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Key points:  

 Make the most of every message 
 Tailor information to individual needs 
 Vary communication approaches 

Soar beyond backpack fliers to deepen home-school partnerships 

Progress reports and district student data websites provide current, sophisticated, and personalized information 
to families. Yet even those strategies can fall into the same category as neon-colored fliers stuffed into students' 
backpacks, said Jenni Brasington, family services consultant and founding partner of the Center for Active 
Family Engagement, and Sherri Wilson, senior manager for family engagement for National PTA. 

Extensive data collected through use of the Arizona Parent Information Resource Center's Family Friendly 
Walkthrough model indicates that parents often feel the school is consistently communicating with them; 
however, they're uncertain what that information really means for their child, Brasington added.  

"The more specific the message you can send to families and the more relevant they feel it is, the more likely 
they will do something with it," Wilson said. 

Here are some ways schools can go beyond basic communication and share more meaningful information with 
families, according to Brasington and Wilson. 

 Put out a strategic message. "Schools often equate the amount they communicate with families to the 
amount of fliers, tip sheets, and newsletters they send home," Wilson said. However, this type of 
communication is passive and generic. Instead, share specific strategies families can use to help their 
children that match classroom learning.  

Such an approach is even more crucial for your most at-risk students. "For kids who are really 
struggling, those are the families we have to spend more time with and walk through the process," 
Brasington said. 

 Individualize whenever possible. "Sometimes families don't think the message schools are sending is 
relevant to them at all," Wilson said. That's why messages should be specific to the child and spelled out 
with some detail, Brasington added. For example, when sending a progress report home, schools could 
also include a model report where information is broken down and explained. Then families have 
something to refer to as they review their child's actual report. Consider sending information in families' 
home languages when you can and providing visual examples, they said. Provide concrete examples of 
strategies for different score ranges, so parents have specific ways to respond based on their child's 
scores. 

"Parents need to know what to look for, and what do you do, who do I go to, how do I support my child 
and advocate," Brasington said. "That's how parents become a partner in the process. They don't become 
a partner by just sending a flier home and expecting they're going to get it." 

http://www.pta.org/
http://www.azpirc.com/
http://www.title1admin.com/TI2/index.jsp?pageid=8


 Increase outreach through variety. As you plan how to individualize information, also consider how 
to do so in multiple ways. For example, for progress reports, you might send home a cover letter that 
explains the report and how to use the results. You might also have a video tutorial on your website, and 
an in-person workshop to walk families through the reports. The idea is not that every family will take 
advantage of every option, but rather that you'll offer enough variety that more families will find an 
option that works best for them. This is particularly important for families who don't speak English and 
may find an online tutorial or workshop more helpful; meanwhile, a cover letter might be just right for 
other families, they noted. 

Related Story: 

Show teachers how to rev up home-school communication 

Fliers are a favorite when it comes to getting information to families; however, that old standby isn't likely to 
create a school-home partnership that gives parents the specifics they need to help their child, said Jenni 
Brasington, family services consultant and founding partner of the Center for Active Family Engagement, and 
Sherri Wilson, senior manager for family engagement for National PTA. 

"I'm not saying fliers don't go home, but there are additional steps that go along with it," Brasington said. 

The shift toward more strategic information sharing begins with professional development. Staff must know the 
difference between just communicating information and sharing information in a way that makes parents 
partners. Ultimately, it's a systems change that begins with leaders who decide to personalize their approach and 
to take that strategy schoolwide, she added. 

As the mind-set within a school shifts, the school could move from general tip sheets toward more specific 
strategies, especially for how parents can help at-risk students, Wilson said. 

--Tricia Offutt covers family and community engagement and other Title I issues for LRP Publications. 
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