
Survey Purpose 
 
The purpose of this survey was to find out if effective schools are fundamentally different 
from other schools.  What sets effective schools apart from less successful schools?  The 
survey was also designed to determine whether school-based factors (e.g. leadership, staff 
attitudes and beliefs, supports for struggling students) impact student achievement above 
and beyond student-level factors (i.e. socioeconomic status). In other words, do schools 
matter? 
 
Survey Design 
 
To answer these questions, the Vermont Department of Education, with support from the 
University of Vermont and the Center for Comprehensive School Reform and 
Improvement in Washington, D.C., developed a survey instrument to gauge teachers’ 
perceptions of their school on seven different dimensions.  These seven dimensions were 
identified by a literature review as common characteristics of successful, high-poverty 
schools.  The survey included 14 question clusters (QC) related to the seven themes.  
 
Table 1: Seven themes 
 
Themes Survey Question Clusters
Focus on student achievement QC1 
Frequent assessment of student progress QC2 
Support for struggling students QC3, QC4 
Staff collaboration QC5, QC6, QC7 
High expectations for all students  QC8, QC9, QC14 
Effective school leadership QC10, QC11, QC12 
Parental involvement QC13 
 
School Selection 
 
Ninety-one schools were asked to participate in the survey. Schools had to meet two 
criteria for inclusion in the survey.  One, they had to meet or exceed the state average for 
the percentage of students participating in the free/reduced lunch program, a proxy for 
poverty status (29 percent). Secondly, they had to meet or exceed the state average grade 
size (19 students per grade). The purpose of these criteria was to focus on schools with 
medium-high density poverty (relative to the state average) and schools of medium-large 
size (relative to the state average).  
 
Survey Administration 
 
Invitation letters were sent to the principals of the 91 schools in the fall of 2008.  The 
letter outlined that the survey was to be completed by all teachers in their building.  
Teachers were defined as anyone responsible for instruction including special educators 
and teachers of non-core academic content areas but not para-educators or administrators.  
Since the assessment data to be analyzed in conjunction with the teacher survey results 
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spanned grades three through eight, the survey was limited to kindergarten through grade 
eight teachers.  Teachers in the early elementary grades were included because their 
instruction impacts students’ performance in the later grades as tested by NECAP. 
 
The survey was anonymous and was administered online via Survey Monkey.  It took an 
estimated 10-15 minutes for teachers to complete.  For a school to be included in the final 
analysis, we required that 50 percent of its teachers participate in the survey. This was to 
ensure that the results were fairly representative of the school. If a school failed to reach 
the 50 percent response rate, Department of Education staff contacted principals to 
encourage more teachers to take part. Eventually, all schools but four satisfied the 
response rate requirement. The vast majority of schools (84 out of 87) attained a response 
rate of 60 percent or higher. The average teacher response rate across participating 
schools was 83 percent.  In total, over 2000 teachers from Vermont took part. 
 
Results 
 
Descriptive Statistics 
 
Means and standard deviations of teachers’ responses to the survey are provided in Table 
2. Two survey questions (QC9, QC14) were excluded from the analysis because of 
challenges posed by their response formats.   
 
Teachers responded most positively to survey questions about their commitment to 
teaching (Q8b) and improving student achievement (Q8c).  In addition, they felt good 
about their knowledge of the school’s external community (Q13b) and how to connect 
families to community-based resources (Q13d).  Finally, they expressed confidence that 
their school curriculum is aligned to Vermont’s standards and grade expectations (Q1d).  
 
Teachers were least likely to agree with questions about the degree to which they 
collaborate with their peers and open their classroom (and therefore their instruction) to 
observation and feedback. For example, teachers reported that do not observe other 
teachers on a regular basis either to learn from their methods (Q7a) or to provide them 
with feedback (Q7b).  They also expressed it is not common to be observed by a 
colleague (Q7c) or co-teach with a colleague (Q7d).  In addition, they were not likely to 
agree that they have detailed knowledge of the content covered by other teachers (Q5e).  
This sentiment extended to leadership as well.  While teachers generally responded 
positively to questions about their principal, they were least likely to agree that he/she 
frequently visits their classroom to provide them with feedback on their instruction 
(Q11e).  
 
Table 2: Summary of survey responses by question 

 
1. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree 
with the following statements about your school. 
 

N Mean Standard 
Deviation 

a. This school has a clear vision that is focused on student 
learning  

87 4.93 .498 
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b. Students are well aware of the learning expectations of this 
school 

  87 4.61 .443 

c. This school has well defined plans for instructional 
improvement 

87 4.66 .545 

d. This school’s curriculum is aligned with Vermont’s 
standards and grade expectations 

87 5.10 .399 

e. Teachers’ instruction follows the school curriculum  87 4.86 .380 
[Strongly Disagree 1, Disagree 2, Somewhat Disagree 3, Somewhat Agree 4, Agree 5, Strongly Agree 6] 

 
2. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree 
with the following statements about assessments at your 
school (of any type: state, local, classroom, summative and 
formative). 
 

N Mean Standard 
Deviation 

a. There is a school-wide commitment to assessment at this 
school 

87 4.90 .437 

b. A variety of assessment strategies is used to measure 
student progress in this school 

87 4.98 .342 

c. Students in this school are given opportunities to self-assess 87 4.34 .328 
d. Teachers in this school collect and use data to inform their 

instruction 
87 4.77 .393 

e. This school is engaged in systematic analysis of student 
performance data 

87 4.61 .498 

f. Follow-up evaluation occurs when this school starts a new 
instructional program to see how it is impacting student 
achievement 

87 4.19 .564 

[Strongly Disagree 1, Disagree 2, Somewhat Disagree 3, Somewhat Agree 4, Agree 5, Strongly Agree 6] 
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5. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree 
with the following statements about teachers and staff at 
your school.  
 

N Mean Standard 
Deviation 

a. Staff in this school are continually learning and seeking 
new ideas   

87 5.00 .360 

b. Staff in this school trust each other 87 4.39 .595 
c. Staff in this school feel responsible to help each other do 

their best  
87 4.49 .558 

d. Staff in this school share ideas and teaching practices  87 4.66 .489 
e. Teachers in this school have detailed knowledge of the 

content covered by other teachers  
87 3.81 .529 

[Strongly Disagree 1, Disagree 2, Somewhat Disagree 3, Somewhat Agree 4, Agree 5, Strongly Agree 6] 
 
6. Please indicate how frequently you do each of the 
following with other teachers in your school. 
 

N Mean Standard 
Deviation 

a. Share and discuss teaching methods 87 3.61 .338 
b. Discuss particular lessons that were not successful 87 3.11 .327 
c. Review the scope or sequence of curricular topics 87 3.20 .322 
d. Share and discuss student work 87 3.45 .344 
e. Work together to develop teaching materials or activities 

for particular classes 
87 3.31 .389 

f. Review assessment results to make decisions about 
curriculum or individual students 

87 3.50 .380 

[Never 1, Rarely 2, Sometimes 3, Often 4, Frequently/On a regular basis 5] 
 
7. Please indicate how frequently you do each of the 
following. 
 

N Mean Standard 
Deviation 

a. Observe another teacher to learn from that teacher’s 
methods 

87 2.41 .382 

b. Observe another teacher to provide that teacher feedback 87 2.02 .358 
c. Be observed by another teacher 87 2.21 .369 
d. Teach with a colleague  87 2.74 .476 

[Never 1, Rarely 2, Sometimes 3, Often 4, Frequently/On a regular basis 5] 
 

8. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree 
with the following statements about teachers in your school. 
 

N Mean Standard 
Deviation 

a. Teachers in this school have high expectations for all 
students 

87 4.79 .379 

b. Teachers in this school are committed to teaching 87 5.25 .315 
c. Teachers in this school are committed to improving student 

achievement 
87 5.22 .303 

d. Teachers in this school are able to successfully teach the 
most difficult students 

87 4.26 .455 

e. Teachers in this school believe every child can learn 87 4.88 .375 
f. Teachers in this school have the skills and knowledge to 

teach the subjects they are assigned to teach 
87 5.09 .309 

g. Teachers in this school believe that instruction determines 
students’ academic success 

87 4.57 .318 

[Strongly Disagree 1, Disagree 2, Somewhat Disagree 3, Somewhat Agree 4, Agree 5, Strongly Agree 6] 
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10. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree 
with the following statements about your school’s principal. 
 
The principal at this school… 

N Mean Standard 
Deviation 

a. Is an instructional leader 87 4.42 .743 
b. Is knowledgeable about standards and curriculum 87 4.87 .597 
c. Sets high expectations for student learning 87 4.95 .590 
d. Keeps this school focused on student achievement  87 4.88 .606 
e. Works to create a sense of community in this school 87 4.54 .786 
f. Encourages parent involvement in their student’s learning 87 4.71 .543 
g. Promotes a positive relationship between the school and the 

community 
87 4.82 .623 

h. Ensures that student learning is the “bottom line” 87 4.73 .650 
[Strongly Disagree 1, Disagree 2, Somewhat Disagree 3, Somewhat Agree 4, Agree 5, Strongly Agree 6] 
 
11. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree 
with the following statements about your school’s principal. 
 
The principal at this school… 

N Mean Standard 
Deviation 

a. Encourages teachers to try new methods of instruction 87 4.84 .495 
b. Ensures that teachers have time to work together in 

collaborative teams 
87 4.51 .566 

c. Encourages teachers to take leadership roles in the school 87 4.73 .516 
d. Ensures that teachers receive adequate professional 

development to improve instruction 
87 4.76 .497 

e. Frequently visits classrooms to provide teachers feedback 
on their instruction 

87 3.78 .771 

[Strongly Disagree 1, Disagree 2, Somewhat Disagree 3, Somewhat Agree 4, Agree 5, Strongly Agree 6] 
 

12. Please respond Yes or No to the following question. 
 

N Mean Standard 
Deviation 

a. Leadership at this school has been stable over the years 87 1.58 .313 
b. Professional staff turnover at this school is low 87 1.77 .255 
c. Morale at this school is high 87 1.52 .265 

[Yes 2, No 1] 
 
13. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree 
with the following statements about your school’s 
relationship with parents and the community. 

 

N Mean Standard 
Deviation 

a. Teachers at this school reach out to parents to engage them 
in their student’s learning 

87 4.69 .369 

b. Teachers at this school are aware of issues and concerns of 
the community in which the school is located 

87 5.01 .302 

c. Teachers at this school understand parents’ problems and 
concerns 

87 4.82 .287 

d. If a student or student’s family needs help, the school 
collaborates with social service agencies to see that they get 
help 

87 5.09 .357 

e. Teachers at this school work hard to build trusting 
relationships with parents 

87 4.99 .342 

f. Teachers at this school ensure that parents understand their 
student’s assessment results 

87 4.66 .395 

[Strongly Disagree 1, Disagree 2, Somewhat Disagree 3, Somewhat Agree 4, Agree 5, Strongly Agree 6] 
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Relationship Between School Characteristics and Student Achievement 
 
We conducted a regression analysis to determine if a relationship existed between student 
achievement and teachers’ perceptions of the seven characteristics research suggests are 
important to school efficacy.  A school’s performance index (PI) was derived from 
students’ 2008 NECAP scores. To calculate a school’s PI, student scale scores from 
grades three through eight on the 2008 Reading and Mathematics administration of 
NECAP were averaged separately by content area for each school. These school-level 
averages were then vertically scaled, separately by content area, to increase comparability 
across grades. The vertically scaled averages for Reading and Mathematics were 
combined to create a composite score, referenced as a school’s PI. 
  
To generate a school’s theme scores, teachers’ responses to each question were averaged 
and then summed by theme.   
 
First, we regressed schools’ poverty level (defined as the percentage of students 
participating in the free/reduced lunch program) on their PI in order to control for the 
known effect socioeconomic status has on student achievement.  Then, we added the 
seven theme scores to the model to determine whether any of them held significant 
predictive power.  
 

210 % Β+Β+Β= φThemeFRLPI ii  
i=school 
φ=Themes 1-7 

 
Findings 1 and 2: Effective schools are different from other schools and schools matter 
 
Each theme was added to the model and analyzed independently. The results of that 
analysis are included in Table 3.  Overall, poverty accounted for 23.5 percent of the 
variance in schools’ PI. Introducing each of the seven themes individually to the model 
accounted for an additional 2.3 to 7.3 percent of the variance (measured by the R2 

change). Three of the themes (focus on student achievement, high expectations for 
students, and parental involvement) were found to be significant at the .05 level. The 
other four themes (frequent assessment of student progress, support for struggling 
students, staff collaboration, and leadership) approached the .05 significance level. These 
results indicate that all seven school characteristics—particularly vision, staff beliefs, and 
engagement of parents—are related to student outcomes even after accounting for the 
effects of poverty.  In other words, schools matter. 
 
Table 3: Relationship between schools’ performance index and seven themes 
 
Theme 1: Focus on student achievement  

 Coefficient Standard Error P-value 

Intercept 124.473 11.039  

Percent students participating in 
free/reduced lunch -112.607 20.763 <0.0001 
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Theme 1: Focus on student 
achievement (QC1) .563 .280 0.047(**) 

R2 Change‡ .035   
(*) Correlation is significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed). 
(**) Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
‡ Variability explained by theme after accounting for influence of poverty (.234).  
 
Theme 2: Frequent assessment of student progress  

 Coefficient Standard Error P-value 

Intercept 126.767 11.047  

Percent students participating in 
free/reduced lunch -113.664 21.149 <0.0001 

Theme 2: Frequent assessment of 
student progress (QC2) .424 .261 0.108 

R2 Change‡ .023   
(*) Correlation is significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed). 
(**) Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
‡ Variability explained by theme after accounting for influence of poverty (.234). 
 
Theme 3: Support for struggling students 

 Coefficient Standard Error P-value 

Intercept 127.801 10.654  

Percent students participating in 
free/reduced lunch -112.371 20.952 <0.0001 

Theme 3: Support for struggling 
students (QC3, QC4) .282 .166 0.092(*) 

R2 Change‡ .026   
(*) Correlation is significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed). 
(**) Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
‡ Variability explained by theme after accounting for influence of poverty (.234).  
 
Theme 4: Staff collaboration  

 Coefficient Standard Error P-value 

Intercept 126.643 10.655  

Percent students participating in 
free/reduced lunch -113.785 20.920 <0.0001 

Theme 4: Staff collaboration 
(QC5, QC6, QC7) .207 .108 0.058(*) 

R2 Change‡ .032   
(*) Correlation is significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed). 
(**) Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
‡ Variability explained by theme after accounting for influence of poverty (.234).  
 
Theme 5: High expectations for all students 

 Coefficient Standard Error P-value 
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Intercept 116.599 11.281  

Percent students participating in 
free/reduced lunch -124.303 20.857 <0.0001 

Theme 5: High expectations for all 
students (QC8)† .791 .265 0.004(**) 

R2 Change‡ .073   
† QC9 and QC14 were excluded because their response formats differed from other questions on the survey 
and did not lend themselves to a regression analysis.   
(*) Correlation is significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed). 
(**) Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
‡ Variability explained by theme after accounting for influence of poverty (.234).  
 
Theme 6: Effective school leadership 

 Coefficient Standard Error P-value 

Intercept 129.724 10.114  
Percent students participating in 
free/reduced lunch -111.704 20.797 <0.0001 

Theme 6: Effective school 
leadership (QC10, QC11, QC12) .110 .059 0.066(*) 

R2 Change‡ .030   
(*) Correlation is significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed). 
(**) Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
‡ Variability explained by theme after accounting for influence of poverty (.234).  
 
Theme 7: Parental involvement 

 Coefficient Standard Error P-value 

Intercept 116.073 12.385  
Percent students participating in 
free/reduced lunch -114.710 20.603 <0.0001 

Theme 7: Parental involvement 
(QC13) .785 .322 0.017(**) 

R2 Change‡ .050   
(*) Correlation is significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed). 
(**) Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
‡ Variability explained by theme after accounting for influence of poverty (.234).  
 
Finding 3: Effective schools are effective systems  
 
As evidenced by the results in Table 4, all seven themes are very highly correlated.  This 
means that if a school is implementing one theme, it is likely to be implementing multiple 
themes. For example, teachers who continually assess student progress are also likely to 
meet to analyze the results of those assessments. Therefore, successful schools are 
schools that implement multiple themes. 
 
Table 4: Seven theme correlations 
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Theme 1: 
Focus on 
student 
achievement 
(QC1) 

Theme 2: 
Frequent 
assessment of 
student 
progress 
(QC2) 

Theme 3: 
Support for 
struggling 
students 
(QC3, QC4) 

Theme 4: Staff 
collaboration 
(QC5, QC6, 
QC7) 

Theme 5: High 
expectations 
for all students 
(QC8)†

Theme 6: 
Effective 
school 
leadership 
(QC10, QC11, 
QC12) 

 
 
Theme 7: 
Parental 
involvement 
(QC13) 

Pearson 
Correlation 
 

1 .831(***) .742(***) .762(***) .712(***) .823(***) .631(***) 
Theme 1: Focus 
on student 
achievement 
(QC1)  N 87 87 87 87 87 87 87 
         

Pearson 
Correlation 
 
 

.831(***) 1 .728(***) .820(***) .719(***) .755(***) .672(***) 

Theme 2: 
Frequent 
assessment of 
student progress 
(QC2)  N 87 87 87 87 87 87 87 
         

Pearson 
Correlation 
 
 

.742(***) .728(***) 1 .623(***) .602(***) .746(***) .483(***) 

Theme 3: 
Support for 
struggling 
students (QC3, 
QC4)  N 87 87 87 87 87 87 87 
         

Pearson 
Correlation 
 
 

.762(***) .820(***) .623(***) 1 .779(***) .719(***) .755(***) 

Theme 4: Staff 
collaboration 
(QC5, QC6, 
QC7) 

 N 87 87 87 87 87 87 87 
         

Pearson 
Correlation 
 
 

.712(***) .719(***) .602(***) .779(***) 1 .683(***) .795(***) 

Theme 5: High 
expectations for 
all students 
(QC8)†

 N 87 87 87 87 87 87 87 
         

Pearson 
Correlation 
 
 

.823(***) .755(***) .746(***) .719(***) .683(***) 1 .674(***) 

Theme 6: 
Effective school 
leadership 
(QC10, QC11, 
QC12)  N 87 87 87 87 87 87 87 
         

 Pearson 
Correlation 
 

.631(***) .672(***) .483(***) .755(***) .795(***) .674(***) 1 
Theme 7: 
Parental 
involvement 
(QC13) N 87 87 87 87 87 87 87 
(***) Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
†  QC9 and QC14 were excluded because their response formats differed from other questions on the survey and did 
not lend themselves to a regression analysis.   
 
Finding 4: Teachers’ attitudes and beliefs are especially important
 
While the seven themes explored in the survey are interrelated, one theme in particular 
stands out—high expectations for students.  This theme accounts for the most additional 
variability above and beyond poverty (7.3 percent) and is the most significant of the 
seven (p-value .0004) (see Table 3).  Furthermore, high expectations were found to hold 
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predictive power above and beyond the other six themes (see Table 5).  Poverty accounts 
for 23.5 percent of the variance in schools’ PI. High expectations can be added to the 
model after each of the other themes and still account for a significant amount of the 
variance.  This illustrates its predictive power. 
 
Table 5: Additional variance explained by high expectations (Theme 5, QC8) 
 
 R-Square with 

Theme and 
Poverty 

R-Square after 
adding Theme 

5 (QC8) 

Additional  
R-Square from 

Theme 5  

P-value of 
adding  

Theme 5 
Theme 1: Focus on student 
achievement (QC1) 0.269 0.305 0.036 0.039(**) 
     
Theme 2: Frequent assessment 
of student progress (QC2) 0.258 0.307 0.048 0.017(**) 
     
Theme 3: Support for struggling 
students (QC3, QC4) 0.261 0.305 0.044 0.023(**) 
     
Theme 4: Staff collaboration 
(QC5, QC6, QC7) 0.267 0.306 0.039 0.031(**) 
     
Theme 6: Effective school 
leadership (QC10, QC11, 
QC12) 0.265 0.305 0.04 0.029(**) 
     
Theme 7: Parental involvement 
(QC13) 0.281 0.305 0.024 0.089(*) 
(*) Correlation is significant at the 0.10 level (2-tailed). 
(**) Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
 
Four of the questions in the high expectations question cluster (QC8) were especially 
important1: 
 

a. Teachers in this school have high expectations for all students 
d. Teachers in this school are able to successfully teach the most difficult 

students 
e. Teachers in this school believe every child can learn 
g. Teachers in this school believe that instruction determines students’ 

academic success 
 
This suggests that the beliefs and attitudes of staff are critical to student success. In fact, 
high expectations may be the foundation for other practices and programs like ongoing 
progress monitoring of student learning, effective supports for struggling students, and 
constructive relationships with parents.  However, it is worth reiterating that high 
expectations are strongly correlated with the other seven themes (see Table 4).  Thus, 
while high expectations are particularly important, schools that are having success are 
active in the areas measured by the other themes. 

                                                 
1 Please contact the authors for the full results of this question-by-question analysis. 
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