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Pioneer Institute is a tax-exempt 501(c)3 organization funded through the donations of individuals, foundations and businesses 
committed to the principles Pioneer espouses. To ensure its independence, Pioneer does not accept government grants.

Pioneer’s Mission
Pioneer Institute is an independent, non-partisan, privately funded research organization that seeks  
to improve the quality of life in Massachusetts through civic discourse and intellectually rigorous,  
data-driven public policy solutions based on free market principles, individual liberty and responsibility, 
and the ideal of effective, limited and accountable government.

This paper is a publication of the Center for School Reform, which seeks to increase the 
education options available to parents and students, drive system-wide reform, and ensure 
accountability in public education. The Center’s work builds on Pioneer’s legacy as a recog-
nized leader in the charter public school movement, and as a champion of greater academ-
ic rigor in Massachusetts’ elementary and secondary schools. Current initiatives promote 
choice and competition, school-based management, and enhanced academic performance 
in public schools. 

The Center for Better Government seeks limited, accountable government by promoting 
competitive delivery of public services, elimination of unnecessary regulation, and a focus 
on core government functions. Current initiatives promote reform of how the state builds, 
manages, repairs and finances its transportation assets as well as public employee benefit 
reform. 

The Center for Economic Opportunity seeks to keep Massachusetts competitive by pro-
moting a healthy business climate, transparent regulation, small business creation in urban 
areas and sound environmental and development policy. Current initiatives promote market 
reforms to increase the supply of affordable housing, reduce the cost of doing business, and 
revitalize urban areas.

The Center for Healthcare Solutions seeks to refocus the Massachusetts conversation 
about healthcare costs away from government-imposed interventions, toward market-based 
reforms. Current initiatives include driving public discourse on Medicaid; presenting a 
strong consumer perspective as the state considers a dramatic overhaul of the healthcare 
payment process; and supporting thoughtful tort reforms.
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Introduction
Massachusetts has long been a frontrunner in education. 
The landmark 1993 Education Reform Act sought to 
improve the quality of public education across the state, 
improve academic outcomes, and close the “achievement 
gap” between higher-income, mainly white students and 
low-income, mostly minority students. From charter 
schools to vocational-technical schools to the inter-district 
METCO program, Massachusetts is a hub of educational 
innovation. Unfortunately, one alternative that is rarely at 
the forefront of policy discussions is summertime enrich-
ment.

The largest time lapse in a student’s learning occurs during 
summer break. According to a report by Hanover Re-
search1, “summer learning loss” is becoming an increas-
ing concern among K-12 educators and was described 
by the U.S. Department of Education as “devastating.” 
The report also states that summer learning loss is more 
prevalent among low-income students, who lose two-to-
three months of reading skills during the summer. This 
regression and related achievement gap could be prevented 
through effective summer enrichment programs targeted 
at low-income or low-performing students. A report by 
Public Profit, a consulting company for public service or-
ganizations, confirms this, stating that the inequality of 
access to summer enrichment programs is a factor con-
tributing to the persistent achievement gap in K-12 edu-
cation2. If academic achievement is the commonwealth’s 
goal, then summer enrichment programs should be uti-
lized, both to ensure the retention of skills learned from 
September through June, as well as prepare students for 
the coming year by introducing new topics.

Throughout the country, and especially in Massachusetts, 
private schools have the capacity to expand educational 
access and help close the achievement gap. Some private 
schools have, admirably, taken it upon themselves to diver-
sify their student bodies and recruit underprivileged chil-
dren who might not otherwise have access to outstanding 
academic opportunities. But those efforts are isolated and 
rest chiefly on the financial ability of the schools to make 
such commitments.

Pioneer believes there is a significant opportunity to ex-
tend student learning through the summer that would 
mitigate learning loss and improve student achievement, 
through academically rich summer programs that are or 
could be offered at the commonwealth’s private schools.

Project Description  
and Goals
This policy brief is the first of a three-part series that will 
explore the current market for academic summer programs 

in Massachusetts and what can be done to expand it, with 
a specific focus on opening up opportunities for students 
who are most in need of quality academic experiences. In 
part one, we attempt what might be called a landscape anal-
ysis by surveying private schools in the commonwealth to 
understand the array of existing summer enrichment op-
portunities for Bay State students. In the second phase, we 
will review best practices of summer academic programs at 
independent and parochial schools in Massachusetts and 
nationally, specifically looking into financing, student re-
cruitment methods, and program development and depth. 
Our final paper will be an analysis of the cost to create one 
to three types of programs in Massachusetts that could 
serve as a model for anyone wishing to start a program, a 
culmination of the findings of Part I and II. Through this 
research, we hope to empower administrators, schools, 
and organizations that wish to launch a summer enrich-
ment program with the information needed to create one 
that is best suited for Massachusetts. This report shares 
the results of our survey of summer academic programs 
at independent and parochial schools in Massachusetts. 
Schools both with and without programs were surveyed, 
in order to learn more about current programs and iden-
tify barriers to the creation of these programs at schools 
that do not currently offer one. Through our survey, we 
attempted to build as broad a snapshot of the summer pro-
gram market as was possible.

Methodology
Identifying Respondents
To conduct this survey, we first created a list of indepen-
dent and parochial schools in Massachusetts using the 
website Private School Review3. We excluded only schools 
with fewer than 100 students, nursery or primary schools 
serving under grade 6, and those without a website pres-
ence. While it’s true that schools with smaller student 
bodies or those serving lower grades may offer summer 
programming, these institutions would likely have fewer 
resources to do so. Given these circumstances, we focused 
on larger schools we believed more likely to offer an aca-
demic summer program.

Unfortunately, one alternative 
that is rarely at the forefront of 
policy discussions is summertime 
enrichment.
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While generating the list, we compiled contact informa-
tion for each school in order to form our survey pool. We 
identified one to two contacts in admissions, development, 
administration, or the summer program office (if avail-
able). Other data fields collected during this stage were the 
school’s address, grades served, size of the student body, 
co-ed status, religious affiliation, and an explicit mention 
of a summer program on the website. 

It is important to note that the survey we conducted was 
not scientific. However, the results include hard data: we 
tabulated the number of schools surveyed, the number 
that responded, and the number of schools that offer sum-
mer programming, both academic and otherwise. But we 
cannot necessarily claim that our data is an accurate repre-
sentation of all private schools in Massachusetts. 

Survey Composition
Next, the survey underwent a comprehensive peer re-
view process. Our questions were selected with the in-
tent of learning more about the financing, program type 
and depth, student profile, staffing, and goal of summer 
enrichment programs offered by private schools in Mas-
sachusetts. While the first four questions were related to 
contact information, the fifth and sixth questions of the 
survey separated the schools into three categories: those 
with academically focused summer programs, those with 
non-academic summer programs, and those with no sum-
mer programs. At this point, respondents without an aca-
demic summer program (the latter two groups) could skip 
to the 25th question, which asked if the school had ever 
considered starting such a program. Question 26 then 
followed up with those who answered “yes” to Question 
25, by asking them to identify obstacles that are prevent-
ing the creation of a summer enrichment program at their 
school.

For the first group, schools with academic summer pro-
grams were asked a series of questions regarding the grade 
levels and number of students the program served, subjects 
taught, hours of instruction per day, applicant eligibility, 
the benefits of offering the program to students outside 
the school, and the methods used for student recruitment. 
Schools with existing summer enrichment programs were 
also asked about the academic level of students targeted 
for the program, whether an application was required, how 
seats are filled when demand exceeds capacity, and who 
staffs the program. Finally, we included financing ques-
tions regarding tuition, funding, and non-profit status. 

Survey Distribution
Distribution of the survey was facilitated in a multi-step 
process. First, a preliminary “mass” email was sent to all 
schools explaining the project and its goals, as well as 

how it might be of interest to the administrators and their 
schools. In our initial email, we asked educators to com-
plete our online survey, which was made available through 
Google Forms. As expected, the response rate was low. 
Next, phone calls were made to school contacts who had 
yet to fill out the survey. In the interest of time, follow-up 
phone calls were made to approximately 150 schools, 
based on the size of the school (200+), grades served (6th 
and up), and the probability that the school had a summer 
enrichment program. Follow-up emails were sent to any 
schools that were left voicemails. Finally, targeted emails 
and calls were made to schools with large summer pro-
grams to gain additional responses. The survey distribu-
tion took place from November 2015 to early February 
2016 to 285 private schools in Massachusetts. 

Response Rate
Out of the 285 schools that we reached out to, 74 inde-
pendent and parochial schools responded, yielding a 26 
percent response rate. According to SurveyGizmo, a sur-
vey-building website, the typical response rate of exter-
nal surveys (those distributed to people or organizations 
without a prior relationship) is 10 to 15 percent.4 Survey-
Monkey, another popular survey-building website, sug-
gests that a high target response rate for external surveys is 
between 20 to 30 percent.5 Therefore, acknowledging the 
limitations of surveying, we are satisfied with a response 
rate of 26 percent. We do not attempt to claim that our 
data is representative of all summer enrichment programs 
or all private schools in Massachusetts; we are simply as-
serting that the responses we received provide valuable 
insight into the various summer academic programs cur-
rently offered at private schools in the commonwealth, and 
that our response rate is high enough to merit an analysis 
of the data we collected. 

Findings
Our survey provided a wealth of information on the oper-
ations of summer enrichment programs throughout Mas-
sachusetts. Out of the 74 schools that responded, 49 have a 
summer program, 39 of which are “academically oriented.” 
Ten have non-academic summer programs and 25 schools 

...the responses we received provide 
valuable insight into the various 
summer academic programs 
currently offered at private schools 
in the commonwealth...
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have no existing program. Though more than half of the 
schools that responded have a summer enrichment pro-
gram, we do not believe that this is representative of most 
independent and parochial schools in Massachusetts. In-
stead, this is likely due to the increased level of interest of 
these schools in our project, resulting in a higher response 
rate. 

Fig. 1: Summer Programming at Schools Surveyed 

*Of the 74 Schools that Responded

10 
Non-Academic  

Summer  
Programs

25
No Summer  

Program39
Academic Summer  

Programs

I. �Findings: Massachusetts Independent  
and Parochial Schools with Summer 
Academic Programs

A. Program Information
At the schools reported as having existing academic sum-
mer programs, the number of enrolled students ranged 
from as few as 10 to as many as 1,500. Due to the large 
range, it’s best to report the results of this question in 
groups: 10 schools reported having under 50 students at-
tend their summer program; 15 schools have attendance 
between 50 and 199; six serve 200 to 499; and five schools 
host over 500 students for their summer programs. Three 
schools chose not to answer this question. Therefore, we 
found that most summer enrichment programs serve less 
than 200 students. 

Fig. 2: Size of Summer Enrichment Programs

*Of the 39 Schools with an Academic Summer Program

10 Schools
< 50 Students

6 Schools
200-499 Students

5 Schools
500 + Students

15 Schools
50 - 199 Students

3 Schools
No Response

According to our survey, STEM and the arts are the most 
popular subjects taught at summer enrichment programs. 
Of the 37 schools that responded to this question, 23 teach 
the arts (62 percent) and 21 (57 percent) teach STEM 
during their summer academic programming. Other pop-
ular answers include the humanities, SAT or college prep, 
reading and math, and language or culture. Other sub-
jects mentioned by less than two schools include farm and 
land stewardship, study skills and high school preparation. 
Respondents had the option of choosing more than one 
subject. 

Fig. 3: Subjects Taught at Summer Enrichment  
Programs
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Arts - 23 

STEM - 21 

Humanities - 12 

SAT/College Prep - 5 

Math & Reading - 3 

Language or Culture - 3 
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The typical day in a summer enrichment program can vary 
dramatically by school. Students may be in their academ-
ically oriented class from less than three hours to more 
than six hours per day. Out of the 39 schools with summer 
academic programs, seven schools teach their academic 
courses for less than three hours per day, 11 schools have 
class for three hours a day, eight schools have class for four 
hours a day and six have class for five hours a day. At seven 
schools, students are in class for six hours or more per day. 
Furthermore, five of the schools have summer enrichment 
programs that are overnight programs. The majority, 32, 
are day programs (86 percent). 

B. Student Profile
Schools offering academically oriented summer programs 
serve a wide range of students, from first grade to twelfth. 
Our survey revealed that most of the 39 schools (more 
than 20) offer summer enrichment to students in grades 
2 through 8, with the most popular grades being 5th 
through 8th grade. 

Schools offer summer enrichment programs to different 
kinds of students with diverse goals in mind. For instance, 
the academic level of students that are targeted to attend 
summer programs varies significantly. Out of the 37 
schools that responded, 11 target “accelerated” students 

and 11 schools also target “proficient” students. Eight 
schools target students “in need of improvement” and one 
school’s program targets students that are at risk of drop-
ping out. The largest group of schools, 22, accept students 
from any or all of these categories, suggesting that they 
either have no preference or they have multiple programs 
that fit students of each category. 

The status of the students who qualify for summer en-
richment programs also differs across schools. Our sur-
vey found that out of 39 schools with existing programs, 
24 serve current students, 27 serve incoming students, 24 
serve prospective students, and 31 serve students from a 
designated geographic area. Other responses were pro-
grams serving “motivated and underserved students in the 
outside community” and students from “other Catholic 
schools.”

We asked the 31 schools that offer their summer enrich-
ment program to any student in a certain geographic lo-
cation to define the area. Twelve schools indicated that 
students could come from anywhere or that there is no 
defined area and two did not respond. The remaining 17 
schools serve students in various locations across Massa-
chusetts. On the next page is a map of those self-reported 
locations.

Fig. 4: Grades Served by Summer Enrichment Programs
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Fig. 7: Recruitment Techniques

Marketing/Advertising - 10 
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Partner with a Non-Profit Organization - 6 

Rely on Word of Mouth - 5
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Schools
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Moreover, our survey found that most schools require stu-
dents to complete an application to be considered for their 
summer enrichment program. Out of 37 respondents, 25 
schools require an application and 12 do not. As a fol-
low-up, we asked schools that do require an application 
to explain how seats are filled when there are more ap-
plications than available slots. Of the 25 respondents, 14 
schools indicated that seats are filled on a first come, first 
served basis; one of which stated that this was the case only 
after a “priority week” for the families of current students. 
Eight schools reported that decisions are merit-based, and 
ten schools give priority to returning students. Other re-
sponses included third party searches to find students that 
would be the best fit and one school stated that staff would 
be increased to accommodate more students. No schools 
reported using a lottery system. 

We also asked schools how their summer enrichment pro-
grams are staffed. Of the 38 that responded, nearly all, 37, 
hire teachers from their school to teach during the sum-
mer. Twenty of those 37 schools also hire teachers from 
other schools and eighteen of the 37 also hire college-aged 
students to teach or work as tutors. Of those 37 schools, 
one indicated that it has a parent/partner program, one 
hires high school students that are alumni of the program, 
and one hires professionals from the field to come in and 
teach. The only school that does not hire its own teachers 
for its summer academic program indicated that it exclu-
sively outsources, making the total number of schools that 
hire teachers from other schools 21. 

D. Financing
For this project, an important area of study is the financ-
ing of summer academic programs. Therefore, we looked 
into whether schools charged tuition and the cost, what 
kind of non-tuition funding supports these programs, and 

Schools were also asked why they offer their summer 
enrichment program to students not currently attending 
their school. Although the answers varied among the 33 
respondents, a majority, 25 schools, do so for marketing 
purposes. Additionally, 12 schools offer their program to 
students not currently enrolled in order to create a pipeline 
for minority students and/or socioeconomically disadvan-
taged students to increase the school’s diversity. Smaller 
numbers of schools reported doing so to remediate the 
skills of accepted students, provide skill-building, offer 
their school experience to students that are unable to at-
tend, for general recreation, and to provide college prepa-
ration. 

Fig. 6: Reasons Schools Include Unenrolled Students  
in Academic Summer Programs

Schools

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 33

Market the School - 25 

Pipeline to Increase Diversity - 12 

Skill Remediation for Accepted Students - 4 

Offer Skill Building  - 3

School Experience for Those Unable to Attend - 2 

Summer Enjoyment - 2 

College Prep - 1

C. Operations
Many of the independent and parochial schools offering 
summer academic programming employ a variety of re-
cruitment techniques to identify students who would be 
a good fit for their program. Of the 23 schools that re-
sponded to this question, most use some form of adver-
tising or partner with public schools to attract students to 
their summer enrichment programs. Other popular efforts 
include partnering with a non-profit or community-based 
organization, such as The Steppingstone Foundation, and 
relying on word of mouth. Additionally, one school part-
ners with a governmental agency to recruit students, and 
two schools claim not to use any recruitment strategies, 
yet both indicated an interest in learning more about best 
practices. 
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in the school’s budget, nine report that funds are raised 
through private donations and foundation grants, and one 
is funded through a federal program. To gain insight into 
how common it is, we asked respondents if their summer 
academic program is established as a 501(c)(3) non-profit 
organization separate from the school. Out of 36 schools 
that responded, five have summer programs that are sepa-
rate non-profits and 31 do not. 

II. �Findings: MA Independent and  
Parochial Schools with No Existing 
Summer Academic Program

For the 35 schools without an academically-oriented sum-
mer program, we asked two follow-up questions. First, we 
asked if their school had ever considered creating a sum-
mer enrichment program. Of the 34 that responded, 22 
had considered it and 12 had not. For those 22 that had 
considered creating one, we asked what obstacles are pre-
venting their schools from creating a summer academic 
program. Our survey found that nine schools cited budget 
issues, 11 reported staffing issues, nine claimed to have a 
lack of adequate facilities, five cited a lack of program ex-
pertise, and four reported a lack of interest from students, 
with three giving other reasons. It’s interesting to note that 
five schools reported that they are considering, or are in 
the process of creating, a summer academic program for 
their school. 

Fig. 9: Obstacles to Creating a  
Summer Enrichment Program

Schools

0 2 4 6 8 10 12

Budget - 9

Staffing - 11 

Lack of/Inadequate Facilities - 9

Lack of Program Expertise - 5

Lack of Interest from Students - 4

Considering / In Process of Creating a Program - 5

Other - 3

whether the summer program is registered as a non-profit 
organization separately from the school. Our survey was 
able to capture basic financial data, and we plan on con-
tacting some of these respondents for Part II of the project 
in order to gain a more complete understanding of their 
financial structures.

Of the 38 schools that responded, 29 indicated that they 
charge tuition for their summer enrichment programs and 
nine said they do not. Of those 29 schools charging tui-
tion, 28 responded to a follow-up question on the amount 
of tuition charged, which varies significantly per school.

Fig. 8: Tuition Charged for Summer  
Enrichment Programs

Schools

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

$10 Per Hour - 1 

$150 - $299 Per Week - 4

$300 - $400 Per Week - 6 

$500 - $700 Per Week - 2

$850 - $4,000 for Program - 5

$4,000 - $8,000 for Program - 4

Varies - 4

Unsure - 2

Twelve schools indicated that tuition is charged on a week-
ly basis, ranging from $150 to $700 per week. Nine schools 
charge a tuition price for the entire program, ranging from 
$850 to $8,000, with five schools charging tuition between 
$850 and $4,000 and four charging between $4,000 and 
$8,000. One school responded that it charges $10 per hour 
for its summer academic program. Four schools indicated 
that the amount varies and two were unsure of the cost. 
Clearly, there is a wide variance when it comes to summer 
enrichment tuition. 

For schools that do not rely solely on tuition, we asked 
about other types of funding they receive. It is import-
ant to note that of the 11 schools that responded to this 
question, three had previously indicated their school does 
charge tuition and eight indicated that their school does 
not. That being said, three schools responded that the 
funding for their summer enrichment program is included 
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regard to financing, a majority of schools charge tuition, 
which ranges significantly from program to program by 
thousands of dollars. Program costs, tuition rates, and 
non-tuition funding are areas that we will investigate 
more carefully in the next phases of our project.

While the survey results are not necessarily an accurate 
representation of every academic summer program at all 
of the commonwealth’s private schools, this data lays the 
foundation for understanding how the current market op-
erates, where additional clarification on program opera-
tions is needed, and what areas can be improved. These 
findings will guide our research for our upcoming reports, 
in which we aspire to craft a comprehensive guide to start-
ing summer enrichment programs that are best suited for 
Massachusetts, to prevent summer learning loss and help 
close the achievement gap. 

Conclusion
To reiterate, the purpose of this survey was to perform a 
landscape analysis of the existing opportunities for Massa-
chusetts students to attend summer enrichment programs 
at independent and parochial schools. The next phases of 
the project will analyze best practices of summer academic 
programs nationally, as well as analyze the cost of start-
ing new programs in the commonwealth. The purpose of 
the project is to examine the current market for summer 
enrichment programs in Massachusetts and what can be 
done to expand it. 

The survey was designed to gain a broad portrait of both 
existing summer programs and schools interested in cre-
ating one. For schools that already have academically ori-
ented programs, we found that most serve less than 200 
students in all grade levels, but especially grades 2 through 
8. Furthermore, the most popular subjects taught are the 
arts, STEM, and the humanities. Many of our respon-
dents with summer enrichment programs offer their pro-
gram not only to current or prospective students, but also 
to students in specific geographic locations. In addition, 
many programs are open to students of any or all academic 
levels. When non-enrolled students are offered admission 
to their summer programs, most schools do so either to 
market the school or to create a pipeline to increase the 
school’s diversity. Moreover, most schools require an ap-
plication for their program. We also found that nearly all 
schools hire their own teachers to teach in the summer 
program, as well as hire teachers from other schools. In 

We Found For Schools That Already Have Academically-Oriented Programs

Most Serve 

Fewer Than  
200 Students  

Mostly in Grades 2 – 8

Arts, STEM, &  
The Humanities

are the Most Popular  
Subjects Taught

Majority of Schools  

Charge Tuition 
which Ranges Signifigantly

by Thousands of Dollars   

The next phases of the project  
will analyze best practices of 
summer academic programs 
nationally, as well as analyze the 
cost of starting new programs in  
the commonwealth. 



Summer Enrichment Programs at Independent and Parochial Schools in Massachusetts

12

About Pioneer
Pioneer Institute is an independent, non-partisan, private-
ly funded research organization that seeks to change the 
intellectual climate in the Commonwealth by supporting 
scholarship that challenges the “conventional wisdom” on 
Massachusetts public policy issues.

About the Authors
Lauren Corvese is a senior at Northeastern University in 
Boston. She will graduate in May with a bachelor’s degree 
in political science and minors in business administration 
and Spanish. Lauren started working at Pioneer through 
Northeastern University’s co-op program in 2015 and has 
continued as a research assistant. 

William Donovan is a former staff writer with the Provi-
dence Journal in Rhode Island where he wrote about busi-
ness and government. He has taught business journalism 
in the graduate programs at Boston University and North-
eastern University. He received his undergraduate degree 
from Boston College and his master’s degree in journal-
ism.

Endnotes
1.	 Best Practices in Summer Literacy Programs,  Re-

port, June 2013, http://www.hanoverresearch.
com/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/Hanover-Re-
search-Best-Practices-in-Summer-Literacy-Pro-
grams.pdf. 

2.	 Summer Matters: How Summer Learning Strength-
ens Students’ Success,  Report, 2012-2013, http://
dev.summermatters2you.net/wp-content/up-
loads/2016/01/Summer-Matters-How-Sum-
mer-Learning-Strengthens-Students-Success.pdf. 

3.	 “Massachusetts Private Schools,” Private School 
Review, 2016, http://www.privateschoolreview.
com/massachusetts. 

4.	 Andrea Fryrear, “Survey Response Rates,” Survey 
Gizmo, 27 July 2015, https://www.surveygizmo.
com/survey-blog/survey-response-rates/.

5.	 Bennett Porter, “Tips and Tricks to Improve 
Survey Response Rate,” Survey Monkey, 28 
Mar. 2012, https://www.surveymonkey.com/
blog/2012/03/28/improve-survey-response-rate/. 

185 Devonshire Street, Suite 1101 Boston, MA 02110  |  P: 617.723.2277  |  www.pioneerinstitute.org 



185 Devonshire Street, Suite 1101 | Boston, MA 02110 | P: 617.723.2277  
www.pioneerinstitute.org | Facebook.com/PioneerInstitute | Twitter.com/PioneerBoston


