
 

 

 

Choosing an Elementary School 

Dr. Mikala Rahn, Presenter 

 

Pasadena Unified gives you a lot of options; you have a neighborhood school, and you have the 

opportunity to choose schools. This puts a lot of stress on you as parents, because when we 

have choices, we worry about making the “right” choice or the “best” choice for our children. In 

addition to the district schools, your options include charter and private schools. Charters are 

public; so you can compare their testing data with district schools. You will not be able to 

compare the private schools using these data, because they do not participate in the state’s 

standardized testing. Not that I’m a fan of looking only at the quantitative data! I want you to 

come away with a better idea of how to evaluate your options using both quantitative and 

qualitative data – what you get from visiting schools. 

 

Regarding quantitative data, I’m going to push you a little bit, because we tend to say we want 

the school that got an “A+” – but it may be that a “B” school actually is perfect for our child’s 

needs, given the high bar that California sets in its standardized testing and score reporting. I’m 

also going to push you to think about the qualitative information about schools, about what it is 

you look for when you visit, whether it’s a district school, a charter school, or a private school. 

 

What guides our school decisions? 

� What we value. Arts? Religious education? Diversity?   

� Misinformation. There is a lot of misinformation about schools in this community. If someone 

tells you something about the schools, or about a particular school, you should ask when 

they last visited. If it’s twenty or thirty years ago, forget it! Even if it’s been more than five 

years, you should be wary: things change. IF YOU DON’T WALK INTO A SCHOOL, YOU DON’T 

HAVE THE RIGHT TO SAY ANYTHING ABOUT THAT SCHOOL. 

� Insecurity. We’re parents – we worry about making the right choices for our children. 

 

What should be guiding your decisions?  

� Values. You can’t get away from them, so talk about them. If arts are important to you and 

science is important to your spouse, talk about that. If there are race issues, lay it on the 

table. If we can’t talk about our values, then we can’t negotiate a good decision.  

�  Data. Both quantitative data (like test scores) and qualitative data (e.g., what you get by 

visiting schools, talking with other parents) are valuable.  

�  Family structure and finances. You can pay a lot of money when you don’t need to. If you will 

go broke sending your child to a good private elementary school – or if it will prevent your 

family from doing other things that are important to you – don’t do it! So your finances/job 

situation – these have to be part of your conversation as well.  

� Take things one step at a time. You do not know right now what your child will need or want 

when s/he gets to middle school or high school. And you don’t need to know that now, 

because – apart from spending more than you can afford on a private elementary school – 
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the choice you make now will not close any doors for your child in the future. In elementary 

school, I can guarantee you a good education in the public schools, and it won’t 

compromise your choices at the secondary school level. 

 

Visit Schools! 

The first thing that I am going to challenge you to do, is to walk into your neighborhood school. 

No matter what you’ve heard about that school, or what you’ve seen about it on paper 

(including test score data or someone’s ranking system) – that’s the place to start, is with a tour 

of your neighborhood school. And then you can branch out and visit other schools if you wish. 

 

Quantitative Data (see handout: Elementary Test Score Summary) 

The state of California had an elaborate system for assessing academic achievement and 

assigning academic performance indices to schools based on those assessments, but with the 

adoption of the Common Core academic standards, that system has essentially been 

dismantled. Unfortunately, the new assessment system is too new, and too fundamentally 

different from the old California Standards Tests (CST) and scoring system, to yet be giving us a 

reliable picture of how schools are doing.  

 

So we’re going to spend a few minutes talking about what those more reliable data from the 

earlier system tell us about what the world looked like the last time the CSTs were administered 

in 2013. CST scores allow you to see how a school is doing by grade levels and by subject areas 

(language and math). CST data is put into a blender to produce an Academic Performance Index 

(API score) for each school. Once a school attains 800 on the API, it’s considered a great school. 

And by 2013, many PUSD elementary schools had attained that level, or were on track to 

achieve it. It’s helpful to look not just at one year’s score, but to look at trends. A few single-

digit data points in one direction or another never matter in these huge data sets, but if a 

school is making steady progress, that’s good. Likewise, steady declines every year for three or 

four years is not a good sign.  

 

The state would also rank school performance statewide, using the API to categorize schools in 

deciles: top-scoring 10% ranked “10”, next highest 10% ranked “9” and so forth. Note: although 

you might want a school that was higher ranked, you should not dismiss a “5” – a school that 

ranks in the middle. The state also performed another very interesting calculation to produce a 

Similar Schools ranking. This tells you how each school compares to other schools with similar 

socioeconomic status and similar ethnic make-up. If a school has a high similar schools ranking, 

that means they’re doing great with all their kids. They can deal with the diversity of learning – 

they know how to differentiate instruction, which is good. (The most recent state rankings and 

similar schools rankings are shown on the summary table.) 

  

Why is this important? You don’t know what kind of learner your child is yet. He or she may be 

very gifted, but then again he or she may be an average learner. (Somebody has to be average!) 

A school with a higher similar schools rank is one that is pushing ALL students to learn – not just 
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coasting on the achievements of the more gifted or privileged students. (Note: The number one 

predictor of student performance, statistically, is mother’s education.) 

 

The Common Core standards are much more about teaching kids to think, about depth of 

knowledge, thinking critically, being able to communicate what you’ve learned. Instruction is 

much less scripted, which teachers like, and there is more project-based learning, more 

emphasis on collaborative learning. The new statewide assessments were piloted in 2014, and 

this year’s school scores haven’t been released yet, so we’ve got only two years’ worth of 

assessments (from 2015 and 2016). Students are tested beginning in 3rd grade.  

The summary table shows the percentage of students at each school who met or exceeded the 

standard (and the standards are very high – it is a difficult test, much more nuanced than the 

old multiple-choice standardized tests) for English-Language Arts and Math. On the back of the 

table there is a second table which allows you to compare the percentage “met or exceeded” in 

2016 (California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress, or CAASPP) with the 

percentage who tested “proficient and above” in 2013 (California Standardized Tests). As you 

can see, some schools that were doing well on the old test did comparably well on the new test, 

but other schools are all over the map. Again, the new test data do not (yet) have the validity 

that we had with the old system. It’s fair to ask principals about the test scores when you tour, 

but keep in mind the limitations of what this data can tell you about a school. 

 

What about the Great Schools rankings? One of the most common indicators of school quality 

that people see these days are the 1-10 rankings put out by GreatSchools.com. These are similar 

but not identical to the old California state rankings, without the nuance of the similar schools 

ranking. To the extent that they rely on the most recently-available standardized test data – 

that is, the 2016 CAASPP proficiency scores – they are subject to the limitations of these data, 

and tend to tell more about the level of parental education and familiarity with the new test-

taking platform than about the quality of instruction at the school. It’s tempting to assume that 

any school on the lower end of this ranking scale is not worth looking at, but that would be a 

mistake.  

 

Qualitative Data: what to look for when visiting schools 

There are various ways to explore a school, and the easiest way to start is with a school tour. 

[Note: most PUSD schools offer a monthly tour; PEN publicizes these tour dates on its website 

calendar and in PEN News, but recommends calling the school to confirm an upcoming tour 

date.] Other ways to learn more about a school include attending a coffee with the principal or 

an Open House (typically in the spring) or other school event, such as a Science Night or fair. If 

there is something you want to see that is not part of the regular school tour, or you want the 

chance to spend more time observing in a classroom, contact the principal about arranging an 

opportunity to do that. 

 

What to look for in the classroom 

1.  What is the content being taught? Do I see academic material being covered? 
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2.  Are all the students engaged? What strategies does the teacher use to engage everyone?  

(Note: it is not uncommon to see students working in small groups, where one group at a 

time is working with the teacher while others are reading, listening to something, or 

working together on an activity. Again, the thing to look for is that all the students are 

actively engaged in purposeful activities.) 

3.  What do you see on the classroom walls? You should see examples of student work, but 

you are also getting an idea of what the learning environment like. Is it a very structured 

environment, more fluid, or simply disorganized? Two parents visiting a school can have 

very different responses to the same classroom. There is not necessarily a “right” 

answer, but after visiting a few schools you will get a sense of what it is that feels right to 

you or that seems like it would be a better fit for your child. 

 

Questions to ask when you visit 

� When you are observing in the classroom, you need to be quiet and just take things in. 

(You are not there to interrogate the teacher while he or she is teaching!) 

� Ideally, the tour leader will give you an idea of what you will be observing before you go 

into a classroom, and be able to answer questions about what you saw after you leave. 

� Other questions to ask about when you visit: what is teacher retention like, especially in 

the upper grades? What does parent involvement look like? How is technology used in 

the classroom?  

� Ask about programs of specific interest to you, such as afterschool programs, social-

emotional learning or enrichment programs in areas of interest (art, music, languages, 

character-building, etc.) If a school has a particular area of emphasis, you can ask about 

trade-offs in terms of other areas that may be important to you.  

 

In addition to asking your tour leader questions, PEN has “parent ambassadors” at most schools 

– parents whose children currently attend that school, who can give you their own 

perspectives. While parents generally have a positive attitude about their children’s school, 

most are willing to discuss their experiences frankly, so feel free to ask about any challenges 

they may have encountered (and how those were resolved) as well as about any particular 

concerns that you may have. 

 

 

Presenter bio: Mikala Rahn, Ph.D. is the president of Public Works, an educational consulting 

firm that’s hired by governments and schools to study and solve educational challenges. She’s 

also a statewide evaluator for CA professional educator development efforts, and has an 

extensive background in and experience with evaluating education from preschool to 12th 

grade. Dr. Rahn closed by saying: “I’m hard to find in real life, but I’m a terrific emailer. 

Mikala@publicworksinc.org. I’m happy to answer any individual questions about your child or 

your stress!” 


