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WVFEC’s SEAMless approach to family 
engagement helps schools & families: 
•	 SUPPORT their students’ learning & development
•	 ENCOURAGE positive self image and a “can do” spirit 
•	 ADVOCATE for improved learning opportunities 
•	 MODEL lifelong learning & enthusiasm for education



INTRODUCTION 
This Family Engagement guide has been developed by the West Virginia Family Engagement 
Center in partnership with the West Virginia Department of Education to support student  
learning and family engagement during the upcoming academic year as we navigate this 
unprecedented time together. 

Although there may be challenges to overcome within the academic year due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, we strive to serve as a resource to help you, and your school’s students and families to 
have a successful and engaging academic year. Use this guide within school and district 
leadership, as well as among educators and school staff to strengthen family, school, and 
community engagement.

THIS TOOLKIT WILL PROVIDE:
•	 High impact core practices for family engagement
•	 Actionable strategies and tips to strengthen family engagement
•	 Professional development opportunities
•	 Relevant research and statistics on core practices
•	 Templates and implementation resources
•	 Information on the West Virginia Family Engagement Center
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welcoming virtual environments
As schools open for in-person, virtual or blended  
instruction, there will be a noticeable absence of visitors in 
the schools.  Parent volunteers, in-person school events, and 
large group gatherings are prohibited in most schools for 
the 2020-2021 school year.  Some schools are providing all 
instruction virtually while other schools are creating 
 “No Visitor” policies to reduce the risk of COVID-19 spread.  
 
 Schools, which have worked tirelessly to create welcoming  
environments for students and families, are now faced with 
the challenge of creating these same positive feelings and 
relationships with students and families virtually.   
 

www.wvfec.org 4

“No meaningful family  
engagement can be  
established until  
relationships of trust 
and respect are  
established between 
home and school.” 
SEDL, Partners Education in A Dual Capacity 
Building Framework for Family–School  
Partnerships, 2007

Previous efforts to increase welcoming environments called for schools to “Assess your school 
surroundings.” When students feel unsafe, they begin to close themselves off from others and their 
lessons.  Learning, for these students, stops and behavior issues arise. (Mayer, 2007) As we look 
towards this school year, the challenges are great, but so are the opportunities to find innovative 
ways to create welcoming environments for students and families.  Welcoming Environments are 
shown to; promote student achievement, increase school attendance, and build relationships  
between schools and families as they work towards the common goal of helping students succeed.   

While common sense tells us that individuals are more likely to be involved where they feel  
welcome, the data confirms also that students of engaged families are more successful  
academically, have better school attendance and develop a love of learning that lasts a lifetime.   

Check out our Welcoming Virtual Environments strategies and 
Information Audit Checklist on the following pages.

Strategy 1: Conduct an Information Audit.
Strategy 2: It’s not what you say, it’s how you say it.
Strategy 3: Relationships don’t have to be built IN a building.



welcoming virtual environments
The West Virginia Family Engagement Center offers the 3 tips/strategies below to help you  
create a positive environment VIRTUALLY, leading to continued success for students, families,  
and teachers. 
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Strategy 1: Conduct an Information Audit.
Information for families/caregivers who are only able to connect with 
their child’s school and teacher virtually needs to be readily available 
and easy to find.  When caregivers and families have to search,  
frustration sets in.  This is especially true for those individuals for 
whom technology skills do not come naturally.  The Information Audit 
Checklist (Page 6) provided can be used to ensure your families and 
caregivers can easily locate the information needed, without issue. 

Strategy 2: It’s not what you say, it’s how you say it.
We’ve heard this saying hundreds of times.  While electronic communications such as email and 
text messages (Remind, ClassDojo, etc) have many benefits, without attention to tone, electronic 
messages can come across blunt, short, unprofessional or even rude.  Without the ability to see the 
speaker’s face or hear the “tone” of their voice, many attempts at sarcasm and humor are mistaken 
for criticism.  Keep email/text correspondence calm, short and to the point, using bullets, lists, and 
bold text for emphasis.  If your communication is regarding a sensitive or difficult conversation, or 
requires a lot of back and forth, defer to a phone call or face to face (virtual) meeting.  

Strategy 3: Relationships don’t have to be built IN a building.
Many students and families are easy to get to know and connect with, whether you’re connecting 
with them face to face or virtually.  Others are not.  While it may be more challenging, it’s 
certainly not impossible, and in fact building relationships with both students and families is vital.  
The good news is, the foundational elements of relationship building including respect, trust and 
support are the same virtually and in-person.  Strategies such as Student Interest Inventories and 
Empathy Interviews for students and Family Partnership Questionnaires will facilitate relationship 
building while developing respect, trust and support for one another. 



INFORMATION AUDIT CHECKLIST
Use the following checklist to ensure your school website is creating a welcoming virtual  
environment for your students, families, and community. 

	☐ Functionality on both desktop and mobile devices
	☐ A simple, easy to navigate design
	☐ A welcome video or message from the principal
	☐ Administrator, teacher, and staff photos
	☐ Contact information including the main office number and physical address 	

		  (Note: If your school has a novelty address that may not be recognized by apps 	
		  such as Google Maps, include one that is.)

	☐ A staff contact list including name, role, and email address
	☐ An events calendar that is updated regularly
	☐ School/county forms that can be completed electronically
	☐ A FAQ page (consider surveying families on what to include)
	☐ Policies, procedures, and information related to COVID-19 and other timely needs
	☐ A list of online learning expectations (see OneDrive example) 

Our school website includes:

For additional and resources, check out the 2020 Educator 
Toolkit Folder via WVDE’s Family Engagement OneDrive.

www.wvfec.org 6

https://nam01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Flinkprotect.cudasvc.com%2Furl%3Fa%3Dhttps%253a%252f%252fwvk12-my.sharepoint.com%252f%253af%253a%252fg%252fpersonal%252fnmcline_k12_wv_us%252fEtgKicU1zVNHvqxfmcYmyyAB0U9BUO3VvJyQKapN7j9_fw%253fe%253dB3ygvC%26c%3DE%2C1%2CRMxo_oqDJh7ryRf2rpBCysIy2ytP9sPfbaN9c70zgWXls3nkVk5gvr3zqr3L5wid7IlSnw4NS2T9f7cVBjq7e-MBWW2Tj_NwC7pWTNH4Pj-X-aS4Iu4gtw%2C%2C%26typo%3D1&data=02%7C01%7Cnmcline%40k12.wv.us%7Cfddfea8f60834b8d7f9908d864854b29%7Ce019b04b330c467a8bae09fb17374d6a%7C0%7C0%7C637369871708063057&sdata=OggA5ROCKBYLaSvaCpEXn9SOdXtBvROdgMkBQH1xptY%3D&reserved=0


TWO-WAY VIRTUAL COMMUNICATION
Two-way communication is a vital component of family 
engagement. In COVID-19, two-way virtual communication is 
more important than ever. Two-way communication improves 
grades for at-risk students, leads to higher homework  
completion rates, more classroom participation, fewer
absences, and increased feelings of positivity towards school. 
 
It also results in less classroom disciplinary issues, failures, 
and lower stress levels. Further, when parents and teachers 
communicate, parents are more likely to trust teachers and 
appreciate their impact. Conversely, teachers report feeling 
happier and more competent.  
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Less than half of parents 
report being satisfied 

by their parent-teacher 
communication.

What’s the data say on preference?

For general info,
families prefer  

computer-mediated  
communication like texts 

and voicemails.

For negative info,
families prefer  
personalized 

communication like a 
video conference.

For positive info,
families prefer  

digital communication 
like an email, text, or 

phone call. 

Check out our two-way virtual communication tips on Page 8.



Tips for Two-Way Virtual Communication

1.	Avoid educational jargon.  
	 Families don’t understand terms like “scaffolding”, nor do they 		
	 need to. Engage in a common language. 
2. Create “volunteer” opportunities.  
	 In virtual environments, this might be a guest speaking  
	 opportunity or a parent volunteering to touch base with others. 
3. Utilize technology. 
	 Diversify your communication strategy by using a class website,  
	 emails, texts, video conferences - even social media. 
4. Personalize your outreach. 
	 It may seem simple, but something as easy as addressing an email 
	 or text is proven to increase the likelihood it will be opened. 
5. Share positive comments first.  
	 Before negative communication is required, be sure to provide  
	 positive feedback and encouragement to families. 

Just getting started? Check out our templates in the OneDrive folder.

PARENT PREFERENCE SURVEY:
Helps you differentiate your communication methods to uniquely 
meet families where they are.

family contact log:

goal-setting conferences:

Ensures you are equitably interacting with all families and 
balancing positive/negative comments.

Use SMART goals with families to set powerful intentions and 
empower their influence on success.
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social emotional learning & self-care 
The COVID-19 pandemic can make students feel 
especially anxious. Helping your students cope with 
their anxiety in healthy ways and encouraging them 
to talk to you about any concerns that they may be 
experiencing can help tremendously. It’s vital for us 
to remember that our students look to us, as  
educators, administrators, and school staff, for  
guidance on how to react to events that may make 
them feel uneasy or anxious. 

If we seem overly concerned or anxious, our students 
are likely to react in a similar manner. We should 
assure our students that both health and school 
officials are working very hard to ensure that we stay 
safe and healthy. Let students’ actions and questions 
guide you on what information to share with them. 
Remind them that you are always available to talk 
to them about any concerns or stress they may be 
experiencing during this time.

5 Tips for Social Emotional Learning Success

1

2

3

4

5

Remain calm and reassuring. 

Pay attention to what students see and hear.

Focus on what your school is doing to stay safe.

Conduct a daily check-in to keep talking to your students.

Send health and wellness reminders. 
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Self Care & Mindfulness
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The Importance of Self-Care 
Now, more than ever, it is important to prioritize the 
care of both ourselves and others. As we  
navigate these challenges of COVID-19, care of self 
and others can help us to remain calm. Self-care 
isn’t something that we should take for granted or 
fault ourselves for doing. Self-care isn’t selfish–  
it’s a necessity, especially in a time of crisis. 

Care for Others
Caring for others is also especially important 
during this time of crisis. Just as our students look 
to us for care under normal circumstances in the 
classroom, they, too are looking to us to  
continue to provide care during COVID-19 as well. 
Students look to us to model positive behaviors, 
and our actions heavily affect their reactions. Be 
mindful of ways in which you speak and actions 
that you display, as students look to us for  
guidance and calm. 

Care Can Calm a Crisis
Caring for ourselves and others can provide a  
pivotal change in our attitudes, physical health, 
emotional health, and cognitive abilities.  
We can– and should– model care of self and others 
to our students. 

Let the Calm Be Your Guide
Ultimately, engaging in both care of self and others 
will create inward and outward senses of calm to 
help guide your thoughts, emotions, and actions 
during times of crisis. 

WORDS OF AFFIRMATION
Practice these daily. 

“I am a person of high integrity and 
sincere purpose.”

“I am a competent and capable 
teacher.”

“I treat myself and my students with 
kindness and respect.”

“I am becoming a better teacher every 
day.”

“I am making a difference in my  
students’ lives.”

“The work I do matters.”

“I am thankful to have a challenging 
and fulfilling job.”

“I motivate and empower my students.”

“I believe in myself and my abilities.”

“I am peaceful and calm and greet the 
day with ease.” 

Source: Ten Words of Affirmation from Teach for America 



Focus on the Positive
It’s amazing how focusing on the positive— rather 
than the negative aspects of a  
situation can change your entire outlook. We can 
model this behavior for our students 
along with a “can do” spirit. 

Focus Only on What You Can Control
Choose joy over fear– and focus only on what you 
can control. Wasting head space 
or heart space on things you can’t control does not 
contribute positively to caring 
for yourself and others. 

Strategies and Tips to Keep Calm and Teach On

1 Attitude of Gratitude

www.wvfec.org 11

FOCUS

Tip: Body Scans with Gratitude
Check in with your body each day.
Starting at your toes, tense and then 
release your various muscles, and find 
gratitude in each. For example, gratitude 
to your feet for all the places they’ve 
carried you.

2 Make Mindfulness Easy
Tip: Mindful Breathing
This is a simple, yet effective, breathing 
technique. Breathe in for three seconds, 
hold, then breathe out for three seconds. 
Use this time to clear your mind and 
focus on your intentions for the day.

3 Wellness Wednesdays
Tip: Build weekly routines.
It doesn’t actually HAVE to be Wednesday, 
we just like alliteration. Select a day of the 
week to set up a weekly ritual of self-care, 
like reading your favorite book, cooking a 
favorite meal, or cuddling with your pets. 
The only requirement is that its something 
you’re doing for YOU. 

4 Thankful Thursdays
Tip: Spread the love.
Schedule a day of the week (again, 
doesn’t HAVE to be Thursday) to go out 
of your way to show others that you are 
thankful for them. It can be your  
students, family, friends, co-workers -  
anybody that you care about. 



digital divide: communicating unplugged
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Many families across West Virginia face various challenges with internet connectivity.  Whether 
unable to afford the expense or lack of reliable access, students and families face a “digital divide” 
between their learning and connection to school.  Some families have chosen virtual learning for 
their children for personal reasons, but others have been thrust into remote learning due to safety 
guidelines.  As educators, working to support student achievement and increase family  
engagement regardless of where learning is occurring, we must find ways to build relationships 
with students and families that are “unplugged”.    

According to the 2019 West Virginia State Broadband 
Plan, “Many citizens in West Virginia do not have  
access to and do not use broadband internet service. The 
problem is particularly acute in rural parts of the State.” 
While West Virginia has made progress with increasing 
access in the state, West Virginia continues to fall close 
to the bottom of the list of broadband connected states.  
The 2017 Broadband Report states, “When compared 
to the rest of the country, West Virginia has one of the 
highest rates of residents who do not have access to 
broadband. As we look to the immediate future of our 
schools, there’s an undeniable need to ensure ALL  
students and families feel connected to their teachers, 
classmates and schools.  

West Virginia ranks 47th 
in broadband  

connectivity, with 30% 
of residents not having 

internet access.

Bridging the Gap: Strategies for Unplugged Communication

Strategy 1: phone home
Remote learning and lack of school-based events can make students and families feel 
isolated from teachers and peers.  Regular phone calls can help to connect students, 
teachers and families/caregivers in the absence of face-to-face opportunities.  Using 
tools such as Google Voice, can allow calls without revealing your personal  
phone number. 

Register for a free Google Voice account here. 

https://voice.google.com/u/0/signup


Strategy 2: hotspots
Working together, schools and communities can open their “networks” for access to  
students and families, outside of the traditional school day.  Wifi extenders within 
schools, community buildings, churches, and local businesses, allow free access from 
nearby parking lots.  

Wifi equipped busses can be sent into communities to allow those without home access a chance to access 
school correspondence, assignments, and other school information.  When applicable, provide regular  
information to families about the locations and their availability.

Check out WV Broadband Enhancement Council’s Interactive Wifi Map 
to share with the families you serve. 

Strategy 3: Snail mail
Never underestimate the power of a handwritten note.  Share important information, 
photos, or just check in.  Consider including a self-addressed stamped envelope to en-
courage the student and/or family to respond.  

think outside the box
Think creatively about how you can get families  
engaged while also keeping them safe and socially 
distant.  Check out this best practice from Johnson  
Elementary School in Harrison County, West Virginia, 
who hosted an outdoor PTA meeting in their parking lot.   

•	Conduct a front porch visit.
•	Host a “Family Picture Day” with local  
	 photographers on your athletic fields.
•	Meet families at a local park or other community 
	 location to ease insecurities.
•	Hold “group” meetings in neighborhoods where 
	 multiple students live.

Additional Outside of the Box Ideas:
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virtual Resources FOR FAMILIES
Due to the ever-changing atmosphere of our communities during the coronavirus outbreak 
(COVID-19), we must rethink the ways in which we educate students and families during these 
challenging times. Our heartfelt thoughts go out to all who have been affected by this  
disease and we strive to serve as a thought leader alongside schools and communities as we  
navigate these challenges together. Beginning last spring, as our learning environments  
transitioned from the classroom to virtual and in-home platforms, the West Virginia Family  
Engagement Center delivered a series of family-focused webinars to explore educational  
opportunities for students and families during school closures. Check out the links below to 
review our extensive list of resources on each webinar topic for your school staff,  students, and 
families.  

Topic 1:
Arts-Based Learning
Click Here

Topic 2:
Social emotional 
learning
Click Here

Topic 3:
physical activities
 Click Here

Topic 4:
Learning virtually
Click Here

Topic 5:
Practicing mindfulness
Click Here

Topic 6:
creating a learning 
space at home
Click Here

Topic 7:
maintaining calm
Click Here

Topic 8:
making memories
Click Here

https://www.theedventuregroup.org/covid-19-resources
https://7e41d419-e1fa-4a6f-b809-05b99460af12.filesusr.com/ugd/097d76_6934b50d391a4a5981567ddfa9cc5cad.pdf
https://7e41d419-e1fa-4a6f-b809-05b99460af12.filesusr.com/ugd/097d76_5e1d375835aa4f7fb1ad0a3ddc1b372f.pdf
https://7e41d419-e1fa-4a6f-b809-05b99460af12.filesusr.com/ugd/097d76_103fee3fefcb42c08c692612ee775792.pdf
https://7e41d419-e1fa-4a6f-b809-05b99460af12.filesusr.com/ugd/097d76_ad7ab0fb0ded4ff9a87bcf132af5aa27.pdf
https://7e41d419-e1fa-4a6f-b809-05b99460af12.filesusr.com/ugd/097d76_bd4cf8b2715c4dc49b3d885dca1befbc.pdf
https://7e41d419-e1fa-4a6f-b809-05b99460af12.filesusr.com/ugd/097d76_c64ac91676714bff829990e56f4b9521.pdf
https://7e41d419-e1fa-4a6f-b809-05b99460af12.filesusr.com/ugd/097d76_4d5321e6d3544338ae8063743872e696.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/24/well/family/coronavirus-children-parents-memories.html
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WVDE Resources
The West Virginia Department of Education is a vital partner in the West Virginia Family  
Engagement Center. The department provides a wealth of resources to support educators,  
students, families, and communities during these difficult times. Check out the resources below 
and access additional resources via the WVDE OneDrive.

Downloadable Resources from WV Family Engagement Department

Website guide
Family Engagement Using Your
School’s Website

parent input forms
Templates for parent input forms to 
utilize in your classrooms 

Social-Emotional & Trauma Supports: ReClaimWV
COVID-19, racial upheaval, the opioid crisis, and other current events have given rise to an urgent 
need to address students, staff, and families who face new and ongoing mental health needs.  The 
WVDE, with the support of state mental health experts, local school districts, schools, community 
agencies, and families established the ReClaimWV Initiative to address the physical, social- 
emotional, behavioral, and mental health needs of our students, staff, and families.  

The website provides a toolkit and WV  
resources on trauma, substance misuse, and 
mental that are categorized for teachers, 
students, and families.

Clean club print-out
Printable recognition cards for  
students practicing safe hygiene

https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2fwvk12-my.sharepoint.com%2f%3af%3a%2fr%2fpersonal%2fnmcline_k12_wv_us%2fDocuments%2fFamily%2520Engagement%3fcsf%3d1%26web%3d1%26e%3dpmw27p&c=E,1,ajA1HuLEYjiRf9rvrXa3zqMcoihIIka_-p87Mqis0Tud2wJ_JAks_uuZ9pGOo8iWQoBy2UqWA5n3W8gY2iGXX7aKZ3ZfYKb3PdaT650ZI1ZYth99l_Z4hf58qw,,&typo=1
https://7e41d419-e1fa-4a6f-b809-05b99460af12.filesusr.com/ugd/097d76_357040f828d6494cb1886a97f8d145d3.pdf
https://7e41d419-e1fa-4a6f-b809-05b99460af12.filesusr.com/ugd/097d76_e8f23056dbfd480ba04281f80a4617f5.pdf
https://wvde.us/reclaimwv/
https://wvde.us/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/ReClaimWV-Toolkit-FEB2020.pdf
https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2fwvde.us%2fwp-content%2fuploads%2f2019%2f12%2f20128_ReClaimWV-ResourcesUPDATE-v1-12-12-19.pdf&c=E,1,bnRj9XTOCcDMLyHdYYc7AC3a5jmMi6ADIbM3BA9fRaUxqY4tEOHOpYb5OkMiPL1hHX16j3IIXf23XzNJbTXvj18ee0FSFeSIBBc_yfg12-fWPE2r74yIWgrSVw,,&typo=1
https://7e41d419-e1fa-4a6f-b809-05b99460af12.filesusr.com/ugd/097d76_959345f5634e48d6a8c08a2f21b4b113.pdf
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ABOUT THE WV Family Engagement Center 

The West Virginia Family Engagement Center’s SEAMless  
approach to family engagement Supports, Encourages, Advocates, 
and Models collaborative family-school partnerships, building 
strong families and stronger students in West Virginia schools. 
We are grateful to work alongside the West Virginia Department 
of Education, local, state, and national partnering organizations, 
and 100 schools across the state of West Virginia to enhance 
family engagement throughout our state. 

Thank you to all who have helped our program make such a 
great impact on West Virginia schools, students, families, and 
communities. Although this academic year will be different than 
most— we know that family engagement is more important now 
than ever before. The West Virginia Family Engagement Center 
team looks forward to continuing to work alongside our  
participating schools throughout the upcoming academic year to 
champion family engagement efforts both inside and outside of 
the school setting.

A Message From Our Directors: Contact Our Directors

Lydotta M. Taylor, Ed.D.
Lmtaylor@edvgroup.org 

Meaghan Cochrane, Ph.D.
mcochrane@edvgroup.org

The West Virginia Family Engagement Center is operated and 
managed by The EdVenture Group, Inc. 
The EdVenture Group, Inc. was awarded a $4.8 million grant (#U310A180062) from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education’s Office of Innovation and Improvement to establish the West Virginia Family 
Engagement Center. The program uses current, evidence-based practices that engage families, 
educators, and the community in the educational process to enhance student achievement. 

Through professional discourse and partnerships,
The EdVenture Group provides innovation consulting,  
evidence-based PD, and pioneering research to  
empower communities to re-imagine what education can be.

mailto:Lmtaylor%40edvgroup.org%20?subject=
mailto:mcochrane@edvgroup.org


WVFEC 
COHORTS

COHORT 1 (2019): 
Cabell, Lincoln, McDowell, Wayne, Wetzel Counties

COHORT 2 (2020): 
Marion, Marshall, Mineral,  
Kanawha, Raleigh, Summers,  
Wood Counties

COHORT 3 (2021): 
Barbour, Berkeley, Clay, Lewis, Logan, Mason,  
Mercer, Monroe, Nicholas, Pleasants,  
Roane Counties

COHORT 4 (2022): 
Brooke, Braxton, Doddridge, Fayette, Greenbrier, Hampshire,  
Mingo, Morgan, Randolph, Ritchie, Preston, Tucker,  
Upshur Counties 

Meet the Team

Pat Homberg
Family Engagement Specialist
phomberg@k12.wv.us

Krys Leonard
Family Engagement Specialist
kleonard@edvgroup.org

Denise Workman
Family Engagement Specialist
dworkman@edvgroup.org

Jennifer Wotring
Family Engagement Specialist
jwotring@edvgroup.org

Nancy Cline
WVDE Coordinator for 
Family Engagement
nmcline@k12.wv.us
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WVFEC’s Family Engagement Specialists  
provide customized support to each  

participating school and county.

mailto:phomberg%40k12.wv.us?subject=
mailto:kleonard%40edvgroup.org?subject=
mailto:dworkman%40edvgroup.org?subject=
mailto:nmcline%40k12.wv.us?subject=
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FOR MORE INFORMATION:

Web Links: 
www.wvfec.org
www.theedventuregroup.org
www.wvde.us
WVDE Family Engagement OneDrive

Social:
www.twitter.com/WVFEC
www.facebook.com/TheEdVentureGroup

Suggested Citation:
West Virginia Family Engagement Center (2020, October) 20-21 
Educator Toolkit: Best Practices for Engaging Families. Morgantown, 
WV.  The EdVenture Group, Inc. West Virginia Family Engagement 
Center Project. Retrieved from: https://www.theedventuregroup.org/
covid-19-resources

Parenthetical Citation:
(West Virginia Family Engagement Center, 2020)

Narrative Citation:
West Virginia Family Engagement Center (2020)
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