
MIAM BEACH 
OFFICE OF THE CITY MANAGER 

NO. LTC # /OJ..-J.Oll/ LETTER TO COMMISSION 

To: Mayor Philip Levine and Members o the City Co 

From : Jimmy L. Morales, City Manager 

Da~ : April 1, 2014 

Subject: Nautilus Middle School Focus Group eport 

The purpose of this L TC is to transmit the Nautilus Middle School Focus Group Report 
provided by Kerr and Downs Research. Focus groups were held at City of Miami 
Beach's City Hall on March 18 and 19, 2014. The study was designed to explore 
parents' perceptions of middle school options for Miami Beach and to explore opinions 
about, and perceptions of, Nautilus Middle School. 

At the February 12, 2014 (Item R9F) Commission Meeting, staff was directed to engage 
Kerr and Downs Research to conduct focus groups to better understand perceptions of 
Nautilus Middle School with the following residents: 

1. Parents whose children currently attend Nautilus Middle School 
2. Parents whose middle school aged children do not attend Nautilus Middle School 
3. Parents who intend to send their 4th and 5th grade students to another middle 

school 

Contents of the report are based solely on conversations with parents during the focus 
groups conducted for this study. Findings and recommendations in this report are based 
on parents' opinions and perceptions. 

~questions , please feel free to contact me. 
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MIAMI BEACH 
City of Miami Beach, 1700 Convention Center Drive, Miomi Beoch, Florido 33139, www.miamibeachfl .gov 

Jimmy L. Morales, City Manager 
Tel : 305-673-70 l 0 , Fax: 305-673-7782 

April 1, 2014 

Mr. Alberto M. Carvalho 
Superintendent of Schools 
1450 N.E. 2nd Avenue 
Suite 912 
Miami, Florida 33132 

A-'~1-o 
DearMr.~ 

Thank you for taking the time to provide us with a tour of Nautilus Middle School. We value the 
relationship very much and look forward to further cooperation and great success in working with 
the Miami Beach High Feeder Pattern. 

Please find attached the Nautilus Middle School Focus Group Report provided by Kerr and 
Downs Research. Focus groups were held at City of Miami Beach's City Hall on March 18 and 
19, 2014. The study was designed to explore parents' perceptions of middle school options for 
Miami Beach and to explore opinions about, and perceptions of, Nautilus Middle School. 

At the February 12, 2014, Commission Meeting, staff was directed to engage Kerr and Downs 
Research to conduct focus groups to understand perceptions of Nautilus Middle School with the 
following residents: 

1. Parents whose children currently attend Nautilus Middle School 
2. Parents whose middle school aged children do not attend Nautilus Middle School 
3. Parents who intend to send their 4th and 5th grade students to another middle school 

Contents of the report are based solely on conversations with parents during the focus groups 
conducted for this study. Findings and recommendations in this report are based on parents' 
opinions and perceptions. 

We will follow-up on the issues discussed during the tour and please do not hesitate to contact 
me if I can be of any assistance. 

C: Mayor Philip Levine 
Members of the City Commission 
Executive Staff 
Iraida Mendez-Cartaya, Assistant Superintendent Office of Intergovernmental Affairs , 
Grants Administration , and Community Engagement 

We ore commiffed to providing excellent public service and sofety to all who live, work, and ploy in our vibrant, tropical, historic community. 
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Introduction 
This study was designed to explore parents' perceptions of middle school options for Miami Beach and 

to explore opinions about, and perceptions of, Nautilus Middle School. The study was commissioned by 

the City of Miami Beach . 

It should be noted that contents of this report are based solely on conversations with parents during the 

focus groups conducted for this study. The author has never visited Nautilus Middle School nor talked 

to teachers or administrators of Nautilus or any other school regarding Nautilus Middle School. Findings 

and recommendations in this report are based on parents' opinions and perceptions. 

The focus group moderator for this study was Phillip Downs, Ph .D., Senior Partner of Kerr & Downs 

Research. Downs has moderated approximately 1,000 focus groups for a wide range of clients including 

corporations (e.g., Boeing, United Airlines, Publix), nonprofit organizations (e.g., American Bar 

Association, National Association for Secondary School Principals), and governments (e.g., Florida 

Prepaid College Program, Florida Department of Revenue) . 

Study Method 
Focus groups were conducted with the following types of parents: 

• Parents whose children currently attend Nautilus Middle School 

• Parents whose middle school aged children do not attend Nautilus Middle School 

• Pa rents who intend to send their 4 th and 5 th grade students to another middle school 

Focus groups were held in the City Manager's Office at the City of Miami Beach's City Hall on March 18 

and 19, 2014. Kerr & Downs Research wishes to thank Miami Dade County Public Schools and in 

particular, Iraida R. Mendez-Cartaya, CPA, Assistant Superintendent, Office of Intergovernmental Affairs, 

Grants Administration, and Community Engagement, Miami Dade County Public Schools, for leading 

efforts to make pa rents aware of this study. 

Study Overview 
Parents were first requested to develop a portrait of their "ideal" midd le school. Then, they were asked 

to detail their positive and negative perceptions of Nautilus Middle School. Parents who had chosen 

another middle school for their children were requested to list the positive attributes of these schools 

that convinced them to send their children there. Parents were also placed in the role of 

Superintendent of Miami Dade County Public Schools and asked to detail what changes, if any, they 

would make to Nautilus School to make it the best school it could be, or in the case of parents who 

chose another school, to indicate what changes would make Nautilus a viable alternative for their 

children . 
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Positive Perceptions of Nautilus Middle School 
All parents in the study were asked to list positive and negative attributes of Nautilus Middle School. It 

should be noted that parents who had chosen another middle school for their 4th and 5 th grade students 

were less likely to have concrete positive images of Nautilus. 

Parents of Nautilus students and parents whose children were currently attending another middle 

school were more likely to mention the following positive attributes of Nautilus Middle School : 

• Some teachers are excellent 

• New principal is a positive change 

• Nice physical plant/infrastructure/campus 

• Neighborhood school 

TEACHERS 

Parents of Nautilus students gave high praise to selected teachers . Several parents complimented the 

music program at Nautilus. Several parents noted that selected teachers gave 100% and worked hard to 

challenge students while also being supportive. 

NEW PRINCIPAL 

The new principal received high marks for being willing to listen to parents . He also received high marks 

for some follow through, although a few parents believed that stronger follow t hrough was needed . In 

general, the new principal was a key reason parents believed Nautilus would be a better school next 

year than it is now. 

PHYSICAL PLANT /INFRASTRUCTURE/ CAMPUS 

Many parents remarked about the quality and aesthetics of the physical plant. Several parents also 

mentioned quality recreation and athletic fields. 

NEIGHBORHOOD SCHOOL 

Several parents complimented Nautilus for being a neighborhood school that enabled their children to 

have many nearby friends . 

Other positives that more than one parent mentioned included the following: 

• Welcoming front office 

• IB program 

• Diversity of students/cultures 

• Location 

• Security 

Several parents commented on the warm welcome they received from front office staff. 
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The IB program received several positive comments, yet some parents felt as if Nautilus was not fully 

implementing the IB program. Other parents believed that the IB program was available only to 

selected students. The bottom line was the IB program, while receiving some positive comments, was 

not perceived as a key "branding" opportunity for shaping the school's image. 

Parents who were sending their children to other middle schools were more likely to indicate that 

positives of Nautilus included location (easy to get to) and the fact that it was free . Some parents stated 

that the diversity of students and cultures they represented were positives for Nautilus. 

The curricula and teachers involved in programs for gifted students and junior scholars received praise 

from Nautilus parents. 

While also mentioned as a negative attribute by many parents, some parents mentioned security as a 

positive attribute for Nautilus. These parents often cited availability of surveillance cameras and 

security staff when commenting on Nautilus' security. 

Negative Perceptions of Nautilus Middle School 
The most negative issues about Nautilus Middle School to parents we re: 

• Lack of up-to-date technology 

• A significant number of teachers who are not committed and engaged 

• Discipline/security issues such as bullying, fighting, and drugs 

• Unprepared or nonexistent substitute teachers 

• A culture of pun ishment rather than nurtu ring and teaching 

• A lack of school pride 

LACK OF UP-TO-DATE TECHNOLOGY 

Several parents of current Nautilus students referenced the length of time it takes Nautilus to 

administer the FCAT as an example of inadequate technology. Every single parent of a Nautilus student 

mentioned technology as a shortcoming of the school (e.g., in classrooms, library access, etc.) . 

Parents who chose other schools for their children were less aware of technology issues at Nautilus 

Middle School. 

TEACHERS 

Parents of Nautilus students were quick to indicate that there were some excellent teachers at Nautilus; 

however, committed, engaged, enthusiastic, nurturing, and challenging teachers were in the minority. 

Parents gave examples of teachers who were basically "mailing it in ." Other examples involved teachers 

who reported to work in the morning, but then left their classrooms for the remainder of the day. 

Excessive absences were also mentioned. 
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Parents who chose other schools for their children had some awareness of teacher issues at Nautilus. 

They were more likely to mention the teachers union as the obstacle to having better teachers at 

Nautilus. 

DISCIPLINE 

Bullying, drugs, security, and lack of respect were mentioned frequently by parents of Nautilus students 

and by parents who chose to send their children to other schools. While most parents agreed that 

surveillance cameras at Nautilus helped with security, they indicated that broken cameras and dead 

spots that students knew about kept the surveillance system from working properly. 

Parents related anecdotes about their children who were afraid to visit bathrooms in Nautilus or areas 

not covered by cameras where fights or bullying would take place. One parent discussed how her child 

had been bullied for three years by the same student. 

Drugs were mentioned by several parents. Most parents talked about "rumors" of drugs, while other 

parents gave specific details about drug use on campus and even in one classroom with the teacher 

present. 

As one non-Nautilus parent stated, "Nautilus needs a firm, fair, and consistent discipline policy to 

address bullying, drugs, and security." 

SUBSTITUTE TEACHERS 

Parents of Nautilus students mostly agreed that lack of substitute teachers or unprepared substitute 

teachers was a major problem in light of the frequency of teacher absences. Parents seemed to believe 

that several teachers had excessive absences and that when there were substitute teachers, primary 

teachers were not leaving lesson plans for substitute teachers. 

PUNISHMENT MENTALITY 

Lack of a nurturing environment, in fact, the presence of just the opposite environment fostered by 

teachers in classrooms as well as by other school personnel was often cited as a problem at Nautilus. 

One parent stated that there was a "punishment mentality" at Nautilus. This comment resonated with 

other parents. There was a sense among parents that teachers (as well as some administrators and 

security guards), at best, "managed" students, and at worst, looked for opportunities to punish students 

rather than encouraging and teaching students. 

LACK OF SCHOOL PRIDE 

Parents of Nautilus students lamented the lack of school pride. It was as if Nautilus Middle School was 

an experience to survive rather than to relish . Of course, school pride emanates from successes in 

various areas, academically and otherwise, and from a positive, nurturing environment that encourages 

learning and independent thinking. 
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Other, less critical, issues that parents mentioned included the following: 

• Lack of after school activities 

• Lack of classroom materials and labs 

• Lack of parent involvement 

• Some administrative opposition to parent involvement and interaction with parents 

• Class sizes, especially physical education classes 

• Too many children from outside Miami Beach attending Nautilus 

• Limited language programs 

• Segmentation of gifted/scholars students from other students 

• Lack of enrichment (educational field trips, exposure to fine arts, cooperative learning) 

Especially among parents whose children did not go to Nautilus there was a perception that Nautilus 

offered a good experience to students in the gifted/junior scholar programs. These programs were 

perceived as offering better teachers, more challenging curricula, and isolating students physically from 

much of the bullying, drugs, fighting, etc. 

Prior to the past several months, there was a sense that administrators were not interested in fostering 

parent involvement. While there has been improvement in this area, there is still a feeling among some 

parents that open commun ication and strong parent involvement is not encouraged. 

Parents who chose another school for their children focused more on the issue of students living outside 

of Miami Beach attending Nautilus. There seemed to be a concern that these students introduced 

unsavory elements into the school. 

Positive Attributes of Other Middle Schools 
Parents whose children currently attend or plan to attend other middle schools were asked to indicate 

reasons why they chose other schools for their children . The most positive elements of competing 

middle schools were as follows: 

• Committed, excellent teachers 

• Smaller classes (and smaller schools, i. e, fewer than 500 students) 

• Positive, safe, and nurturing learning environment 

• High academic standards of other middle schools 

• Exposure to a rich curriculum (various arts options, advanced language options, interdisciplinary 

opportunities, service projects) 

• No discipline issues 

COMMITTED, EXCELLENT TEACHERS 

Attitudes of teachers and their willingness to provide a challenging and enthusiast ic classroom 

environment were critical issues in choosing other middle schools . There was a general perception that 

5 



teachers in other middle schools were happy in their careers and loved what they did. With some 

notable exceptions, teachers at Nautilus were viewed as muddling through day-to-day. 

SMALLER CLASSES 

Parents who chose other schools desired smaller classes (e.g., 15 students), yet the attitude and 

approach of teachers were more important than the absolute size of the class . 

POSITIVE, SAFE, AND NURTURING LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 

Parents who chose other middle schools wished, for the most part, to take the entire issue of bullying 

and unsafe environments out of the equation. They simply did not worry about their children's safety at 

the schools they chose. They wanted a nurturing environment where their children felt safe to learn 

and grow. Conversely, they had negative perceptions about student safety at Nautilus. It was very 

important to these parents that negative environmental factors not inhibit their children's learning or 

their interest in going to school. 

HIGH ACADEMIC STANDARDS 

Parents wanted their children in challenging learning environments . Parents mentioned schools such as 

Ransom Everglades School, Miami Country Day School, Miami Arts Charter, and Young Women's 

Preparatory Academy. While Nautilus was perceived as having very bright students who were 

challenged by its gifted and junior scholars programs, the "regular" curriculum was not perceived as 

challenging. 

EXPOSURE TO A RICH CURRICULUM 

Parents who chose other middle schools for their children wanted a broad and deep menu of 

challenging courses and programs including various arts options, advanced language options, excellence 

in all basic curriculum classes, interdisciplinary opportunities, service projects integrated with courses of 

study, opportunities for students to think outside the box, ethics courses, analytical courses, robotics, 

time management, public speaking, and courses that teach students how to study, write, and learn. 

TEACHERS 

It is interesting to note that when discussing why they chose specific middle schools, parents seldom 

mentioned teachers. When queried on this presumed oversight, parents indicated that it was 

"understood" that schools such as Ransom Everglades School, Miami Country Day School, Miami Arts 

Charter, and Young Women's Preparatory Academy had excellent teachers who wanted to invest in 

their students. They also indicated that administrators at these schools had their children's best 

interests in mind. 

Other issues parents raised included uniforms for students, small classes, IB/IS/IE programs, after school 

programs, good sports opportunities, a range of extracurricular activities, the opportunity to meet with 
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counselors on a regular basis not just when there were issues, "real" physical education, removal of low

performing students and trouble makers, students who were diverse ethnically, racially and culturally, 

supervised study periods with tutors, and opportunities to shadow older students. 

Ideal Middle School 
Parents were requested to describe their ideal middle school and to do so with no concern about 

budgets, politics, etc. The following were the critical components of the ideal middle school based on 

the opinions of parents who participated in the three focus groups. 

TECHNOLOGY 

It is interesting to note that parents of current Nautilus students put more focus on technology than 

parents of students of other schools. Technology was a component of nearly all parents' ideal middle 

school, yet parents of Nautilus students placed a higher priority on technology. While there was no 

opportunity to explore why Nautilus parents placed a higher priority on technology, one can speculate 

that it was because technology is seen as lacking at Nautilus. 

ATMOSPHERE OF ACADEMIC EXCELLENCE 

While parents of students who attend various middle schools mentioned high standards, rigo rous 

curriculum, etc., parents of Nautilus students tended to use the phrase, "atmosphere of academic 

excellence." Pa rents across all th ree focus groups bel ieved that academic excellence was a crit ical 

element of the ideal middle school, yet parents of Nauti lus students thought that an "atmosphere of 

academic excellence" was lacking at Nautilus and gravitated toward this phrase when constructing their 

ideal middle school. 

EXCELLENT, ENGAGED, AND NURTURING TEACHERS 

Nearly all parents included references to excellent teachers when describing their ideal middle school. 

Follow-up comments focused on traits such as willingness to go above and beyond the call of duty, 

positive attitude, love teaching, love students, properly trained, nurturing, engaged, accountable, and 

responsive to students' differences and abilities. Parents of children who attend other middle schools 

often used the term, "happy, healthy, well-paid teachers." 

PARENT -TEACHER INTERACTION 

Parents of current Nautilus students were more likely to mention parent-teacher interaction than other 

parents, although it was clear based on all discussion throughout the other two focus groups that 

parents of students in other middle schools also valued parent-teacher interaction. 

Nautilus parents mentioned the importance of an environment that fostered open communication, not 

only between parents and teachers, but across all levels within schools. They wanted administrators 

who were "approachable." Parents whose children attend other middle schools mentioned "three-way" 
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communication referring to administrators, teachers, and parents. Some parents amended this term to 

"four-way" communication so students were involved. 

All parents thought the ideal middle school would afford opportunities for their children to learn and 

grow in a safe environment. One parent used the term "zero bullying," while another stressed that the 

ideal middle school would have a "fair, firm, and consistent discipline policy." Other parents, rather 

than mentioning lack of bullying, drugs or fights in their ideal middle schools, simply said their ideal 

middle schools would contain "happy kids." Parents of Nautilus students seemed to place a higher 

priority on student safety in their ideal middle school as they referenced the issue from several different 

angles (e.g., lack of drugs, lack of bullying, lack of fighting, secure envi ronment), while parents of 

students attending other middle schools did not. 

SUBSTITUTE TEACHERS 

Parents of Nautilus students included full-time, engaged substitute teachers as part of their ideal middle 

school, while parents whose children attend other middle schools did not. This difference is presumably 

because substitute teachers are an issue at Nautilus, but not at other middle schools included in this 

study. 

ATMOSPHERE OF RESPECT 

While all parents, when describing their ideal middle school, referenced environments that encouraged 

academic excellence, only Nautilus parents also included reference to treating students with respect. 

Parents applied this concept to administrators, teachers, support staff, security guards, etc. Parents of 

Nautilus students did not believe there was a culture of respect at the school. 

BREADTH AND DEPTH IN ACADEMIC PROGRAMS 

Parents in all three groups believed that high quality programs in the arts, music, languages, critical 

thinking, etc., were an integral part of the ideal middle school. Parents stressed the need for a broad 

range of challenging and meaningful elective courses . Parents included in-depth language course 

options as well as exposure to a broad range of languages. 

Parents of children who attend other middle schools included reference to self-paced courses, problem 

solving courses, team projects, community service-oriented projects integrated with course work, 

interdisciplinary courses, opportunities to showcase students' talents through courses and projects, and 

courses that teach organ izational skills, ethics, and leadersh ip. 

OTHER FREQUENTLY MENTIONED ATTRIBUTES 

Other attributes of ideal middle schools that were mentioned by a majority of parents included, clean, 

small classes, field trips, tutoring, bilingual, accountability, less emphasis on standardized testing, great 
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libraries, support for students with learning disabilities, administration-driven rather than teacher union

driven, and self-paced learning for advanced students. 

Attributes that were mentioned by one or a few parents included uniforms, consistency in approach and 

materials across teachers of the same course, starting school earlier than 9:00 a.m., strong PTA, all 

homework accomplished at school, encourage creativity, affordable, and online posting of all critical 

information for students and parents. 

NAUTILUS VS. IDEAL SCHOOL 

In two of the groups, parents were asked to indicate how close Nautilus was to the ideal middle school. 

A 1% to 100% scale was used for this exercise. Responses ranged from 20% to 80% with averages of 

52% for Nautilus parents and 37% for parents who have sent their children to other middle schools. It 

should be noted that focus groups are not designed to provide valid quantitative measurements, so the 

preceding percentages should be interpreted only as guidelines. 

Recommended Changes to Nautilus Middle School 
Parents in all three focus groups were asked to assume the role of Miami Dade County Schools 

Superintendent, and to list any and all changes they would recommend to Nautilus Middle School that 

would make it the best school it could be (for Nautilus parents) or to make it a viable option (for parents 

who sent their children to other middle schools). 

NAUTILUS PARENTS 

Most critical changes 

Parents of children already attending Nautilus focused on funding, technology, getting better, more 

committed teachers, securing full-time substitute teachers who would be prepared to teach and be 

given lesson plans by permanent teachers, and having more open communications at all levels. 

While recognizing that there had been improvement in the past few months in opening lines of 

communication, there was guarded optimism that the administration would have the power and force 

of personality to follow-through on needed changes. Several parents believed more open houses with 

two-way communication would be helpful. 

Parents recommended carrots and sticks for teachers including raises for the best teachers as well as 

professional development opportunities, and monitoring, supervision, and eventually dismissal for 

teachers who lack skills, temperament, or enthusiasm. 

Lack of available or serviceable substitute teachers was a critical recommendation, as many parents 

complained about students wasting time during frequent teacher absences. A related issue involved 

proctoring standardized tests. Parents recommended hiring proctors so regular teachers would not miss 

days, if not weeks, from their normal classroom duties as standardized testing was conducted . This 
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recommendation also relates to technology- parents wanted updated technology, in part, to reduce 

time required for implementing standardized testing. 

Updating technology was a frequently mentioned recommendation, as parents perceived that Nautilus 

was not preparing its students adequately for such an important part of the academic process as well as 

the workplace. 

Nautilus parents also focused on changing the culture of Nautilus from survival (teachers and students) 

to one of mutual respect where all involved would take pride in the school. An important part of 

changing the culture was to institute a clear, firm, enforceable, and consistent discipline policy that 

covered all issues including drugs, bullying, fighting, disrespect, etc. Part of the discipline policy would 

be to have all cameras repaired and to add cameras to areas now identified by students as areas "safe" 

for misbehaving. Parents added that teachers and administrators could have a beneficial impact on 

bullying, drug use, etc., by being more visible at critical times and in critical locations. Finally, some 

parents supported periodic and random sweeps by drug sniffing dogs. 

Other changes 

Nautilus parents also called for better and more classroom and laboratory supplies and materials, more 

after school and before school activities, stronger electives, tutoring, field trips, more challenging 

homework, more in-depth language program, a cleaner school, and stronger implementation of the IB 

program. 

PARENTS WHOSE CHILDREN ATTEND OTHER SCHOOLS 

Parents of children attending other schools focused on the following improvements to Nautilus: 

• Smaller classes 

• Stronger discipline 

• Better teachers 

• More parent involvement 

• Fully implement the IB program 

• Accept only children who live in Miami Beach 

• Make Miami Beach its own district 

• Creating smaller, more homogeneous groups of students to increase a sense of community and 

pride within Nautilus 

• Teach 61
h graders how to learn, write, and be supportive oftheir classmates (create mutual 

respect across grades and students) 

Smaller classes. It is understandable that parents who chose other schools, in part, because of smaller 

class sizes, recommended that Nautilus have smaller classes. 
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Stronger discipline. Perceived lack of discipline is one key issue why parents do not send their children 

to Nautilus, and thus it is logical that improving discipline at Nautilus is a key recommendation these 

parents made. 

Better teachers. While parents who send their children to other middle schools lack the depth of 

knowledge about Nautilus' teachers, their perceptions of teachers were not materially different than 

Nautilus parents' perceptions. Parents of children who attend other schools had heard stories about 

Nautilus' teachers, plus a few of these parents had other children who attended Nautilus and they spoke 

from first-hand knowledge. They recommend more efforts to reward good teachers, more efforts to 

weed out underperforming teachers, and stronger efforts to provide functioning substitute teachers. 

More parent involvement. Parents of children attending other middle schools were somewhat aware 

that Nautilus' administration had recently made efforts to open lines of communication with parents. 

These parents had sufficient knowledge about previous efforts to minimize parent involvement and 

interaction. 

Fully implement the IB program. Not all parents whose children attend other middle schools knew 

much about how Nautilus implements the IB program, but a few parents suggested that Nautilus was 

not implementing it to its fullest extent and they recommended that Nautilus do so. They perceived full 

implementation of the IB program to be one possible differentiating attribute for Nautilus. 

Accept only children who live in Miami Beach & make Miami Beach its own district. These two 

recommendations seemed to go hand-in-hand in parents' minds. Parents of children who do not attend 

Nautilus thought that the quality of Nautilus' student body was diluted by accepting too many children 

who did not live in Miami Beach. They also believed that too much of Miami Beach's property taxes 

were supporting too many schools outside of Miami Beach. One parent mentioned that Miami Beach 

property tax supports over sixty public schools in Miami Dade, while only six public schools were located 

in Miami Beach. Therefore, they believed that Nautilus would benefit if Miami Beach were made its own 

district. 

Create smaller, more homogeneous groups of students within Nautilus to increase a sense of 

community and pride within the school. There was consensus that Nautilus would benefit from 

rebranding, yet it was difficult for parents to identify a foundation for rebranding Nautilus. A few 

parents believed that creating smaller groups of homogeneous students who excelled or focused on a 

course of study or extracurricular activity would help brand the school. That is, Nautilus would be 

known for enabling small teams of students to excel in specific areas. Having small groups would create 

a sense of community among students, and the ability to focus on a course of study would help create 

pride in the school and a sense of accomplishment for Nautilus students. 

Teach 6th graders how to learn, write, and be supportive of their classmates. The intent with this 

recommendation was to instill pride in learning and to also equip 61
h graders with skills to succeed. 

There was also a civility component to this recommendation . The goal was to change the culture of the 

school by starting with the youngest students and gradually change the entire culture in three years. 

11 



Have older students tutor younger students in an effort to create mutual respect across grades and 

across students. This recommendation was also designed to change the culture within Nautilus by 

placing responsibility and authority, to a degree, within older students' hands. 

Parents' "Realistic" Recommendations 
In two focus groups, parents were asked which of their recommendations should reasonably be 

instituted given funding and political realities. Parents doubted that much change could be made 

quickly with regard to improving the overall level of teaching; however they encouraged administrators 

to take all possible actions to reward the best and to weed out the worst teachers and administrators. 

Parents realized that improving technology would take time, but they encouraged administrators and 

school district leaders to make that a priority. 

Parents were comforted by efforts made recently to open communication lines between parents and 

administrators and teachers. Parents expected more progress on this issue. 

Parents did believe that immediate progress could be made toward improving substitute teachers and 

reducing the frequency of students spending meaningless time in classrooms without properly prepared 

substitute teachers or without any teachers at all. Parents thought a "Friends of Nautilus" group should 

be formed immediately and money raised be used to hire qualified substitute teachers if no money were 

available from the school district. 

Parents presumed that it would be possible to fix broken cameras and to position teachers and/or 

security guards in critical areas (including bathrooms) at specific times in an effort to improve actual and 

perceived safety within Nautilus. 

Parents believed that it was possible to begin changing the culture at Nautilus, especially since the 

administration had recently made some positive changes. More specifically, parents expected an overall 

attitude change in terms of how some teachers, administrators, and security guards treated students, 

i.e., with a "punishment mentality" rather than positive and nurturing interactions. Parents also believed 

that efforts should begin immediately to build a culture of excellence at Nautilus. 

Parents also believed that it should be feasible to fully implement the IB program and to use this as part 

of Nautilus' branding and differentiation strategy. 

Pa rents recommended that results of this study be shared with all administrators, teachers, staff, and 

parents. Their belief was that if administrators, teachers, and staff were aware of parents' opinions, 

there may be more immediacy in their efforts to make desired changes. 

12 


