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K E E P I N G  
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F I L L E D

As the old saying goes, it’s easier - and less 
expensive - to retain a student than to 
recruit one. I’d say that’s nearly right. 
However, schools seemingly spend more 
money recruiting new ones than consciously 
satisfying their current community. Of 
course, your school hosts feel-good events 
and opportunities for parents to see their 
children shine, but satisfying a family goes 
much deeper than that.
 
In this guiding workbook, I’m going to 
provide you with one strategic, 3-pronged 
initiative that will provide immediate results 
for your retention goals. 
 
What is described within is just one potential 
piece to a larger retention strategy that your 
school should have regardless of your 
annual applicant pool. If you need some help 
along the way, Truth Tree is just a quick 
phone call or email away.

PRONG ONE: 
THE SURVEY
 
PRONG TWO: 
THE REPORT
 
PRONG THREE:
T H E  E V E N T
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P R O N G  O N E :  
T H E  S U R V E Y

I'm going to drive this home right now: It is 
critical for your school to survey your 
constituents annually!
 
First, let’s start with the goal of your 
survey. Most people think it’s just to find 
out what your school is doing well and 
what areas you can improve. That’s a 
great start, but you also need to 
understand what is most important to your 
constituents.  Remember, it’s not about 
you.  It’s about your constituents and what 
you can do for them.
 
Ideally, and in the future, you will have an 
annual survey for all of your constituent 
groups including alumni, alumni parents, 
former prospective parents, and former 
students (those who attended, but are not 
graduates).
 
For this guiding workbook, we are going to 
focus on current parents and current 
students. The latter is controversial, and I 
agree depending on the age. However, as 
more students are driving their futures, it is 
imperative to get their meaningful 
feedback. I feel that by 6th grade, they are 
mature enough to take a version of the 
parent survey.
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Strategies to get more survey 
responses

Provide a tuition discount.
Give free tickets to an events like the school 
auction/gala.

Priority parking at drop off and/or pick up.
Gift cards to the school store for those who 
complete the survey [3 days after the survey 
initially opens].
A student party for the grade clusters that 
completed the highest percentage of surveys.

It’s not uncommon for the law of diminishing 
returns to affect the percentage of constituents 
from completing a survey. That’s where 
incentives come in. In most cases, you’ll need 
to be savvy enough to set up an anonymous 
survey that allows respondents to separately 
enter their name only after they’ve completed 
the survey. I would be very careful not to link 
the name to the survey. You rarely get 
accurate results when the respondent knows 
you will see it unless a 3rd party is completely 
in control of the process. Even though it may 
cost you money to get them to do it, it is worth 
it to a point.

The content of the survey is a guiding 
workbook in and of itself, but you can find 
examples of general and specific questions 
online. If you would like a guide in constructing 
your survey, contact Truth Tree and we’ll be 
glad to help you create an amazingly 
actionable constituent survey.

Truth Tree knows the independent school world, 
and they understand the importance of putting 
forth a compelling story that is able to share a 

school’s authentic strengths.
 
 

Margaret Rosser, Director of Communications, 
Sandy Spring Friends School



P R O N G  O N E :  
T H E  S U R V E Y

But before we move away from the details of 
the survey, a few tips. The survey should 
include:
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Qualifying questions to compartmentalize 
your data (a note on that below)
Quantitative rankable statements with 
optional comments
Equal questions to elicit positive and 
negative feedback
Net promotor questions

The results should provide:

Student gender
Grade level (I suggest at least three grade 
levels to keep the anonymity)
Years at the school (again, give a range. 
E.g., 1-3 years, 4-6 years, 7+ years)
Ethnicity and race (this should be optional, 
especially if you have a small percentage of 
diverse students)

As mentioned above, it’s important to have 
qualifying questions so you can best analyze 
the results of your survey, but not so many that 
constituents are less likely to take it in fear of 
being identified. For this, I suggest using you 
best judgment.
 
Truth Tree has a highly strategic template that 
can be custom tailored to your school’s specific 
needs. Our template’s results are meant to 
drive action and provide peace of mind and 
confidence in the future ahead.

Other important aspects of the survey: 

It should not exceed 15 minutes to 
complete. Most online survey platforms tell 
you how long it should take.
Make sure you coordinate with all 
departments to ensure they aren’t sending 
out something similar or anything that will 
consume continents’ time on or around the 
survey release date.
Don’t get mired in a debate about what 
should and should not be included in the 
survey. This is one of the reasons I strongly 
suggest a third-party undertaking the 
process.



P R O N G  O N E :  
T H E  S U R V E Y

301.570.4292 | TRUTHTREECONSULTING.COM | TREVOR@TRUTHTREECONSULTING.COM

Once you are satisfied with your survey(s), 
it’s important to let the community know 
that they will be receiving it. Here’s where 
your message can make or break the 
number of responses you get:
 
 Send out a primer note – save the date 

– on ALL internal communication 
devices (email, text, robocall, etc.).
A few days before the survey goes live, 
have the head of 
school/president/principal (the head 
honcho) along with the board chair 
and/or full board send a standalone 
email discussing each recipient of the 
surveys importance to the school 
community,  the significance of the 
results, and the timeline of actions 
based on the survey results.
After the survey launching, have school 
community influencers (room parents, 
parent association leadership, “carpool 
captains”, etc.) send out coordinated 
reminders to constituents to complete 
the survey.
Give respondents a strict timeline for 
completion. I suggest seven to ten days.
Provide previously agreed upon 
incentives to each group where the 
response rate is lagging.

Between the prongs

As the survey results come in, here are a 
few tips:

Stay focused on your job and turn off 
notifications for new results.
Don’t read results as they are coming in. 
Don’t talk about results during the survey 
period with anyone.

For senior administrators and board 
members – don’t ask for a mid-survey 
report.
And most importantly: DO NOT READ THE 
QUALITATIVE ANSWERS!!! Unless you 
have the thickest skin imaginable (or are a 
third party as I've recommended). You will 
take every negative comment to heart, 
especially if it's about you or your 
department.
Let the survey result stat geek do his/her 
work and break down the quantitative data. 
Then you can look at the qualitative, but 
only when the survey is closed.

PRONG ONE: 
THE SURVEY
 
PRONG TWO: 
THE REPORT
 
PRONG THREE:
T H E  E V E N T



PRONG TWO: 
THE REPORT
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Well, you did it. You sent out a meaningful 
survey to drive improvements for the 
community. But what do you do with all the 
data?
 
This is the most tedious part of the process. 
While online platforms can give you some AI 
analysis, it’s essential to go through and 
unpack each statement and question by 
gender, grade level, race, ethnicity, and years 
at your school.
 
This is where Truth Tree truly geeks out – 
creating easy to consume tables to 
demonstrate the data for you and telling you 
what you should be doing. It’s not based on 
opinion. It’s based on data, and with a large 
enough respondent pool, data never lies. 
 
The Truth Tree survey structure will allow you 
to create a critical quadrant gap chart so you 
can analyze how you stack up compared to 
constituent expectation.
 
Here’s an example of how a quadrant gap chart 
can drive critical decision making: A school I 
worked with put a lot of money in advanced 
technology including a laptop for every student, 
multiple 3D printers, GoPros, and the whole 
nine yards. When we started reviewing the 
survey results, we saw that parents were 
delighted with the school's performance 
surrounding technology, but they just didn’t 
care that much. 

It was the most significant gap in all of the 
results. What came of it was a drastic reduction 
in the annual tech spend, and you know what? 
It did not impact enrollment at all, and the 
school was able to reallocate that money for 
some much-needed improvements in other 
areas.
 
Once you a complete report and have 
discussed the results with your leadership 
group, it’s time to create concrete, actionable 
goals and deliverables...
 
Oh, wait, not so fast. Now you can read the 
qualitative comments and answers. Buckle up 
because it could be hard to swallow. You might 
feel defensive, but it’s essential to gain a 
deeper understanding.
 
For example, if parents and students have 
rated your math program poorly, the comments 
and answers may point to their distrust in a 
particular teacher (elephant in the room alert!!). 
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P R O N G  T W O :  
T H E  R E P O R T
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Or it could be that the math curriculum is too 
slow for your top learners. This information is 
how you create the meat of your 
recommendations to the leadership team in 
creating your actionable goals and deliverables. 
This is also why it’s important to keep the 
survey short. You want the detailed answers. If 
your survey is too long, your respondents will 
get survey fatigue and either quit the survey 
altogether or give brief responses. When this 
happens, we suggest sending a second 
concise survey with as little as one question for 
greatest clarity.

Okay, now you can create your report!

Once you have reviewed everything, create 1-4 
concrete, actionable goals and specific 
deliverables.
 
Examples:

We will be introducing before care beginning 
at 6:45 AM for the next school year.
We will explore the introduction of Chinese 
to our foreign language program. If it is 
feasible, we will introduce it for grades 6-10 
next school year.
We will create a joint parent-student-teacher 
task force to re-examine the field trip 
schedule and the annual class trips.

If you need a critical mass to ensure an 
initiative is financially and organizationally 
feasible, you will want to send out that one 
question survey. 

#1. How likely would you be to use before care 
starting as early as 6:45 AM next school year?
a.       Absolutely
b.       Yes
c.       Probably
d.       Maybe
e.       Probably Not
f.        No
g.       Absolutely Not

Regarding example recommendations two and 
three above, you need to be clear that you are 
not 100% introducing a Chinese language 
program or absolutely adjusting the field trip 
and annual trip schedules. You are simply 
saying that discussions and meetings will take 
place, but they MUST take place and seriously 
considered. If you are paying your constituents 
lip service, they will eventually see it and the 
value of this process is nullified.
 
Finally, make sure you have a timeline. Don’t 
just say you are looking into something. So, 
before you push out the information to the 
community, please give them a deadline or 
timetable. It will be beneficial as we move into 
prong #3.

One question follow-up survey

PRONG ONE: 
THE SURVEY
 
PRONG TWO: 
THE REPORT
 
PRONG THREE:
T H E  E V E N T



PRONG THREE: 
THE EVENT
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The event is your opportunity to showcase what 
has been accomplished since last winter/spring 
when you provided the community with the 
report of improvements based on the survey 
results. This should be more than a written 
update. It should be a celebration! Of course, 
you’ve already planned the event months in 
advance. The “attractions” of the event are up 
to you, but it should involve the whole 
community - parents, students, faculty, and 
staff. You may also want to invite alumni, 
community leaders, and prospective families. 
 
Ideally, the event should take place in early fall 
BEFORE admission open house season 
begins. If you can get a significant number of 
“on the fence” families who may be planning to 
tour other schools to attend, and show them the 
improvements, they may be less inclined to 
look elsewhere. Why? Because you’ve 
demonstrated a great deal of value by 
accomplishing the goal(s) of the improvement 
plan. And it’s very likely the constituent angst 
was the reason the on the fencers were looking 
elsewhere anyway.

The event should include:

Visuals
Keynote speaker to maximize draw
A before and after representation, if possible 
of tangible improvements (e.g., artists 
rendering of the new baseball field)
 Specific data points demonstrating 
improvement
Swag for all attendees

These have been successful for me and some of 
our clients:
 
Preschool and Lower School
Community Pep Rally/Speaker Series 
The event starts with dinner (catered or potluck). 
The students go with teachers and aids to do fun 
projects or watch a live show (Mad Science). At 
the same time, the parents listen and watch a 
speaker talk about something that will hopefully 
promote the school’s mission. After the 
speaker’s speech, the parents learn about what 
traction has been made based on the survey 
results. 
 
Middle and High School
Homecoming Gala
A bit more high-end, this event would include the 
added layer of alumni and their families. I 
envision a catered, sit-down dinner and 
presentation. What better way to generate 
excitement for the school’s future than to have 
generations of community members in one place 
to learn about the state of the school the day 
before you hopefully beat your rival in sport.

Event ideas

Everything about the event should demonstrate 
how valuable YOUR connection is to your 
constituents. Not the other way around.
 
During the event, record it or create a live feed 
for those who couldn’t attend in person. Make 
sure everyone who wants to be a part of it live 
or in replay mode has the opportunity. Then 
when it’s all done, pat yourself on the back. 
Breath. And get ready to do it all again in a few 
short months.
 
From start to finish you made a value 
proposition to your constituents: We value you 
so much and are committed to creating the 
environment that is worthy of your family.
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