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MARKET INSIGHTS FROM
MCH STRATEGIC DATA

Despite national media messaging about our improving 
economy, limited funding and resources, combined  
with significant student and family economic challenges 
continue to weigh heavily on educators charged with 
driving change and improvement in our schools. 

In our 5th annual Principal’s Assessment, we hear 
some of the same concerns from previous years.  
Socio-economic status of families and the ongoing  
focus in state and local budgets to control funding  
increases are top of mind.  Opportunities for technology 
and training also still exist as market opportunities to 
help meet needs and stringent demands.  

Use Insight to Drive Your Strategy
How can this insight help you connect more effectively 
with decision makers like principals? They are looking for 
ways to do more with less. Decision-makers will spend 
money on items that fulfill a need, but it’s important for 
marketers to be smart, savvy and sophisticated in their 
approach. Now, more than ever before, precision  
targeting, personalized content and well-crafted  
messages are necessities. Messages and offers need  
to break through the clutter.  

Go Beyond the Basics:
1. Refine your target list. Understand who makes

purchase decisions, when their purchasing cycles
are and how to approach them.

2. Do your homework to understand and speak to
concerns and needs, and make it clear as to how
your product or service can fulfill those needs.

3. Use multiple channels to convey your message.
Whether it be email, direct mail, social, phone calls
or in-person meetings, reinforcing messages on
more than 1 platform will drive a greater response.

About MCH Strategic Data: 
MCH is the only company specializing 
in original source data compilation for 
institutional data in the United States. 
We specialize in education, healthcare, 
government, and religion data. We gather 
and verify data by working directly with 
the institutions we compile rather than 
using secondary sources. Over the years 
we have invested heavily in developing 
new and more accurate compiling  
methods that enable us to get the right 
data, attributes, and personnel names for 
the markets we serve. Founded in 1928, 
we have evolved into a leading data  
compiler, and we have never wavered 
in our commitment to provide only the 
highest quality data to our customers.

For more information, contact: 
Larry Buchweitz, Director of Sales  
800-776-6373 or  
LarryB@mchdata.com
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Annual report finds increasing numbers  
of students requiring additional  
academic and personal supports;  
a rising challenge for teacher recruitment 
and retention; and confidence in  
keeping student data private.

Introduction
Just as in past years, insufficient funding and lack of  
resources still tops the list of principals’ primary concerns. 
After several years of steeply declining budgets, our 
last report in 2014 noted that the decline had bottomed 
out. However, this year two thirds of our respondents 
(64.3%) said that not only is their general funding not 
any better than last year, but they do not expect to  
see an improvement next year either. 

Schools are struggling to meet the needs of student  
families experiencing economic stress and food insecurity.  
Both of these issues impact a student’s readiness to 
learn, as well as the amount of academic support  
required. Secondly, teacher recruitment and retention 
are more difficult this year, as many teachers feel  
underappreciated for the amount of change they  
are undergoing.

SCHOOLS ARE  
STRUGGLING TO  
MEET THE NEEDS OF  
STUDENT FAMILIES 
EXPERIENCING  
ECONOMIC STRESS 
AND FOOD  
INSECURITY. 

64.3%
 
 of Principals surveyed said that not only is their general funding not any better than  

last year, but they do not expect to see an improvement next year either.

 
 of Principals surveyed said that their general funding is not any better than  

last year, and they do not expect to see an improvement next year either.
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Principals’ Leading Concerns
The issue that rose to the top in principals’ ranking  
of their most challenging issues was the increased  
economic fragility of student families. Economists tell  
us that the U.S. economic recovery has been uneven  
and for some communities it has been negligible.  
The number of principals who state that their school 
families are struggling and living on the margins of  
their community supports this view. There is definitely  
a higher concern for this issue than in our last survey.

The numbers of students who require additional  
support of some kind are also increasing. Whether or 
not economic instability is one of the causes, principals 
report that the number of students who require some 
kind of academic, emotional, or physical support is on 
the rise. These students include ELL students (English 
Language Learners), those who require interventions, 
such as RtI (Response to Intervention), students with 
IEPs (Individual Education Plans), and students with 
mental health issues. 

From a behavioral perspective, principals mentioned 
school attendance and increased bullying more often 
than in past years. Not surprisingly in the wake of so 
many tragic mass shootings, safety concerns rose in 
importance this year as well.

As you can see in Figure 1, student achievement,  
assessment, and meeting new learning standards round 
out the top concerns for principals this year. 

These results are very much in line with our 2014  
responses where lack of staff, changes in how teachers 
are evaluated, insufficient student readiness, and the 
implementation of higher standards were all leading 
challenges for principals.

THE NUMBERS OF 
STUDENTS WHO  
REQUIRE ADDITIONAL  
SUPPORT OF SOME 
KIND ARE ALSO  
INCREASING.

Lack of resources 20.1%

Academic achievement 17.5%

Families/poverty/attendance 16.7%

Assessment/testing 13.3%

Adequate budget 8.8%

New standards/instruction 8.3%

Student safety/bullying 5.8%

Meeting needs of  
student subgroups 5.1%
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Principals’ Top Concerns
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Creating an Effective  
Education Environment
As noted above, principals report that the issue  
that most impacts their ability to create an effective 
education environment this year is student and 
family poverty. 

It is not a great leap of imagination to intuit that some 
of the following issues and challenges are related to 
student poverty – including food insecurity. During 
the 2014 federal fiscal year, more than 21.5 million 
low-income children received free or reduced-price 
meals daily through the National School Lunch 
Program as reported by FeedingAmerica.org.  
The organization also reports that in 2014, 15.3  
million children under the age of 18 lived in 
“food-insecure” households. Anecdotal evidence 

suggests that often the only reliable meals some  
students receive are the breakfast and lunch they  
eat at school.

If students are hungry, they can’t learn. If students 
live in unstable situations, it’s likely they’ve missed 
school. This survey also recognizes a growing  
problem with absenteeism that could be a related 
issue. Inconsistent school attendance certainly  
impacts student readiness and the ability to 
achieve learning goals. Student readiness to learn is 
affected by the increasing need for special support 
services from academic intervention and physical 
accommodation to meals. Principals’ general lack 
of resources affects the amount of support an  
individual school can offer, and most certainly would 
impact the morale of teachers who are asked to  
do so much with inadequate resources. 

VALUE Highest Lowest

Economic fragility of families 33.9% 25.1% 23.5% 10.4% 7.2%

Inadequate funding 33.1% 27.1% 21.9% 10.4% 7.6%

Insufficient student readiness 28.3% 26.1% 27.5% 12.5% 5.6%

Other 19.8% 15.5% 20.3% 4.8% 39.6%

Teacher morale 17.9% 21.9% 28.9% 19.3% 12.0%

Online assessments 15.5% 18.7% 28.7% 22.3% 14.7%

New teacher evaluations 15.1% 17.7% 28.7% 22.9% 15.5%

Transition to new standards 14.3% 21.1% 35.1% 20.5% 9.0%

Sufficient bandwidth 12.9% 18.3% 23.7% 20.7% 24.3%

Lack of technology 8.8% 18.1% 24.3% 30.3% 18.5%

Lack of district support 8.4% 9.8% 19.9% 25.9% 36.1%

Inadequate professional development 7.8% 17.5% 31.7% 27.3% 15.7%

Here is how principals ranked these concerns this year:
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Teacher Morale, Recruitment,  
and Retention
When questioned directly about their teachers’ morale 
this year compared to last year, 39% said that it was  
better as seen in Figure 2. 

However, indications in other parts of the survey  
contribute to a more precise understanding.  
Transition to new standards, high-stakes assessments, 
and new teacher evaluations negatively affect teachers’ 
morale and level of stress as they navigate the need for  
additional academic rigor and increased accountability  
– particularly in light of insufficient resources.  
Many teachers feel underappreciated especially  
given the amount of change they are experiencing. 

Principals also responded that morale and stress are 
affecting their ability to recruit and retain teachers.  
 
Typical comments include:

“Teachers are feeling overwhelmed about meeting  
increasing needs of students in an atmosphere  
of increased pressure.”

“While budget is always an issue, finding qualified 
teaching staff has been a significant struggle this year.”

“It’s a challenge to build up the confidence and  
efficacy of teachers in this climate of mistrust and 
teacher bashing.”

“Staff capacity is an issue – the ability to maintain high 
staff energy and positivism in the light of increased 
number of initiatives and the increased weight of  
student achievement.”

“Teachers and other staff members have too much  
on their plates to do their jobs well. The demands  
are great and their energy, morale, and confidence  
all suffer.”

“Teachers feel unsupported while being required to  
do more with fewer resources and with more low  
performing students.”

Better  39.0%
Worse  22.3%
Same  38.7%

Frustration/stress 36.2%

Pressure 31.9%

Feeling undervalued/
underappreciated

31.9%

36.2%

31.9% 31.9%

Figure 2 

Figure 3

Principals attribute the following  
reasons to poorer morale  

year over year:

Teacher Morale



6

Implementation of Higher Standards
The vast majority of principals (87.6%) report that they 
have already implemented or are in the midst of  
implementing new higher learning standards. Only 12.4% 
of principals are still in the planning stages. Whether 
they are the Common Core or proprietary state  
standards, virtually every state has introduced higher 
learning standards in an effort to make students more 
college and career ready at graduation. Compared to 
last year, 32.9% of principals state that they are less 
concerned about this transition while 24.3% are more 
concerned. The largest group, 42.8% reported that their 
concern is about the same as last year. 

61.4% of principals report that their state has amended 
standards to increase college and career readiness.  
More than half of the respondents (57.6%) do not  
believe that the transition to new standards has been 
divisive in their district while 42.4% hold the opposite 
opinion. So there appear to be strong opinions on both 
sides of the issue. 

In Figure 4, we see specific ways that districts are increas-
ing their college and career-ready standards: increased 
rigor, alignment of standards to the curriculum, invest-
ment in career and technical education as well as other 
alternate pathways to graduation.

The new ESSA legislation, (Every Student Succeeds Act), 
was signed into law by President Obama in December 2015. 
Among other things, it is intended to reduce some of 
the more onerous provisions of No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB). It changes the way some federal dollars are pro-
vided to the states by replacing previous disbursement 
with block grants that offer states and local districts 
discretion about how the funds are spent. Other changes 
include a shift to the states to decide how much testing 
students undergo each year. 

Since this new legislation is a fairly significant departure 
from NCLB, we asked principals how they thought ESSA 
would affect their schools. The chart below reveals their 
thoughts at this point. For most principals, it clearly is 
too early to know the law’s impact on their schools.

As seen in Figure 5 only 11.7% of principals felt negatively  
about the new law’s passage. The largest group of  
principals (40.4%) said that it’s too early for them to tell 
how it will impact their schools. And 26.6% said they felt 
the new law would have little or no impact. 
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Higher standards/ 
increased rigor

65.6%

Aligning standards  
to curriculum

15.4%

CTE/career plan/ 
alternate pathways

11.7%

Increased  
assessment rigor

7.3%

To early to tell  40.4%

Little or no impact  26.6%

Positively   21.3%

Negatively   11.7%

Figure 4

Figure 5

How Districts are Increasing  
College & Career Readiness

How Principals Feel ESSA May 
Affect Their Schools
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A Snapshot of the State of Technology
Schools across the country continue to add technology 
at a brisk pace. The majority of principals (56.2%) report 
that both new higher standards and online assessments 
are driving their technology purchases. 20.5% state 
that their motivation to add technology is because of 
the move to online assessments. 18.7% volunteer that 
neither standards nor assessments are driving their 
technology purchases. For this group of principals, it 
appears that support of 21st century goals is the  
biggest driver.

As to exactly what they’re purchasing, devices are  
clearly leading the way while schools are also making 
investments in infrastructure and bandwidth. 46.8%  
of principals noted that devices are driving their tech  
purchases. The next largest group, (31.3%), reports that 
they are spending money in all three of these categories.

Even with the public/private initiative, Connect Ed,  
and additional funding from the E-Rate program,  
there are still a quarter of schools (23.1%) whose current  
bandwidth ability will not support online testing and 
14.3% who state they do not know how they will meet 
the requirements. However, the good news is that  
two-thirds of schools (62.6%), almost 10% more schools 
than in our last report, believe they’re ready to handle 
online testing. 

SCHOOLS ACROSS THE  
COUNTRY CONTINUE TO  
ADD TECHNOLOGY AT A  
BRISK PACE.
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Devices 46.8%

All of the Above 31.3%

Bandwidth & devices 6.8%

Other 6.6%

Wi-Fi  infrastructure 4.2%

Infrastructure & Bandwidth 2.4%

Bandwidth 2.0%

What Technology Purchases  
Principals are Making

Figure 6 
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Safety and Security 
We have found throughout this series of annual reports 
that new concerns for principals emerge through the 
open comments to questions. This often indicates a  
new trend that we query more directly in subsequent 
surveys. This is precisely what we did on the issue of 
school safety. Based on concerns expressed in our last 
survey in 2014, this year we asked the question, “What 
student/school safety measures have you taken in the 
last year?” We asked them to check all options if they 
applied to their individual situation. See Figure 7 for 
their response.

These large numbers suggest that safety is top of mind 
for public school principals this year. Virtually every 
principal has taken some precaution to keep students 
safe as indicated in the table above. Three-quarters of 
schools have completed staff safety training while  
two-thirds have implemented some type of new  
safety procedures and 38.8% have installed new  
security systems. These numbers support prudent  
action in the wake of high-profile school violence. 

Another high-profile security topic is the protection of 
personal, identifiable student information. Although this 
concern attracts a lot of media attention, a resounding 
majority of principals (83.5%) do not have a concern 
about their ability to keep student data private.  

We plan to continue to monitor these two areas of  
safety in future reports. 

Completed staff 
training

75.3%

Implemented new 
safety procedures

63.0%

Installed new  
security systems

38.8%

Other 11.6%

63.0%
 
 of Principals surveyed 

implemented new  
safety procedures.

THESE NUMBERS  
SUPPORT PRUDENT  
ACTION IN THE WAKE  
OF HIGH-PROFILE  
SCHOOL  
VIOLENCE. 

Figure 7

What Student/School Safety 
Measures Were Taken  

in The Last Year
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There’s an App for That
This year’s survey is the second time we have included 
questions about apps and the decision to use apps in 
the classroom. For both questions, 1) who decides and 
2) how they assess educational value, we saw that the 
number of principals who respond that teachers  
decide which apps to use and that they are valuable 
in the classroom grew two to three percentage points, 
while the number of principals who made those  
decisions themselves decreased several percentage 
points. Now that mobile apps are more common in the 
classroom, principals appear to cede more of those  
decisions to classroom teachers.
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0
%

0
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Any of the above 35.3%

Teachers 32.3%

Tech Coordinator 19.7%

Principal 12.8%

Parents 0%

Students 0%

Listen to recommendations from curriculum 
specialists, other educators or administrators

53.2%

Leave it to the teacher to decide 33.7%

Other 11.6%

I decide which apps will be used in my school 1.6%

MOBILE APPS ARE  
MORE COMMON  
IN THE CLASSROOM.

Who decides?
TEACHERS.

How do you assess the  
educational value of an App?

Figure 8 Figure 9
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Positive and Negative Trends
Each year we ask principals to share with us through 
open-ended questions both the positive and negative 
trends they see. This year, effective instructional practice 
and a more rigorous curriculum top the lists of positive 
trends. Perhaps this is a result of effective technology  
integration, which also makes the list. While almost  
11% of principals noted some increases in funding,  
the overall funding situation does not seem to have  
improved. Figure 10 reveals their positive issues in  
rank order.

The number of principals who are happy about effective  
instructional practice and curriculum more than doubled 
since 2014. This indicates that schools are a little further 
down the road to more effective standards-based teaching.

Some typical comments from principals include:

“Our community continues to support our schools  
regardless of overall economic fluctuations.”

“Teachers and students are actively engaged in  
rigorous learning.”

“Teachers are collaborating more on important topics 
and using data to help inform their work.”

“The increased use of standards to drive instruction  
is the trend I am most pleased with.”

“My teachers are more active in the classroom with  
students increasing rigor and working to build  
relationships with students.”

“Our superintendent sees and understands the need for 
improved technology and is pushing for improvements 
in the district.”

“There seems to be a realization that not all students 
are college bound, and therefore people at all levels 
are understanding the importance of vocational  
training for the work force.”

The open responses to the question about troubling 
trends revealed serious concerns about the  
perceived lack of support for teachers from parents  
and administrators. This is demonstrated by poor  
communication between school and home as well as 
insufficient professional development to manage all the 
changes teachers are currently making in the shift to 
digital curriculum, higher expectations, more rigorous  
standards, and greater accountability. Questionable  
and poor leadership also concern principals.

Effective instructional  
practice and curriculum

23.3%

Greater technology integration 13.4%

Higher, more rigorous standards 11.1%

Increased funding 10.8%

Reduced testing/ESSA 9.4%

Better relationships between  
teachers,students, parents,  
district and the community

9.2%

More professional development  
& time to collaborate with peers

6.6%

Academic growth/skill development 6.1%

Better morale & support of teachers 5.6%

Greater emphasis on  
Career Technical Education

4.7%

2
3

.3
%

13
.4

%

11
.1

%

10
.8

%

9
.4

%

9
.2

%

6
.6

%

6
.1

%

5
.6

%

4
.7

%

Figure 10

Positive Trends  
Principals See
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One can intuit that part of the poor leadership  
evaluation has to do with poor change management 
skills. Enough so that this will likely be an area of interest 
in a future principals survey. Lack of support for teachers 
as well as poor leadership and too much change also 
contribute to teacher retention and the ability to attract 
and hire highly skilled teachers. These issues come up 
again and again throughout the survey. 

Principals in their own words about their top concerns:

“Continued emphasis upon standardized tests as a sole 
measure of teacher effectiveness.”

“Challenging students needing so much more in resources.”

“Increased economic pressure on our students  
and our families.”

“Lack of funding to put adequate supports in place for 
students who are struggling academically.”

“More initiatives without fully implementing the ones 
we’re already working on.”

“Politicians have agendas that negatively impact children.”

“Teacher education candidates moving to neighboring 
states that are paying teachers more.”

“The lack of academic preparation our students have 
when they arrive.”

“Mental health issues with students.”

“The anti-teacher movement and over-testing will  
cripple education. It will take decades to turn this 
around now.”

“No more annual raises is driving teachers away.”

“The teacher evaluation system continues to be a  
challenge because the system seems to be designed  
to set teachers up for failure instead of success.”

“The emphasis on high-stakes testing and accountability, 
without accountability from parents and students.”

LEADERSHIP EVALUATION  
HAS TO DO WITH  
POOR CHANGE  
MANAGEMENT SKILLS. 
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Figure 11

Negative Trends  
Principals See
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Length of Time at Their Schools
Compared to 2014, we see positive and negative  
implications in the length of terms at their 
schools with this year’s principal respondents. 
We see year over year increases in the number of 
principals in their first year as a principal, two to 
three years, and four to nine years. However, we 
continue to see the erosion of principals at 10+ 
years for the third year in a row. The percentage 
of these experienced principals was 23.9% in 
2013; 17.3% in 2014; and 14.3% this year in 2016. 

As we noted in our 2014 report, the decreasing 
length of time at their current school does not  
necessarily indicate a decrease in the leadership 
experience of all principals. They might have 
been transferred within their district or given  
responsibility of a particular school based on 
their experience. But the implications of  
short-term leadership in a school can impact  
everything from teacher recruitment and  
retention to how limited resources are deployed 
to meet various needs.

Conclusion
Unfortunately, this year’s survey continues  
the same drumbeat of recent years in terms of  
inadequate funding, general lack of resources, too 
much pressure and stress for teachers, and lots of 
change as higher standards and more technology 
are aligned to and integrated with the curriculum. 
What began in previous years as a small trend with 
teacher morale has now fully blossomed into  
concern about principals’ ability to recruit and retain 
teachers. Their increased workload, exacerbated by 
the general lack of resources and lack of respect 
for the work that they do, is putting their ability to 
recruit and retain good teachers at risk.

On the positive side, many principals noted  
that even given these challenges, they were  
encouraged by the number of teachers who  
came to work every day focused on helping their 
students achieve their best. 

We want to thank the 502 principals who  
completed our survey this year. These results 
would not be possible without your willingness  
to complete the questionnaires. The mix of school 
levels is comparable to our response in previous 
years as are the states in which they reside.  
This allows us to make solid comparisons with  
the data.
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