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Starting the new school year
Findings from a survey of K-12 parents and caregivers in Massachusetts



Survey Background
• Results based on a statewide survey of 1,549 parents of school-age 

children in Massachusetts, including oversamples of Black, Latino, 
and Asian parents.

• Continues series of polls that began in May/June of this year, with 
2 more waves to come this school year. 

• Conducted October 16 – November 1, 2020 via live telephone and 
online interviewing in English and Spanish. 

• Data was weighted to represent each race / ethnic group as well as 
the population of K-12 parents on age, gender, race, education, and 
geography.

• Sponsored by The Barr Foundation with major project input and 
assistance from The Education Trust. 
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Key findings
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• The large majority of parents say their children are either 
learning in a hybrid model or fully remote, with major 
differences by race and socioeconomic factors. 

• More in-person time is not a clear preference. Ratings for hybrid 
are the lowest of all, even lower than remote, which is 
consistent with other polls. 

• Health and safety is the number one factor parents mention in 
considering options for year. 

• By a wide margin, parents are more likely to view the impacts of 
the school year as negative than positive. 



Key findings
• Supplementing with a pod, tutor, or changing schools seems to 

be linked to greater perceptions of positive outcomes. 

• Pods are less common than attention to them would suggest. 

• Compared to last survey wave (May / June, 2020):

– Since June, more and more parents see their children as behind grade 
level, across race and socioeconomic groupings. 

– More parents of IEP or ELL students now have access to services 
compared to last year.  Looking at the shift, more now see ELL services 
as adequate, while satisfaction with IEP services have slipped. 

– Device access has improved somewhat in key demographic groups, 
while access to sufficient internet has not made gains. 
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Please keep in mind
• This survey data reflects perceptions and expectations rather 

than assessments or achievement data. It is very possible 
assessments data will show something different. 

• With parents and schools employing so many new ideas and 
formats, there are nearly infinite shades of gray on many of 
the format questions. 

• The upheaval before (changing schools, choosing formats) 
and during (changing formats) the school year adds to the 
complexity of this data. 
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Most students are remote/hybrid
• Parents are split between remote and hybrid, with few 

(11%) saying their children are doing fully in-person.

6Q: As of today, which best describes the school format for your child(ren)? 

11%

46% 46%

1%

In-person only Only remote Hybrid DK / Refused

Parents evenly split between remote / hybrid school format*
% of parents who say their child(ren)’s school format is…

* Note: Totals add up to more than 100% since some parents have children in more than 1 format. 



Who is doing all-remote school?
• There are major 

demographic differences in 
who is doing fully remote 
school this year. 

• Black, Latino, and lower 
income parents are FAR 
more likely to report fully 
remote school. 

• This strongly echoes other 
national and state polls 
done elsewhere. 
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Q: As of today, which best describes the school format 
for your child(ren)? 

Black, Latino, low-income parents have 
children in remote-only school
% of parents who say their child(ren) are learning remotely

32%
36%
37%
37%
37%
39%
39%
39%

42%
43%
43%
45%
45%
45%
46%

49%
50%
51%

54%
57%

62%
64%
65%
65%
66%

69%
71%
73%

80%

Private
White, 75K+

College degree
$100K+
Catholic

$75K - <$100K
Not Gateway City

Adv. degree
Black, 75K+

Suburban
Asian, 75K+

Rural
Latino, 75K+

Public
Overall

White, <$75K
Other language

Some college
$50 K - <$75K

High school or less
Asian, <$75K

< $50K
Gateway City

Urban
Charter

Spanish at home
Home school
Black, <$75K

Latino, <$75K



Who is in a hybrid model?
• High-income and private 

school parents more likely 
to have children in a 
hybrid model with both 
online and in-person 
learning.

• Concentrations of COVID-
19 cases are closely 
related to which districts 
offer in-person vs hybrid.

8

Q: As of today, which best describes the school format for your child(ren)? 

Hybrid model more common among high-income
% of parents who say their child(ren) are learning in a hybrid model

16%
19%

22%
28%
29%
29%
29%
31%
32%

34%
37%
38%
39%
41%

43%
44%

46%
49%
50%
51%
51%
52%
52%
53%
53%

55%
55%
56%
57%

Latino, <$75K
Home school
Black, <$75K

Spanish at home
< $50K
Urban

Charter
Catholic

Gateway City
High school or less

Asian, <$75K
$50 K - <$75K

Latino, 75K+
White, <$75K
Some college

Other language
Overall

$75K - <$100K
Public
Rural

Not Gateway City
Suburban

Asian, 75K+
College degree

Black, 75K+
White, 75K+

$100K+
Adv. degree

Private



Who is learning in-person?
• Catholic, private school, 

high-income parents more 
likely to have children 
attending school in-person.

• Many districts offer in-
person to a limited group by 
age or high needs status. 
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Q: As of today, which best describes the school format for your child(ren)? 

School type plays role in in-person learning
% of parents who say their child(ren) are learning in-person

6%
7%
7%
7%
8%
8%
8%
8%
8%
8%
8%
8%
9%
9%
9%
9%
9%
10%
11%
11%
12%
12%
13%
13%
14%

17%
17%

26%
36%

Gateway City
Black, <$75K

Latino, <$75K
Urban

Black, 75K+
Other language

Spanish at home
Suburban

$50 K - <$75K
Public

Some college
< $50K

White, <$75K
Home school

Rural
Asian, 75K+

Asian, <$75K
Adv. degree

Overall
High school or less

$100K+
Charter

Not Gateway City
White, 75K+

College degree
Latino, 75K+

$75K - <$100K
Private

Catholic



Many prefer remote schooling
• In a national Ed Choice survey*, parents of color were most supportive 

of remote schooling. 

• In the current Massachusetts survey (as we will see), hybrid is not 
rated more highly than remote schooling. 
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30% 28%
36% 32%

41%

65% 69%
61% 64%

38%

69% 69%
74% 71%

77%

Overall White Black Latino Asian

In person Hybrid Remote

Parents are mostly not looking for full in-person school, many prefer remote 
% of parents who support each mode in a national survey by EdChoice, Oct 12-29, 2020

Q: Do you support or oppose the following school approaches to educating K-12 students in the current school year? 
Completely in-person with required safety measures (for example: masks, social distancing). Completely online. Mix 
of in-person and online
* Source: EdChoice national survey, K-12 parents, Oct 2020. 

https://edchoice.morningconsultintelligence.com/downloads/


Hybrid / Remote
• A recent Pew study also found 

hybrid parents more concerned 
than remote parents about their 
children falling behind. 

• The ordering of reactions to 
hybrid vs remote is one of the 
most striking and consistent 
findings across the surveys that 
exist so far. 
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Source: Pew Research Center national survey, Oct 13-19, 2020

https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2020/10/29/most-parents-of-k-12-students-learning-online-worry-about-them-falling-behind/


What other choices parents had
• Parents were mostly choosing between remote and hybrid, more 

only had 1 of the 2 available. Few had in-person available. 
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Doing in-person 
(11%)

Doing remote 
(46%)

Doing hybrid 
(46%)

In person only NA 10% 19%

Only remote 53% NA 61%

Hybrid 34% 48% NA

No other options 19% 41% 28%

DK / Refused 2% 4% 6%

Most parents only had remote, hybrid, or both available to them
% of parents doing each format who say they also had ________ available to them
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Q: If applicable, what other school format options did your GRADE LEVEL child’s school or district provide? 



Upheaval: who has changed already?
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22% of parents say their child’s school format 

has changed since the beginning of the year.

Among this 
group…

35% say their 
child moved to 

in-person.
52% say their 

child moved to 
remote-only.

13% say their 
child moved to a 

hybrid model.

Q: You mentioned your GRADE LEVEL child is IN SCHOOL FORMAT. Is this the way your child began the school year? 
PROBE IF NO: How did your child begin the school year – were they only attending class in person, attending only 
remote online classes, or were they attending a mix of in-person and online classes? 



What mattered to parents? 
• Health and safety was the number one factor for parents 

when considering their options for the year. 
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Reason Cited %

Health and safety 50%

Academic / learning opportunities 38%

What the school / district offered 27%

Opportunity for kids to socialize 25%

Work schedules 15%

Child care 12%

Special learning needs 12%

Household budget 9%

Other 8%

DK / Refused 3%

Health and safety was the most important consideration for parents
% of parents who cited each factor as important in considering their options this school year

Q: What factors were most important to you as you considered the best option for 
your child(ren) and family this school year?

* Note: Totals add up to more than 100% since respondents can choose more than one. 



What mattered by school type
• The top factors parents considered were closely tied to the type of 

school their children attend.
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Parents with children in different school types cited different factors as most important
% of parents with children in each school type who cited each factor as important in considering their options

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Health and safety

Academic /
learning opportunities

What the school /
district offered

Opportunity for
kids to socialize

Public Charter

Catholic Private

Q: What factors were most important to you as you 
considered the best option for your child(ren) and 
family this school year?



What mattered by format
• Remote-only parents are most likely to cite health and safety. Hybrid 

parents also looked for learning opportunities and  socialization. In-
person parents express a range of reasons.  
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Academic/learning
opportunities

Health and safety

What the
school/district offered

Opportunity for kids to
socialize

Child care

Work schedules

In person only

Remote only

Hybrid

Parents with children in different modes cited different factors as important
% of parents who cited each factor as important in considering their options

Q: What factors were most important to you as you 
considered the best option for your child(ren) and family 
this school year?



School alternatives & supplements
• Many parents have opted for alternatives or supplements to learning with 

pods, tutors, or even enrollment in a different school. 

• Those with younger children are more likely to be using these approaches, 
somewhat flattening other typical differences by race or income.

17For full text for each question, please see topline.

Parents of younger children using school alternatives and supplements
% of parents who say they…

15%

11%
13%

19%

14%

17%

15%

10%

13%

11%
9% 9%

Have child(ren) in a pod Hired a tutor because of changes
this year

Enrolled child(ren) in different
school due to COVID-19

Overall K - 4th grade 5th - 8th grade 9th - 12th grade



Pod participation 
• Overall, few students in education pods this year relative to the media 

coverage they have received. National poll: 14% in a pod.*

• There is less demographic variation than expected than anticipated in 
education pods in Massachusetts. 
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Overall White Black Latino Asian

15% 15% 14% 13% 13%

< $50K $50-$75K $75- $100K $100K+

15% 18% 16% 15%

Pod participation is unusual and not skewed by race or income
% of parents who say they are participating in a pod arrangement 

Q: Some parents have arranged to join together with other families to help with at-home learning and balance 
child care. This is often called a “pod”. Is your child/are any of your children part of a pod arrangement, or not? 

* National Parents United / Echelon Insights national K-12 parent poll Sep 21-29, 2020  

https://mercuryllc.app.box.com/s/53n19nhwnq6ekpxoagkoag1vf21tv49y


How’s it going? 
• Parents express the most positive views of individual teachers. 

• This matches a well established pattern in education polling, where 
things that are closer get higher ratings. 
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The 
District

The 
School

The 
Teacher

Doing the best they can 50% 57% 67%

Could be doing much better 21% 17% 13%

Could be doing a little better 26% 24% 17%

DK / Refused 3% 2% 3%

Parents give higher ratings to teachers than to schools or districts
% of parents who say districts, schools, teachers are _____________

Q: Under the circumstances, do you think READ FIRST ITEM could be doing much 
better, could be doing a little better, or are they doing the best they can? What 
about READ NEXT ITEM?



Satisfaction and school type
• More than half of parents (57%) say their child’s school is doing the best they 

can under the circumstances, but there are differences by school type. 

• Parents with children at Catholic and private schools are more likely to say 
their child’s school is doing the best they can.

20Q: Under the circumstances, do you think your child’s school could be doing a little better, could be doing much 
better, or is doing the best they can?

Catholic and private school parents more likely to say school doing its best
% of parents who say their child’s school…

57% 57%
50%

58%

69%

41% 42%

50%

42%

31%

Overall Public Charter Catholic Private

Doing the best they can Could be doing better



Middling marks on teacher/school tech use
• Overall, parents give their children the best marks for using remote 

learning technology, while less than half say their child’s teacher or school 
uses it “very well.”

• Catholic and private school parents rate their schools more highly. 
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Tech usage varies by school type, with private, Catholic schools rated highest
% of parents who say _____ uses remote learning technology “very well”

Q: How well would you say _____ uses remote learning technology?

53% 52% 52%

65%
68%

49% 47%

55% 55%

75%

42%
39%

50%
52%

60%

Overall District Public Charter Catholic Private

Your child Your child's teacher Your child's school overall



More appear to fall behind
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White Black Latino Asian
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10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Before June Oct

< $50K $50 K - <$75K $75K - <$100K $100K+

• More parents now say their 
children are behind grade level 
since the pandemic began.

• There remain gaps by race and 
income on these measures.

• So far, all we have is parental 
perception, not actual 
assessment data to back this 
up. Income

Race

More parents say children behind grade level
% in each group who say children are behind grade level

Q: Prior to the coronavirus crisis, do you think your GRADE LEVEL 

child’s academics were at grade level, behind grade level, or ahead 

of grade level? How about now?



Falling behind by format
• Parents are concerned their children are falling behind 

more and more, particularly those in hybrid formats. 

• This is perception rather than based on assessments. 
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12% 12%
15%

10%

28%

17%

27%

31%

Overall In person
only

Remote
only

Hybrid

Before pandemic Now

Hybrid parents show the biggest increase in students behind grade level
% of parents in each format who think their child is behind grade level

Q: Prior to the coronavirus crisis, do you think your GRADE LEVEL child’s academics were at grade level, 

behind grade level, or ahead of grade level? How about now?



School ratings by format
• Remote and hybrid parents see schools and teachers as doing 

their best, even as they anticipate negative impacts on their 
kids. 
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35%

44%
50%49%

57%

66%

54%
60%

73%

The district The school The teacher

In person only Remote only Hybrid

Hybrid and remote parents offer higher ratings than in-person parents 
% of parents in each format who say the school is “doing the best they can”



Positive / negative impacts
• Parents see a range of negative effects of this school year 

including social, emotional, and academic impacts.
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18%

18%

19%

23%

49%

58%

49%

52%

31%

23%

31%

23%

Social / behavioral skills

Opportunities for friendships

Mental / emotional health

Academic learning

No
Negative                   Positive           Difference  DK

Half or more parents see a range of negative impacts of the current school year 
% of parents who say the impact of this year has been ___________ on each issue

Q: Would you say the changes to school this year have had a positive or negative impact on your GRADE 

LEVEL child’s READ FIRST ITEM, or has it made no difference? PROBE: And is that a major or minor 

positive/negative impact?



Impacts: race and income

Overall White Black Latino Asian < $50K
$50-
$75K

$75K-
$100K $100K+

Academic learning -29% -34% -7% -14% -30% -8% -21% -37% -35%

Mental or emotional 
health

-30% -35% -11% -15% -25% -13% -31% -32% -35%

Social and behavioral 
skills

-31% -36% -20% -15% -26% -18% -24% -33% -38%

Opportunities to form or 
maintain friendships

-40% -43% -20% -35% -40% -27% -32% -38% -44%
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• Higher income and white parents were most pessimistic 
about the impacts of this year on their children. 

White and higher income parents more likely to perceive negative impacts 
“Net impacts” in each area (% who said positive - % who said negative)

Q: Would you say the changes to school this year have had a positive or negative impact on your GRADE 

LEVEL child’s READ FIRST ITEM, or has it made no difference? PROBE: And is that a major or minor 

positive/negative impact?



Impacts: pods, help, new schools
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• Pods, hiring help, and changing schools are all 
associated with less negative perceived impacts. 

POD HIRE HELP CHANGE SCHOOL

Overall Yes No Yes No Yes No

Academic learning -29% 6% -35% 9% -40% 17% -39%

Mental or emotional health -30% 9% -38% 7% -41% 11% -40%

Social and behavioral skills -31% 2% -38% 3% -41% 12% -41%

Opportunities to form or maintain 
friendships

-40% 4% -48% 3% -52% 13% -51%

Pods, tutors, and changing schools seem to mitigate negative perceived impacts
“Net impacts” in each area (% who said positive - % who said negative)

Q: Would you say the changes to school this year have had a positive or negative impact on your GRADE 

LEVEL child’s READ FIRST ITEM, or has it made no difference? PROBE: And is that a major or minor 

positive/negative impact?



Impacts: school format
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In 
person 

only
Remote 

only Hybrid
Remote, 

White
Hybrid, 
White

Remote, 
Latino

Hybrid, 
Latino

Remote, 
Black

Hybrid, 
Black

Remote, 
Asian

Hybrid, 
Asian

Academic learning 28% -25% -46% -30% -49% -19% -41% -3% -25% -20% -48%

Mental or emotional 
health

23% -26% -48% -29% -51% -21% -29% -5% -30% -18% -39%

Social and behavioral 
skills

23% -28% -46% -33% -49% -11% -57% -18% -32% -30% -30%

Opportunities to form or 
maintain friendships

22% -41% -52% -44% -54% -40% -50% -22% -27% -37% -50%

• In-person parents see more positive impacts. 

• Across the board, hybrid parents are more pessimistic about the impact 
of this year than are remote parents. This holds even considering initial 
format differences by race.

Parents of children in hybrid school offered the most negative ratings
“Net impacts” in each area (% who said positive - % who said negative)

Q: Would you say the changes to school this year have had a positive or negative impact on your GRADE 

LEVEL child’s READ FIRST ITEM, or has it made no difference? PROBE: And is that a major or minor 

positive/negative impact?



More now getting IEP services 
• More students are receiving IEP services now, but more are 

finding them inadequate than in the May / June wave. 
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57%

11%

27%

5%

59%

27%

8% 6%

Adequate Inadequate Have not received
services

DK / Refused

June October

More parents now say IEP services are available, but many say inadequate. 
% of parents of an IEP student who say IEP services are _____________

Q: Would you say the IEP services your GRADE LEVEL child receives this year have been adequate 

or inadequate, or have they not received IEP services?



More now getting ELL services
• More parents now say ELL services are available 

and adequate compared to the end of last year.
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63%

10%

21%

5%

79%

11%
6% 4%

Adequate Inadequate Have not received
services

DK / Refused

June October

Many more parents now say ELL services are adequate
% of parents of an ELL student who say ELL services are _____________. 

Q: Would you say the English Language Learner services your GRADE LEVEL child receives this year 

have been adequate or inadequate, or have they not received English Language Learner services?



Device access has improved
• It appears efforts to improve access to sufficient devices has 

improved, though some work remains with lower income parents. 
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87% 90%
83%

78%
82%

74%

82%
87%

93%90%
91%

79%

89%
93%

80%

90% 92% 95%

Overall White Black Latino Asian < $50K $50 K -
<$75K

$75K -
<$100K

$100K+

June October

Improved access to sufficient devices in key demographic groups. 
% of parents who say they have enough devices in their home for work and school 

Q: Does your family have access to enough devices such as computers and tablets for everyone who needs one for 
work or school tasks, or do you not have enough? 



Internet access remains a challenge
• Unlike device access, access to *sufficient* internet has not grown since the 

May / June wave of this survey. 

• “Sufficient” takes on new meanings as more are using streaming video and 
other higher demand formats for education. 
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89% 90%
85% 88% 89%

81%
86% 87%

95%
87% 90%

73%
81%

85%
77%

85% 87%
92%

Overall White Black Latino Asian < $50K $50 K -
<$75K

$75K -
<$100K

$100K+

June October

Little change in overall internet access, declines among parents of color. 
% of Massachusetts parents who say they have sufficient internet in their home for work and school. 

Q: Does your family have good enough internet access to keep up on school and 
work tasks, or is it not good enough for what your family needs? 



Live online classes make up bulk of day
• A majority of remote and hybrid students spend at least 2 hours/day in 

live online classes, with many spending 4+.

• Pre-recorded material and offline coursework is still a key part of the 
overall academic day.
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Remote 
only Hybrid

Attend live online 
classes

Less than 2 hours/day 18% 29%

2-4 hours/day 34% 34%

4+ hours/day 44% 32%

Watch pre-recorded 
material

Less than 2 hours/day 51% 49%

2-4 hours/day 15% 14%

4+ hours/day 7% 3%

Work on offline 
coursework

Less than 2 hours/day 51% 50%

2-4 hours/day 29% 31%

4+ hours/day 9% 9%
Note: “Not offered” and “Don’t Know / Refused” results not included in this table. See crosstabs for full results.

Live online classes are typical school day for many remote/hybrid students
% of parents who say their child spends _____ doing each of the following

Q: When your GRADE LEVEL child is learning from home, how often do they…



Tech impact on live online learning
• Those without enough devices or good enough internet spend less time 

learning live online.

• But school intervention shows bright spot – those who received a 
device from school spend more time learning live online.
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66%

51%

66%
58%

72%

51%

Enough devices Not enough
devices

Good enough
internet

Not good
enough internet

Received school
device

Did not receive
school device

Tech access, devices enable expanded live online learning at home
% of parents in each group who say their child spends 2+ hours a day attending live online classes

Q: When your GRADE LEVEL child is learning from home, how often do they…
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