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Welcome to our first print issue of Advancing K-12 EdTech. 

Over the years, I have come to realize that we are in the 
unique position of having a front row seat to the challenges 
K-12 leaders are facing. Our Advancing K-12 EdTech blog has 
become so popular because we share what we’ve learned 
without the self-promoting spin. This publication features the 
very best from that blog. 

It is my pleasure to introduce Pekin Community High School 
in our featured cover story. PCHS has demonstrated a 
commitment to using technology as a means to engage their 
entire community and improve student outcomes through 
collaboration. I think you’ll enjoy reading about how Pekin’s 
leadership team has improved communication among 
parents, students, and educators.

As you explore, I encourage you to look to the Skyward 
community as a sounding board. Subscribe to our blog, join 
the conversation on social media, and keep tabs on the 
industry trends that will affect you for years to come. Thanks 
for reading.

Sincerely,

Cliff King, Skyward CEO

FEATURING:
Pekin Community 
High School District 
303 of Pekin, IL }
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IT’S TIME TO RETHINK 
PARENT ENGAGEMENT
A recent Gallup poll, “Parent Engagement: 
Crucial Element of Successful Schools,” 
showed that a higher percentage of 
parents are actively disengaged (23 
percent) than engaged (20 percent) 
with the school their child attends. 
“Engagement” and “involvement” are 
often used interchangeably, but the  
Gallup panel made a point of  
differentiating the two terms. Aside 
from participating in school activities or 
attending conferences, Gallup defines 
engaged parents as those who “are 
emotionally attached and rationally 
loyal to their child’s school,” which is an 
important distinction.
 
First, we need to understand what 
the key drivers of engagement are. 
Which factors led to that group of 
20 percent becoming such strong 
advocates? A follow-up article from 
Gallup pointed to five factors in particular: 
Leadership, Academic Standards, School 
Environment, Personalized Learning, and 
Communication and Involvement.

It does not take an education scholar 
to see that, when combined, these are 
the basic ingredients for any successful 
school. So, how do these factors look 
when examined through a pair of parent-
tinted glasses?

1. LEADERSHIP 
School district leadership is ultimately 
a people-centric issue, so it only seems 
right to address it in human terms. 
For parents, leadership has little to do 
with board meetings and high-level 
strategy. It’s about having access to the 
individuals who lead their respective 
schools and districts. Whether that means 
a superintendent who embraces his 
responsibility as the face and voice of the 
entire district, or a principal who does the 
same for her school, administrators can 
no longer afford to lead from the shadows.

Educational leaders will never reach a 
critical mass of engagement without  
being as visible and prolific as their 
schedules will allow. Communications 
need to come directly, early, and often 
from the mouths of the leadership team. 

parent engagement
BEYOND THE HOMEWORK HELPER

3. SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT 
Assuming you’ve done everything in 
your power to provide a safe learning 
environment, the next step is to instill a 
culture of respect from the district office, 
to the classrooms, and all the way into 
the homes of your students. Alternative 
behavior management techniques have 
risen up to replace the traditional model 
of strict discipline and zero-tolerance 
policies, resulting in an environment 
where student support stretches far 
beyond academics. This respect-
driven culture can be bolstered with  
transparency and communication.
 
The simple act of making assignments, 
activities, and communications available 
through an online portal can do wonders 
for bridging the divide between school 

and home. Students and 
parents should be treated 

as partners in the 
educational process. 

In addition to these 
day-to-day basics, If you don’t have a regularly updated 

blog on the school or district website, 
you’ve already fallen behind the times. 
Social media also plays a crucial role in 
community relations. Superintendents 
and principals can no longer shy away 
from these platforms if school- and 
district-wide social outreach efforts are 
going to succeed. 

Parents will become actively engaged 
only when they are comfortable with the 
individuals who are ultimately responsible 
for the success of their children, and 
that’s going to take some effort on your 
part. If you’re doing everything right, but 
nobody outside your walls knows about it, 
did it really happen? 

2. ACADEMIC STANDARDS
By instituting and communicating a 
rigorous set of standards, school district 
leaders can make it clear that students 
are held to high expectations. But that’s 
not enough. Parents will also want to 
be assured that their children are being 
given the tools and guidance necessary 
for them to reach their full potential. 

There is nothing more damaging to 
parent engagement than the perception 
that students are not being challenged  
in school. 
 
At some point, district leaders need 
to take a position and say that every 
student will be given a fair shake at an 
exceptional education in a supportive 
environment. The first step here will 
always be based on transparency. Do 
your parents know what your standards 
mean for the short- and long-term 
prospects of their children? Are they able 
to track progress, not just against letter 
grades, but against specific skill elements  
and mastery levels? 

If your district doesn’t already have a 
reputation for academic excellence, 
understand that this will take 
time. You can speed up the 
process by involving your 
parents in the planning 
and rollout phases 
of your standards-
based initiatives. The 
perception that your 
district is committed 
to setting the bar high 
and sticking to it will be 
enough to inspire many of 
your parents to raise their own 
expectations – engaging them 
earlier than would otherwise  
be possible.  

consider holding community forums in 
your individual schools to discuss larger 
trends and brainstorm solutions. Parents 
who feel like welcome participants in 
their child’s district are more likely to 
become – and stay – engaged. 
 
Don’t overlook the importance of 
aesthetics when it comes to  your 
learning environments. Alternative desk 
arrangements in classrooms can work 
to promote group discussions, facilitate 
personalized instruction, and spark 
creativity. You should strive to wow your 
parents at open houses and parent-
teacher conferences, not bore them.

4. PERSONALIZED LEARNING
Personalization is the buzzword of the 
decade in K-12, but that doesn’t mean it 
should be ignored. More often than not, 
parents know their children better than 
they know themselves. As a result, they 
expect teachers to teach to their child’s 
strengths and mitigate their weaknesses. 
Parents cannot be engaged in a district 

where students are perceived to be 
little more than numbers. 
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There is no substitute for a high-
performing, passionate teaching staff, 
but the sheer volume of students in many 
districts makes it difficult to personalize 
learning based solely on observation. 
There are just too many students and 
too many course sections for teachers 
to catch everything. This is one area in 
which effective data use can make an 
enormous impact.

You are collecting massive amounts of 
data on your students, but who’s using 
it, and for what purpose? The most 
consistently successful school districts 
foster a data-driven culture from the top 
down. From a leadership standpoint, it’s 

your job to foster an environment of data 
buy-in. Emphasize data strategies in your 
professional development planning, so 
all educators can learn how to identify 
trends and adjust instruction accordingly. 
The best student information and learning 
management systems are designed to 
give educators and administrators the 
insights they need to deliver the level of 
personalized instruction that can turn 
around student outcomes and keep 
parents engaged.

5. COMMUNICATION AND INVOLVEMENT
This should be the easy part of your 
master plan for parent engagement, 
but it may require some adjustments to 
current practices. Communication means 

more than just a monthly newsletter or an 
occasional notification from the district 
office. It’s about opening up a window 
into every aspect of a student’s schooling 
life and giving parents access to more 
than just their child’s comments at the 
dinner table. 

Make sure your parents have access 
to information such as upcoming 
assignments, up-to-date grading history, 
and graduation plans through an online 
portal. Parent visibility should not be 
limited to past-tense communications 
such as progress reports. It’s nice to 
know what’s already happened, but by 
then it’s too late for parents to play a 

proactive role. Can your parents see what 
their child’s schedule looks like, in the 
weeks and months to come, and how it 
all fits into the big-picture learning goals? 
By having a better handle on what’s 
coming next, parents can take measures 
to encourage students at home.

Your teachers are already working hard, 
but as a district leader there are a number 
of ways you can support them in these 
efforts. First, lay down the expectation 
that parents receive some form of 
communication about their child at least 
once a week. An easy-to-use messaging 
platform will make this a painless and 
productive process for teachers and 
parents alike. 

Communication and involvement are 
not limited to the classroom. Push out 
major district announcements and 
initiatives through a variety of messaging 
mediums. Your parents are far less likely 
to read the board minutes than they  
are to look over a Facebook post or a 
featured newspaper editorial. It’s no 
longer good enough to just put the 
message out there. You need to go the 
extra step to ensure it’s getting in front of 
as many eyes as possible. Constant and 
consistent contact is a critical ingredient 
in parent engagement.

PRACTICAL APPLICATION 
This is a lot to take in, but we can’t stress 
enough that parent engagement is not 
some abstract concept that may or may 
not move the needle in your district. Take 
the case of the Solid Foundation Program 
studied in Illinois from 2001 to 2003. 
For the study, 129 schools implemented 
12 components of parent engagement 
after displaying low assessment scores 
on state reading tests. In only two years, 
the Solid Foundation schools went from 
51.3 percent of students “meeting 
state expectations on the composite 
state assessment score” to 55.8 
percent. That’s a statistically significant  
difference, and one that should serve  
as a real eye-opener.
 
Is parent engagement a priority in your 
district? Do you have the technology 
to support the next generation of 
engagement strategies that so many 
families are looking for? What steps 
are you taking right now to reduce the 
number of “actively disengaged” parents 
and turn your district into a future-ready 
destination? You don’t have to face this 
challenge alone. We’ve made it our 
mission to help district leaders turn 
parent engagement around.

practicing 
parent 
engagement 
strategies saw 
the number 
of students 
meeting state 
expectations 
jump from

over a three year period.

Solid Foundation Schools

51.3%  to  55.8%

ONLY 20%
of US parents are fully engaged with their child’s school

Parent       wareness
of upcoming homework assignments and tests resulted in a  

30% INCREASE in the number of students who showed substantial 
improvement in reading, and a 38% INCREASE in math.

The effects of comprehensive parent engagement on student learning, Redding, et. al., 2004

FEWER THAN 25% 
of parents can name a basic milestone their child should 
have reached in school over the previous year.

Boosting parental involvement: Results from a national survey of parents, Public Agenda, 2012

Weekly, tailored 

messages from teachers to parents 
resulted in improved attendance and reduced student 

dropout rates by a staggering

41%
The Underutilized Potential of Teacher-to-Parent Communication:  

Evidence from a Field Experiment, Kraft & Rogers, 2014

The essential supports for school improvement, Sebring, et. al., 2006

Gallup poll, 2015

P A R E N T E N G A G E M E N T
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SPOTLIGHTSTORY

Efficient communication with 
stakeholders is important 
for districts – especially 
to increase engagement 
among teachers, staff, 
parents, and students. Pekin 
Community High School 
District 303 (PCHS) faced 
communication challenges 
and encountered difficulties 
distributing class infor-
mation and keeping parents 
up to date on students’ 
academic performance. 

Principal Amy Hubner 
described how parents and 
students did not have a 
quick option for checking 
grades or work completion. 
Issues also developed when 
it came time to distribute 
semester grades and class 
schedules to students. 

Fa m i l y  a n d  S t u d e n t  O n l i n e  P o r t a l  E n h a n c e s  D i s t r i c t ’ s  C o m m u n i c a t i o n

At PCHS, it was 
commonplace for hard 
copies of schedules to be 
distributed in hallways at the 
beginning of each semester, 
causing unnecessary 
congestion. The burdensome 
delivery process for report 
cards consisted of printing, 
folding, and sealing 
difficulties, as well as high 
postage costs. 

“Another obvious issue 
that we faced was knowing 
whether or not the paper 
grade report actually made 
it to a student’s home for 
their parents to see,”  
Hubner added. 

The district needed a 
foolproof method to deliver 
grades and important class

Pekin Community High School District 303  |  Pekin, IL 
Enrollment: 2,024 

By Kate Knight
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information to parents, and enhance communication among 
staff, teachers, students, and families. After making the 
transition to Skyward’s Family and Student Access, staff 
members saw an immediate impact on communication and 
engagement within the district community.

“I think the overall impact of Family and Student Access has 
been very positive,” Hubner said. “Both parents and students 
have shared that they love the easy access and, most recently, 
the online grade reports.”

Hubner explained that implementing Family and Student Access 
was key for enhanced 
communication within 
the district’s families. 
The family portal allows 
parents and students 
to quickly view grades 
and attendance, and 
contact teachers through 
email options within the 
application. 

Heidi Cooper, business 
office clerk, and Fred 
Vogt, registrar, agree 
that the family portal 
is central for students 
and their families. Vogt 
said parents can now immediately access information, and 
Cooper explained how parents are able to stay more involved 
in their child’s education by proactively addressing concerns. 

“Say they started out in a course with a great grade and then 
all of the sudden it starts slipping downward,” she proposed. 
“[Parents] then can ask the student, see what the issue might 
be, and get in contact with the teacher.” 

According to the district, Family and Student Access has been 
well received by students and families. Cooper said at least 50 
to 60 percent of parents and families have logged in at least 
once during the school year. As the district goes paperless, she 
predicts the percentage will continue to increase. 

With the family portal solution, PCHS is able to quickly make 
grade reports and schedules accessible to students and parents. 
Hubner stated that teachers use the application to send grade 
updates to parents on a regular basis. She added that students 
are also more proactive in their own education by checking 
Student Access for their most current grades. 

Mathematics teacher Samantha Bledsoe described how the 
use of Family and Student Access has allowed parents and 

students to initiate conversations with educators “just by 
making a few clicks.”

“I have noticed that there has been an increase in 
communication between myself and parents,” she said. “They 
will contact me if they see something concerning with their 
student’s grades.”

“Also, students are more aware of where their grades are 
because they can go online and check their grades,” Bledsoe 
added. “I will have students coming to me and saying that they 
noticed they had a missing assignment and ask if they are still 

able to make it up. They 
are taking more of  
an initiative.” 

Naomi, a PCHS student, 
provided her viewpoint 
on the portal. She said 
she uses Student Access 
“between one and three 
times every day.” The 
platform allows her to 
see assignments, the 
grade she received, 
class averages, and any 
comments teachers 
may have given. Naomi 
also stated that the 

application is very easy to use, which makes checking grades 
and navigating the portal a breeze.

“I would absolutely encourage any school district to take 
advantage of Skyward’s Family and Student Access,” Naomi 
said. “Skyward helps me stay organized and contributes to my 
overall success in school.” 

As PCHS students, parents, teachers, and staff can attest, a 
comprehensive family portal solution enhances communication 
and increases engagement in the learning process. Hubner 
and the district community appreciate the online application 
and look forward to making further communication strides 
across the district.

“I would absolutely recommend Family and Student Access to 
other districts,” Hubner said. “It has provided us with multiple 
useful tools, and we continue to explore additional ways we 
can fully utilize it in our building.”
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IT HAS PROVIDED US WITH MULTIPLE USEFUL TOOLS, AND 
WE CONTINUE TO EXPLORE ADDITIONAL WAYS WE CAN 

FULLY UTILIZE IT IN OUR BUILDING.

~ Amy Hubner, Principal

Pictured:  Amy Hubner, Dr. Danielle Owens, Melissa Bloom, Carla Schaefer,  
Sheila Coussens-Martin, Joel Schmieg, Tim Bonnette, Rick Kestner, Ryan Geist.
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3 Ways to Improve

Attendance

The number of days missed per month that will begin 
to negatively affect student performance, according to 
research published by Attendance Works. As mentioned, 

two is also the number of days missed per month that constitutes 
chronic absence.

The number of times more likely students are to 
drop out of school if they are chronically absent, 
according to researchers at the University of Utah 
in 2012.

Percentage of students who were chronically absent 
as kindergartners and 1st graders who were proficient 
readers by the end of 3rd grade, according to a 2011 

research brief from Attendance Works and the Child & Family 
Policy Center. Compare that number to the 64 percent of their 
peers who attended regularly and became proficient readers 
in the same amount of time.

Millions of dollars Houston Independent 
School District loses annually, according 
to a report from the Barbara Bush Houston 

Literacy Foundation, for every one percent reduction in 
Average Daily Attendance (ADA) – a statistic closely mirrored 
in other districts with funding tied to ADA.

THE NUMBERS
Why is it such a big deal to miss a few days here and there? Let’s start with some numbers:Name something that plagues 5 to 7.5 

million U.S. students from preschool to 
graduation. It frequently goes undiagnosed, 
but treatment makes our schools better and 
improves a student’s likelihood of having a 
successful future.

If you said chronic absenteeism, you are correct. This epidemic 
is affecting student performance, dropout rates, and funding in 
schools throughout the country.

But you can take steps to reverse the trend. Let’s find out what 
counts as “chronic” absence and what you can do to prevent it 
from infecting your school.

HERE’S A RIDDLE

So what does “missing a day” really mean? Any absence – 
excused or unexcused – counts toward chronic absenteeism, 
since the focus is on instructional time missed, not on rules 
broken. Sickness? Suspension? Extended spring break? It all 
counts, and it adds up fast. Without an intentional effort, we 
might fail to notice chronic absence. A student’s desk doesn’t 
need to be empty for two weeks straight – all it takes is two 
days each month.

CHRONIC ABSENTEEISM:

     1.   Missing at least 10-20 percent of school 
days per year

     2.    Missing 18-36 days in a 180-day school 
calendar

THE DEFINITION

By Leslie Strong
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THE STEPS
It’s not tough logic: more students 
in class leads to more funding, 
fewer dropouts, and better 
schools. Here are three steps 
you can take to tackle chronic 
absenteeism head on:

1. make technology  
work for you
Do you know how many of your “absentees” are actually 
present? There are millions of dollars in funding left on the 
table every year due to human error and outdated technology. 
The first step to boosting your attendance is getting better 
at tracking it accurately, but the function of technology goes 
beyond just a roll call.

The best attendance systems do more than generate blemishes 
on student attendance records. Do you have automated 
messaging that lets parents know when their kids don’t show 
up to class? What about an attendance entry method that 
reduces the chance for error? Can your students take on the 
responsibility of checking into class themselves, thus taking 
attendance off of the teacher’s plate altogether?

If your school funding is tied to attendance, it’s more important 
than ever that your attendance tools help you avoid mistakes, 
save time, and provide actionable and accurate data. The right 
system should enhance your ability to communicate effectively 
with parents, and it might even influence students to be present 
more often by making school a less rigid environment.

2. Meet students’ needs 
Some absences are unavoidable, but you can reduce the 
unnecessary ones by making school the place that best meets 
students’ needs. Make sure your staff knows what to do when 
they suspect a student’s basic health and safety needs aren’t 
being met, and keep track of office visits so you can notice 
patterns early.

With the basics taken care of, you can turn your attention to 
what kids are craving: belonging, achievement, and growth. A 
culture that lets students take charge of their own education 
can have a huge effect on motivation. Personalized learning 
helps students feel excited about school and take ownership of 
the learning process. When school is fun and fulfilling, it’s not 
as hard to show up.

In recent years, we’ve seen a significant uptick in non-traditional 
attendance methods to support a future-ready learning 
environment. If you haven’t heard of positive attendance already, 
visit www.skyward.com/positiveattendance to see how a small 
change in one period every day can revolutionize the way your 
high school approaches personalized learning.

3. Explore partnership opportunities 
There isn’t a perfect remedy for chronic absenteeism, but 
partnerships can come close. School, family, and community 
collaboration can bring about creative solutions. Folks in 
Springfield, Massachusetts created a walking school bus that 
brings police officers, parents and teachers together to pick up 
kids along five different routes to school. This simple solution 
doesn’t just help kids get to school safely, but it also encourages 
healthy habits and builds community connections.
 
Another creative partnership, the MBK Success Mentors 
Initiative, is a nationwide effort that uses evidence-based 
practices to reduce chronic absenteeism. Mentors encourage 
attendance, help students learn to problem solve, and connect 
them to appropriate resources. Think you don’t have enough 
qualified people to serve as mentors? Think again. According to 
the initiative’s Fact Sheet from the U.S. Department of Education, 
mentors can include coaches, administrative staff, teachers, 
security guards, AmeriCorps members, tutors, and after-school 
providers – among others.

The first step toward improving student achievement is getting 
the kids to show up. Take on chronic absenteeism by meeting 
students’ needs at all levels, forging partnerships, and making 
attendance work for you.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Leslie Strong, Product Line Manager

To read more from Leslie, visit  
www.skyward.com/blogs.


