
S chools are facing real challenges in the way 
they communicate with today’s younger, bus-

ier, and more tech-savvy parents. A 2016 Gallup 
study of superintendents found that less than 6 
percent feel they have a strong understanding of 
how to engage millennial staffers and parents, but 
the generational divide doesn’t end there. 

For the first time in history, there are five gen-
erations active in the U.S. economy. In 1910, the 
average life expectancy was under 50 years of 
age. There were young people and older adults, 
but at work and school, communication was gen-
erally more straightforward between adjacent 
generations. Today, we live well into our 70s, on 
average, and we work for 50 years or more, cre-
ating “age diversity” issues. 

Most of today’s K–5 schools have parents and 
caretakers from at least four generations. The 
majority are millennials (born 1981–1996) and 
Generation X (born 1965–1980). There is a 
small but growing percentage of Gen Z parents 
now entering the workforce (born 1997–2012). 
And many principals are welcoming baby 
boomer grandparents to school as students’ pri-
mary caretakers due to life circumstances. 

Changes in Communication
Circumstances have changed a lot since the 
1990s. When my son—now 22 and studying 
to become a high school special education 
teacher—was in elementary school, we checked 
his backpack every Tuesday for a folder of import-
ant things parents needed to know. Today, if you 
want to boost engagement and communicate 
effectively with parents, this type of one-size-fits-
all communication strategy no longer works. You 
have to use multiple tools to engage. 

Communication starts on Day One by asking 
parents how they prefer to receive information. 
You’ll be surprised by the variety of responses. 
As a general rule, boomers prefer phone calls 
and face-to-face conversations. Gen X parents 
were the first generation to hear AOL’s “You’ve 
Got Mail” and are now masters at managing vast 
amounts of email; they also like to text and visit 
school websites. 

Older millennials—now in their late 30s—are 
the heaviest users of Facebook, so providing 
“sharable” moments from family engagement 
activities works to promote a positive school 
culture and attract more families. Younger 
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millennials and Gen Z parents prefer Snapchat, 
Instagram, YouTube, FaceTime, and text, and 
they rarely use their mobile phones to make 
calls. Only 14 percent actively participate on 
Facebook, but they do use it to see what’s going 
on with older relatives, friends, and favorite 
brands, including your school’s PTA.

You must replicate family engagement com-
munications across all media to reach everyone. 
You must also keep messages short and to the 
point. Millennial parents have an eight-second 
attention span. Make sure you outline the key 
points you want to get across in the first eight 
seconds of your webpages, social media posts, 
and printed newsletters. 

Millennial-Friendly
Millennials are not the passive parents Gen 
Xers had, however, and “the teacher is always 
right” is mostly a boomer mindset. Millennial 
parents want to be part of their child’s educa-
tion process. Teachers should ask parents for 
regular input and keep them informed about 
the reasoning behind specific assignments. 
Today’s parents will question everything and 
have hundreds of parenting and education 
“experts” available at the swipe of a finger. If 

you don’t answer their questions, they will find 
the answer somewhere else.

PTA membership has declined consistently 
over the past decade. Millennial parents ques-
tion the value of dues-based memberships when 
they feel they can get the same benefits online 
at no charge. Millennials don’t join things; they 
start things. Don’t expect new parents to come 
to school ready to jump on a train that’s already 
moving. They want you to stop the train and ask 
them if they’d like to add a new car. 

It’s not just schools—take a look at millennial 
freshman U.S. representatives. They did not go 
to Washington to join; they went to start some-
thing new. Young parents are the same way. 
Engage them early and often. 

Effective communications are the founda-
tion of a great school culture. It is critical to 
engage and embrace your school’s age diver-
sity internally and externally to ensure that 
everyone who wants to contribute is given 
the opportunity. 
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Generation Generational 
Stats

Current Roles  
in Education

Values and  
Characteristics Work and Career

Baby  
Boomers

Born 1946–1964
• Superintendents

• Parents

• Caretakers

• School Board members

• Principals

• Prefer to communicate  
via phone calls 

• Are workaholics

• Loyal to brands

• Want respect from  
younger generations

• Seek professional development

• Expect raises and career advancement

• Need power, title, praise, and public  
recognition

• Enjoy in-person meetings

Gen X:  
Forgotten 
Generation

Born 1965–1980
• Principals

• Teachers

• Caretakers

• Parents of high school and 
college students

• Were latchkey kids

• Prefer to communicate  
by email first, then text

• Are independent and 
creative

• Focus on results, not 
policies

• Demand work/life balance

• Informal work style

• Self-starters

• Don’t respond well to micromanagement

Gen Y:  
Millennials

Born 1981–1996
• Teachers (97 percent of 

new teachers)

• Parents to K–8 students

• Were overparented

• Prefer to communicate 
by text 

• See diversity as the norm

• Believe they can change 
the world

• Value lifestyle vs. climbing the  
corporate ladder

• Require constant feedback and evaluation

• Entrepreneurial

• Results-oriented vs. clock-punching

iGen:  
Generation Z

Born 1997–2012
• Students (100 percent K–12 

students and 50 percent of 
college students)

• Parents to pre-K students

• Have short attention spans

• Believe in social  
responsibility

• Savvy consumers

• They don’t want a boss, they want a mentor

• Willing to work harder than  
previous generations

• Want job security, good benefits,  
and a retirement plan

Leading Learning 
Communities
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