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APPLICATIONS & LIMITATIONS

Qualitative research, such as focus group interviewing, is conducted to 
gain understanding of the rationales for attitudes, rather than to provide 

quantitatively precise or absolute findings 

The results of the sessions are not generalizable to draw conclusions 
about the attitudes of other voters, taxpayers, or citizens, and only reflect 

the opinions and interactions of the respondents who participated

This is due to the limited size of the sample of respondents and the means 
in which they are recruited. The results of focus group research are 

qualitative in nature and cannot necessarily be projected to represent 
larger populations

Although a trained focus group and public opinion researcher can provide 
insight about possible conclusions and the significance of the information, 

interpretations of focus group research are subjective 

www.FallonResearch.com

Qualitative Research
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• Explore current views of the general opinion environment, with 
emphasis on those attitudes that intersect with attitudes about the 
School District and education

• Evaluate impressions about performance of leaders and people of 
standing within the school system, as well as to gauge familiarity 
with them

• Assess opinions about key performance metrics, such as the 
quality of education, and communicating with parents and the public

• Review District attributes and subject matter that will be of greatest 
interest to the public in future communications

• Determine current means of get information about District matters 
and preferred mediums for receiving communications in the future 
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• A 90-minute moderated focus group was held on the evening of November 12, 2013 in 
Worthington, Ohio at a neutral location

• Respondents were comprised of high-propensity voters from the Worthington School 
District, Ohio, and were recruited from within a radius of 8 miles of the facility

• Additional selection criteria included screening, and re-screening, to ensure that 
respondents were qualified to participate and did not possess disqualifying 
characteristics, such as holding certain types of employment

• Respondents were given incentives to participate, and offered pledges of 
confidentiality and anonymity to ensure the greatest possible candor during the 
sessions; they were not informed of the subject matter, in order to minimize the 
likelihood that they would engage in atypical behavior before the session, such as 
researching topics and availing themselves of information  

• The session was populated with a mix of parents (herein parents) of current 
Worthington School District students and respondents who did not have children 
enrolled in the school system (non-parents)

• The session was led by a professional moderator and public opinion researcher who 
specializes in ballot issues, education, public services and citizen satisfaction studies

www.FallonResearch.com

Composition of the Session
4



www.FallonResearch.com
5

Worthington School District, Ohio 
2013 Focus Group Research
RESULTS & OBSERVATIONS



KEY
FINDING

The Worthington School District is one of the key 
features of the community, and seems to be one of the 

aspects that defines the quality of life for residents

• During the initial phase of the session intended to acclimate 
respondents to the focus group milieu, many mentioned the 
schools as one of the things they like most about living in the 
community

• Although other unrelated aspects were also mentioned, when the 
school system was cited, some respondents chimed in to concur, 
and others nodded in tacit agreement; no one dissented

• As a tangible indication of how highly it is regarded, comments 
suggested that inclusion in the Worthington School District was 
the reason that some respondents moved to the community

Opinion Environment
6
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Verbatim Quote

“Well, like most of the sentiments, I 
think it’s just a nice, livable 

community, that has good public 
education and good services, and 

it’s just a good place to raise kids.”

7

As a tangible indication of how highly it is regarded, comments 
suggested that inclusion in the Worthington School District was the 

reason that some respondents moved to the community



KEY
FINDING

The Worthington School District is one of the key 
features of the community, and seems to be one of the 

aspects that defines the quality of life for residents

• There were no spontaneous criticisms of the quality of education 
and, despite the wide variety of ages and types of affiliation the 
respondents had with the schools, the comments indicated that the 
school system is a focal point of the community

• Notably, no one mentioned property taxes or school taxes as an 
aspect that detracts from the quality of life, signaling that taxes may 
not be an extant issue of concern

• One lone respondent lamented having to pay for all-day 
kindergarten, while another wondered aloud why some school 
systems charge for it and others do not, implying that it created a 
unique burden for single parents

Opinion Environment cont.
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Verbatim Quote

“Like a lottery, and so you’re 
worried, ‘Okay, are we going to get 

all day? Do we have to find day 
care? Or are we going to be able to 

get him in all day?’ So that was 
really stressful!”
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One lone respondent lamented having to pay for all-day kindergarten, 
while another wondered aloud why some school systems charge for it 
and others do not, implying that it created a unique burden for single 

parents



KEY
FINDING

There appears be a bifurcated system of communication 
by which information is obtained, indicating that a single 

medium cannot be relied upon

• The parents seemed get much of their information from their 
children or teachers; some implied that they do not follow 
community matters, except education and the schools

• The non-parents indicated they got most of their information 
by reading the ThisWeek Worthington News weekly newspaper

• Another indication of the strong social fabric of the 
community was that many of the respondents also alluded to 
word-of-mouth communication as a vital means of getting 
information

Sources of Information
10
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Verbatim Quote

“I don’t really – you know, I haven’t 
been reading the Worthington 
News that much. You know, it 

seems like it’s – I’m more focused 
on the kids’ school, education, 

versus what’s going on.”
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The parents seemed get much of their information from their children 
or teachers; some implied that they do not follow community 

matters, except education and the schools



KEY
FINDING

The local weekly newspaper ThisWeek Worthington News 
may not have a universal readership among the 

community, but appears to be a valued source of 
information among non-parents

• The weekly newspaper appears to have a sizeable, but erratic 
readership, with few of the respondents indicating that they 
read it regularly

• Unlike views of local newspapers in other communities, there 
were no unprompted derogatory comments which insinuated 
that respondents were not reading the newspaper because of 
dissatisfaction with it or a lack of credible reporting

• No one indicated that they relied on The Columbus Dispatch 
for local news and information about the Worthington School 
District and community 

ThisWeek Worthington News
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KEY
FINDING

Although somewhat limited in “reach,” it appears that 
social media is another vital conduit for getting 

information, and education is a particularly prominent 
topic on it

• About two-thirds of the respondents reported using social 
media, such as Facebook and Twitter 

• Some use it for local community information, such as keeping 
up with neighborhood activities and events

• Many of the parents indicated that they get or -- perhaps, are 
inadvertently exposed to -- information about the schools and 
education, which indicates that they may be susceptible to 
hear-say and unverified information that could unwittingly be 
affecting their views

Social Media
13
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Verbatim Quote

“For schools, it’s the other parents, 
because you know, one parent says, 
‘Well, this happened.’ Another parent 
says, ‘Well, same thing happened to 

me.’ And some other parent says, 
‘Well, same thing happened to me.’ 
And then you kind of get a sense of 

what’s really happening.”
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Many of the parents indicated that they get or -- perhaps, are inadvertently 
exposed to -- information about the schools and education, which indicates 

that they may be susceptible to hear-say and unverified information that 
could unwittingly be affecting their views



KEY
FINDING

Most of the respondents seemed to hold the School 
District in high regard and there were no significant 

complaints expressed repeatedly, which suggests there 
are few, if any, systemic problems perceived by the public 

• Impressions of the School District were generally quite favorable 
and, somewhat tellingly, even those who were critical could not 
help but to compliment it

• The few isolated criticisms pertained to high teacher pay, being 
unresponsive to parents and fielding some lackluster athletic 
teams

• The most incisive critique was that the quality of education was 
inconsistent, because one respondent had children with two 
dramatically different types of educational experiences in which 
one thrived and the other did not; although sympathetic, no one 
seemed to concur with the assessment 

Impressions of the District
15
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Verbatim Quote

“Um, well, my best friend is a teacher 
in the schools, and uh, she’s paid a 
heck of a lot of money…I’ve always 
heard they’re really good, but like 
where I work, you put out all that 

money, you could almost not help but 
be good.”

16

Somewhat tellingly, even those who were critical could not help 
but to compliment it



KEY
FINDING

While there appeared to be sincere interest in the schools 
and public education, the respondents lacked specific 

knowledge about elemental matters, such as the names 
of District leaders 

• The most telling aspect of the session, despite exuberance about the schools 
and quality of education, was that most of the respondents could not name a 
School Board member or the Superintendent

• Some audaciously implied that the obscurity of the leaders was due to their 
low profiles within the community and lack of outreach and public 
engagement on their parts

• Despite a few bad teachers, which they conceded were exceptions, the 
respondents had strongly favorable impressions of the classroom teachers, 
especially the non-parents who had children that were graduates; the affection 
exhibited suggested that teachers may be potent and persuasive surrogates to 
promote new ideas and initiatives 

• Other influencers mentioned were principals and business leaders

Impressions of Leaders
17
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Verbatim Quote

“I don’t have any clue.”
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The most telling aspect of the session, despite exuberance about the 
schools and quality of education, was that most of the respondents 

could not name a School Board member or the Superintendent
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Verbatim Quote

“Um, well, I don’t know too many of 
them now because, you know, my 

kids have been out of school, but um, 
I had two that went all the way 

through kindergarten, through high 
school, and um, I thought the 

teachers were really, really good!”

19

The affection exhibited suggested that teachers may be potent and 
persuasive surrogates to promote new ideas and initiatives 



KEY
FINDING

There appears to be no single means of communicating 
with parents and the public, which suggests that there 
may not be one particular medium that will satisfy the 

varied ways in which the public wants to get information 

• The respondents recited a variegated list of ways in which they have been 
receiving information about the School District and schools that included talking 
with students and neighbors, the website and PTO

• Some of the parents mentioned -- and appeared to be content with -- e-mails 
that they were getting from the children’s schools and teachers

• Significantly, no one leveled any unprompted complaints about the ways they 
are getting information, the amount of it or content, which indicates that there is 
widespread contentment among the public with the School District’s efforts to 
communicate…despite the paucity of specific information 

• Approximately half of the respondents said they had recently visited the School 
District’s website, and most were parents; they lauded it for being easy to use

Communication Mediums
20
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KEY
FINDING

Amid the high amount of contentment exhibited, the 
respondents seemed most interested in student 

achievement, rather than mundane topics, such as 
management and administration

• When queried about subject matter for future communications, quite 
conspicuously, very little interest was expressed in learning more about 
budgeting, use of levy dollars or fiscal topics that tend to dominate the public 
dialogs in other communities; this may be a by-product of the two recent levy 
campaigns, but suggests an absence of concern – or interest – in finances

• The list of desired topics for future communications included individual 
accomplishments of students; information about how education is being 
delivered, such as the use of technology in classrooms; school safety; and 
efforts being made to strive for improved academic performance

• Notably, some also volunteered that they did not wish to hear more about 
athletics, and made expressions that seemed somewhat disdainful about the 
amount of emphasis that appeared to be placed on the topic 

Subject Matter
21
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Verbatim Quote

“Um, I would say, what are they doing 
relative to information technology and 

information literacy with kids. And 
how are they integrating it into the 

curriculum?”

22

The list of desired topics for future communications included individual 
accomplishments of students; information about how education is being 

delivered, such as the use of technology in classrooms



KEY
FINDING

In a juxtaposition with other possible topics, academic 
achievement & programs and college acceptance rates 
prevailed as the most captivating ones to respondents

• Answers to a written exercise corroborated extemporaneous responses about subject 
matter for future communications that would be of greatest interest, with academic 
programs, college preparation and college acceptance rates being the most popular 
topics among those that were rated on the exercise

• Many of the respondents seemed interested in the availability and success of gifted 
and advanced placement programs

• Parents appeared to want more specific information about what was happening in the 
classrooms on a daily basis and how classes are taught, to compare with anecdotal 
feedback they get from their children

• Interestingly, the least popular topic among the ones tested was state report card 
ratings, which suggested that any lower ranking due to changes in the ranking system 
will likely be disregarded; many respondents said that they do not place much credence 
in the statistics or comparison to other districts

Subject Matter cont.
23
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Verbatim Quote

“Like one of the things that I hear 
from my son, that they’re doing math 
tests on a computer, but I never hear 
from the teacher about any of that, 
you know? A lot of the day-to-day 

stuff I’m hearing from a seven-year-
old.”

24

Parents appeared to want more specific information about what was 
happening in the classrooms on a daily basis and how classes are 

taught, to compare with anecdotal feedback they get from their children
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Verbatim Quote

“I’ve run reports in my work all the 
time, and it’s like – if they want to 

make the numbers look good, they 
can.”

25

Many respondents said that they do not place much credence in the 
statistics or comparison to other districts



KEY
FINDING

In a juxtaposition with other possible topics, academic 
achievement & programs and college acceptance rates 

prevailed as the most captivating to respondents

• Another interesting finding was that school safety ranked highly only 
among the female respondents, with some expressing concern about what 
is happening within schools, such as the prevalence of bullying

• Despite an interest in the matter of safety, importantly, no one doubted 
that the schools are secure

• Taxes and finances also ranked highly as important subject matter on the 
exercise, but the fact that there was only one spontaneous reference to 
the matter during discussion which preceded the exercise suggests that it 
might be a de rigueur topic that responsible taxpayers and citizens may 
have felt duty-bound to choose; some did say they would be interested in 
knowing how money was being spent, but did not clamor for the 
information, as does happen in many communities 

Subject Matter cont.
26
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Verbatim Quote

“Well, I hope I don’t have a false 
sense of complacency…And, um, I’m 
trusting that they’re doing just about 
everything that they can do to keep 

the students safe...”

MALE RESPONDENT

27

Another interesting finding was that school safety ranked highly only among 
the female respondents, with some expressing concern about what is 

happening within schools, such as the prevalence of bullying
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Verbatim Quote

“I want to know if it’s safe. And are 
you talking school building safety and 
security for an outside crazy person? 
Or what if you have a kid inside that 

goes crazy?”

FEMALE RESPONDENT

28

Another interesting finding was that school safety ranked highly only among 
the female respondents, with some expressing concern about what is 

happening within schools, such as the prevalence of bullying



KEY
FINDING

• Answers to a subsequent written exercise indicated that the two most popular forms 
of communication were e-mails, which the parents preferred and mail through the 
postal service, which many of the non-parents said that they would prefer; the non-
parents said that they would be more likely to read a mailed newsletter and appeared 
dismissive of e-mail because of the volume they receive, although others dissented 
because of the costs

• Some of the parents were drawn to both the convenience and low cost of e-mail; 
many of the non-parents, and some parents, were unaware that the School District 
sends a newsletter though e-mail  

• The least popular means of communication tested was a proposed smart phone app, 
which most emphatically said that they would not download or use, largely because of 
the screen size and concerns about privacy; the idea of text messaging for the School 
District met with similar opposition, although some agreed that it would be suitable for 
conveying perfunctory information, such as school closings  

Communication Modes
29
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The respondents, who, perhaps, were creatures of habits,  
expressed contentment with the ways they were getting 
information and exhibited little interest in other modes
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Verbatim Quote

“You open your mailbox now, there’s 
one, two, three pieces. You open your 

e-mail box and there’s thirty.”

30

The non-parents said that they would be more likely to read a mailed 
newsletter and appeared dismissive of e-mail because of the volume 

they receive
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Verbatim Quote

“…I think that email is good because, even 
though I do like to get, like, something in the 

mail to see something, but I know if, like, 
you don’t miss it among the junk mail, I can 

always check my e-mail and I can do a 
search if anything comes in from 

Worthington and see what’s going on.”

31

Some of the parents were drawn to both the convenience and low 
cost of e-mail



KEY
FINDING

• Despite the use of social media, there was tepid interest in getting official 
information about the School District, with some implying that such content would be 
an encroachment on a medium they viewed as being for socializing

• There was great confusion over the idea of webcasts and what technology and skills 
would be required to view them; memorable facial expressions and body language 
suggested that the respondents found the idea to be daunting

• Some also said that they would like more opportunities for personal contact with 
school board members, in order to get information directly from them; some wanted 
the members to “make themselves known,” in order to become familiar with them

• Curiously, as the discussion progressed, some of the respondents concluded that 
the School District needs to “step up” efforts to communicate with the public, 
because of the matters they learned during the session to which they had not been 
previously aware

Communication Modes cont.
32
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The respondents, who, perhaps, were creatures of habits,  
expressed contentment with the ways they were getting 
information and exhibited little interest in other modes
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Verbatim Quote

“Well, I’ve seen the few times that the board 
has been having lunches to meet and stuff, 
but because I work downtown, there’s no 

way you can ever attend any of those 
things. So I’d like them to be able to set 

something up for after-work hours, where I 
could actually go and meet them and see 

what’s going on.”

33

Some also said that they would like more opportunities for personal 
contact with school board members, in order to get information directly 

from them
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Verbatim Quote

“Well, you know, obviously if I’m not 
seeing – hearing some of this stuff, 

you know, if I get it that there’s more of 
it out there, I would see more of it.”

34

Curiously, as the discussion progressed, some of the respondents 
concluded that the School District needs to “step up” efforts to 

communicate with the public, because of the matters they learned during the 
session to which they had not been previously aware
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“I guess for me it would be the safety and the 
bullying – the climate of the – of the inside school.”

“…I’m with the bullying thing, because I mean, 
creating programs to prevent bullying or just

violence in schools in general.”

“I would like to see more summer educational 
opportunities. I wanted to put mine in summer school.”

“I would say give kids opportunities for 
experiences outside the classroom.”

“I was going to say, show us where our tax dollars 
are going…show the successes right now.”

Concluding Remarks

What would you tell the Superintendent or a school board member is the 
most important thing that needs to be accomplished during the next year?



Worthington School District, Ohio 
2013 Focus Group Research
QUESTIONS?
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