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Principal Interview 1: Focus on School 
 
Introduction 
 
We are visiting your school today because it has performed well relative to your 
demographics and school size. You have also shown progress in raising the achievement 
of both non-low-income and low-income students over the past four years.  We are 
interested in learning more about the factors you believe have led to these results. This 
interview will focus on factors that are school-based. All of your responses will remain 
confidential. 
 
Interview Questions 
 

1. Tell us a little about your background. 
a. How long have you been in the field of education? 
b. How long have you been the principal of this school? 

 
Student Achievement  
 

2. To what do you attribute your school’s strong student achievement results and 
growth (as measured by NECAP) over the past few years? 

 
3. Does your school have any stated goals regarding student achievement? 

a. How would you describe the overall culture at this school with respect to 
student achievement?  

b. What are teacher expectations like at this school? 
 

4. What supports are available for students who are not meeting standards, in 
particular low-income students?  

a. Additional academic supports for students 
b. After-school programs 
c. Particular programs for low-income students (breakfast program, morning 

activities, after-school programs) 
d. What components of your ESS do you believe are most successful in 

supporting your low-income students? 
 

Leadership 
 

5. What would you say is your personal mission or purpose as an educational 
leader? 

 
6. What beliefs or values drive your leadership of this school? 

 
7. How would you describe your role as leader of this school? 
 
8. How would you describe your leadership style? 
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Assessment 
 

9. How does your school use the results of assessments, both state and local? 
a. Do you have a process for analyzing and understanding the results? 

 
10. How do you balance a focus on literacy and math with all of the other skills and 

knowledge students need (the arts, physical activity, social skills, etc.)? 
 
Instruction 
 

11. How do teachers show that they have high expectations for their students? 
 

12. How do you ensure that quality teaching is taking place in each and every 
classroom? 

a. What is required of teachers who need additional support to be effective? 
b. Can you describe the teacher evaluation system here and if/how student 

performance is considered? 
 
Final reflections 
 

13. In your opinion, what are the three most effective things this school has done to 
improve student achievement? 

a. Do you have any low-income student success stories you feel like sharing? 
 

14. What would you say are your school’s greatest challenges? What are you still 
working on in relation to student achievement? 

 
15. Have you experienced any resistance to your vision? How do you address such 

resistance? 
 

16. What advice would you give other schools trying to improve outcomes for 
students in poverty? 

 
17. Is there anything else you’d like to share with us that we have not asked you? 
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Principal Interview 2: Focus on External Factors 
 
Introduction 
 
This second interview will focus on factors that are external to the school, topics like 
parental engagement, community involvement, and the role of the school board. All of 
your responses will remain confidential. 
 
Interview Questions 
 
Parental Engagement 
 

1. What do you think is the importance of parental involvement in your school? 
a. What connections do you see between parental engagement and student 

learning? 
b. Do you have any stories about where engaging disadvantaged or 

marginalized families has impacted their child’s learning? 
 

2. How do you and the teaching staff involve parents in school and their child’s 
learning? (versus more general forms of involvement) 

a. Have you taken any specific steps to reach out to parents who are not 
involved? 

b. Any particular strategies for families who are disadvantaged, 
marginalized, or vulnerable (low-income, child with a parent in jail, 
minority families, single-parent families, students who are in foster care, 
etc.) 

c. Any particular strategies for reaching parents with literacy challenges? 
 
Children’s Early Learning 
 

3. Where have your kindergartners been prior to entering school?  (Public programs 
such as Head Start; school based pre-school, private centers, private homes) 

 
4. What percentage of your students has no pre-school (and/or childcare that 

incorporated early learning standards) experience? 
a. Has this had any impact on the choices you’ve made about programming, 

instruction and support? 
 
Community Support 
 

5. Can you talk a bit about your surrounding community and the context it provides 
for the school? 

a. How would you describe the population of the town/community? 
b. What kind of jobs do parents of your students have? (Major industry?) 
c. Have there been any demographic shifts lately? 
d. Does the town have an active downtown area?  
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6. In what ways does the community (or community partners/programs) help support 
student learning? 

a. Are there any community-based services available or based here in the 
school? 

 
7. What access do families have to social programs or supports? (emphasis on low-

income families) 
a. State-level programs or resources 
b. Community-based, localized programs 

i. Economic development/job placement or training programs 
ii. Food shelf/pantry 

iii. Housing assistance programs/homeless shelter 
iv. Access to health care 
v. Mental health services 

 
Local School Board/District Support 
 

8. What role has the school board played in the school’s student performance 
growth?  

a. How involved is the school board in helping set long-term goals and a 
vision for the school? 

b. How involved in the school board in helping make decisions about 
curriculum, instruction, and assessment? 

 
9. What role has the district/central office played in the school’s student 

performance growth? 
 
Final reflections 
 

10. Is there anything else we haven’t asked you that you would like to share about 
parental involvement, community support, or the school board and the role they 
have all played in improving student outcomes? 
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Individual Staff Interview  
 
Introduction 
 
We are visiting your school today because it has performed well relative to your 
demographics and school size. You have also shown progress in raising the achievement 
of both non-low-income and low-income students over the past four years.  We are 
interested in learning more about the factors you believe have led to these results. This 
interview will focus on factors that are school-based. All of your responses will remain 
confidential. 
 
 
Interview Questions 
 

1. Tell us a little about your background.  
a. How long have you been in the field of education? 
b. How long have you been working in this school? 
c. What is your current position? 

 
Student Achievement and Support for Struggling Students  
 

2. To what do you attribute your school’s strong student achievement results and 
growth (as measured by NECAP) over the past few years?  

 
3. What supports are available for students who are not meeting standards, in 

particular low-income students?  
a. Additional academic supports for students 
b. After-school programs 
c. Particular programs for low-income students (breakfast program, morning 

activities, after-school programs) 
d. What components of your ESS do you believe are most successful in 

supporting your low-income students? 
 

4. How do you determine which students need additional support? 
 
Curriculum and Assessment 
 

5. Talk a bit about your school’s curriculum in reading and math. 
a. Has the school done any alignment work to ensure that the curriculum is 

aligned with the state’s Grade Expectations (GEs)? 
 

6. How does your school measure student learning? 
a. What kinds of assessments are administered at the school level? How 

frequently? 
b. What kinds of assessments do you administer in your own classroom? 

How frequently? 
c. Are there any other ways you evaluate student learning? 
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7. If you were mentoring a new teacher, how would you explain the role of 
assessment in your school? 

 
8. Does your school have any stated goals regarding student achievement? 

a. How would you describe the overall culture at this school with respect to 
student achievement?  

b. What are teacher expectations like at this school? 
 
Staff Collaboration 
 

9. How often do you work with or collaborate with other teachers for the purposes of 
reviewing student work or student achievement data? 

a. Nature of collaboration (purpose, desired outcome, etc.) 
b. Frequency of meetings 
c. Classroom observations  
d. Supports/structures/resources that facilitate staff collaboration 

 
Leadership 
 

10. In what ways has your principal helped this school achieve the results it has 
achieved? 

a. Would you describe your principal as an instructional leader? Why or why 
not? 

b. What do you feel are your principal’s greatest strengths?  
 
Final Reflections 
 

11. In your opinion, what are the three most effective things this school has done to 
improve student achievement? 

a. Do you have any low-income student success stories you feel like sharing? 
 

12. What advice would you give other schools trying to improve outcomes for 
students in poverty? 

 
13. What would you say are your school’s greatest challenges? What are you still 

working on in relation to student achievement? 
 

14. Is there anything else you’d like to share with us that we have not asked you 
about? 
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Teacher Group Interview  
 
Introduction 
 
We are visiting your school today because it has performed well relative to your 
demographics and school size. You have also shown progress in raising the achievement 
of both non-low-income and low-income students over the past four years.  We are 
interested in learning more about the factors you believe have led to these results. This 
interview will focus on factors that are school-based. All of your responses will remain 
confidential. 
 
 
Interview Questions 
 

1. Tell us a little about your background. 
a. How long have you been teaching? 
b. How long have you been teaching in this school? 
c. What is your current position? 

 
Student Achievement  
 

2. To what do you attribute your school’s strong student achievement results and 
growth (as measured by NECAP) over the past few years? 

 
3. What supports are available for students who are not meeting standards, in 

particular low-income students?  
a. Additional academic supports for students 
b. After-school programs 
c. Particular programs for low-income students (breakfast program, morning 

activities, after-school programs) 
d. What components of your ESS do you believe are most successful in 

supporting your low-income students? 
 
Assessment 

 
4. If you were mentoring a new teacher, how would you explain the role of 

assessment in your school? 
 

5. How do you, personally, use assessment data? 
 

6. How does your school use the results of assessments, both state and local? 
a. Do you have a process for analyzing and understanding the results? 

 
Staff Collaboration 
 

7. How often do you work with or collaborate with other teachers for the purposes of 
reviewing student work or student achievement data? 

a. Nature of collaboration (purpose, desired outcome, etc.) 
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b. Frequency of meetings 
c. Classroom observations  
d. Supports/structures/resources that facilitate staff collaboration 

 
Leadership 
 

8. In what ways has your principal helped this school achieve the results it has 
achieved? 

a. Would you describe your principal as an instructional leader? Why or why 
not? 

b. What do you feel are your principal’s greatest strengths?  
 
Parental Engagement 
 

9. How do you work to involve parents in their child’s learning and review of 
assessment results? 

a. Any particular strategies for low-income parents? 
 
Final Reflections 
 

10. In your opinion, what are the three most effective things this school has done to 
improve student achievement? 

a. Do you have any low-income student success stories you feel like sharing? 
 
11. What advice would you give other schools trying to improve outcomes for 

students in poverty? 
 

12. Is there anything else you’d like to share with us that we have not asked you 
about? 
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Superintendent/District Staff Interview 
 
Introduction 
 
We are visiting this school today because it has performed well relative to its 
demographics and school size. It has also shown progress in raising the achievement of 
both non-low-income and low-income students over the past four years.  We are 
interested in learning more about the factors you believe have led to these results. All of 
your responses will remain confidential. 
 
Interview Questions 
 

1. Tell us a little about your background. 
a. What is your role in the district and how long have you been in education 

or on the school board? 
 
Student Achievement  
 

2. What do you think has contributed to this school’s strong student achievement 
results and growth (as measured by NECAP) over the past few years? 

 
3. Are there any district initiatives, supports, or resources that you believe have 

helped contribute to the positive outcomes at this school? 
 

4. How have the superintendent and local school board worked to support student 
achievement at the school? 

 
5. Does the district have any stated goals regarding student achievement? 

a. How would you describe the overall culture in this district with respect to 
student achievement?  

 
Leadership 
 

6. In what ways has the principal helped this school achieve the results it has 
achieved? 

a. What do you feel are the principal’s greatest strengths?  
 

Community Support 
 

7. Can you talk a bit about your surrounding community and the context it provides 
for the school? 

a. How would you describe the population of the town/community? 
b. What kind of jobs do parents of your students have? (Major industry?) 
c. Have there been any demographic shifts lately? 
d. Does the town have an active downtown area?  

 
8. In what ways does the community (or community partners/programs) help support 

student learning? 
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a. Are there any community-based services available or based here in the 
school? 

 
9. What access do families have to social programs or supports? (emphasis on low-

income families) 
a. State-level programs or resources 
b. Community-based, localized programs 

i. Economic development/job placement or training programs 
ii. Food shelf/pantry 

iii. Housing assistance programs/homeless shelter 
iv. Access to health care 
v. Mental health services 

  
Final Reflections 
 

10. In your opinion, what are the three most effective things this school has done to 
improve student achievement? 

 
11. What advice would you give other schools and/or districts trying to improve 

outcomes for students in poverty? 
 
12. What would you say are your district’s greatest challenges? What are you still 

working on in relation to student achievement? 
 

13. Is there anything else you’d like to share with us that we have not asked you 
about? 
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Parent Interview  
 
Introduction 
 
We are visiting your school today because it has performed well relative to your 
demographics and school size. It has also shown progress in raising the achievement of 
both non-low-income and low-income students over the past four years.  We are 
interested in learning more about the factors you believe have led to the school’s results. 
All of your responses will remain confidential. 
 
Interview Questions 
 

1. Tell us a little about you and your connection to the school. 
a. Do you have any children currently attending the school and if so, in what 

grade? 
 

2. How do you feel about the experience your child has had at this school? 
a. Do you feel that his/her academic needs are being met? How?  In what 

ways? 
b. Do you feel that his/her social/emotional needs are being met? How?  In 

what ways?   
 
3. Do you feel involved and engaged in your child’s learning? 

a. In what ways are you involved with your child’s learning?   
b. How are you informed about what is happening in your child’s classroom 

or what they are learning? 
 

4. In what ways do you think the principal has promoted the success of this school? 
What role has the principal played in its success? 

 
5. One of the specific things we are interested in is how the school supports students 

who may be struggling or falling behind. Do you have any stories that you’d like 
to share about a time your child struggled and how the school responded/assisted 
him/her? 

a. Do you feel you know what to do or who to contact if you feel that your 
child is having trouble? 

b. Do you feel comfortable approaching your child’s teacher if you have 
questions or concerns? 

 
6. In your opinion, what are the school’s greatest strengths? 

 
7. What would you say are its greatest challenges or areas that still need additional 

work? 
 

8. Is there anything else you’d like to share with us that we have not asked you 
about? 
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Student Interview 
 
Introduction 
 
Hello. Our names are _________ and we are here today from the Vermont Department of 
Education in Montpelier. We are visiting your school today because it has done a really 
good job helping you and your classmates learn. We think your school is an excellent 
school and we’re interested in learning more from you about what you think of your 
school. 
 
We are going to record your comments today and take some notes on a computer so we 
don’t forget anything you say.  
 
Activity 
 
We’re going to ask you to participate in an activity. Please make sure you have 
something to write with. If you’d like to use crayons or markers, that is fine. 
 
(Provide each student with graphic organizer.) 
 
As we said in the beginning, we’re visiting your school today because we think it has 
done a lot to help you and other students in this school learn. Draw or list ways that 
people, places, activities, or things in this school have helped you learn. You can also use 
the back of the sheet if you’d like to draw a big picture or a picture not related to the four 
topics listed on the front. 
 
You’ll have 5-10 minutes to write and draw.  
 
(Give students 5-10 minutes to draw their pictures. When it looks like most are finished, 
have everyone stop.) 
 
Now please turn to the person sitting next to you and share with them what you listed or 
drew.  
 
(Give students 5-10 minutes to pair share.) 
 
Now we’re going to go around the room and ask you to share one thing that either you or 
your partner wrote or drew on their sheet. It can be from any of the boxes. Also, when it’s 
your turn, try to share something that hasn’t been mentioned before. 
 
(Do whip around.) 
 
Thank you all so much for being willing to share your thoughts with us! We feel like 
we’ve learned a lot about your school from listening to you today. 
 
(Collect sheets at end of activity.) 
 
 



What helps me learn? 
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Place Person

   
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Thing Activity

 



Dear Parent, 
 
Your child’s school was selected by the Vermont Department of Education to participate 
in a research project because of the growth its students have demonstrated on the New 
England Common Assessment Program (NECAP) over the past four years. We are 
visiting the school to learn from teachers and administrators what they believe has helped 
them make such gains so that we may share that knowledge with the larger state 
education community.   
 
As part of our visit, we are hoping to hear from more than just school officials. We would 
also like to hear from students. We are interested in how they view their school and what 
helps them learn. Students will be interviewed in groups with their classmates. We will 
first explain to them that we are visiting their school because it does such a good job 
helping all students learn. We will then provide them with a graphic organizer and ask 
them to either describe in writing or draw the people, places, activities, or things that help 
them learn. After some time to write or draw, students will share their ideas with a 
partner and then we will initiate a group share. A full copy of the interview protocol is 
included with this letter if you would like to review the process.  
 
The visiting team is comprised of Department of Education employees and one retired 
principal. Interviews with students will be digitally recorded and, in addition, site visit 
team members will capture students’ comments on a laptop computer during the 
interview. All information gathered will be kept confidential and no student names will 
be collected during the interview. No identifying information will be included in any 
reports beyond the grade level of the students interviewed. In addition, the school’s name 
will be withheld in the final report.  
 
We thank you in advance for your support of this project. If you have any questions, 
please contact Susan Hayes at (802) 828-5892 or susan.hayes@state.vt.us. 
 
Please complete and sign the form below to indicate whether your child may participate 
and return it to ___________________________________by 
_____________________________. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
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Gail Taylor       Susan Hayes 
Director, Standards and Assessment Division    Standards and Assessment Division 
Vermont Department of Education     Vermont Department of Education 
   
 
 
 My child may take part in the group interview. 
 
 My child may NOT take part in the group interview. 

mailto:susan.hayes@state.vt.us
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