 
Response Rate 

(%) 
Afrocentric Academy 59 6 10% 
Bethune Community School 237 16 7% 
Cityview Performing Arts 
Magnet 

341 
28 

8% 

Hall International School 279 29 10% 
Hmong International Academy 163 40 25% 
Loring Community School 276 62 23% 
Lucy  Craft Laney Community 
School  

382 
28 

7% 

Nellie Stone Johnson 
Community School 

388 
42 

11% 

North High School 439 57 13% 
Olson/Lind Lower  290 36 12% 
Olson/Lind Upper 326 34 10% 
Patrick Henry High School  913 126 14% 
Total 4093 504 12% 

Ethnicity 
Number of 
Responses 

Percent of Sample 

American Indian 4 < 1% 
African American 190 38% 
Asian American 143 28% 
Hispanic American 47 9% 
White American 82 16% 
African 12 2% 
Multiple Ethnicity 12 2% 
No Response 14 3% 
Total 504 99%* 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix E: 

Data Collection Tools 
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Evaluation of the North Side Initiative 
Family Liaison Focus Group Protocol  
  
1. Describe how you have worked with parents this past year. 

2. What have you learned about involving parents, especially parents who may not typically be 
involved? 
 

3. In what ways do you interact with teachers and other staff members at your school to carry out 
your role as a parent/family liaison? 
 

4. What have you learned about how to work effectively with the staff at your school? 

5. What, if anything, could the school’s administration do to support you more as parent/family 
liaison? 

 
6. What else could be done to enable you to do your job more effectively? 
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Evaluation of the Fresh Start 
Principal Interview Protocol   

1. What was your vision for the school when you first became principal of (name of school) and has 
that vision changed?  If so, how? 

 
2. What qualities were you looking for in the people you recruited, interviewed, and hired for 

instructional staff at (name of school)? 
 
3. Now that you have been principal here for almost two years, would you have done anything 

differently in selecting teachers? 
Probe:  What are the qualities that eventually emerged as being very important to work 
successfully with the kids here? 

 
4. In what ways, if any, have you tried to build community among the staff?   

5. What lessons have you learned about building professional community at a fresh start school? 
 
6. Looking back , what would you say were the most critical steps in the fresh start?  What would 

you emphasize to another principal about to fresh start a school? 
 
7. What would you do differently next time? 

8. What could the district do differently next time? 
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Evaluation of the Fresh Start 
Teacher Interview Protocol   

Note to interviewer:  If you are close to the end time of the interview (about 5 minutes before 
the end) and you have not asked all the questions, please skip to this general question: 
How do you think the fresh start experience went and what if anything could be done better? 
 
FRESH START TEACHER INTERVIEW QUESTIONS.   
 
1. How long have you been a teacher at (name of school)?  Were you a teacher at another 

Minneapolis school prior to this one?  If yes, which one and for how long? 
 
2. What grade level/subject area do you teach this year? 

3. What were your expectations about teaching in a fresh start school? 

4. How has your experience been compared to those expectations? 

5. What are the challenges to being a teacher in a fresh start school? 

6. What are the benefits of being a teacher in a fresh start school?  (If the teacher asks you what 
you mean by “benefits,” you can say that we are interested in hearing about rewarding 
experiences, opportunities to make a difference, etc.) 

 
7. What role does your principal play in guiding and supporting your work in the classroom? 

Possible probes: 
a. How often does the principal observe or visit your classroom? 
b. What kinds of feedback or suggestions does the principal give to help you improve your 

instruction? 
c. How often and in what ways? 
d. How helpful is the observation/evaluation feedback for you? 

 
8. Where do you get your most helpful ideas for improving instruction? 

Probe:  How helpful have the professional development opportunities been?  Give an example. 
 
9. What student needs does your school do a particularly good job at addressing?  Please explain. 
 
10. Are there student learning needs that are not adequately being addressed in this school?  Please 

explain. 
 
11. What could the school district do differently to improve the fresh start process? 
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Evaluation of the Fresh Start 
Student Focus Group Protocol   

1. What do you like most about being a student at (name of school)? 

2. What do you like least about being a student at (name of school)? 

3. Two years ago, this school had a new beginning with a new principal and lots of new teachers.  
What would you say were some of the biggest changes for students here as a result of that new 
beginning? 

 
4. Are students at your school expected to work hard? 

a. What does your teacher do to help you work hard and learn many things? 
b. How do you like to be challenged? 

 
5. Would you say most students are treated the same by staff, or do staff seem to have different 

rules or expectations for some students compared to others? 
Probes:  Give example, explain. 

 
6. How safe do you feel in school and while travelling to and from school? 

Probes:  Give example, explain. 
 
7. What ideas do you have for making learning better for students at this school? 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


