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Introduction


On behalf of Educators for Social Responsibility Metropolitan Area (ESR Metro), the nonprofit organization responsible for developing and implementing the 4Rs Program now being evaluated as part of the IES/CDC-funded SACD Research Program, I am writing to express our serious concern about some of the measures in the multi-site assessment protocol planned for use in the New York City public schools participating in this evaluation.   


Our concerns fall into three categories.  First, and by far the most serious, is that some of the measures (especially the Primary Caregiver Report) reflect the assumption that the homes and neighborhoods of the children and families participating in this study are chaotic and dysfunctional.  Based on our long history of operating and evaluating school-based programs in the New York City public schools, we fear that many parents, teachers, and administrators will be offended by this apparent slant in the questions.  If they interpret this as resulting from race or class bias (and we think it is likely they will), the issue could prove explosive.  It could lead adults in the school to turn against the research project, the 4Rs Program, and our organization, and to ally themselves with other schools in this stance.  This is not a theoretical concern, but a practical one based on our extensive experience, and could dramatically influence our longstanding role and practice in the New York City public schools.  In our previous study of our Resolving Conflict Creatively Program, parents in one school strongly objected to a measure of children’s “exposure to community violence” measure much less offensive than the measures at issue here.  This led ultimately to that school’s withdrawal from the study and the requirement from the remaining participating schools that the measure be eliminated from the protocol altogether.


Our second concern has to do with choice of vocabulary.  In some cases, certain words may not be the best choice for getting the meaning across to students and parents.


Our final concern is about confidentiality.


Below is a fuller description of these concerns, illustrated by examples.  The appendix to this memo provides a list of other survey items we find problematical.

I. Measures likely to be offensive to parents and teachers

A. Primary Caregiver’s Report

The most egregious example of a set of items that is likely to be offensive to parents and jeopardize school participation and cooperation in this research and in our practice is “Section D. Your Neighborhood” of the Primary Caregiver’s Report.  All of the statements in D1 and D2 are negative.  Among other things, the statements refer to streets littered with trash, people carrying weapons, gangs fighting, drugs being sold, children spray-painting graffiti.  Would we design a measure in this way if we assumed that the school was located in a stable middle-class neighborhood?  I don’t think so.  True, all of the schools in our study will be located in poor neighborhoods.  But we must not assume (or appear to assume) that a low-income neighborhood is going to be pathological.  And even if a particular neighborhood has pathological elements, the people living there don’t necessarily appreciate people coming from outside (as the researchers would be viewed) and projecting the assumption that their neighborhood is crime- and drug-infested, that is, exclusively highlighting only the potentially pathological elements rather than the positive, adaptive, and resilient elements as well.

Our suggestion: Provide more positive than negative statements so all negative and positive items are not grouped together.

“Section C. Your Home and Family Life” seems based on negative assumptions about the home life of the students, because of the 31 statements in C1 and C2, only 12 are positive.  In the context of a majority of negative statements, item 6 of C2 is particularly offensive (“It’s a real zoo in our home.”).  In C1 the negative tone resulting from only six of 16 items being positive is exacerbated by the fact that the six positive items come first followed by ten consecutive negative items.  A string of negative items such as this may create a negative mindset in the respondents that could prejudice their responses.  In some cases, the negative statements result in double negative choices that may lead to confusion and misunderstanding.  For example, in C1, item 14 is “You don’t check that your child comes home from school when he/she is supposed to” and one of the response choices is “Never.”  We can imagine respondents puzzling over “I never don’t check. . .”  Positive statements are clearer and easier to understand.

Our suggestion: Include more positive than negative items; and balance order of positive and negative items; eliminate or find other wording for the “zoo” item; and avoid language that results in choices involving double negatives.  

In “Section E. Background Information (E8 and E10),” “father’s girlfriend” and “mother’s boyfriend” are given as choices.  Would we talk of boyfriends and girlfriends if we assumed the parents were middle or owning class?  I don’t think so.  “Boyfriend” and “girlfriend” carry connotations of young people dating.  But parents of third graders are adults, not boys and girls; and if the person is living in the home, the relationship has clearly gone beyond “dating.”  

Our suggestion: Substitute “father’s partner/companion” for “father’s girlfriend” and “mother’s partner/companion” for “mother’s boyfriend.” 

B. Teacher Report, Part I – Child Assessment

In “Section A. About This Child,” there are 59 statements, only 22 of which are positive.  Teachers with high expectations for their students may be offended if they get the feeling that the researchers have negative assumptions about the children.  Conversely, teachers who have negative attitudes toward their students may have those attitudes subtly reinforced by such a survey.  

Most of the statements seem to be slanted toward compliance, cooperation, and fitting in with the group.  Positive statements that point to other qualities of a well-educated person are lacking.

Our suggestion: Include more positive than negative items.  If positive statements can be added, include ones that get at other positive qualities like curiosity, sense of fairness, willingness to stand up for what’s right, critical thinking, and interest in learning (and reading in particular)—qualities we try to foster through our program.

II. Vocabulary

Since many of the children and parents in our study will be recent immigrants whose mother-tongue is not English, the vocabulary in the surveys needs to be as simple as possible.  On the whole, it’s fine.  But there are some instances where the language is not as simple or straight-forward as it might be.  An example is the use of the word “perfectly” in many items of Part B of the Child Report.  Other examples of words that may not be familiar to some third graders: “insult” in item B5, “physical” in items B7 and B8, “imagine” in the introduction to Part C, “cheered up someone” in E4.

Examples in the Primary Caregiver Report: B8 (“accepts legitimate imposed limits”); B11 (“expresses needs and feelings appropriately”); B17 (“resolves peer problems on his/her own”); B13 (“returns borrowed belongings or  materials).


      Our suggestion: substitute simpler, more conversational language.

III. Confidentiality

If we’re going to get children, parents, teachers, and administrators to complete the surveys and do so as honestly as possible, we need to guarantee absolute confidentiality.  Yet Part A of the Child Report starts right off asking the child “What is your name?”  The survey will need to be administered in such a way that the child’s name is detached from the rest of the survey and nobody is able to link the child to the child’s responses.  And this needs to be accomplished in such a way that everybody believes the child’s confidentiality has been respected.  

We have similar concerns about The Primary Caregiver Report, which doesn’t ask for the parent’s name but asks for the child’s birth date.  A parent might see that item as a 

way to identify the child and thus the parent.  As a result, a parent may be unwilling to provide confidential information in a number of areas the survey covers, including home and family life, income, people living in the home.  How will we assure parents that their responses are completely confidential especially if we’re asking questions that could be used to identify them and their children?

This concern applies to the School Staff Report.  Teachers and other school staff will be reluctant to complete that survey unless they are convinced their responses will be completely confidential.  Data collection procedures that clearly demonstrate and guarantee the confidentiality of all data to each group of participants (i.e., children, parents, teachers, etc.) are critical.

Appendix


Below is a list of specific items from each survey that we find problematic and request be amended prior to use in the SACD research program’s multi-site study:

· Primary Caregiver Report

B. About Your Third Grader’s Behavior

8. Accepts legitimate imposed limits  (Vocab)

9. Has to stay after school for punishment (Inappropriate: NYC teachers aren’t allowed to make kids stay after school)

18. Is in trouble with the police (Offensive: These are third graders!)

23. Can wait in line patiently when necessary (Vocab)

46. Runs away from home (Inappropriate: These are third graders)

C: Your Home and Family Life

C1:

Items 7 to 11 seem more appropriate for older kids.  

12. You get so busy that you forget where your child is and what he/she is doing.  (No parent would answer this truthfully unless s/he was absolutely assured of confidentiality.)

16. Your child is at home without adult supervision.  (Single working parents sometimes have to leave their children in the care of a responsible older child.  Might that possibility be included in this statement?)


C2:


1. There a very little commotion in our home.  (Vocab)


6. It’s a real zoo in our home.  (Offensive)

15. First thing in the day, we have a regular routine at home. (Vocab.  Confusing.  Might reword as follows: We have an early morning routine in our home.

D. Your Neighborhood

All of these items are offensive unless they are mixed in with a majority of positive items.  The following items are worded in such a way as to be especially offensive:

1. The streets and yards are littered with trash. 

2. There is loud music and people shouting (Odd to put these two different behaviors together)

3. Groups of individuals, who often carry weapons, roam the streets

4. Individuals or gangs fight in the neighborhood

7. Drugs are sold and used by many people in the neighborhood

The above statements could be worded in a less offensive way with latitude given in the response choices for people to indicate how serious the problem is.  For example: We could substitute “Some people in our neighborhood sell and use drugs” for item 7 above.  

We could substitute:  “Litter is a problem on the streets and in vacant lots in our neighborhood” for item 1 above.  We can go a long way toward addressing our concerns with this section by using negative items that are worded less offensively and sprinkling them in with a majority of positive items.  

· Child Report

B. What do you think?


Use of the word “perfectly” in all items.  (Vocab)

5. It is wrong to insult other people (Vocab: insult)

7. It is wrong to get into physical fights with others (Vocab: physical)

8. It is OK to take your anger out on others by using physical force. (Vocab: physical force)

C. Could you do this?  

Use of the word “imagine” in the introduction to this section. (Vocab)

D. How does it make you feel?

15. It would bother me if my friend got grounded.  (Vocab: grounded.  This would be a less common punishment for third graders than for older kids.  Might substitute: if my friend got punished or got suspended or got in trouble or got hurt)

E. Has this happened to you?

4. I cheered up someone who was feeling sad.  (Vocab: cheered up.  Kids don’t usually talk this way.  Might substitute: Someone was feeling sad and I helped them feel better.)
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