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“The findings of this Project Tomorrow report demonstrate the need 
for school leaders to really understand the families they serve and 
their communication preferences. Because of the presence of multiple 
generations in a school community, we must be mindful to not favor 
communication channels which are familiar and comfortable to us. Instead, 
we should look to what is effective with the families in our schools or 
systems and use that in an effort to enhance school-to-home engagement.”
    ~ Lesley Bruinton, APR, Public Relations Coordinator    

                      Tuscaloosa City Schools, AL    

Introduction
Within the past 10 years, banks, retail stores, restaurants, supermarkets, movie 
theaters and even your local car wash have all shifted their outreach to customers to 
incorporate more social media communications accessible through a mobile device.  
This is not surprising given that a recent report noted that social and communications 
apps accounted for 50 percent of the total time spent on mobile apps in 2018.i  This 
trend is not restricted to the large online companies, however.  Small, local businesses 
are also actively leveraging social media to engage with their customers.  In the past 
year, 52% of small businesses reported posting to social media at least once a day 
about promotions, reviews of their business, informational videos and blog posts, and 
even research data to help their customer become a better consumer.ii  The mobile 
aspect of this trend is significant as well.  For example, it is projected that mobile 
coupon use will be three times higher in 2019 than in 2014, with the highest usage 
being reported by Millennials, consumers aged 23 to 39.iii  In their quest to meaningfully 
engage with their customers, it has been necessary for consumer-facing institutions, 
small and large, to re-think long held assumptions about customer relationships and 
their outreach communications as a strategic goal.  The same is true for our K-12 
schools and districts.  

Effective and sustained engagement with parents and the larger school community 
is more important than ever for education leaders.  Following trends observed 
in the consumer marketplace, three-quarters (77%) of schools and districts 
are now leveraging mobile-enabled, social media tools for their school-to-
home communications.  The education leaders’ goals with these new modes of 
communications are similar to the objectives of their peers in the business community.  
The goal is to inform all educational stakeholders about school related information 
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including school events, positive news, brand development messages and/or crisis 
communications. The modalities of social and mobile communications have the 
potential to be effective tools for engaging parents in their child’s education and 
providing them with knowledge or research about education trends that are important 
to their role as an informed parent.  The use of social-mobile communications is also 
highly efficient for many districts who enjoy the opportunity to communicate on a 
regular basis with their stakeholders.  But the operational aspects associated with 
implementing these tools successfully is still a work-in-process, noted by uneven 
results and outcomes.  

A complicating factor in the rollout of mobile apps and social media for 
communications is the existence of multiple generations within a district’s parent 
community including Baby Boomer, Gen X and Millennial parents.  Each of these 
generations have had different experiences using technology for learning, work 
and communications and thus carry those valuations into their expectations 
of digital communications with their child’s school. This reality has significant 
implications for school districts as they envision, create and implement new strategies 
for engaging with parents.  For that reason, this year’s community engagement 
report, part of the ongoing series of collaborations between Project Tomorrow® 
and Blackboard, focuses on the role of mobile and social communications from 
the perspective of parents and other education guardians of different generations.  
Leveraging new research data collected by Project Tomorrow through our annual 
Speak Up Research Project, our goal with this year’s report is to increase education 
leaders’ awareness of the views of key stakeholders regarding communications 
strategies and to stimulate new local discussions about how to best serve the needs 
of your entire community.  To serve that objective, the report includes the results 
of a special analysis of the views of over 20,000 parents from schools and districts 
throughout the United States, and a set of thought-provoking questions that can 
be used to jumpstart new conversations about communications and engagement 
strategies.  
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While parent access to a smartphone is now virtually universal (97% 
of parents of school-aged children), use of emerging tools such as a 
smartwatch by one-quarter of Millennial parents indicate that school 
districts need to re-think their communications across different 
platforms to accommodate new tools.     

As educators think about how to engage with parents via social media, it 
is advisable to look beyond Facebook or any single social media platform 
to meet the diverse needs of all parents in your community.  For example, 
one-third of Millennial parents report using Instagram regularly in their 
personal lives but only 12% of Baby Boomer parents say the same.  

The differentiation by message type is also important for parents.  While 
63% say that Facebook is a good tool for the dissemination of generalized 
information about school events or recognitions, only one-quarter of 
parents believe it is an effective tool for crisis communications.  

How to effectively alert parents about crisis situations at school is 
an increasingly challenging situation for school and district leaders, 
especially in communities with a high percentage of grandparents 
serving as education guardians for their grandchildren.  While 48% of 
parents say that a text message to their smartphone is an effective way 
to share crisis communications with them, it is important to note that 
only 28% of grandparents have that same preference.  

Administrators (80%) and parents (83%) agree that the most effective 
tool for teacher communications about individual student performance, 
behavior or progress is a personalized email message.  As with all forms 
of communications, however, parents are more interested today in a 
“push vs. pull” approach where information is disseminated directly to 
them rather than having to look it up on a school portal.  The ultimate 
aspiration for 64% of parents today is for their child’s teacher will simply 
text them with information about their child.        

The overall finding from this year’s landmark report is that parent’s preferences for
school-to-home communications vary by message, by tool and by generation, and
thus, it is increasingly important for school and district leaders to appreciate this
differentiation when communicating and engaging with their parent community.
Supporting evidence for this pivotal finding include the following:
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The Views of Different Generations of 
Parents on Mobile and Social Media 
Communications  
Our K-12 schools are currently serving students who have parents and other education 
guardians from three different generations; the Baby Boom era representing parents 
born from 1944 to 1964, the Gen X era with parents born between 1965 and 1980, and 
Millennial and/or Gen Y parents with birth years from 1981 to 1996.iv  The Baby Boomer 
parent group also includes grandparents and other older family members who have 
assumed responsibility for their grandchildren’s upbringing, a growing phenomenon 
in many communities today.  It is noteworthy that many generationalists (researchers 
who study generation trends and patterns) are increasingly splitting the Millennials/
Gen Y cohort into two sub-groups based upon their current stage in life from college to 
career; an older group representing those born between 1981 and 1987, and a younger 
group with birth dates in the period of 1988 to 1996.  

Using the Speak Up participation data, Table 1 depicts the percentages of parents in 
each generation by grade band.  Not surprisingly, Millennial parents are more likely to 
have students in PreK through 5th grade and Baby Boomer parents (and potentially, 
grandparents) have high school students in their homes.  

Table 1:  The breakdown of parents of school-aged children by generation
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GRADE OF 
CHILD(REN) IN 

SCHOOL

MILLENNIAL PARENTS

GEN X 
PARENTS

BABY BOOMER 
PARENTS

M1
(UNDER 29 YEARS 

OF AGE)

M2  
(BETWEEN 30-39 
YEARS OF AGE)

Pr-K to Gr 5 89% 75% 48% 25%

Gr 6 to Gr 8 8% 18% 28% 27%

Gr 9 to Gr 12 3% 7% 29% 48%
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Generationalists often point to three key trends that shape the defining characteristics 
of each new generation: 

1. Philosophies of their parents about parenting

2. Economic well-being while growing up

3. Use of various technologies in life, work and education.v

Given that technology usage is one of the defining components of a generation, it 
is logical to assume that parents of the same generation may have common views 
regarding their use of digital tools and resources in their personal lives, and also share 
consistent values about the effective use of those technologies to support school to 
home communications.  As school districts explore using mobile devices and social 
media apps as key components of their engagement and communications strategies, it 
is important for those leaders to appreciate both the similarities and the differences by 
generation so they are not inadvertently leaving some parents behind in the quest for 
more efficient tools.  This information can also help district communications officers 
understand how to best message their strategies to different segments of their parent 
population.    

“When it comes to receiving and sending communications, we are all 
creatures of habit. To be successful as communicators our job is not to 
change their habits but to notice the generational differences and changes 
and to adapt our methods so that we become and stay a part of their 
habits.” 
    ~ Amy Rosenberg, APR, Communications Contractor    
                        Putnam Northern Westchester BOCES, NY
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Parents and Their Access to Mobile Devices 

Parents’ use of a mobile device such as a smartphone or tablet to support their 
personal and/or professional activities has increased significantly over the past 10 
years, mimicking national trends for adult adoption of these tools.  For example, in 
2008, the year after the launch of the iPhone into the marketplace, the smartphone, 
or a cellphone with Internet connectivity, was still a new product category.  At that 
time, only 32% of parents of school-aged children reported having a smartphone for 
their own personal use.  Advance ahead 10 years, and 97% of parents now say they are 
smartphone users, with little discernable differences by parent’s age, family income or 
the type of community where they live.    

Just as the smartphone was still a relatively new innovation in 2008, the smartwatch 
holds a similar positioning today.   However, with smartwatch usage, there are 
significant differences based upon the generational divide in technology use.   While 
26% of Millennial parents say they wear a smartwatch, only 11% of Baby Boomer 
parents have adopted this new technology tool.  Following this early adopter mentality 
for innovative technologies, Millennial parents are less likely than older parents to say 
that they have a computer with a hardwired connection at their home (DSL, broadband 
or cable) for their child to use for schoolwork.  Only one-quarter (25%) of Millennials 
report that their home has a hardwired connection to the Internet while 40% of 
Baby Boomer parents say that type of Internet access is primary at their home.  For 
the younger parents in your community, access to information is not time and place 
dependent.  Using voice commands to their smartphone or through a glimpse to their 
wrist, they can easily and quickly pick up your school district’s latest posting about 
next month’s school board meeting, back-to-school nights next week or tomorrow’s 
snow day. 
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Parents and Their Use of Social Media
Following societal patterns, parents over the past few years have adopted new ways 
of keeping in touch with friends and family (as well as favorite commercial brands) 
through social media tools and applications. Their usage patterns for popular as well 
as emerging social media can provide new insights to education leaders about not 
just the appeal of particular tools, but how the unique features and functionality of 
those apps support parents’ goals and aspirations for effective engagement.  Table 
2 highlights the percentages of parents, by generation, who use various social media 
tools often or all the time. 

The generational differences of parent usage of YouTube, Instagram and Snapchat 
are particularly noteworthy for school and district leaders.  While a third of Millennial 
parents say they use Instagram frequently, only 12% of Baby Boomer parents (and 
only 10% of grandparents in particular) are regular Instagram users.  The difference for 
Snapchat is even more stark and demonstrates the reasoning why the generationalists 
are examining the two subgroups of Millennials.  For parents of school-aged children 
under 29 years of age, Snapchat is an emerging tool in their social media arsenal as 
33% of that group say they use it frequently.  For their siblings and friends over 30, only 
11% are on Snapchat.  

Table 2:  Parents who frequently use specific social media tools by generation
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SOCIAL MEDIA 
TOOLS

MILLENNIAL PARENTS

GEN X 
PARENTS

BABY BOOMER 
PARENTS

M1
(UNDER 29 YEARS 

OF AGE)

M2  
(BETWEEN 30-39 
YEARS OF AGE)

Facebook 53% 55% 52% 44%

YouTube 52% 34% 26% 24%

Instagram 37% 30% 23% 12%

Snapchat 33% 11% 5% 4%

Twitter 7% 7% 10% 7%
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Another differentiator is the content type.  Instagram, Snapchat and YouTube rely 
upon photos, images and/or videos as primary content.  The youngest Millennial 
parents came of age with their social media usage with the birth of Instagram (2010) 
and Snapchat (2011). This may explain their comfort with these tools.  It is significant 
that while Gen X and Baby Boomer parents have adopted their Facebook usage at 
similar levels to their younger counterparts, they are much less inclined to use the 
newer social media offerings such as Instagram and Snapchat.  As school districts 
contemplate adoption and use of various social media tools as communications 
vehicles, several questions need to be considered.  Do our target parent audiences 
have familiarity with these tools, and will they be interested in using them for school-
to-home communications, not just interactions with friends, family and their favorite 
commercial brands?    

“We know that our students are more successful in schools when families 
are engaged in their learning and school activities. As the research 
indicates, 97 percent of parents of school-aged children own a smartphone, 
and they use diverse mediums to obtain information. In order to reach our 
families and community members across generations, we utilize a variety 
of social media platforms, as well as a smartphone app by Blackboard. The 
app works seamlessly with our websites, mass communication system, and 
social media accounts. These tools provide us with additional ways to share 
content with our community using the technology they are familiar with.”
  ~ Tracy Jentz, APR, M.A., Communications and Community Engagement Coordinator   
     Grand Forks Public Schools, ND
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Parents’ Preferences for Mobile + Social 
Tools for Communications and Engagement
The pervasiveness of digital and social media usage in society today is well-
documented.  It is almost hard to imagine how we shared photos or made purchasing 
decisions before being connected to each other through our social networks.  The 
same is true for most school districts.  Over three-quarters (77%) of K-12 districts 
nationwide now report using social media tools to communicate with the families of 
their students, up from 52% just three years ago, a 48% increase in just 3 years. 

The infusion of new social media tools into the communications toolkits for districts 
has created new opportunities for engagement with parents and families.  Considering 
that technology leaders identify parental support as a critical success factor for 
new digital initiatives, the ongoing engagement of parents, especially around the 
use of technology within learning is important.  The use of social media to achieve 
this goal however is still nascent with early positive results but also new challenges.  
For example, district communications officers report a new pressure to keep social 
media sites current and vibrant with frequent new content, challenges evaluating the 
outcomes of their social media outreach, and a continuing hesitancy on the part of 
some teachers to fully endorse these new modes of communications.  

Beyond the challenges however, education leaders appreciate the potential of socially 
based communications strategies.  Consequently, districts are prioritizing the use of 
social media communications as a necessity for teacher professional learning and 
principals are increasingly identified this skill set as imperative for new teachers to 
learn in their preparation programs.  Districts are also opening more social media 
tools for administrator, teacher and even student use in school. Whereas most districts 
continue to block access to Snapchat for example, only 17% of district technology 
leaders say they are limiting access to Facebook through school networks.  
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Parents’ Preferences – Differentiated by 
Message and Tool  
As school and district leaders become more familiar with the advantages and 
opportunities of using mobile-enabled, social media tools to support communications 
and engagement with families, they are also increasingly realizing that certain digital 
or online tools are more effective for particular messages.   This differentiation 
of which tools to use for which purposes is supported by parents’ views on their 
preferences for communications.  Parents see the role of new digital tools serving 
specific types of messages more effectively than others as illustrated in Table 3.  
This increasing differentiation of tools and roles also represents a new experiential 
awareness on the part of parents about the powers as well as limitations of social and 
digital media tools. 

Table 3:  Parents’ choices for the most effective digital tools for specific messages or purposes

CRISIS OR ALERT 
COMMUNICATIONS

GENERAL INFORMATION 
ABOUT SCHOOL OR DISTRICT 

ACTIVITIES

TEACHER COMMUNICATIONS 
ABOUT STUDENT 

PERFORMANCE OR NEEDS IN 
CLASS

1. Auto phone messages (73%) 1. General email blast or 
updates to school or district 
websites (68%)

1. Personal email from teacher 
to parent (83%)

2. Text message to mobile 
phone (48%)

2. Auto phone messages (62%) 2. Text message to mobile 
phone (64%)

3. Push notification or alert 
sent through mobile app 
(47%) 

3. School or district Facebook 
sites (62%) 

3. Mobile app (39%)

4. Mobile app (36%) 4. Mobile app (53%) 4. Auto phone messages (30%)

5. School or district Facebook 
sites (28%)

5. Twitter announcements 
(45%)

5. Push notification or alert 
sent through mobile app 
(27%)

©Project Tomorrow 2019
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A good example of this differentiation by tool and role is the use of school and district 
Facebook sites for communications.  Parents see Facebook sites as valuable for the 
dissemination of school and district information (62%) such as academic calendars, 
district state testing results, school awards and other good news stories about the 
district.  However, they don’t see Facebook as an effective tool for sharing crisis or 
alert information.  Only 28% of parents identified Facebook as appropriate for that 
type of information distribution.  Parents are particularly interested in having crisis 
or alert information pushed to them such as through auto phone messages (73%), 
text messaging to their smartphone (48%) or through an alert notification that comes 
to their mobile device through the district mobile app (47%).  The time sensitivity or 
urgency of some crisis communications supports a “push rather than pull” approach 
for district communications.
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Emerging Tools:  Mobile Apps and Text 
Messages to Parents
The emergence of mobile apps and text messages as key vehicles for teacher-to-
home communications also represents a new trend in parent preferences.  While 64% 
of parents today say that they want their child’s teacher to text information about 
their child to their mobile phone, only 39% of parents held that same view in 2016.  
Interestingly, there is solid agreement across all generations of parents about text 
messaging (Table 4).  This makes sense given that 97% of parents across all generations 
are smartphone users and are more likely familiar with text messaging.  The mobile 
apps preference has also seen significant growth in the past few years.  In 2016, only 
19% of parents said that using a mobile app was an effective way for teachers to 
communicate with parents.  Per our most recent data, 39% of parents are on board 
with using a district mobile app for this type of communications.  However, that 
preference is not widely shared across the different generations.  Millennial parents 
are almost twice as likely to endorse a district mobile app for teacher communications 
than Baby Boomer parents (Table 4).  

Table 4:  Parents’ preferences for mobile apps and text messaging for teacher communications
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These findings point to an issue that deserves greater attention by school and 
district leaders.  When you are adopting various mobile or social tools for efficient 
communications with your parent community?  Are you inadvertently selecting certain 
segments of your community to be excluded from also receiving that information?  
What if that information is critical crisis communications?  What is the current level of 
inclusiveness with your digital communications strategies?  

Millennial parents’ greater appreciation of using a district mobile app for different 
communications tasks most likely is the result of greater familiarity with using mobile 
apps.  Understanding the frequency of usage or even general familiarity with mobile 

TOOLS FOR TEACHER 
COMMUNICATIONS

MILLENNIAL 
PARENTS

GEN X  
PARENTS

BABY BOOMER 
PARENTS

District mobile app 48% 37% 26%

Text messaging 66% 65% 63%
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apps by different parent subgroups can be predictor for the acceptance and usage of 
a district mobile app. As districts further explore the implementation of mobile apps 
to address multiple communications and engagement goals, it is more important 
than ever to appreciate the differences in the parent subgroups within their greater 
community.   

“For years, school districts have been archiving email conversations for 
compliance, regulatory and legal requirements, and if the use of text 
messaging increases and becomes more of the norm, schools need to find 
a mobile-enabled, social media tool that can archive these conversations 
as well. In addition, being easy-to-use and providing a good end-user 
experience will be critical to keep teachers from using their personal 
mobile devices and phone numbers to provide the school-to-home 
communications parents prefer.”
    ~ Shelly Maes, Manager of Member Services

        Southwest West Central Service Cooperative, MN

Communications with Grandparents in 
Crisis Situations 
Nationwide, 5.7 million school-aged children are in homes where a grandparent is the 
head of the household and the primary education guardian.vi  Advocacy groups for 
senior citizens and families report that this phenomenon of children being raised by 
their grandparents has increased 7% in the past 10 years.  School districts are slowly 
realizing grandparents represent a new important stakeholder group, especially 
in terms of communications and in the consideration of which vehicles to use to 
disseminate information.  The importance of this new finding is especially critical 
for crisis-oriented communications.  Per new findings from the Speak Up Research, 
grandparents serving as the primary education guardian for their grandchildren 
are less comfortable with many of the new mobile and social media tools for crisis 
communications than traditional parents.  For example, while 48% of parents say that 
a text message to their smartphone is an effective tool for crisis or alert type messages, 
only 28% of grandparents feel the same way.  A similar disconnect exists around push 
notification coming from a district mobile app.  Only 1 in 3 grandparents identify a 
mobile app as effective for them while most parents endorse that communication tool 
as valuable.  There may be many reasons why grandparents are less comfortable with 
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mobile/social tools for crisis communications.  Whereas it is well documented that 
Millennials are highly likely for example to sleep with their smartphones, that is not a 
habit that most Baby Boomers (and thus grandparents) have adopted.  Grandparents 
are therefore probably more likely to make checking their social media accounts or 
using their mobile devices a more deliberate and less pervasive activity than Millennial 
or even Generation X parents. For crisis communications via a mobile app to be 
effective, the recipient always needs to have their device with them and be open to 
receiving timely messages on a 24/7 basis.       

This difference in viewpoint may be based upon both a generational difference (81% 
of grandparents in this role are between the ages of 50 and 69) and a comfort with 
using technology.  Grandparents (27%) were significantly less likely than fathers (56%) 
or mothers (31%) to identify their technology skills as advanced.  Three times more 
grandparents than parents say their technology skills are at a beginner level.  Given 
that the trend of grandparents as education guardians appears to be increasing, 
it is important for school and district communications professionals to consider 
the specific needs of this group and potentially provide additional support around 
communications tools.  Rather than assume that everyone in your community knows 
how to use a mobile app or has their smartphone configured to receive notifications, 
school district leaders may want to consider specific training programs for parents 
and grandparents to potentially eliminate disenfranchising certain subgroups with 
your prioritized tools.  Partnering with senior citizen associations or support groups 
in the community for this type of training can have the additional benefit of equipping 
grandparents with tools that can support enhanced safety in the community for them 
personally as well.     
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Education Leaders’ Views on the 
Effectiveness of Mobile + Social Tools for 
Communications and Engagement        
As noted earlier, school districts are increasingly using mobile-enabled, social media 
tools to disseminate timely information to their parent community, and to engage with 
them around key issues impacting local schools.  For example, in 2016, only 27% of 
district public information administrators said they were using a mobile app to send 
alerts or crisis information to parents.  Today, 49% of district administrators see their 
mobile app as a highly effective way to reach parents with this vital information.  In 
many ways, this move away from traditional tools like print media to social media 
is being driven by the district’s communications professionals who are adopting 
and using these tools in both their professional and personal lives.  School district 
communications professionals (83%) report using Facebook often or all the time.  A 
majority (55%) also use Twitter regularly.  This increased usage has elevated the skill 
level of these public information officers with high levels of self-assessed proficiency; 
87% report their skills using social media are at the proficient or very proficient levels.   

It is not surprising therefore that many districts are experimenting with different types 
of mobile apps and social media tools to both communicate with and engage their 
parent community.  Similar to the parents, district administrators also differentiate the 
effectiveness of the digital or social tools based upon the particular message.  Some 
tools simply work best for certain types of information (Table 5).  
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Text messaging continues to be the utility player for school-to-home communications 
with district administrators identifying the efficacy of that tool to support teacher 
communications, generalized school or district information dissemination and crisis 
communications.  Parents also endorse text messaging as an optimum mode for 
communications across different messages.  However, parents’ see greater utility for 
text messaging in teacher-to-parent communications about their individual child than 
administrators with 64% of parents identifying that tool as effective for that type of 
communications.  Additionally, administrators are slightly more bullish about texting 
as a good tool for general information and crisis communications than parents.  Four 
in ten parents (40%) say text messages are good for generalized school or district 
communications and 48% believe that a text message is a good way to learn about any 
alerts or crisis messages from their child’s school.         

In general, the mobile and social media communications tools are universally accepted 
by district administrators in all types of communities as effective.  However, some 
differentiation exists that is noteworthy based upon community type (rural, suburban, 
urban) or size of district using student population numbers as noted in Table 6.  For 
example, small K-12 districts with less than 5,000 students appear to be leading the 

Table 5:  District administrators’ views on the best tools for specific messages
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COMMUNICATIONS TOOLS BEST FOR THIS TYPE OF MESSAGE  -  
% OF DISTRICT ADMINISTRATORS WHO AGREE 

Auto phone messages • Generalized school or district information (77%)
• Crisis or alert communications (84%)

School or district websites  • Generalized school or district information (82%)

Personal email messages • Teacher communications about the student (80%)

Push notifications to parents 
through a mobile app

• Generalized school or district information (65%)
• Crisis or alert communications (54%)

School or district Facebook 
accounts • Generalized school or district information (81%) 

Twitter • Generalized school or district information (76%)  

Text messages to parents’ 
smartphones

• Teacher communications about the student (55%) 
• Generalized school or district information (59%)
• Crisis or alert communications (54%)  
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way in terms of using push notifications to the smartphones of their parent community 
for crisis or alert communications. This may be a statement about the efficiency of 
those types of tools when district resources are limited.

It is also interesting to consider differences between the views of administrators 
and the parents in their community.  For example, while 63% of parents in suburban 
communities like the idea of receiving a text message from their child’s teacher, 
only 38% of the administrators in those districts feel the same way.  This disparity 
may be the result of district priorities or concerns.  It is noteworthy however that 
district administrators in suburban communities are also less likely to identify their 
technology skills as advanced compared to their peers in urban or rural district 
offices.  This lack of personal familiarity with the tools may influence their perceptions 
of the value of mobile or social tools for outreach and engagement with their parent 
community.  This may also explain why a greater number of district leaders in 
suburban school districts support general emails to their parent community (a more 
traditional communication tool today) compared to leaders to rural or urban districts. 
Likewise, a higher percentage of district leaders in urban and rural communities view 
Facebook as an effective vehicle for that type of information than their colleagues in 
suburban communities.

Table 6:  Differences in administrators’ views on the effectiveness of new communications vehicles
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COMMUNICATIONS 
TOOLS

ADMINS 
IN URBAN 
DISTRICTS 

ADMINS IN 
SUBURBAN 
DISTRICTS

ADMINS 
IN RURAL 

DISTRICTS

ADMINS IN 
SMALL SIZED 

DISTRICTS 
(STUDENT 

POPULATION  
< 5,000) 

ADMINS IN 
LARGE SIZED 

DISTRICTS 
(STUDENT 

POPULATION  
> 25,000)

General email blasts to 
parents with generalized 
district information 

76% 89% 78% 83% 72%

School or district 
Facebook accounts for 
generalized district 
information 

81% 73% 86% 89% 77%

Push notifications 
to the parents’ 
smartphone with crisis 
communications 

58% 55% 55% 60% 49%

Mobile app for crisis 
communications 58% 55% 55% 60% 49%
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Ending Thoughts with New Questions for 
Education Leaders to Consider  
Mirroring society at large, the questions about how to effectively communicate 
with key stakeholders is an increasing dilemma for school and district leaders.  
Understanding how parents are using mobile apps and social media tools in 
their personal lives, and their preferences for the use of those tools for school 
communications, are critical components in the development of new strategies for 
greater engagement with the parent community.  In many cases, as outlined in this 
new report, assumptions about parent behavior or aspirations are no longer valid and 
thus, school and district administrators need to re-calibrate their own expectations to 
meet parents where they are today.  This “unlearn to relearn” paradigm also applies 
to teachers for their communications with parents about student achievement, 
behavior and progress.  And given the increased focus on school safety, the efficacy 
of a district’s crisis communications tools, especially with grandparents acting as 
education guardians for their grandchildren, is more important than ever.  It was thus 
the goal of this new report to provide research-based insights into parent preferences 
to inform district plans and help education leaders navigate these unsettled waters of 
communications and engagement.     

To help school and district leaders unpack the impact of these findings, we have 
developed a short list of questions that can be used to stimulate new discussions in 
your community about how to effectively engage with all members of your parent 
community.  We hope that through the insights shared in this report and your local 
discussions, there emerges a new era of open communications and increased 
engagement with your parent community.  Keep us informed of your efforts!      

“For the past several years, I have used the Blackboard/Project Tomorrow 
report in my annual and strategic communications planning. The report 
helps our superintendent and board of trustees see that while the basics 
of communication don’t change, the vehicles and methods are constantly 
evolving to fit the needs of our various audiences. This report prompts 
me to ask more questions and to be open to new ideas for improved 
communication and service for our students, parents, educators and 
community members.”
     ~ Heather Crocker, Communications Director
         Blaine County School District 61, ID
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New questions for education leaders regarding school-to-home 
communications strategies with parents:   

How do you define or identify the members of your parent community 
today?   How effectively are you considering generational differences, cultural 

differences, family relationships and other factors when crafting your communications 
plans?   How can you improve your knowledge base about the diverse needs of your 
parent community to develop more effective communications?  

Schools and districts have more tools at their disposal for communications 
than ever before.  Given that more expansive toolkit, how effectively are your 

leveraging this wider set of tools to differentiate your messaging and communications 
vehicles to meet the diverse needs of your community?  What could you do differently 
to ensure that your messages are reaching all parents?

What professional learning is needed today to help school-based and district 
leaders with responsibilities for parental engagement and communications 

understand how to address the diverse needs within your parent community?   How 
can you build a new culture within your schools and districts to support effective 
communications?    

The reality is that the communications tools that you are investing in today 
may not be the same tools parents want to use over the next few years.  

Today’s Millennial parents with children in 4th grade will be your middle school parents 
in just 2-3 years with different needs and expectations.  It is not unreasonable also to 
expect greater regulatory scrutiny on many popular mobile and social platforms over 
the next few years. How are you building capacity within your district for an effective 
and sustainable communications plan that can grow with you as your needs and 
audiences change, and as the environment evolves to accommodate new societal 
demands for stronger data privacy and security around these tools?    

Finally, what are the expectations of your students for communications with 
their teachers and how does their communications’ experiences in your 

schools prepare them for managing their own learning destiny when they are in college 
or the workplace?   Are we modeling effective communications and engagement 
strategies for our students?  

1

2
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About Project Tomorrow 
Project Tomorrow’s nonprofit mission is to support the effective implementation of 
research-based learning experiences for students in K-12 schools.  Project Tomorrow is 
particularly interested in the role of digital tools, content and resources in supporting 
students’ development of college and career ready skills.  For the past 15 years, the 
organization has focused efforts on national research projects and the design and 
implementation of evaluation, efficacy and feedback studies examining the impact of 
digital tools or technology-enabled learning models in the classroom.  The organization’s 
landmark research is the Speak Up Research Project which annually polls K-12 students, 
parents, educators and community members about the impact of technology resources 
on learning experiences both in school and out of school, and represents the largest 
collection of authentic, unfiltered stakeholder voice on digital learning. Since 2003, over 
5.7 million K-12 students, parents, teachers, librarians, principals, technology leaders, 
district administrators and members of the community have shared their views and ideas 
through the Speak Up Project. 

For more information visit: http://www.tomorrow.org 

About Blackboard – Community Engagement 
Blackboard’s unique approach to K-12 education focuses on creating a seamless and 
engaging experience for each learner. Our platform provides a way for students to learn in 
a safe, connected, and technologically savvy environment by focusing in on the three main 
foundational challenges districts face: 
• Advancing personalized, competency-based learning
• Engaging and informing the entire community 
• Maintaining a safe and secure space for academic achievement 
For more information visit: 
https://www.blackboard.com/k12/index.html
https://twitter.com/BlackboardK12 
https://www.facebook.com/BlackboardK12 
https://www.linkedin.com/company/schoolwires
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