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he research is indisputable:

Parent involvement in
students’ education boosts
academic achievement. What is
also clear is that the traditional
methods schools have used to
engage parents—the parent-
teacher conference, the “note-in-
the-backpack™ and other face-to-
face and print efforts—while still
useful, are no longer enough to
reach a population that is more
and more dependent on digital
communication.

Social media—Facebook,

Twitter and other networking
sites—are not just for teens

anymore. According to the Pew
Internet and American Life
Project, as of December 2013,
some 85 percent of American
adults are online, and 73 percent
of those online adults use social
media. What’s more, most users
of the social networking sites
Facebook and Twitter report
visiting these sites at least daily,
if not multiple times a day. While
school and district websites
have enhanced schools’ digital
presence, schools now have

an unparalleled opportunity to
dramatically improve parent
and family engagement simply

by using the same social media
parents and families are already
using. Best of all, it’s not hard
to do! So how can your school
make the most of it? Here are
five great ways:

1. Extend Outreach

While school and district websites
are an essential way to provide

a variety of news and parent
information, they mainly reach
people who are seeking answers
to specific questions.

Posting parent tips, event
information, news articles and
photographs on social media
sites such as Facebook or
Twitter increases the chances
your content will be seen in a
timely fashion by parents who
already use those media every
day. (Many of them grew up
using social media!)

In addition, the percentage of
users who access the Internet
exclusively on mobile devices
such as smartphones and tablets
is growing. These parents are
more likely to read information on
a social media mobile app than
visit a traditionally-designed
website.
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For effective social media
outreach:

* Take an informal survey of
parents to determine which
social networking sites they
prefer to use.

e Talk to your technical staff
about content management
software that will push the
same news and information
to multiple channels
(website, app, social media,
etc.), or that can be loaded
with content in advance to be
deployed on scheduled dates.

* Try providing brief digital
demonstrations as part of
parent events. Explain the
types of technology your
school or district uses to
distribute information, and
how parents can access it.

e Package your content in
short messages that will
show up effectively on
mobile devices.

A daily, mobile-ready “Today’s
Tip for Parents” is available to
schools by subscription from
www.parent-institute.com.

2. Broadcast Critical
Information

In the event of an emergency,
weather-related closing or delay,
or other unplanned event, it is
important to get accurate and
authoritative information to
parents fast. Social media spread
the news instantly to parents who
“like” or “follow” your school.
Parents can check Facebook or

Twitter updates, either from your
school or other parents.
To extend your reach:

* Ask parents to “like” your
school’s Facebook page or
“follow” your school on
Twitter. Perhaps hold a contest:
Parents who like your page
will be entered to win a school
car magnet.

e Coordinate with other schools
in your district to add the same
district-identifying hashtag to
your tweets: #districtname.
That way, anyone searching
for tweets from your district
will see your posts.

3. Build Community
and Understanding

In addition to offering a way to
disseminate information, social
media can also be a window
for schools to find out more
about what is on parents’ minds,
and to create communities by
connecting parents to one
another. When you post a news
article, blog entry or parent tip,
parent responses may tell you
that something you are doing is
popular, or that something has
been misunderstood. If you

allow it, parents can bring their
concerns to your attention by
posting them. (Review the
privacy and posting settings of
the site you are using often).
When you know what your
parents are talking about, you
may find that many have similar
questions you can then address
in the most appropriate ways.

Many social media sites will
let schools create specific groups
for parents, by class, team or
club, for example. Facebook,
Schoology and Blackboard are
examples. By creating groups,
teachers can engage parents by
sharing assignments, student
work, class updates, photographs,
news about the curriculum and
ideas for how parents can help
at home. Parents in turn get a
chance to contribute their own
ideas and solutions to group
questions.

To build a safe and supportive
online community:

* Develop a policy for your
school staff, students and
parents that describes
appropriate social media use.

e Limit participation in class
groups to parents/guardians
of your students.

* Don’t share pictures of
students without parental
permission, and don’t
provide student names.

* Don’t post and run. Read
the responses you get.

A wide variety of content for
schools to share with parents
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to help them support school
success is available from www.
parent-institute.com.

4. Spread Positive
News

For many parents, social media
1s a go-to source of news. New
Milford (NJ) High School
principal Eric Sheninger has
written extensively about the
use of social media by schools,
and points out that it is a great
way for school administrators to
provide a consistent public
relations platform: “In this day
and age, when we only hear
about the negative, social media
allows educators to share the
positive things that go on
between our walls.” By providing
links via Facebook or Twitter,
for example, to coverage on
television, in newspapers or
other outlets, schools can direct
parents to good news about the
school, its events, students and
staff.

To keep your message flowing:

* Be consistant about what
you choose to cover. If you
post coverage of sports teams
and games, do it for all the
teams and all the games.

* Keep it fresh. Everyone
enjoys hearing good news,
but it loses its effect if the
story is out of date.

5. Be a Source for
Online Parent
Learning

These days many parents have
personal experience with online
learning, whether to pursue

job skills or personal interests.
Social media provide a great
way for schools to build on this
familiarity, and engage parents
in learning the skills that will
boost student success.

Schools can provide online
informational “classes” on
subjects from the Common Core
State Standards to preparing
for parent-teacher conferences.
After posting videos to a social
media site such as YouTube,
schools can promote them to
parents by posting links on
Facebook or the school website.

Social media can also be used
to create groups for discussion
forums between parents and
teachers or administrators.

Kits, including videos, to help
schools present classes to
parents on a wide variety of
topics, are available from www.
parent-institute.com.

In our world of technological
innovation, the answer to the
question “which method of
communication is best to engage
parents?” is increasingly “all of
the above.” Social media, when
used with print and web efforts,
offer schools opportunities to
reach more parents with more
content more of the time. And
for the best in parent and family
engagement content, educators
turn to The Parent Institute.
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