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When you’re paying for 
something, there are 
definitely expectations 
about what’s communicated 
to you and the way you are 
made to feel. There’s a higher 
level of communication 
about what’s going to 
happen to your child.
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INTRODUCTION

In Tailoring the Parent Experience: A Journey to Enrollment Success, we introduced the concept of 

the parent experience at independent schools. By mirroring the corporate discipline of customer 

experience, the previous eBook asserted that in an increasingly competitive environment, 

independent schools should acknowledge that parents are, in fact, customers. Further, the  

premise was that schools would improve enrollment results by focusing on and improving the  

parent experience.   

Over the past few years, many schools have come to recognize the parent experience as an important 

factor in enrollment decisions, and discussions about the quality of the parent experience have 

become an essential component of annual planning.   

But what do parents think about the parent experience? Is it as important to them as the strategic 

thinking suggests? What elements of their relationships with schools take precedence and impact 

decision making? Does the parent experience differentiate one school from another? 

To answer those questions, we conducted in-depth interviews with fourteen parents from six U.S. 

states and one from London, England, representing ten independent schools. Our conversations were 

designed to gain insight into what was important to parents as part of their experience at the schools 

their children attend. We wanted to understand the many ways they perceive the parent experience 

and gather their opinions about their relationship with schools.  

Ultimately, by seeking the views and attitudes of parents, we hoped to provide schools with a path to 

enhancing the parent experience. Herein are our findings.

https://k12hub.blackbaud.com/ebooks-whitepapers/tailoring-the-parent-experience-a-journey-to-enrollment-success-by-chuck-english
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When we walked onto 
campus, people who 
represented areas of my 
son’s interests knew my 
name and were ready to 
speak to me.



6The Parent Perspective: How do parents view their independent school experience?

01
CHAPTER

Key Themes of the 
Parent Experience
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Interestingly, several themes—communication, personalization, 
community and parent involvement, and responsiveness—naturally 
emerged in our conversations. 

Communication 

Frequent, personal, and meaningful communication is a primary factor in providing parents 
with a positive experience. Our interviews revealed that better communication leads to better 
parent experience.  

One parent summed it up this way: “When you’re paying for something, there are definitely 
expectations about what’s communicated to you, the way you are made to feel, and what’s going to 
happen to your child. You expect a higher level of communication.”  

It’s not surprising that regular and personal communication with teachers and advisors is critical to 
parents. That includes ongoing communication about classroom activity, but what is more meaningful 
is personal, high-touch communication about their children. A notable example that one parent 
described was a handwritten note from a teacher saying, “You won’t believe what she volunteered to 
do. I observed her being such a great leader in the classroom.”

The attitude and responsiveness of teachers also have a significant impact on the parent experience. 
“Teachers are exceptional, open, always following up, quick to respond, and have honest and open 
conversations. I’m impressed with their honesty and how they handled situations.”   

Parents are also impressed by the quantity and quality of school-wide communications. These 
messages fulfill a need for information, but as one opinion makes clear, parents are also looking for 
validation. “When we pay this much money to send our kids to school, parents want to know how the 
school is performing and how the school ranks compared to other choices.”  

Communication is a clear differentiator between public and private schools. One parent expressed 
that dynamic this way, “Parent interaction matters a lot, and I wouldn’t have this level of interaction 
in a public school.” Another parent was even more explicit about communication as a criterion in 
choosing an independent school. “Communication is so much greater and in-depth at our school. We 
have a close relationship with our son’s advisor. We got none of that at public school, and it’s one of 
the reasons we chose a private school.” 

Personalization

The benefits of personalized approaches to stakeholders or customers are well documented. Our 
interviews confirm that parents have a more positive experience when they feel that schools care 
about them and their children as individuals.

The appeal of personalization starts with the admission process. One parent explained how her initial 
meeting with an admissions counselor contributed to her decision to choose a school, saying, “She 
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asked me what I wanted for my son, what was important through my eyes, who my child was, and who 
we are as parents.”  

In describing her initial visit to a school, another parent was impressed at how they personalized the 
experience. For starters, they knew her son’s interests based on an online form he had completed. But 
what was remarkable was that “When we walked onto campus, people who represented areas of my 
son’s interests knew my name and were ready to speak to me.”  

A cautionary tale emerged about the perils of failed attempts at personalization. In explaining why she 
didn’t choose a school, one parent told us, “They sent a thank you letter after our visit but spelled my 
son’s name wrong. That gave me insight into what might be a disorganized school or a hint about how 
they might treat our child.”  

The impact of personalization continues with a parent’s tenure at a school and is often revealed in 
ongoing communication. “We were so impressed with the email communication, the check-in call 
from advisors, the fact people were always willing to talk to us, and that teachers want to know what 
parents’ concerns are.” Beyond its obvious appeal, the personal approach creates a competitive 
advantage, as was revealed in the following comment. “It felt much more personal like we were part of 
a family. That’s something that wasn’t true at the other high school our kids attended.”   
 
In addition to setting schools apart, personalization might be an expected benefit. As one parent 
shared, “The fact that you pay money means that your child should be known and you should be 
known. That’s a huge differentiator.” 

Community and Parent Involvement 

Ask any independent school parent what they like best about the school their children attend, and 
one of the answers will invariably be the community. So, the fact that a positive parent experience 
includes opportunities for building a sense of community doesn’t warrant surprise.  

Notable, however, was the fact that opportunities for involvement and a sense of community were 
strong considerations in choosing a school. One parent told us, “I like it when a school is open to 
volunteerism, having parents participate at events, reading to the class, being on campus, and having 
interactions with other parents and staff.” There may even be an empirical case to be made for the 
benefit of the community as indicated by this parent’s assertion: “Mommy research points to the 
importance of parent involvement.”  

Parents often want an experience at a school that is very separate from that of their children. In 
describing what made her experience so positive, one participant said, “Parents get to have their 
own experience getting to know the staff and other people.” The following comment was also 
representative: “We wanted to build community and friendships, and that was easy at the school 
we chose.” 
 
A sense of inclusivity can come from valuing parents’ opinions. “Our child’s school has done a better 
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job of creating a culture that is inclusive of parents. They want our views on how our kids’ education is 
going. There’s a survey from the headmistress twice a year.”   

As surprising as it may be, facilitating parental involvement and community-building isn’t a given and 
therefore is an important differentiator of schools. In fact, one parent told us, “Some schools don’t 
want participation. We picked the schools where that was a characteristic and part of their values.”   

Responsiveness 

Contrary to the way they are often portrayed, parents can accept decisions that don’t go the way 
they would have preferred as long as they feel like they were heard. That is an important component 
of the parent experience and a key differentiator. “We had a pretty good squabble over what our son 
needed, and it didn’t work out the way we wanted. But we felt that the administration was accessible 
and our opinion was heard. There’s no way that would have happened in another school.”  

Being heard was a parent experience criterion that came up in discussions parents had with 
friends. One interviewee disclosed, “Some friends, in particular, are happy with academics [at 
their child’s school] but not with the way they feel. They feel uncomfortable and unheard. They are 
really disappointed.”  

It’s interesting that parents’ satisfaction with their child’s educational experience can be marred by a 
parent experience marked by a lack of responsiveness.
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Anyone sending their kid 
to private school is doing it 
primarily because they want 
to give their child a better 
educational experience.
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The Parent Experience Versus 
the Student Experience 

02
CHAPTER
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In general, parents had trouble distinguishing their experience from that 
of their children. When asked about their experiences at a school, parents 
frequently described the experience of their children. Undeniably, the 
student and parent experience are intertwined. 

For example, when parents observed the very personal treatment experienced by their children at a 
high school admissions event, it inspired confidence and led to their own positive perspective. As one 
parent noted, “All of the personal approaches contributed hugely to our decision. We could tell right 
away it was a place where they were going to wrap my kid up, love him, and educate him.”  

In a related instance, one school wisely used personalized approaches to blend the student and 
parent experiences at the initial visit. As the parent explained, “All the people that might have an 
impact on the interests my son expressed, knew my name and were available to speak to me.”   

There is a vicarious dynamic that allows the quality of the parent experience to be determined by 
the experience of children. In speaking about her experience with educational leadership, one parent 
offered this superlative assessment: “The head of lower school walks on water in our house. When 
she interacts with a student, she stops everything she’s doing and focuses only on that child in the 
moment.”   

Some parents felt that their experience was simply a function of their kids’ experiences. “Better 
parental experience goes hand in hand with the educational experience. Better schools do better with 
student experience and parent experience.”  

For many, having the opportunity to impact the experience of their children was a very positive 
contributor to the parent experience. As one parent remarked, “The value of an independent school is 
having the opportunity to advocate on behalf of my child in a way that I couldn’t at public school.”   

Other parents diminished the importance of their experience relative to that of their kids. The 
following view was typical: “Anyone sending their kid to private school is doing it primarily because 
they want to give their child a better educational experience.”

Finally, for one parent, any consideration of the parent experience was considered inappropriate. “The 
reason you send your kid to private school is for your kids.”
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My experience as a parent 
was almost the exclusive 
factor in choosing a school.
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Parent Experience on 
Decision Making
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I asked parents about the impact of their experiences in deciding whether 
to choose or re-enroll in a school.

Undeniably, the parent experience is a major factor in deciding which school to choose. One mom 
said, “My experience as a parent was almost the exclusive factor in choosing a school.”  

It seems obvious that schools would want to be welcoming, forthcoming, and convincing with parents 
who are on their first visit. Accounts from parents underline the importance of those qualities and 
more incredulously point to their frequent absence. As one parent noted, “Some schools really opened 
their doors and were friendly. Others made us feel like we were a thorn in their side that day. We felt 
unimportant, like an afterthought.”  

Another parent described her positive experience on an initial tour this way: “They had an open 
kimono approach. They walked me through the curriculum, were very open about how discipline was 
handled, and how extra attention was provided at both ends of the learning spectrum.”  

In more than one case, the ability of a school to handle an impromptu visit contributed to a positive 
and very decisive parent experience. “The school did not bat an eyelash; someone took time out of 
their schedule to walk me through. It was abbreviated, but she entertained my questions and invited 
me back.” The parent’s final assessment proved the school’s reaction was influential. “The impact of 
that initial interaction had a lot to do with the fact that I choose that school.”  

Teachers often have an immense impact on the initial parent experience. One parent described 
how she had no choice but to bring her preschooler to the initial visit. The tour began in the Pre-K 
classroom, and her son was very social and began playing with other children. The classroom teachers 
invited the mother to leave her child as she completed her tour. Her reaction could not have been 
more positive. “It was obvious that he was in good hands. That gesture created a sense of community, 
openness, and welcoming.”  

Beyond the tour, a parent’s interview with someone from admissions or an administrator also 
contributed to their experience and became a decision-making factor. From a positive perspective, 
one parent noted, “It was the interview process and our meeting with the admissions director that 
was the differentiator. It was rich, warm, and welcoming.” The negative potential came through in this 
account: “This was the school we thought we wanted the most, but we had the weirdest interview 
with the head of admissions. She wanted us to ask questions as opposed to telling us about the 
school. In the end, it didn’t make us feel good about the school.”  

To be fair, the initial parent experience wasn’t a universal contributor to choosing a school. One parent 
told us, “My experience was not so important. It was not a factor. I was looking more for what the 
school could offer my child.”  

Similarly, some parents questioned whether their experience should impact any decision making. 
“My kids are my primary focus. Benefits to parents are nice but don’t contribute to decision making.” 
Another parent offered this analysis: “If there are two schools, one with better academics and a better 
college placement record but rough around edges in terms of parent experience, and another school 



16The Parent Perspective: How do parents view their independent school experience?

that isn’t as good academically, where the parent experience is better, you still have to pick the one 
that’s best for your kid.”  

To what extent does the parent experience contribute to the decision to re-enroll?  

Based on the feedback received, it appears that when a student has a good experience, the decision 
will be to re-enroll regardless of the parent experience. But when the student experience is lacking, 
the parent experience becomes a factor.  

“Nothing trumps student experience, no matter what the parent experience,” one parent said. “But 
when the kid’s experience isn’t ideal, and the parent experience is not ideal, that may lead to a 
decision to leave.”  

Alternatively, a lackluster parent experience may lead to doubt and cause parents to leave more of the 
decision making to their kids. One father recounted that the experience he and his wife were having 
was less than stellar and led to their decision to ask their daughters if they wanted to stay. As he put 
it, “When you’re having a great experience, why would you go anywhere else? But when there are 
hiccups, you definitely question.”  

The parent experience operates on a more latent level and comes to the fore when other negative 
factors are revealed.  

In contrast, one parent did attribute her decision to re-enroll her child to the quality of the parent 
experience. She referenced the school’s renewed efforts to reach out to its parent community. “The 
reason we are staying is because of the way they now treat families.” 
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What entitles me to respect 
isn’t the fact that I’m paying 
but rather that I’m taking 
a proactive approach to 
educating my children. 
That’s the most important 
thing I do as a parent.
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The importance of the parent experience to schools is based on the 
premise that parents are customers. Parents are paying tens of thousands 
of dollars for their children to attend schools.

They also have many competitive schools from which to choose. Based on that, many schools make 
it a priority to demonstrate that parents are valued and respected by focusing on their needs and 
interests. What became clear through the interviews is that parents at independent schools have 
complicated and nuanced opinions about their status as customers.   

Parents were asked two related questions:  

 1. Do you feel that parents at independent schools should be treated like customers?

 2. Are there particular ways in which you would like to be treated like a customer?  

Many parents felt that the word “customer” made the relationship between parents and a school seem 
cold or transactional. “Being treated like a customer sounds like I’m going to a grocery store or a car 
mechanic,” is how one parent expressed that. “It’s not like a restaurant. It’s more complicated than 
that,” said another.   

In fact, several interviewees proposed other words or terms that they felt better defines their 
relationship with their children’s school. “Parents should be treated as partners in education, not 
customers,” was typical of these responses. One parent said that schools should treat parents like 
“team members.” One mother took that concept much further, with the view that “I’m participating in 
a collaborative project, and I should be held responsible for the education of my child.”  

Some attributed an obvious, unspoken quality to the customer-like relationship. As one parent noted, 
“Every school knows parents have choices and parents vote with their dollars.”  

It’s not surprising that for some respondents, the concept of parents as customers created conflicting 
sentiments. For example, one father said, “Parents definitely have choices. Sometimes I say, ‘I pay for 
this education, I should be getting service.’ But I hold myself in check.” He went on to explain, “What 
entitles me to respect isn’t the fact that I’m paying but rather that I’m taking a proactive approach to 
educating my children. That’s the most important thing I do as a parent.”  

Many parents felt that a customer-centric approach created a slippery slope where parent 
expectations increase proportionately with the amount paid or given to a school. If Parent X is entitled 
to a certain level of treatment because she pays the tuition required, should Parent Y, who pays more 
tuition, expect more? And then should parents who donate significantly to the school be entitled to 
even more attention?

A sense of entitlement was very much on the minds of some parents. In some cases, it was 
hypothetical, as in the father who said, “You head down a dangerous path when treating parents 
specially because of what they pay. It creates a sense of entitlement.” For another parent, this concern 
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was very real and visceral. “I don’t bring in money and donations, and that is reflected in the way I 
am treated. Some families seem to be treated better.”  

Not surprisingly, many interviewees embraced the parent as a customer dynamic, albeit from 
different perspectives. The most straightforward response was, “Private school is a business, and 
you’re paying for it.” Parents also saw their status as customers as a contrast to public school. For 
instance, one parent remarked, “You are definitely, absolutely more of a customer than you are at 
public school.”  

Parents offered specific examples of how they are treated as customers. “When you’re paying for 
something, there are definitely expectations about what’s communicated to you and the way you 
are made to feel. There’s a higher level of communication about what’s going to happen to your 
child.” Another person expressed the view that the level of activities for parents that schools provide 
is a measure of their commitment to customer service.   

Some people wished they were treated more like customers. One parent reported, “I don’t feel like 
a customer. The school doesn’t go out of its way to improve my experience, and no one is reaching 
out to ask me about it.”  

Remarkably, several parents objected in principle to being treated as customers. The strongest of 
those views was: “Ethically, parents shouldn’t be treated like customers. They should be choosing a 
school because of academic or other reasons and simply having to pay for those.” In a similar vein, 
another parent maintained, “Our relationship with the school should not be based on money but 
rather based on our child.”  

Some felt that being treated as a customer was at odds with their commitment to their children. 
For example, one parent declared, “There is no benefit to me. The reason you send your kids to 
private school is for your kids.” Similarly, there was the view that a customer-based perspective led 
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to misplaced priorities. “When kids are enthused about school, getting extra help and encouragement, 
being encouraged to think and communicate—those are benefits for paying a lot of money.”  

It’s worth noting that even those parents who bristled at the prospect of being called a customer 
were impressed by the positive customer service experiences that would likely only happen at an 
independent school.   

Many parents described circumstances that led to their awakening about their status as customers. 
In one of those, a parent talked about how her son was having a problem with a particular teacher. 
The parent’s initial reaction was to encourage him to work it out. However, after a parent-teacher 
conference, she too had a negative view of the teacher and was uncertain about what to do. It was 
at that point her brother told her, “You are paying for this. If it’s not working out, you have every right 
to say you need to find a new teacher.” Her summary was, “I realized that I am paying for my son’s 
education, and I, therefore, had the right to ask for a change.”  
 
In a related account, it was the Head of School that led a parent to see herself as a customer. At 
a school event, the head spoke to an audience of parents and said, “I know you have a choice to 
make and we take that very seriously, and we are glad that you chose our school, and if there is 
ever something you want to talk about, please come talk to us, because we know that you have this 
choice.” The parent said she had never previously thought about herself as a customer. 
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Do they make me feel 
good because I’m paying or 
because they are genuine?
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An unanticipated insight was that parents had difficulty believing that 
schools could both intentionally and genuinely provide a positive parent 
experience. One parent’s question summed up the dilemma. “Do they 
make me feel good because I’m paying or because they are genuine?”

It also became clear that many schools had developed a culture where staff members made it a 
priority to provide positive and supportive experiences to parents. However, in many cases, parents 
saw those positive actions as less a part of a system and more as individual acts of consideration. That 
is very much to the credit of the schools. As an example, the parent referred to above who was able to 
leave her toddler in the preschool classroom while she went on a tour might be surprised to discover 
that experience is frequently duplicated with other parents and toddlers.  

Another parent described how she was befriended by a faculty member who she had only met once 
before—at the orientation for her son—and who wasn’t one of her son’s teachers. Yet the teacher knew 
the parent by name as well as the name of her son. For the parent, this was a meaningful moment 
of consideration and made a hugely positive impression. However, it seems likely that a culture of 
providing positive parent experiences had been successfully bred at the school.

These anecdotes prove that a focus on the parent experience can be both systemic and genuine. 
There is little doubt that the staff members involved delighted in their ability to make a parent’s day a 
little easier or brighter. At the same time, it’s likely that those acts of consideration can be traced to a 
concerted effort on behalf of leadership to focus on the parent experience.
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CONCLUSIONS AND TAKEAWAYS

While parents have difficulty seeing their experiences as distinct from those of their children and have 

disparate views of themselves as customers, some clear conclusions emerged from the research.  

Frequent communication will have a positive impact on the parent experience. In fact, the more 

personal and high-touch that you make the communication, the greater the impact. Parents love to 

receive updates on student progress, observations on classroom behavior or participation, as well as 

suggestions for additional or enhanced studies. Knowing parents by name is a compelling validator of 

school choice.   

Parents want experiences at schools separate from the experiences of their children. Whether these 

are educational, social, or fundraising events, they serve to build a sense of community that cements 

parents’ relationship to a school.  

A key component of the parent experience is for parents to be heard and have their opinions 

acknowledged. However, that doesn’t mean they always expect to get their way. Parents who 

feel they were given a fair hearing were satisfied even if the outcome was other than the one they 

were seeking.  

The ironic reality is that regardless of whether parents want to be treated as customers, independent 

schools have no choice but to treat them that way. Schools operate in an increasingly competitive 

marketplace where parents have abundant choices. It is imperative for schools to consistently 

demonstrate that parents are valued and respected. They must also acknowledge that parents are 

paying a great deal of money for their children to attend independent schools when lower cost and 

free options exist.

The solution is mirrored in the sentiment of one parent who said, “Am I treated like a customer? Not
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overtly. There’s no cold hard sale. Teachers are always checking-in to make sure we’re happy with 

our child’s experience. There’s an annual survey, and open-ended comments lead to conversations. 

Absolutely I feel that I’m treated as a customer.”   

The mandate for schools is to treat parents like customers but without fanfare and certainly without 

using the word customer. Creating a culture where the parent experience is a priority for all faculty 

and staff would appear to be the ideal way to do that.  

It is clear from the views of parents that schools can only benefit from the continued emphasis on 

the parent experience. Being sensitive to the subtleties and nuances of parents’ perceptions provides 

schools with the ability to improve that experience. Those schools that integrate a focus on the parent 

experience into school culture will be in the best position to earn the continued trust of parents and 

experience enrollment success. 
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