[image: image1.wmf]
Executive Summary:

Natrona County Schools 

Opinions of Education and the School System

Among Natrona County Adults 2009

The following is a brief executive summary of the complete survey.  

The full 88-page report can be found on the Natrona County Schools website at www.natronaschools.org.

Prepared for

Natrona County Schools / Cambridge Strategic Services 

By 

Zachry Associates, Inc.

February 2009
Methodology

Data were collected through 300 telephone interviews conducted from February 11 to February 19, 2009. 

To be eligible for the survey, individuals had to be an adult, head of the household and living in Natrona County.

Sampling and interviewing statistics:

· Response Rate: 11% )
· Cooperate Rate: 55.7% (CR4)
· Refusal Rate: 8.7% (RR1)
· Contact Rate: 19.8% (CR1)
Statistical accuracy:

· Margin of Error (total survey):  5.6% overall

· Level of Confidence:  95%

Findings

The study reflects an effort to gain insight into the attitudes of Natrona County adults towards the Natrona County School District and towards various educational issues.  Among the priorities of the study were: analyzing the attitude of the public towards the school system, its teachers and administrators; evaluating the attitude of the public towards several educational issues and possible goals; measuring support for change in the district; gauging support for efforts with the planned new high school; and evaluating the ways the residents gain their information about the school district.

It should be noted that throughout the report, analysis was done to see if opinions varied based on several respondent characteristics.  Differences were investigated based on whether persons had children enrolled at an NCS campus.  Additionally, differences were investigated as to whether someone who had been an NCS student themselves might have different perspectives than those newer to the district.  In both cases, no significant differences were found on any questions in this survey based on these parameters.  If should be noted that a lack of significance may mean opinions are consistent or it could mean that a larger sample size is needed to recognize differences.

One trend that emerged in the study was a large percentage of adults voiced no opinions on several subjects.  For example, almost 20 percent (19) had no opinion of the work of the superintendent.  The researcher supervisors were consulted.  They said that persons without school children did not keep up with district issues.  Other respondents said the superintendent is “new” and they had not formed an opinion, yet.  Another 30 percent had difficulty comparing NCS schools with others across the state, saying they “didn’t know much about the other schools.”  The percentage of non-answers is higher than was expected and may indicate some lack of interest or awareness. 

The average age of those surveyed fell into a 40-to-50 year old range.  Most of those surveyed have lived in Natrona County for many years, with both a mean and median of 27 years. 

Satisfaction with the District, its Employees and Administrators

The vast majority of adults are pleased with the quality of work from teachers.  A total of 87 percent of those with an opinion are satisfied. Only four persons out of the 300 surveyed (1.5 percent) were very unsatisfied.

School officials are not quite as popular.  Even so, at least two-thirds (74 percent) of adults with an opinion are satisfied with Natrona County Schools officials, overall, and with the school board (73.9 percent). More than three-quarters of adults were satisfied with the work of the superintendent (82.7 percent).  A similar percentage (84.3) was satisfied with the quality of education provided by Natrona County Schools.  Comments were captured from the 69 persons who were unsatisfied with Natrona County School officials.  The complete comments are available in the full report.  Among the issues cited were too many administrators, the School of Choice program and a poor quality of education.

Parents with Students

Respondents were asked if they had students in NCS elementary, middle or high schools, and if they had any recent NCS graduates. For example, 40.9 percent of adults surveyed had one or more children in an NCS elementary.  When adding together students of any grade and recent graduates, 54.7 percent of adults have or recently have had children attending NCS. 

A pattern emerged when asking each group of adults their opinion of the education their children are receiving at school.  The highest satisfaction came with elementary schools with 53.7 percent of adults were very satisfied.  Satisfaction dropped as the grade level went up, with 23.4 percent very satisfied with the education of their recent graduates.

Former Students

Only about 40 percent of those adults surveyed were, at one time, an NCS student. This may make it easier for the district to shape its future direction and reputation, since a sizeable portion of the population does not have their own attachments to the system and campuses. 

Of those who had been NCS students, a majority feel NCS currently provides at least the same quality of education now that they received, with 47.9 percent of all former students saying the schools now do better in their teaching. 

NCS Reputation

When asked to compare the NCS system to schools across the state and nation, a significant percentage could not or would not.  At least a fourth of adults were unable or refused to answer the questions. Of those with an opinion, about half (54.5 percent) feel NCS is about the same as other schools in the state with another third (32.5 percent) saying NCS schools are better than average.  Nationally, NCS fares even better with 43.2 percent saying NCS is better than average compared to schools across the country.

Preparing Students

Only about half (54 percent) of Natrona County adults feel NCS does a good or excellent job preparing students for college.  Even fewer (44.4 percent) feel NCS is good or excellent in preparing students for a career. Adults were also asked how NCS handles students “in the middle,” those who are not the top students or those with the least success.  About half (54.2 percent) of those with an opinion said NCS does a good or excellent job educating those students. 

Looking to the Future

Even with the margin of error in this survey, a solid majority of adults with an opinion (65.6 percent) say construction of the new high school is somewhat or very important. That still leaves a third (34.3 percent) who say the new school is of little importance.

Respondents were also asked about the idea of change.  The superintendent’s call for the new high school to have a “fundamentally different learning experience” was mentioned.  More than half (58 percent) either had no opinion of the idea or disagreed.  However, a majority agree that the school environment is in need of change (58.3 percent). 

Those surveyed were asked to rate several issues.  The need to do a better job reducing the number of drop outs was seen as most vital, with 67 percent of all adults giving it a seven out of seven, very important.  This was followed by the need for career-related teaching and programs for academically advanced students.  Of the four topics, engaging students with technology was least well received, with an average score between four and five on a seven-point scale.

Drop Outs

The issue of drop outs was pursued by asking if the rate of drop outs in Natrona County is seen as average or higher or lower than average. Almost 20 percent (19.7) voiced no opinion and a third (34.9 percent) of those with an opinion felt the rate in Natrona County was higher than normal. Two open-ended questions were asked about drop outs.  The 84 persons who felt the Natrona County rate was higher than average were asked why that might be the case.  Their most common responses were home life, drugs, school programs not holding student interest and attraction of jobs that do not require much education. Then, all 300 persons were asked for thoughts on how to reduce the drop out rate.  The full text of those comments is in the report.  Parental support and increased vocational training were among the topics raised, but the single biggest response was that adults did not know what to do about the problem.

The Biggest Problem

Adults were also asked for the single biggest problem facing NCS. The full text of those answers is provided. Drugs and alcohol was near the top of the list, along with drop outs, School of Choice, parental involvement and the hiring and retaining of quality teachers.

Keeping Informed

A clear majority of adults say that NCS is doing at least a good job of keeping everyone up to date on what is happening.  About half of those surveyed often use the Star Tribune and television news to learn about the school district. Less frequently mentioned were The Casper Journal, students and school employees.  Rounding out the list was school district mailers and the internet. In fact, a majority of persons (55.6 percent) said they never get Natrona school news from the internet. 
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