
Hays Consolidated Independent School District  
K12 Insight 

 

1 

Hays Consolidated Independent School District 
 

April 2017 
 

SUMMARY OF DAHLSTROM MIDDLE SCHOOL 

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS ON SCHOOL CLIMATE 

AND SCHOOL LEADERSHIP  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Hays Consolidated Independent School District  
K12 Insight 

 

2 

 

  

TABLE OF CONTENTS  

 
Background 
 
Participants 
 
Findings 
 
Summary of Let’s Talk! Dialogues 
 
Recommendations 
 
Discussion Guide 
 
 

 
……. 3 

 
……. 4 

 
……. 5 

 
……. 12 

 
……. 13 

 
……. 15 

 
 
    



Hays Consolidated Independent School District  
K12 Insight 

 

3 

BACKGROUND 
 

In April 2017, K12 Insight conducted a series of focus groups designed to gather feedback from parents, 

staff, and teachers of Dahlstrom Middle School (DMS). Topics discussed during the sessions included 

identifying the strengths and areas for improvement for the school, the culture and climate of the school, 

school operations, and school leadership. Participants were encouraged to frame their thinking around 

academic preparation, student support, school leadership, family involvement, and safety and behavior.  

K12 Insight, a Herndon, Virginia-based independent research and communication firm, facilitated the 

sessions to support Hays CISD’s commitment to listening to district stakeholders and improving the 

educational experience of all students and the work environment for all employees. The focus group 

discussions were held April 11 and 12 at Dahlstrom Middle School. A total of six sessions were offered —- 

three 60-minute sessions each day. Sessions were divided by respondent group (parents, staff, and 

teachers). Three parent sessions were held on the first day, and one staff session and two teacher 

sessions were held on the second day. One parent session was held in the morning, one in the afternoon, 

and one in the evening. The staff and teachers focus groups were held during the school day, and 

coverage was provided for those employees who were randomly selected. A follow-up video chat 

interview was held with the school principal. The 20-minute interview used the same questions asked in 

the focus groups.  

K12 Insight moderators trained in qualitative inquiry used a structured format to guide the conversations 

and ensure all participants could respond to similar questions about Dahlstrom Middle School. Following 

the sessions, K12 Insight moderators analyzed the discussion notes and identified common themes. 

These findings provide insight into parent, staff, and teacher perceptions about the culture, climate, 

school operations, and school leadership at Dahlstrom Middle School. They will be used to further 

evaluate and make improvements as needed. While focus group participants represented a wide range of 

parents, staff, and teachers, key findings in this summary report should not be generalized to all 

Dahlstrom Middle School parents, staff, and teachers. Rather, these findings should serve as an initial 

examination and encourage further dialogue between school and district leadership, parents, staff, and 

teachers.  

In addition to the focus groups and principal interview, parents who were not selected to attend a focus 

group were emailed a link to a custom Let’s Talk! dialogue form where they could provide feedback 

about Dahlstrom Middle School.  

 

The following pages describe the participant selection process, focus group findings, an overview of the 

Let’s Talk! dialogues, and K12 Insight’s recommendations.  
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PARTICIPANTS 
 
K12 Insight developed the registration/RSVP form in the Engage platform, and managed the distribution 

of the focus group invitations and participant selection. All staff and teachers from Dahlstrom Middle 

School were invited to participate in the focus groups. From those who said they could attend during 

one of the pre-determined days and times, up to 12 were randomly chosen for each session and invited 

to participate in the appropriate focus group.  

 

For the parent sessions, the district provided K12 Insight with a list of slightly more than 1,400 parent 

email addresses. Of those, 25 percent were randomly selected using the RANDBETWEEN formula in 

Microsoft Excel. Those 360 email addresses received an invitation to be randomly selected to attend a 

focus group session. This method was used for the morning and afternoon sessions. Those who were 

not one of the 360 randomly selected email addresses received an email invitation to be selected for the 

third parent focus group. From those who volunteered, 15 parents were randomly selected using the 

RANDBETWEEN formula in Microsoft Excel to attend one of the first two sessions, and 20 were 

randomly selected to attend the third session.  

 

A total of 27 parents, eight staff members, and 14 teachers participated in the focus groups.  
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FINDINGS  
 
Findings described below are organized by the question order. Parent responses are described first. Staff 

and teacher responses are described together in the second section. The principal’s responses are 

interwoven into the employee section and identified.   

 

Parent Focus Groups 

 

Before asking the discussion questions, moderators asked parents to share one word that described 

how they feel about Dahlstrom Middle School. The word cloud below shows the words used by 

participants.  The larger the word appears, the more often it was said.  

 

 
  
Parents were then asked to share one word to describe the leadership at Dahlstrom Middle School. 

The word cloud below shows the words used by participants. The larger the word appears, the more 

often it was said.  

 



Hays Consolidated Independent School District  
K12 Insight 

 

6 

What do you describe as the strengths of this school? 

A large majority of parents feel that the teachers are one of the greatest strengths of Dahlstrom Middle 

School. Parents perceive most of the teachers as authentically invested in their students, and believe 

there is a good mix of new and experienced teachers who generally want to see students succeed. 

Several parents mentioned school administration and staff, specifically the assistant principals. Parents 

feel the administration and staff are responsive, willing to listen and be flexible to parent concerns with 

policies and suggestions, involved in school activities, and willing to work with students individually. 

Several parents mentioned student support, such as the late bus and wide variety of extracurricular 

activities, as an area of strength. Finally, several parents mentioned the strong parent community as a 

strength. They feel parents are not only offered many opportunities to become involved, but are also 

encouraged and welcome on campus. However, one parent disagreed with this statement, saying it is 

difficult to get timely communication and information about volunteer opportunities.  

What do you describe as possible areas for improvement at this school?  

Across all three parent sessions, communication was the opportunity for improvement most mentioned. 

Several aspects of communication were cited, including frequency, method, consistency, and content. 

Many parents said they feel a lack of communication from the principal, and noted that most school 

communications come from the assistant principals.  

Frequency and timeliness of communication to parents was mentioned several times. Parents feel there 

is no consistency, and would like more routine communication from the principal and school, such as an 

email or newsletter on the first of the month.  

Numerous parents mentioned a lack of consistency in how teachers communicate with parents, as well 

as how parents and students access class information. Parents feel there should be one place, such as 

Google Classroom, for each teacher/class that parents and students can go to for updated information, 

course schedules, teacher contact information, and current student standing in the course/class.  

Additionally, many parents feel the content of what is communicated is not always appropriate. Several 

mentioned they receive emails about box tops and watching out for snakes, when they would like more 

communication on parent and educational resources for how to support their children, as well as events 

as they happen during the school week. A few parents referenced a situation where drug dogs were 

brought on campus, but parents were not kept informed. Those parents said that situation was a great 

opportunity for the school to send out an email notifying them of what happened, why it happened, and 

provide resources for how to talk with your kids about drugs, etc. Finally, some parents mentioned a 

need to improve the automated messaging system.  

In addition to communication, many parents said they feel there is a lack of consistency in behavior 

management and consequences for breaking rules or not following policies. Parents feel this lack of 

consistency is enabling students to further misbehave, and they perceive an increase in teacher 

frustration with students because of the lack of support from administrators in enforcing policies and 
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consequences. Some parents also feel that some teachers speak inappropriately and disrespectfully to 

students. 

Several parents would like a more streamlined approach to developing and implementing 504 plans, as 

well as integrating students who receive special education services in the general education setting.  

Additionally, parents mentioned a desire for the school to keep the school calendar updated and easily 

accessible. Some parents said the look and feel of the school needs to be updated, including 

decorations, lockers, technology, and methods for cultivating school spirit. Finally, one parent 

mentioned the need to improve the process for new students enrolling mid-year.   

How do you think this school is perceived/compares to other schools within the district?  

A large majority of parents said that Dahlstrom Middle School is perceived as one of the wealthiest and 

most successful schools in the district. However, they feel that is not truly the case. Many parents 

mentioned that, when compared to other schools in the district, DMS is overcrowded, outdated, does 

not receive adequate funding, and does not have a welcoming or positive atmosphere.  

Compared to similar schools outside of the district, several parents feel that DMS offers less elective 

courses and extracurricular activities, such as home economics and orchestra.  

 

Some parents feel DMS is riding on its previous reputation, but that the focus needs to be on how the 

school can continue to improve. Some parents also discussed how DMS may be one of the most 

successful schools in the district for academic achievement, but when compared to similar schools in the 

state that is not the case. Finally, some parents feel that, compared to other schools in the district, 

students feel more entitled and that they do not have to follow the rules because they are not 

consistently enforced.  

 

Are the leaders at this school visible and accessible?  

Overall, parents feel that school administrators, teachers, and staff are visible during the school day, at 

activities after school, and at events on weekends. A few parents mentioned that they most often see 

the assistant principals during the school day. Parents also feel school administrators are responsive to 

emails and phone calls.   

What do campus leaders do well? 

Overall, parents perceive school administrators, specifically the assistant principals, to genuinely care for 

their students. Many said administrators are professional yet relatable in their interactions with parents 

and students, they make an effort to understand the situation and unique needs of each student, and 

they are willing to work with parents and students to reach an acceptable resolution. Several parents 

also feel that administrators are open to their suggestions, and are flexible when working with parents, 

students, and school policies.  

 



Hays Consolidated Independent School District  
K12 Insight 

 

8 

What do you witness at this campus that supports student achievement?  

Some parents mentioned that flexibility and more relaxed teaching methods than elementary school 

supports student achievement, while others mentioned the variety of extracurricular activities. 

However, a few parents said they feel the school focuses more on extracurriculars than academics, and 

referenced the removal of some academic support programs, such as tutoring/math lab.  

Do campus leaders make decisions in the best interest of the students? 

Overall, parents feel that the school does make decisions in the best interest of the students, especially 

when it comes to safety. However, many parents feel there are clear opportunities to improve the 

academic content, curriculum rigor, and overall achievement.  

What do campus leaders do that could be improved?  

Overall, parents feel campus leaders could most improve the consistency in communication and 

expectations. Many parents restated their desire for routine communication from the principal about 

what is happening at the school, resources for supporting their children, upcoming events, opportunities 

to get involved, etc. Also, several parents would like consistency in the expectations for teachers 

regarding timely responses to parent emails/calls, grading expectations/policies, access to course 

information, and expectations for assignments and makeup work. Many parents would also like to see 

more consistency in the communication of policies about student behavior and the enforcement of 

those policies.  

What additional feedback/comments do you have for us that we forgot to ask about? 

 Many parents are concerned about insensitive and verbal insults among students that don’t have 

repercussions in the school. They are also concerned about an increase in cyberbullying. Parents 

said they understand that it happens, but they would like the school to inform parents about these 

situations when they occur, so they can discuss them with their children. Parents also feel these 

situations are opportunities for the school to incorporate diversity education into the curriculum.   

 Many parents feel that a large majority of school funding goes to the district’s Title I schools, 

leaving many classes and teachers in DMS without adequate resources for their lessons. One 

parent referenced a recent situation where a science teacher did not have enough scalpels for all 

student groups to dissect frogs, and some groups had to use scissors. Several parents agreed, and 

said they wish the school would communicate when it has a need so parents can work together to 

raise the funds. 

 Several parents mentioned how aesthetically displeasing and outdated the school is.  

 Several parents mentioned a lack of school spirit.  

 Some parents are impressed with the implementation of Let’s Talk!, and said responses are timely.  
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Staff and Teacher Focus Groups 

 

Before asking the discussion questions, moderators asked staff and teachers to share one word that 

described how they feel about Dahlstrom Middle School. The word cloud below shows the words 

used by participants.  The larger the word appears, the more often it was said.  

 

 

Staff and teachers were then asked to share one word to describe the leadership at Dahlstrom Middle 

School. The word cloud below shows the words used by participants. The larger the word appears, the 

more often it was said.  

 

What do you describe as the strengths of this school? 

A large majority of staff and teacher participants said that the teachers, office staff, and assistant 

principals were the strengths of the school. Participants said there is a lot of potential among the staff 

and teachers to generate the needed changes and improvements at DMS, and there is a strong sense of 

community and family. Some participants also identified the students and their potential to succeed 

given the proper attention and resources as a strength.  



Hays Consolidated Independent School District  
K12 Insight 

 

10 

What do you describe as possible areas for improvement at this school?  

A large majority of participants said there was a lack of communication and transparency between 

administration and staff and teachers, especially when it comes to how and why decisions are made.  

Many of the participants said behavioral management and consistency in enforcing policies is another 

clear opportunity for improvement. Several participants feel that students do not take the rules 

seriously and think it is OK if they get in trouble because their parents will come in and have the 

discipline/consequence removed or lessened. Participants do not feel supported by the administration 

in enforcing consequences. Some participants also shared that there was no updated student handbook 

for the 2016-2017 school year, so no one has a clear set of policies and expectations to follow for 

academics and behavior.  

Several participants said they feel stretched too thin because the school is understaffed, and not having 

adequate resources available to teach the curriculum. Some said there is a lack of clarity in expectations, 

as well as follow through with those expectations. In addition, some participants mentioned a lack of 

recognition from administration for outstanding achievements and work, and some mentioned that the 

school is not kept clean because of staffing issues with maintenance and janitors. Finally, one participant 

felt that senior administrators could make more of an effort to be present during the school day, to 

know each child by name, and interact more with the students.  

How do you think this school is perceived/compares to other schools within the district?  

A large majority of participants agreed that Dahlstrom Middle School has the reputation for being one of 

the best schools with the best students in the district, but said it is slowly changing. Some participants 

shared that teachers at the local high school used to be able to identify DMS students by their academic 

achievements, but can now identify them because they feel that school rules do not apply to them.  

Many participants said there is also a perception that parents run the school because administration 

does not hold their ground when it comes to making decisions, especially when students are involved. 

Several said that DMS used to be the place teachers wanted to be hired, but that, within the past three 

or four years, fewer want to come to DMS to teach because it continues to decline.  

Several participants said DMS is perceived as the wealthy school; however, most feel that DMS is 

underfunded, overcrowded, and outdated. Several referenced broken furniture, missing cabinet doors, 

outdated technology, lack of a good Internet connection, no hot water in science labs, electrical plugs 

that do not work, exposed plumbing, a lack of safety equipment, incomplete ADA compliance, and lack 

of supplies and adequate space for elective classes.  

Are the leaders at this school visible and accessible?  

Many participants feel the assistant principals are visible and accessible during the school day, but that 

senior administration is often off-campus because of district-level responsibilities, making them much 

less accessible. Several participants said they would like senior administration to be able to be on 

campus more often.  
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What do campus leaders do well? 

Many participants feel assistant principals are easy to work with, are supportive of staff and teachers, 

and are innovative when working with unique students and situations. One participant referenced an 

administrator’s background in law, and how that has been very useful when dealing with some student 

and parent situations.  

What do you witness at this campus that supports student achievement?  

Several participants feel that members of the campus leadership team are often willing to work one-on-

one with students and their families to resolve situations in a way that satisfies all parties. Several 

participants also said that many of the campus leaders are involved with the students, see them as 

individuals, and will work with each student to achieve success, especially those who receive special 

education services.  

Do campus leaders make decisions in the best interest of the students? 

Many participants believe campus leaders are making decisions in the best interest of students, but they 

said there is a lack of communication about how and why decisions are made. Participants would like 

more transparency in the decision-making process and resulting changes. 

What do campus leaders do that could be improved?  

Many participants said they do not feel the administration supports their decisions, especially about 

student discipline. Several participants said there should be stricter polices and expectations in place for 

students and behavior management, and they want campus leaders to be more consistent in enforcing 

those polices and holding students accountable.  

Many participants also said they would like more routine and detailed communication from senior 

administration, as well as scheduled and mandatory school-wide meetings. Several participants feel 

campus leaders need to be better advocates for the school with the district office, especially in the 

adequate distribution of funds each year. Finally, several participants said they feel campus leadership 

should focus on the mission and vision of DMS, and cultivate a more positive and supportive culture in 

the school.  

What additional feedback/comments do you have for us that we forgot to ask about? 

 Several participants said the school needs to hire additional staff, especially for inclusion, and 

the student-teacher ratio is too high. Some participants said that hiring should happen earlier in 

the summer instead of waiting until August, and they feel each year the district underestimates 

their enrollment numbers. Some participants also said there should be more training for new 

teachers, especially on topics like classroom management. 

 Several participants said there is an uneven assignment of SPED and 504 students, and some of 

the teachers assigned a large number of these students do not have the appropriate experience 

to fully support them.  
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 Some participants said they feel DMS is last on the list when the district office responds to 

requests, especially for maintenance. One participant shared that it took almost three months 

for a piece of broken glass in a door to be replaced, and the landscaping for the opening of 

school was delayed so it took place on the first day of school.  

 Some participants feel the school calendar could be more routinely updated and used for 

academic and extracurricular activities. Some participants also mentioned that they do not get 

their schedules far enough in advance to adequately prepare for the opening of school.  

 Finally, some participants said there was a concern for safety in the staff and teacher parking lot 

because there is no organization with student drop-off and pick-up, and parents are not held 

accountable for following the rules and procedures.  

 
SUMMARY OF LET’S TALK! DIALOGUES 
 

Parents not randomly selected to participate in one of the three focus groups were emailed a link to a 

custom Let’s Talk! dialogue form so they could submit a question, comment, suggestion, concern, or 

compliment, anonymously or not, about the culture and climate, school operations, and school 

leadership at Dahlstrom Middle School. The link was live April 11–24. A total of five dialogues were 

submitted, four of the dialogues were from parents/guardians and one was from an employee who is 

also a parent/guardian.  

 

Dialogues included suggestions for developing an orchestra in addition to band, as well as more time 

outside for students, such as during lunch. Dialogues also mentioned concerns about a perceived lack of 

communication between teachers and parents; a lack of consistency in and responsiveness to 

communications; a lack of consistency in enforcing discipline, including recording referrals, in addressing 

complaints and reports of bullying; the perception that teachers and DMS are on a downward slope, 

losing morale and motivation; and a decline in academic rigor in the school. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
After analyzing the findings from the focus groups and reviewing comments across the six sessions, K12 

Insight recommends the following:  

 

Further develop regular communication from the principal to staff/teachers and parents, and 

between teachers and parents. All three participant groups identified communication as one of the 

biggest opportunities for improvement. Parents, staff, and teachers would like to see more routine 

communications from the school principal rather than assistant principals. Based on participant 

feedback, K12 Insight recommends that a monthly email or newsletter be sent to parents from the 

principal at the same time each month. This email/newsletter should include an updated calendar of 

events for the month; current happenings at Dahlstrom Middle School and in the district; a spotlight 

section that identifies student, teacher, or student achievements from the previous month; and 

resources for how parents can support the development of middle school students and/or the transition 

to high school. Parents would also like to receive timely communications when unplanned or emergency 

situations arise at the school, such as having drug dogs on campus or instances of bullying. Teachers 

would also like more routine communication from the principal, as well as more transparency in school 

and district decisions.  

 

In addition to improved communication from the school and principal, parents would like more detailed 

and routine communication from teachers, as well as more consistency in how teachers communicate 

with parents. K12 Insight recommends that teachers work together to design a uniform way to 

communicate with parents and students, as well as a method for parents and students to easily access 

up-to-date course information and grades. Parents also suggested creating a Parent Liaison program in 

which there were one or two parents for each class designated to maintain the flow of communication 

between that class’ teacher and the parents of students in that class.  

 

Continue collaborations between the district, campus leadership, and campus staff and teachers to 

develop a routine communication and meeting schedule for each school year. A large majority of staff 

and teachers feel there is a lot of potential and motivation among DMS employees to generate positive 

change and improve the culture of the school. Based on feedback, K12 Insight recommends that school 

administrators continue to have monthly meetings, but that they are made mandatory and that 

administrators work with staff and teachers to design the meetings so they more effectively provide 

support. This will allow for a continuous conversation to be had throughout the year; improve 

communication, transparency, and accountability; and likely improve overall employee morale and 

satisfaction.  

 

Update and further develop the campus’ mission and vision, and student handbook. Several 

participants in the staff and teacher sessions said there is a strong sense of community and commitment 

to DMS, but that it also seems to be slowly declining each year. It is recommended that administrators, 

staff, and teachers work together to develop a unique mission and vision for Dahlstrom Middle School, 

and identify ways everyone can support and strengthen that mission and vision during each school year. 



Hays Consolidated Independent School District  
K12 Insight 

 

14 

Including the staff and teachers in the development of the school’s mission and vision will increase buy 

in from the school’s employees and further unify the school community. K12 Insight also recommends 

that teachers and administrators work together each summer to develop an updated student and 

parent handbook to be utilized for the upcoming school year. This handbook should clearly outline 

teacher, parent, and student expectations, as well as school rules and policies and the consequences for 

not following them. The policies should focus on grading, homework and make-up work, behavioral 

expectations, student discipline, methods of communication, dress codes, and drop-off and pick-up 

procedures, among other topics identified by staff and the administration. 

 

Design or further develop a school spirit campaign. Numerous participants from all three groups said 

they feel there is a lot of potential to improve the school climate. All three participant groups noted 

strong parent involvement and high staff and teacher motivation, but said there was an undesirable look 

and feel to the school. One participant referenced the look of Barton Middle School, saying that the 

hallways were a celebration of student achievement, success, and school spirit. Simple ways to begin 

increasing school spirit and cultivating a more positive climate at DMS include updating the hallways 

with student artwork, awards, accomplishments, and/or written work; having competitions for students 

to design updated informational posters, such as those for anti-bullying; and creating a mentoring 

program that pairs older students with new or younger students.  

 

Use the results from the 2016-2017 Family and Community Survey, Employee Satisfaction Survey, and 

Student Engagement Survey to further evaluate the current culture and climate at Dahlstrom Middle 

School. Hays CISD recently conducted a series of surveys for the community members, families, 

employees, and students. Each school was given a segmented report of their results for each survey.  
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DISCUSSION GUIDE  

 
Discussion guides informed each focus group session.  
 
The questions asked in each session are below. 

1. What do you describe as the strengths of this school? 
 

2. What do you describe as possible areas for improvement at this school?  
 

3. How do you think this school is perceived/compares to other schools within the district?  
 

4. Are the leaders at this school visible and accessible?  
 

5. What do campus leaders do well? 
 

6. What do you witness at this campus that supports student achievement?  
 

7. Do campus leaders make decisions in the best interest of the students? 
 

8. What do campus leaders do that could be improved?  
 

9. What additional feedback/comments do you have for us that we forgot to ask about? 
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Footnote: 

1. Lorem Ipsum Footnote one example 

2. Lorem Ipsum Footnote two example 

K12 Insight will use the focus group findings to modify the Student Engagement Survey currently 

being field-tested in several districts across the United States. It is recommended that FBISD take  

the following actions to close the loop on this initial step in examining student engagement: 
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