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Though still the exception rather than the 
rule, teacher-parent communication can have 
strong positive effects on students’ success  
in school. 

There is widespread agreement among educators and parents that 
communicating with each other benefits students. However, evi-
dence suggests that teacher-parent communication is infrequent 
and unsystematic in most schools. 

The best information on the frequency of communication 
between schools, teachers, and parents comes from the nationally 
representative Parent and Family Involvement in Education survey.1 

Data collected on the frequency and quality of school-initiated 
communication with public-school parents from 2003 to 2012 
show that although the percentage of parents who report having 
ever received an email or note about their student has gone up, calls 
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home have gone down since 2007, as has the percentage of parents 
who say they are “very satisfied with their interactions with school 
staff.” (See “Frequency and Quality of School-Initiated Communi-
cation with Public-School Parents.”) 

There are three main takeaways from the data. First, com-
munication in any form between schools, teachers, and parents is 
surprisingly rare. For example, 59 percent of public-school parents 
report never receiving a phone call home in 2012. Second, there 
is considerable room for improvement in the quality of communi-
cation. About half of all parents are not “very satisfied” with their 
interactions with school staff. Third, overall trends across the last 
decade suggest schools are not making much progress in improving 
the frequency and quality of communication with parents. 

Although the use of email as a form of communication has 
increased steadily over the last decade, this increase has not benefit-
ted all families equally. Email communication with families living at 
or below the poverty line has remained flat since 2007. The income-
based “email communication gap” between families above and 
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below the poverty line has more than doubled. (See “Percentage of 
Parents Who Report Receiving a School-Initiated Email or Note.”)

The Power of Teacher-Parent Communication
These statistics should sound alarm bells, given growing causal 
evidence that communication can empower parents and improve 
students’ academic performance. 

For example, a small randomized control trial that Shaun 
Dougherty and I conducted during a charter school summer acad-
emy demonstrated that frequent phone calls home immediately 
increased students’ engagement in school as measured by homework 
completion, in-class behavior, and in-class participation.2  

In a related experiment, Todd Rogers and I found that sending 
parents weekly one-sentence individualized messages from teach-
ers during a high school summer credit-recovery program reduced 
the percentage of students who failed to earn course credit by  
41 percent.3  

Additionally, a fascinating experimental study conducted in 
France found that inviting parents to attend three two-hour meet-
ings with school leaders to talk about how to support their students 
in the transition to middle school increased both parents’ and stu-
dents’ engagement in school.4 Parents who were randomly chosen 
to receive invitations to the meetings were more likely to join the 
parent association and monitor their child’s schoolwork, while  
their students’ attendance, behavior, and performance in French 
class increased. 

Implementation Barriers
Three primary factors are contributing to the low rate of teacher-
parent communication: implementation barriers, time costs, and 
the absence of schoolwide communication policies. Implemen-
tation barriers include the lack of easy access to parent contact 
information, outdated contact information records, language bar-
riers between teachers and parents, and the lack of noninstructional 
time teachers have to make calls or send texts or emails during the 
school day. Many of these are technical challenges that schools can 
address with systematic efforts to update contact information, trans-
lation software and services, and data management systems with 
user-friendly teacher dashboards.
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Providing dedicated time during the workday for teachers 
to reach out to parents is a more difficult challenge. One option 
would be to relieve teachers of noninstructional responsibilities that 
could be performed by less costly teachers’ aides or parent volun-
teers. Another would be to increase the amount of noninstructional 
time in teachers’ contractually obligated workdays, as Boston Pub-
lic Schools recently did in their expanded school-day initiative.5 A 
third option is to enhance the efficiency of the time that teachers 
already spend communicating with parents. 

Detailed time-use data for educators is hard to come by. How-
ever, a time-use study of a random sample of classroom teachers 
in Washington State found that teachers spend approximately 8 
percent of their noninstructional work hours communicating with 
parents—about one hour each week.6 In ongoing work, Jason Gris-
som and Susanna Loeb have found that principals spend even less 
time communicating with parents—as little as 3 percent of their 
workday. Although less than ideal, even secondary-school teachers 
who work with over 100 students would be able to speak with every 
parent at least once during the school year for 10 minutes if they 
dedicated just 30 minutes a week to making phone calls. And a 
growing body of research demonstrates that text messages provide 
an efficient and effective way to reach parents with individualized 
messages on a more frequent basis.7 

The lack of guidance and clear expectations around teacher-
parent communication is arguably the most commonly overlooked 
factor. Beyond general encouragement by administrators to contact 
parents, teachers are left to determine when, how, and why they 
should reach out. Reducing the income-based email communi-
cation gap requires both increasing access to email and proactive 
communication policies designed to distribute teacher-initiated 
communication across all families. The rapidly increasing access to 
mobile phones even among low-income families presents an oppor-
tunity to connect with all families using communication technology 
and to increase the efficiency of the communication.

Without formal expectations, sufficient time, and the neces-
sary communication infrastructure, teachers often take a passive 
approach to communication as they shift their attention to other 
tasks. Promoting more transparency around the frequency with 
which each staff member is contacting parents could also serve to 
foster positive peer effects among teacher teams. It is well within 
our ability to make teacher-parent communication the norm rather 
than the exception. 

Matthew Kraft is an assistant professor of education and economics 
at Brown University in Providence. He can be contacted at mkraft@
brown.edu and on twitter @MatthewAKraft. 
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