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Transition to Middle School:  
Results and Recommendations from Focus Group and Survey Research  

 
 
Background 
 

PEN is a unique organization that was founded by parents for parents in 2006 with the mission of 
promoting family participation in public education in Pasadena, Altadena and Sierra Madre to benefit all 
students. What makes PEN successful with preschool families is our keen understanding of the population we 
serve, what the issues are, how to effectively communicate with parents, and how to work collaboratively with 
the district.     

 
In a report to the Pasadena Educational Foundation by Dr. Richard Kahlenberg, a senior fellow with the 

Century Foundation stated, “having a core of middle-class families in a school is the single most important 
predictor of a school’s success for all students, including the poor.  All students, including low-income students, 
do better in an economically mixed environment than in schools with concentrated poverty.”  Additionally, 
according to a study conducted by Douglas Harris of Florida State University, mixed income schools are 22 
times as likely to be consistently high performing as high poverty schools. 

 
Because of PEN, school communities are stronger, parents are more engaged, and schools throughout 

the Pasadena Unified School District have made gains and continue to improve.  However, those 
improvements are only sustainable if PEN families continue in Pasadena Unified beyond elementary school.  
As our first cohort of PEN families has entered middle school, we became acutely aware of the need we had to 
develop a comprehensive Transition to Middle School Program for parents. 

 
In order to gain a better understanding of the issues, PEN administered an online survey to PEN 

member parents with children in PUSD elementary and middle schools, and completed focus groups with 5th 
grade parents and 6th grade parents whose students were enrolled to attend a PUSD middle school, parents of 
students attending a PUSD middle school, parents whose students attended a PUSD elementary school, but 
chose not to stay in PUSD for middle school, middle school teachers, and middle school principals. We then 
created a cross-functional team that reviewed our findings and developed this report that addresses the needs 
of families and aligns with our mission.  Through this inclusive process, we hope to address the anxieties of 
families, define issues in our middle schools, and enhance our collaboration with PUSD to have a collective 
impact on student learning in PUSD middle schools. 

 
For more information about the Pasadena Education Network and this report, visit www.penfamilies.org 

contact Executive Director Nancy Rose Dufford at nancy@penfamilies.org, 626-665-2264, or find us on 
facebook at https://www.facebook.com/pages/Pasadena-Education-Network-
PEN/161063081399?ref=ts&fref=ts 
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Highlights of Recommendations 
 
 Our results show that the top concerns for PEN parents as they consider the transition to a PUSD 
middle school are: academic rigor, social environment, safety/discipline, and facilities, with lack of academic 
rigor being the only “deal breaker.”  Academic rigor includes various factors that impact the quality of teaching 
and learning, such as class size, elective and enrichment opportunities, quality of teaching, and instructional 
resources.  Our surveys indicate that 76% of middle school parents rate their overall middle school experience 
as good or excellent, 14% said it was okay, and 10% said it was lacking.   

Top priorities for PEN parents are:  
 Create a culture of high expectations where there are clear expectations and goals for improving 

student outcomes for every student at every level 
 Every school should be STEAM, incorporating the 21st century skills (collaboration, critical thinking, 

communication, and creativity)  with academic rigor that prepares students for high school and beyond 
 Properly and consistently assess students based on district-wide performance measures so they can 

be placed in the appropriate class or level, including high-achieving math students   
 Increase academic rigor by training teachers how to scaffold/differentiate curriculum 
 Hold teachers accountable for being proactive about initiating differentiation for both high-achieving and 

remedial students 
 Offer a minimum of a few high-quality electives at every school 
 Allow students throughout the district to participate in other schools’ enrichment programs 
 Though we understand contract constraints, work with the unions to ensure student needs come first 

o Parents are frustrated with attitudes of teachers: “It’s not in my contract” 
o Teacher evaluations 
o Last hired/first fired 
o Bumping creates a lack of ability to build a cohesive team 

 Require ongoing principal walk-throughs with a defined evaluative tool that provides substantive 
teacher evaluations and meaningful concrete feedback 

 Hold secondary teachers accountable for consistently putting grades and assignments in Aeries so 
parents and students can monitor work and progress 

 Since a critical mass of motivated students is needed to ensure classes are academically rigorous, 
create and effectively communicate a logical elementary-to-middle-to-high school feeder pattern so 
cohorts stay together 

 Practice positive discipline and reinforcement.  Focus on recognizing and rewarding good behavior and 
academic achievement, rather than simply punishing “bad” behavior (lockers as incentive, first in line at 
lunch, raffle tickets, prizes, elementary reward practices still work with middle school students, etc.) 

 Provide school sites with the tools and information that they need in order to meet the expectations and 
goals set for them 

 Respect principals as professionals and empower them to hold staff accountable    
 Each school should develop and communicate a culture statement: share with their entire school 

community an explicit and intentional school culture with high expectations  
 

Figure 1 on the next page shows if or how perceptions of the parents changed from before their child 
attended a PUSD middle school and once they attend.  For example, parents who were considering or had 
enrolled in a PUSD middle school and parents whose students already attended a PUSD middle school were 
equally concerned about academic rigor.  Parents define academic rigor as an educational program with clear 
focus and vision, a wide choice of classes, a challenging curriculum that prepares students for high school and 
college, honors level classes, and meaningful projects that require research, critical thinking skills, and teacher 
feedback, while they do not know how PUSD defines it. 
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Figure 2 rates how much influence different factors had on their feelings about attending a PUSD middle 
school.   

 

 
 
 
 
Figure 3 demonstrates that families who attend a PUSD middle school place a high degree of value on public 
education.  In addition to the stated factors influencing decision-making, we discovered through our focus 
groups that parents view middle school through the lens of their own middle school experience.   
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What can PUSD Do to Increase Academic Rigor & 
Create a Culture of High Expectations? 

 
 Academic rigor is seen as the most important criterion by parents in selecting a PUSD middle school, 
and the only factor considered a “deal breaker” when considering whether to attend PUSD middle schools.  
Parents defined an academically rigorous program as one that includes a clear focus and vision, a wide choice 
of classes, a challenging curriculum that prepares students for high school and college, honors level classes, 
and meaningful projects that require research, critical thinking skills, and teacher feedback.  But parents do not 
know how PUSD defines academic rigor.  A culture of low expectations is a major concern to each focus group 
– parents in PUSD, parents who left PUSD, middle school principals, and middle school teachers.  Concerns 
fell into four distinct categories: 

 Meeting the academic needs of all students 
 Electives and enrichment 
 Accountability 
 Parent/Teacher/School Communications 

 
Meet the academic needs of all students  

 Adopt a clear definition of academic rigor and what high expectations look like in the classroom 
 Create a culture of high expectations where there are clear expectations and goals for improving 

student outcomes for every student at every level 
 Every school should be STEAM, incorporating the 21st century skills (collaboration, critical thinking, 

communication, and creativity)  with academic rigor that prepares students for high school and beyond 
 Properly and consistently assess students based on district-wide performance measures so they can 

be placed in the appropriate class or level, including high achieving math students  
 Increase academic rigor by training teachers how to scaffold/differentiate curriculum 
 Hold teachers accountable for being proactive about initiating differentiation for both high achieving and 

remedial students 
 Schools use student data to identify and implement strategies for individual student improvement  
 Systematize academic interventions across schools 

o Consistent implementation of elementary interventions so that more students arrive at middle 
school prepared to do grade level work 

o Ensure that alternative programs are accelerated so students can return to their home schools 
o Provide summer intervention for entering 6th grade students who are below grade level 
o Provide consistent training and implementation of RTI strategies at all schools 
o Sustain “Academy for Success” for at-risk middle school students  

 Collaborate with elementary schools and high schools so students are academically prepared (consider 
summer bridge programs – academic as well as orientation function - for students at transition grades 
who are not prepared for grade level work) 

 
Provide more opportunities for enrichment and electives 

 Offer a minimum of a few high quality electives at every school 
o For example, hire one Spanish teacher who teaches a Spanish language class at several 

middle schools 
 Allow students throughout the district to participate in other school’s enrichment programs 

o For example, allow middle school students at other schools to join Washington’s Glee Club 
 Require students to participate in a service learning project 
 Increase the enrollment at middle schools so there are adequate resources for more substantive 

electives and enrichment 
 Provide student leadership opportunities at all middle school campuses 

o Student government, clubs, etc. 
 Study skills are explicitly taught and consistently practiced across the curriculum and across schools 
 Students are provided with social/emotional learning opportunities and mediation skill building 
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Accountability 
 Hire a Director of Secondary Education 
 Make individual decisions about specific schools and programs that align with the long term vision and 

plan for the district as a whole 
o For example, if DLIP is important, then make sure it is feasible to continue for middle and high 

school; if Robotics is a priority, mandate that schools must have a credentialed teacher 
 Before adding new academic programs, have a short and long term sustainability plan in place so 

families can be assured that programs they see or participate in will continue. 
 Though we understand contract constraints, work with the unions to ensure student needs come first 

o Parents are frustrated with attitudes of teachers: “It’s not in my contract” 
o Teacher evaluations 
o Last hired/first fired 
o Bumping creates a lack of ability to build a cohesive team 

 Require ongoing principal walk-through’s with a defined evaluative tool that provides substantive 
teacher evaluations and meaningful concrete feedback 

 District will have high expectations of principals, who will have high expectations of teachers, who will 
then have high expectations of students 

 Align both financial and human resources to meet the academic goals 
 
Parent/Teacher/School Communications 

 Ongoing two-way consistent communications through email, phone calls and/or online grade books  
 Hold secondary teachers accountable for consistently putting grades and assignments in Aeries so 

parents and students can monitor work and progress 
 Help teachers understand the value of communicating with parents 
 Use positive messaging when discussing district and schools 

o For example, rather than bemoaning the budget in public, frame the message as “although we 
won’t have any new revenue, we’re excited about our new programs and partnerships” 

 Have an ongoing mechanism for Parent Feedback; PEN can help 
 Share best practices among schools 

o For example, McKinley’s RTI training; PHS Teacher Ms. Orden’s use of Aeries; San Rafael’s 
RTI program  
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What Can PUSD Do to Improve the Social Environment &  
Create a Culture of High Behavioral Expectations? 

 
 Although prior to entering middle school, parents are very concerned that their students will be exposed 
to negative or illicit behaviors, once they are in a PUSD school, their concerns are more focused on how the 
social environment interferes with learning.  Academics and social environment are highly correlated.  If too 
many students don’t want to learn, this impacts teaching and learning for all students. Parents value diversity, 
and would like ethnically and racially balanced schools.  But they also see racism and classism among 
students and adults in our schools.  In a district like PUSD, which has a large number of minority students, this 
creates a culture of low expectations both behaviorally and academically.  Parents say that their middle school 
students find like minded students and for the most part are happy, though they are still concerned about: 

 Transition from elementary to middle school 
 Behavior and discipline practices at the middle schools demonstrate a culture of little respect from 

adults to students, students to adults, and students to one another 
 District support 
 Student connectedness 
  

Transition to middle school 
 Since a critical mass of motivated students is needed to ensure classes are academically rigorous, 

create and effectively communicate a logical elementary-to-middle-to-high school feeder pattern so 
cohorts stay together 

 Middle school principals, parents, teachers, and students visit with their feeder elementary schools at a 
time that is convenient for parents and students to meet them  

 Create bridge, shadow and mentor programs for students and parents to get to know one another 
o Bridge and mentoring programs to help students from diverse feeder schools come together as 

they begin to learn the culture and expectations of their new middle school 
o Use 5th grade assessment to identify students who need academic intervention over the 

summer to prepare them for a successful beginning to middle school 
 
Behavior and discipline 

 Prior to entering middle school, elementary schools must foster an inclusive and positive culture so 
when students from many schools come together at middle school they respect one another.  

 Behavioral expectations and documentation of discipline and behavior issues and incidents should be 
consistent across the district at elementary and secondary, so that school administrators don’t have to 
“start from scratch” when a student with a history of problematic behaviors enrolls at their school. 

 Establish a Memorandum of Understanding between PUSD and group homes so that students with 
behavioral and emotional issues who may not arrive in our district with an IEP are assessed and 
appropriately placed.  

 Enforce dress codes 
 Students in PUSD on an inter-district permit should be required to sign a behavior and academic 

contract.  Permits should be pulled, and the student returned to his or her home district if the contract is 
broken, or the behavior and/or academic goals aren’t met. 

 Practice positive discipline and reinforcement.  Focus on recognizing and rewarding good behavior and 
academic achievement, rather than only punishing “bad” behavior (lockers as incentive, first in line at 
lunch, raffle tickets, prizes, elementary reward practices still work with middle school students, etc.) 

 All staff should be held accountable for modeling good behavior 
 More adults are needed on campus to supervise and promote positive interactions 

o Schools should help parent volunteers plug-in by developing lists of volunteer opportunities, 
distributing volunteer forms and doing TB tests during registration 

o Utilize community assistants/volunteer coordinators to develop relationships with parent 
volunteers especially those who don’t commit in advance (bumping is a problem since effective 
community assistants/volunteer coordinators need to develop relationships with parents) 
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District Support 
 Hiring and teacher assignment practices should reflect the belief that middle school teachers must love 

middle school students 
 Provide school sites with the tools and information that they need in order to meet the expectations and 

goals set for them 
 Respect principals as professionals and empower them to hold staff accountable    
 Introduction of Common Core gives the district an opportunity to reinvigorate the curriculum and staff, 

raise expectations for both academics and behavior, and hold schools accountable 
 Consider that not all supports for staff cost money - staff may be willing to negotiate for better working 

conditions, more freedom, etc. Think outside the box! 
 
 

Student Connectedness 
 Each school should develop and communicate a culture statement: share with their entire school 

community an explicit and intentional school culture with high expectations  
 Create an environment where students take pride in themselves and their school 
 Increase student “connectedness” to school through enrichment, leadership, fun activities, and 

meaningful relationships with adults 
 Teachers should have their doors open during free periods and actively invite students into their 

classrooms 
 Engage students and allow them input into school and classroom rules and activities  

 
 
 
 

How can PEN and PUSD work together? 
 
Information 

 PUSD gets timely information to PEN for dissemination 
 Support and facilitate good communication between district and parents 
 Provide elementary principals with information about middle schools 
 Share middle school best practices with parents 
 Communicate PUSD’s expectations of middle school students and parents 

 
Provide Input and Feedback 

 PUSD involves PEN in decision-making that impacts families at the beginning stages 
 PEN provides ongoing parent feedback to the district 

o For example, selecting electives for middle schools  
 
Collaborate 

 Continue to build a trusted relationship between PEN and PUSD  
 Continue to empower parents through our Parents As Leaders program partnership 
 Assist with development of, and parent contacts for, a 5th/6th grade Shadow program 
 Work with PEN to create parallel bridge/mentor programs for parents/guardians of students making the 

transition to middle school 
 Parent portal training (if parents know how to use it; they will expect teachers to use it) 
 Provide Registration packet information to Parent groups, PEN and PEF.  Parents can opt out of having 

their information shared. 
 Support PUSD families with implementation of the priority findings in this report 
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What can PEN do to Support a Culture of High Academic & Behavioral 
Expectations at PUSD Middle Schools? 

 
Information 

 Continue to provide accurate information to parents 
 Provide information about district priorities so parents know what to look for in classrooms 
 Focus on what is happening now, not what is hoped for in the future 
 Three categories of information in priority order: PUSD-Education-Parenting 

o PUSD  
 Common Core in the Classroom (May 2013) 

 What will common core look like in a middle school classroom  
 What 21st century skills are and how they are supposed to look the classroom 
 Presentation and then hands on activities with Common Core trained PUSD 

teachers 
 Principal panel (Fall 2013) 
 High School Pathways/Linked Learning (Fall 2013) 
 If the district doesn’t have one, consider creating a publication/document that 

communicates PUSD’s expectations of middle school students and parents   
 PUSD’s definition of academic rigor 
 Parent Involvement  

o Education  
 How to evaluate a middle school and what to look for on a tour (Fall 2013) 
 Getting Ready for High School (plan for 2014-2015) 

o Parenting 
 Middle School Student Development  
 Emotional safety, youth development, awareness of different learning styles, etc.  

Connect 
 Connect parents both in person and virtually 
 Share best practices across schools 

o Fundraising (February 2013, summer and fall 2013) 
o Gardens (March 2013) 
o Libraries (May 2013) 

 Build networks of parents through social events 
 
Empower 

 As parents gain knowledge and accurate information they, and PEN, know what to expect from the 
district and can monitor if the district is keeping to that standard (ie: if the district says collaborative 
learning is a priority, parents need to know what that looks like so they can see if it’s happening)  

 Parents as Leaders programs (Engaged parents understand what is supposed to happen at school) 
o Orientation to schools and the district (March 16, 2013, 8:30 a.m.) 
o Shared vision through different eyes (April 29, 2013, 6:30 p.m.) 
o Collaborative Leadership (June 2013) 

 Help parents gain knowledge, skills and confidence to advocate and influence 
o School-site Parents as Leaders programs 

 Model positive behavior while on campus and at home 
 
Partner 

 Be a voice for parents to PUSD administration  
 Conduit to gather parent/guardian information for the district  
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Survey and Focus Group Findings 
 

 
 
Academic Rigor is the major concern of parents and is perceived as lacking in PUSD middle schools 
 

 “I had to re-teach many lessons in order for my kids to successfully complete their homework. I 
seriously considered home schooling because they weren't getting it during their classes.” 
 

 “Her teachers set high goals for her, but there is little incentive for her to go above and beyond 
what most fellow students aim for.”  
 

 “We don’t want to see our child get an A on an assignment that we think is C work.”   
 
 Academic rigor is an important criterion for parents when selecting a Pasadena middle school, and the 
only factor considered a “deal breaker” when considering PUSD middle schools.  Parents defined an 
academically rigorous program as one that includes honors classes, a clear focus and vision (like Blair’s 
International Baccalaureate program), a wide choice of classes and levels, a challenging curriculum that 
prepares students for high school and college, and meaningful projects that require research, critical thinking 
skills, and teacher feedback.  A culture of low expectations was a concern to each focus group – parents in 
PUSD, parents who left PUSD, middle school principals, and middle school teachers.  Another recurring theme 
among all parents was that the 5th grade classes were not challenging for their students and they felt grades 
were inflated.  They saw their students get A’s on mediocre projects, and grow bored with their schoolwork.  
This influenced them as they explored their middle school options, and played a role in their final decision.   
 The focus group and survey results suggest a number of challenges to achieving academic rigor: 

 Culture of low expectations 
 Large classes make it difficult for a teacher to differentiate for students of different academic levels 

(limited physical space also creates challenges) 
 Bumping -- teachers moving around either to another school or to the district so continuity of teaching 

staff is disrupted 
 Not enough writing and too much multiple choice testing 
 Large class size prevents teachers from giving meaningful assignments and meaningful or timely 

feedback  
 Limited classroom resources 
 There is a focus on low and high-achieving students; middle achieving students get lost in the noise 
 Curriculum standards and course offerings are not in line with child’s abilities 
 Not enough students to offer advanced classes 
 Limited elective options 
 Large class size means there is less one-to-one time with individual students which impacts learning 
 Not all students are motivated which makes classroom management challenging and less time is spent 

teaching  
 Advanced students need meaningful, interesting work to stay motivated 
 Meaningful teacher feedback is necessary for students to stay motivated 
 Communication with parents is difficult with so many students in each class 
 Low enrollment at middle schools limits the academic and elective options 

 
 Parents who did not send their children to a PUSD middle school said that the lack of academic rigor at 
PUSD middle schools was the major influence on their school choice decisions.  Some parents believed that 
the academic pacing is slow at PUSD middle schools, others were concerned that teachers aren’t able to 
differentiate between the academic needs of various students due to large class sizes, and others felt that the 
focus at PUSD schools is to increase the achievements of low-achieving students, while not assisting middle-
achieving students rise or meeting the needs of advanced students. 

Academic Rigor 
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PUSD middle schools offer limited electives and extracurricular activities 
 

 “There are only two elective choices for him to take and he's already taken art twice.” 
 

 “Don’t get your heart set on electives; there is a lack of choices.  It’s unfortunate because they 
hear about the cool electives their friends take at other schools” 
 

 “Administrators in particular are overloaded with responsibilities and are rarely able to give 
attention to the extras--special events, enrichment activities, etc.” 
 

  Parents expressed concern about the limited offerings of electives classes and there were mixed 
reactions to the variety of extracurricular activities.  One parent noted that having elective choices allows 
students to develop their interests.  Parents also said that PUSD middle schools lacked interesting electives, 
such as a variety of elective courses, pre-AP classes, foreign language classes, or a competitive intramural 
sports program that competes with other middle schools.  The elective classes and extracurricular activities 
that are offered at PUSD middle schools differ significantly between schools, hence the mixed response to 
after-school offerings.  Some parents reported that they were happy with the number of after-school programs 
their students could participate in, while others expressed concern that there were few options for 
extracurricular activities.     
 There was a difference between the number of electives offered at private schools vs. public, and this 
had a significant impact on the decision parents made who left PUSD.  Different philosophies were reflected by 
the parents: Some parents said it was easy enough for them to supplement what their child received at school 
with after-school enrichment programs, and others thought it was important that their child have those 
programs available at school so they would develop school friendships with students who had similar interests 
as they do. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Electives & Extracurriculars 
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The Social Environment is a major concern to parents because it impacts the Academic Rigor 
 
Parents are concerned about how the social environment negatively impacts teaching and learning 
 

  “Middle school is difficult for all kids, no matter what school they attend.” 
 

 “Middle schoolers look scary because they get bigger and boys' voices change, however they 
are all still little kids inside. It's that transition time - tween time.” 

 
 “Middle school is where your child really will be learning about interacting with all kinds of 

people.” 
 

 “It's a transition for kids and parents. They're afraid of being bullied, how to use a combination 
lock, not having friends, losing their best friend because they go to a different school, not fitting 
in, not finding their class.” 

 
 Although parents are concerned about the social environment and the exposure their children may 
have to anti-social behaviors like taking drugs, drinking, etc., the level of concern drops once their children are 
in middle school.  Instead of being concerned about the anti-social behaviors, parents are more concerned 
about students who aren’t interested in learning since that impacts the academic rigor at the school.  To 
paraphrase one response from PUSD staff, “parents want their students to be in class with students who want 
to read books, not students who throw them.”  Academics and social environment are highly correlated.  If too 
many students don’t want to learn, that has an effect on the amount of teaching and learning other students 
can do.   
 Parents say they value diversity, and would like ethnically and racially balanced schools.    They do not 
feel that some of the schools have that balance, and they aren’t comfortable with those schools.  That, 
combined with the way middle school students look, affects how parents perceive the social opportunities for 
their children at a school.  Racism and classism exist among students and adults in our schools.  In a district 
like PUSD, which has a large number of minority students, this creates a culture of low expectations.  
Judgments are made about a student’s interest in learning based on the way s/he looks – clothing, race, hair 
styles, etc.  
 It is important to parents that they and their students have a peer group who invests in, and places a 
high value on, education.  Prior to entering a PUSD middle school, based on their own experiences in middle 
school, they are concerned their child will get in with a bad crowd.  Once in middle school, parents say their 
students find like-minded friends and their school is a happy place, however some students continue to fear 
being bullied, mean girls, and other behaviors typically associated with middle school students. 
 
 Parents note the following social issues: 

 Students want to attend the same school as their friends 
 Students cuss a lot and are disrespectful 
 Family issues and poverty have an effect on a student’s ability to be successful; we need to understand 

those struggles and help those students early on 
 Peer pressure is less of a concern than expected 
 Middle school students often have a drop in grades 
 Middle schoolers focus on the boy/girl stuff not on academics 
 Students are exposed to a lot 
 Parent/child communication is more important than ever 
 Middle school is difficult no matter where you go to school 

 
 

Social Environment 
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Safety and Discipline is a higher concern for parents before entering middle school than after 
 

 “More adults on campus.  Kids this age need constant reinforcement to do what they should 
do.” 
 

 “Bullying is a real problem.” 
 

 “Zero tolerance should be just that -- if kids mess up and have bad behavior, in other districts 
they are kicked out. It seems like PUSD is only concerned with maintaining headcount instead 
of maintaining minimum standards of learning and behavior.” 
 

 
  Safety and discipline, though concerns, were secondary to Academics and Social Environment.  The 
main issues that were specific to safety and discipline had a direct correlation to social environment.  Racism, 
bullying, cussing, and other disrespectful behaviors were the most noted.  However, parents who were in 
PUSD middle schools felt that the schools were, for the most part, handling these issues well.  Parents who did 
not stay in PUSD for middle school said that the lack of adult supervision caused discipline problems on 
campus.   
 
 There was some concern about the consistency of the enforcement of disciplinary actions.  For 
example, a child at McKinley might not have the same disciplinary action as a student at Eliot who engaged in 
similar behavior. 
 
 

 
 
PUSD Middle Schools are not warm and inviting  
 

 “The grounds and facilities do not look as good as I would like. The football field grass does 
not look watered and the basketball court hoops are missing their nets.” 

 “Compare when you go to a private school with the old PUSD buildings.” 

 
Although not a huge issue, the way the PUSD middle schools look has an impact on the way parents “feel” 
when they enter the schools.  Structurally, they are old and dark; some are portables.  The main areas of 
concern were: 

 No lockers is a big concern 
 Drop off and pick up on busy streets 
 Trash on campuses, especially after lunch 
 Elementary schools look better than the middle schools 

 
 

   

Safety and Discipline 

Facilities 
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‘Opt-out’ and ‘opt-in’ families share similar concerns about PUSD middle schools  
 
 Study results suggest that Pasadena families who opt out of PUSD middle schools share many of the 
same concerns as families that are considering or intend to stay at PUSD schools.  The survey asked 
participants if they knew of families that had left PUSD after elementary school and, if so, what were the major 
concerns of these ‘opt-out’ families. Their concerns were: 
 

 Academic rigor (not enough academic rigor; lack of other equally-motivated students and families; fear 
low academics will limit college opportunities) 

 Class size (too many students in a classroom; decision to home school; ineffective principal) 
 Discipline (lack of control over students; high teacher/student ratio) 
 Facilities (dated; lacking compared to private schools) 
 School quality (belief that private/parochial schools are better; didn’t “trust” PUSD middle schools) 
 School choice (student chose private/parochial school because s/he didn’t get in to PUSD school of 

choice through Open Enrollment) 
 School environment (perceived as “bad”) 
 Competition by other schools (private schools offer scholarships to their schools) 

 
 Families who opted out of the public school system echoed many of the sentiments expressed above.  
They described private schools, compared with public schools, as having more resources, smaller classes (or 
aides, so more adults), more individualized attention, more hands-on projects and engaging work, a more 
extensive breadth of curriculum (e.g., foreign language, arts, etc.), a cleaner and calmer environment, and a 
student body that also values education as much as they do. One respondent reported that their children say 
that the other students at their private school are friendlier, more polite, and have a more positive attitude. 
 
 
 

Why Do Families Leave PUSD after Elementary School?


