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FOREWORD

To say that the past year has been demanding for independent schools would be a vast 

understatement. School leaders were tasked with an array of challenges including meeting COVID 

health and safety protocols, ensuring high caliber educational offerings both in-person and online, 

responding to increased demand for financial assistance, focusing on retention, including cohorts of 

public school transfers – all while continually demonstrating the outstanding value of the independent 

school experience. Based on our interactions over the past year, all indications are that the 

overwhelming majority of private schools met the challenge with flying colors.

Last year, to assist schools in responding to an unprecedented challenge, we partnered with YouGov 

to conduct a survey examining the experiences and attitudes of parents in both public and private 

schools. The results were illuminating and instructive. Many school leaders told us that the study 

helped guide their decision-making.  

This year, schools find themselves having to deliver exceptional quality in every facet of their 

operation while once again facing the challenges of COVID. To support schools in that effort, we again 

have partnered with YouGov in a research project. To further our commitment to helping independent 

and parochial schools deliver an exceptional family experience through digital transformation, we 

decided this year to focus exclusively on private school parents.

Our survey was wide-ranging, exploring the many ways that parents interact with their children’s 

schools—of course with a particular focus on technology. 

This year we wanted to do more than just report on the data. We dug deeper and mined the survey 

results to extract insights that would be instructive to independent school leaders. We sought out 

the themes that had the potential to raise the bar at which all schools perform. As schools endeavor 

to grow and improve while facing the realities of of COVID, the status quo is not an option. They must 
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move forward and our hope is that this report, with the guidance it offers, will help propel schools 

to success. 

To make the report most useful we gathered survey insights into four themes:

• The impact of Covid

• Enriching the parent experience

• Parents and technology

• Enhancing the value proposition for parents 

On that basis, we created an index that will allow readers to focus on areas that they consider 

a priority. 

For us, there were a number of key takeaways to this year’s study:

• Covid had a very significant impact on the schools parents chose for their children. Almost one-
third of parents changed schools for 2020-21.

• Despite all obstacles and challenges, parents report that the value of private school increased.

• Technology is having a positive impact on parents’ experience – in their relationships, engagement 
and decision-making with schools.

• There are a number of ways in which schools can enhance parents’ experience particularly as it 
relates to enrollment, communication and fundraising.

• Parents awareness and understanding of teaching and learning methodologies is a work in 
progress.

We have no doubt that school leaders will rise to the challenges represented by 2021-22 and deliver 

extraordinary experiences for students and their families. With this study, we renew our commitment 

to private and parochial schools and enhancing the digital transformation for the K–12 educational 

experience.
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Project Overview and Methodology
This report is the result of a survey conducted by YouGov on behalf of Blackbaud K–12 Solutions that 
was a follow-up to a similar study conducted in the summer of 2020. The study’s purpose was twofold. 
First, it aimed to establish benchmarks by revisiting a number of questions parents were asked last 
year. Second, it was designed to gain an understanding of parent perceptions on a wide range of 
topics including the impact of COVID-19, various aspects related to technology and many elements of 
the parent experience.  

The survey focused on independent schools and included a total of 1,000 parents with children who 
completed grades K-11 at a private school in the 2019-2020 academic year or will have at least one child 
attending a private school in the 2021-2022 academic year. In contrast, last year’s study reflected the 
views of over 7,000 parents with children in both public and private schools, over 900 of whom were 
enrolled in a private school.

Data collection occurred between July 11 and 21, 2021. After that, the full sample of parents was 
weighted to be nationally representative of all parents of K-12 students in the U.S. Next, the sample of 
only private school parents was weighted to ensure the sample reflected the information collected 
about the private school market.

School Choice and Satisfaction
Figure 1: Covid dramatically impacted parents’ choice of schools for their children.

2021 2020
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In this year’s study almost 1/3 (32%) of parents reported that they had changed their child’s school 
for 2020-21. In the 2020 study, 21% of parents said they had made plans to change or had already 
changed their child’s school for 2020-21. That could indicate that a significant number of parents 
changed schools even after last year’s study was conducted in July 2020. Interestingly, the percentage 
of parents who said they did not change or consider changing their child’s school or type of schooling 
dropped from 44% last year to 34% this year. Notwithstanding that decline, there was still a significant 
swath of parents whose decision-making was unaffected by Covid.

Although parents were asked if they changed or considered changing schools as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, it is possible that some changes were the result of moving to different states or 
cities. In its 2020-21 Trendbook, NAIS presents a study indicating that 26% of Millennials relocated for 
financial reasons in 2020. That may be particularly relevant considering that 56% of respondents to 
this study were Millennials.

Figure 2: Parents’ reasons for choosing private school require a deeper look.

 

An initial look at these results may lead to some head-scratching. For example, how is it possible that 
only 58% of parents felt that Academics was a reason for choosing a private school? Intuitively, you 
would think that the quality of academic programs would be chosen by the vast majority of parents. 
The same could be said about Overall Success which was chosen by only 53% of parents.

2021 2020
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For most parents, there is a certain interchangeability in many of the terms of reference. For example, 
choosing a private school for Academics could almost be synonymous with choosing it for Overall 
Success. Likewise, the distinctions between Ethics and Morality and Social Emotional Support can be 
subtle. If we combine terms to create categories, a clearer picture emerges.

Figure 3: Parents’ reasons for choosing private school require a deeper look.

 

Those results are closer to what one might expect to see. They also are instructive to schools in 
understanding that while parents know what they are looking for, they may express it in different 
ways. The relatively low rating of College Acceptance could be due to the fact that only 39% of 
respondents had a child in high school.
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Because of the huge financial commitment parents make to send their 
kids to private school, their satisfaction with their child’s educational 
experience does not guarantee re-enrollment decisions.

While parents are overwhelmingly satisfied with various aspects of their child’s private school 
experience, satisfaction with the overall value of private school is lacking. Only 38% of parents said they 
were “extremely satisfied” with the value of their investment in private schools. With the amount of 
money parents are paying in tuition, schools should hope that more than four in ten are extremely sure 
they are getting their money’s worth. Even 77% of parents who are extremely or very satisfied seems like 
a marker that could be higher. In addition, almost ¼ (22%) of parents have neutral to negative views on 
the value of their investment. Schools would be wise to understand that because of the huge financial 
commitment parents make to send their kids to private school, their satisfaction with their child’s
educational experience does not guarantee re-enrollment decisions.

Figure 4: Parents are happy with their child’s experience at school, but not so sure 
they are getting their money’s worth.
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Perspectives On Technology
 
Figure 5: Uses for technology are important criteria in school choice.

 

Parents view a school’s uses of technology as important criteria in choosing a school. When asked how 
important each of a number of aspects of technology are in selecting schools, even the lowest rated 
choice – virtual tours – was chosen by 70% of respondents. Parent portals, that provide a wide array of 
information about the school and students, was the most popular choice at 90%.                   
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Figure 6: Parents’ views on the impact of technology are shifting.   

                                                                                                         
 

More important to me No change

Strengthened my 
relationship with my 
child’s school

No change Strengthened 
student-teacher 
relationships

No change

More positive No changeLess important to me

Weakened my 
relationship with my 
child’s school

Weakened 
student-teacher 
relationships

More negative

Become more 
engaged

Caused no 
change

Decreased my level
of engagement

While in the 2020 study, 71% of parents said that 
technology used for teaching and learning had become 
more important than before COVID, that proportion fell 
to 62% in 2021. It could be that after a year of coping 
with COVID, parents’ priorities shifted. Perhaps they 
realized that there are aspects of technology’s impact 
on the educational experience that are more or equally 
important than teaching and learning, particularly as 
education itself became less-reliant on technology with 
schools reopening for in-person instruction. For example, 
in this year’s study, 65% of parents reported that their 
view of how technology impacts personalized learning 
was more positive than it was prior to COVID. That’s an 
increase from 59% in 2020. Likewise, 60% of parents in 
this year’s study felt that, compared to its pre-pandemic 
impact, technology had strengthened their relationship 
with their child’s school. That’s a dramatic increase from 
the 51% who expressed that view last year.

Figure 7: Technology has fueled greater 
parent engagement.
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Almost two-thirds of parents (62%) feel that technology has allowed them to be more engaged in their 
child’s day-to-day classroom experience than they were before the pandemic. Parent engagement is key 
to the success of any school at any time. The fact that technology is increasing parent engagement is 
absolutely a silver lining to COVID.
 
Figure 8: The prospect of in-person learning is changing parents’ technology
expectations.

Technology

Immediate access to grades

Virtual learning if in-person not possible

Easy to be involved in the school 
community

Running school from administrative/
management perspective

Parent portal

Interactive assignments, programs, 
apps for students

Teaching & learning resources

Tuition, enrollment, financial aid

2021 Investment 
Expectation

Rank

1

2

3

4

4

4

5

6

Rank

3

N/A

2

4

5

1

1

N/A

%

46

44

43

40

40

40

37

34

%

48

N/A

51

45

44

56

56

N/A

2020 Investment 
Expectation

In 2020 we asked parents what technology investments they expected their child’s school to make in 
the future. This year, we asked the same question but with a focus on the return to in-person learning. 
The change in perspective produced a dramatic change in preferences. Items that were ranked highest 
in 2020—teaching and learning resources along with interactive assignments—fell to the fifth and fourth 
rank respectively. The most desired technology investment this year was immediate access to grades, 
which mirrors the choice of a parent portal as the most important technology criterion in choosing a 
school. All options attracted lower percentages in 2021. Perhaps that reflects less urgency in parents’ 
expectations regarding technology investment as on-site learning resumes.

The most desired technoloy investment [in 2021] was immediate access 
to grades, which mirrors the choice of a parent portal as the most 
important technology criterion in choosing a school.
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Communication
 
Figure 9: Parents want very frequent communication, email preferably. 

Prior to COVID, schools were concerned that they were over-communicating and that parents were 
being inundated with email. During COVID, the prevailing wisdom was that it was impossible to over-
communicate – that parents had an unquenchable thirst for information. As we move into a different 
phase, it would seem that parents’ desire for communication has not abated. Over half of parents (51%) 
want communication more frequently than once a week and 21% want to hear from their child’s school 
daily
 
An overwhelming 78% of parents prefer email communication, whether it is self-contained or includes 
links to other sources. Schools may want to consider creating hybrid e-communication with some 
self-contained items and some items that link elsewhere. Alternatively, given the desired frequency of 
communication, schools could use some of each type of e-newsletter.
 
Figure 10: Parents want immediate access, but are schools keeping pace?

78%
of private school parents 

say their child’s school 
offers a single online 

resource center
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When asked about being able to access their child’s academic progress and/or grades, 49% of parents 
want immediate access to grades and progress on assignments while 43% of parents want weekly 
updates on academic progress. Practically, a parent portal is the only way to deliver immediate updates 
and likely the only viable way to deliver weekly updates. Based on that, it’s fair to say that the way to 
meet 92% of parent expectations is with a parent portal. Yet, only 78% of parents say that their school 
offers a single online resource center. Going back to a previous question, 90% of parents said that 
whether a school uses an online parent portal is important when selecting a school. To satisfy current 
parents and attract prospective parents, more schools need to have a parent portal
 
Figure 11: Some areas of parent engagement need more attention.
In general, how well does your child’s school perform keeping parents involved and informed regarding 
each of the following areas?

Looking at the first column of this chart, it would appear that parents are overwhelmingly satisfied 
with all aspects of school engagement. However, a closer look reveals some deficiencies. When it 
comes to keeping parents involved and informed, there are some areas that are critically important. 
Examples are “emergency situations” and “student health concerns.” However, regarding those, almost 
one-third of parents felt schools could do no better than “somewhat well.” Similarly, in those areas, only 
56% and 55% of parents felt the school was performing very well. For essential areas of engagement, 
those percentages seem low. Also, the engagement ranking of some of these areas may not reflect 
their relative importance to parents. For example, looking at both the “Top 2” and the “Very Well” 
results, schools are doing a better job communicating or engaging parents regarding tuition payments 
(52%/88%) than they are about mental health and SEL resources (47%/83%) or academic progress 
(48%/87%).

Updates on academic progress

Tuition payments

School health concerns

Mental health and social emotional learning 
resources
Maintaining engagement with the guidance 
department

Extracurricular activities/updates

Fundraising events

Emergency situations

Athletics/sports updates; schedules

School closures

Top 2 Very Well Somewhat 
Well

Not Very 
Well

Not Well 
at All

87

88

86

83

85

87

88

81

87

86

48

52

55

47

44

56

44

46

46

55

39

37

31

35

41

31

44

35

41

30

9

7

9

8

8

9

6

12

8

11

3

2

4

4

3

3

2

2

3

2



Enrollment
 
Figure 12: Parents find the enrollment process is easy and well explained but it could 
be better.
 

When it comes to something as critical as enrollment, the fact that 61% finding the process very easy 
and 63% feel very well informed isn’t overly impressive. Considering that enrollment is a lifeline for 
schools, “Somewhat easy” and “somewhat well” are not very high thresholds of success.
 
Figure 13: Parents want more of the enrollment process online—and there’s room for 
improvement.

90% or more 70-89% 50-69% Less than 50%
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It’s certainly impressive that almost three-quarters (74%) of parents are able to complete 70% or more 
of the enrollment process online. However, in 2021 the goal for schools should be closer to 100% being 
done online. Against that measure, 70% online capability is only fair to good. That is borne out by the 
fact that the majority of parents (62%) want to be able to complete even more of the process online.
 
Academic Methodologies, Terms And Satisfaction
 
Figure 14: Parents are very unfamiliar with academic terms and unaware of 
academic approaches being used.

 

It’s reasonable to equate “Have you heard of” (2021) with being “very or somewhat familiar with” (2020) 
and on that basis, familiarity with all academic terms has decreased substantially in the past year. In fact, 
it seems almost unbelievable that only 39% of parents have heard of project-based learning, particularly 
when in 2020, 67% of parents met the higher threshold of very or somewhat familiar. In addition, it is 
highly unlikely that only 25% of schools are using project-based learning, which again reflects parents’ 
great unfamiliarity.
 
There are a number of possible explanations. Perhaps parents know what their children are doing but 
they just don’t know the nomenclature. It could also be that many of these teaching/learning techniques 
were sidelined by Covid and that accounts for the lack of familiarity. Or, in the past year, school-home 
communication may have been dominated by issues related to Covid and that led to decreased 
awareness?
 

Hybrid learning

Personalized learning

Project-based learning

Autonomous learning

21st-century skills

Flipped classroom

Competency-based learning

Mastery-based education

2021 “Have you 
heard of”

Academic Term/Approach 2020 “very/somewhat 
familiar with”

2021 Used in your 
child’s school

50% 29%

44% 73% 28%

39% 67% 25%

39% 63% 25%

33% 59% 23%

31% 17%

30% 53% 18%

21% 43% 12%
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Figure 15: Views on the future use of academic approaches reveal the imperative for 
improved communication.

 

There is clearly a huge gap between the academic approaches parents say they want to be used in 
schools and what is likely to happen in schools. For example, only 22% of parents say they want 
project-based learning (PBL) to be utilized in the future, but the likelihood is that the vast majority of 
schools will continue to use PBL.
 
The most likely explanation for the discrepancy is that parents are unfamiliar with academic 
nomenclature. To corroborate that reasoning, when parents were shown a description of Competency-
Based Education (CBE), 86% of them were either very interested or interested in this educational 
strategy. Yet, in the previous question, with no explanation offered, only 25% of parents said they 
wanted CBE used in schools. This clearly demonstrates that when educational strategies are explained 
to parents, they become more interested.
 
These findings strongly indicate that there is a critical imperative for schools to do a much better job of 
communicating with parents regarding academic terms and approaches.
 
Figure 16: Despite the loss of academic skills, the value of private school increases.
 

67%
noticed loss of 
academic skills 
during COVID

I noticed some loss of 
academic skills during 
the COVID-19 pandemic 
distance learning

I did not notice a loss 
of academic skills 
during the COVID-19 
pandemic distance 
learning

Don’t know/not sure

The value increased The value stayed the same The value decrease
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While 67% of parents noticed a loss of academic skills as a result of prolonged distance learning, 56% of 
parents said that the value of private school increased in the past year compared to prior years. Perhaps 
the loss of skills was offset by other factors in private schools (particularly when compared to public 
schools) such as more in-person learning days, a greater sense of community, better communication, 
teacher preparedness or the use of technology. It’s also interesting to note that in a previous question, 
77% of parents indicated they were very or somewhat satisfied with the value of their investment in 
private school, while in this question only 56% felt there was an increase in value. It may be fair to say 
that parents were not expecting an increase in value in a year dominated by the pandemic.
 
Finance and Tuition
 
Figure 17: Instructions regarding tuition should be easier to find.

While 86% of parents found it “very easy” or “easy” 
to find instructions about paying tuition or resolving 
outstanding balances, only 52% found it very easy. For 
something that is critically important, you would hope 
that barely more than half of parents are very easily 
able to locate instructions. In addition, the question 
did not specifically ask about finding instructions 
online. If this includes information conveyed by mail, 
email and online, then 52% seems like a very low bar.

Very easy

Easy

Neutral

Difficult

Very difficult

 
Figure 18: Availability of financial aid is important to school choice, but far more 
important when applying for financial aid.

As expected, the availability of financial aid is much more of a factor in school choice for those 
parents who are applying for it. However, it’s impressive that 78% of those did not apply for 
financial aid felt it was very or somewhat important to school choice. It could be that some 
of those families were considering applying for financial aid but chose not to. It could also 
be that the availability of financial aid is perceived as making an important statement about 
a school’s inclusivity and the empathy it has for its families.                                                                  
                                                                                                                                                                       

Very Important

Somewhat Important

Not Very Important

Not At All Important

OverallImportance of Financial Aid to 
School Choice

Applied for Financial 
Aid = Yes

Applied for Financial 
Aid = No

54% 41%

33% 26%

70%

37%

7% 3% 12%

5% 1% 12%
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Schools should ensure that details of their financial aid program can be easily found on websites and in 
recruitment collateral.
 
Fundraising
 
Figure 19: The fundraising outlook is much better than a year ago.

 

By all measures, the fundraising outlook for next year is much brighter than it was a year ago. More 
parents have given in the past and more plan to give in the future. In addition, there is a very significant 
increase in the percentage of parents who plan to give more in the next academic year. Those results 
are impressive when measured against NAIS data (2019-20 Trendbook) that indicates that 68% of 
current parents participated in annual fund giving and that the percentage of current parents making an 
annual gift has fallen since 2013.       
 
Figure 20: Parents’ giving intentions are encouraging.

When asked how much they intend to donate to their child’s school in the next twelve months, 25% of 
parents indicated that they would be giving $1,000 or more. 
 

Have given in the past 12 months

Have given in the past; not past 12 months

Total: Have given in the past

Plan to donate the same

Plan to donate more

Plan to donate in the future

2021 2020

N/A

41%

42%

N/A

83%

39%

59%

77%

54%

37%

73% 65%

$100-$500

Less than $100

$500-$1,000

$1,000-$5,000

More than $10,000

$5,000-$10,000

6%

20%

18%

25%

10%

15%
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Figure 21: Changes in giving preferences reflect parents’ desire for community.

 

Parents were asked which charitable activities related to their child’s school they contributed to in the 
past and which ones they would consider contributing to in the future. The two activities where there 
is a significant difference between past behavior and future intent are attending an event and making a 
gift while visiting a school. Both of those seem to reflect optimism about and desire for more in-person 
interaction. Parents, as well as their children, have been affected by the social impact of COVID.
 
Figure 22: Schools need to make it easier for parents to donate online.

 
Only 72% of parents say that there is an online donation/giving tool that easily allows them to donate 
to the school. Ideally, that should be much closer to 100%. In 2021, it’s not unreasonable to expect that 
today every private school would have a way for parents to donate online.  In fact, the 2020-21 NAIS 
Trendbook reports that total online giving in K-12 schools steadily increased from 2014 to 2020. Perhaps 
the problem is that parents are not able to “easily” donate online. Either way, schools need to up their 
game.

Attend an event (auction, dinner, gala)

Activity

Online giving day

Fundraising letter/campaign

Respond to individual request from 

None of the above

Make gift while visiting school (event, performance, game)

Will give in the future Gave in the past

38%

46%

47%

43%

46%

26%

11%

47%

23%

8%

39% 32%



20Moving Forward: Enriching the Parent Experience with a Focus on Technology

Summary and Recommendations

The impact of Covid cannot be overstated.

For parents everything from their choice of schools to their views on priorities in technology were 
deeply affected by Covid. Parents said the value of private school increased as a result of Covid, while 
at the same time attributing a loss of academic skills to the impact of the pandemic. Even parents’ 
preferences for fundraising events were impacted by Covid.

While we hope that the worst of Covid is behind us, schools must be sensitive to the all-encompassing 
ways in which Covid impacts the needs, perspectives and preferences of parents.

The broad impact of technology requires responsiveness.

The effects of technology are pervasive. In fact, a majority of parents said that technology had 
deepened their engagement with their child’s school. Also, as circumstances change, parents’ 
perceptions of technology also change. Last year, parents deeply valued technology’s impact on 
teaching and learning. This year, as the pandemic recedes, parents are more interested in how 
technology can create more personalized learning and improve their relationship with schools. 
Expectations regarding technology investment have also shifted from last year’s emphasis on interactive 
assignments to this year’s focus on access to grades. Not unreasonably, parents want schools to provide 
greater online capacity when it comes to staying up to date on their child’s academic progress and want 
more effectiveness regarding both paying tuition and making donations.

Technology now impacts every aspect of school life for all stakeholders. In particular, schools must 
recognize that technology has a powerful impact on the parent experience. That necessitates both 
responsiveness and agility in order to be aware of changing or evolving parent needs and be prepared 
to take action.

The parent perspective is paramount.

There is a gulf between what schools are communicating and how it is perceived by parents. For 
example, when it comes to reasons for choosing a private school, parents see many of the factors 
advanced by schools as being synonymous. Parents are unclear about a most of the educational 
methodologies being used in schools. There’s a significant nuance in the fact that parents are very 
satisfied with their kids’ private school education while being less impressed with the value of that 
education. Parents feel that schools are doing a better job keeping them involved and informed 
on issues regarding tuition payments than on those related to mental health and SEL resources or 
academic progress.

Schools need to accept that perception is reality. Communication must be based on parents’ 
perceptions and what they need to know as opposed to what schools want to tell them and the terms 
schools want to use. 
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Marital Status

*Multiple-select answer categories that return a total greater than 100%.

Ethnicity*

Age Gender

22% 35%

78%

20%

40%

60%

Male

Female

Married

Not Married

43%

36–45

18–35

46+

63%

4%13%
19%

White Hispanic Other Black

Religious School Type

48%

4%

40%

7%

Christian, non-Catholic

Catholic

Other

Jewish

Survey Demographics
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Income

$50,000–99,999

Under $50,000

$100,000+51%

15%

32%

Education

Some college/2-year

4-year

Post-grad

High school graduate

31%

21%

24%

34%

Employment

Not Employed

Employed

82%

18%

Whether Child Attended Boarding School

Yes, but my child was a day student

Yes, and my child roomed at school

No

38%
34%

28%
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