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As we work to ensure and increase attendance and academic engagement during our time of digital learning, the 
following ideas and strategies was developed to support school leaders. School leaders and teachers can implement 
simple strategies to increase engagement and participation on a daily or weekly basis. 

 

As school-based teams work together to develop their schoolwide strategies, the Child Study Team or School-Based 
Leadership Teams (SBLT) may want to consider the following: 

▪ Fund availability (School internal/discretionary accounts, SIP, Community, PTA etc.) 
▪ Strategies that best support student engagement for their school community 
▪ Rewards and incentives that will motivate increased attendance and academic engagement 
▪ Implementation for successful strategy execution (e.g. staff member responsible, timelines, etc.) 
▪ Communication plans to advertise and share with all stakeholders 

 

This list below is not meant to be exhaustive. Schools know their students and families and, no doubt, will have creative 
and innovative ideas that meet the needs of their community.  

 
 

Schoolwide Strategy Ideas 
• School teams can implement a “random reward” day. Schools can choose a different day each week to pick a 

student who had logged in on that specific day to win a reward. 

• Each grade level can create a competition between all of the classes within that grade level, or amongst all grade 
levels. The class/grade level who has the highest attendance for the week receives a reward. 

• Perfect Attendance Blast! Students or classes who have had perfect attendance for the week are shared out and 
celebrated by the school via a positive message to the parent. 

• Schools can send out a positive email to families and/or students each week, thanking them for their 
engagement in digital learning. This could also include additional encouraging messages or “What’s right with 
this week” sharing out something positive that happened with a student or teacher. 

• Consider building in an engagement time in the school’s Digital Learning schedule that is specifically allocated to 
direct communication with students and families. This time would be dedicated to making phone calls, 
individual meetings with students or parents, or engaging struggling students personally to focus on relationship 
building and creating connections. See article below for additional information on maintaining relationships. 

 
Classroom-Based Strategy Ideas 

• Setting up a class game via Kahoot or other online game platform 

• Brain-break movement activity 

o 10-minute dance party with the class- teacher can display a video 
o Teacher can lead a “Pictionary activity” where students can compete to guess the answer 

• Teacher sets up a classroom competition amongst the students that includes participation 
o Ex. If 90% of students submit assignments for the week, the class receives a prize or points towards a 

larger reward 

• Teacher hosts a contest to see which period of her/his class achieves the highest daily attendance for the week. 
The winning period receives a reward. 

• Students can earn the opportunity to “teach” the class something for a small amount of time. 

• Pictures with pals! Students can submit a picture of them reading to a family member or a pet. This can also be 
shared out by the school if a student has a media release. 

• Personal phone call to student from teacher and/or school staff to check-in or say “Hello” and create a personal 
connection with the student. 
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Digital Learning Incentive Ideas 
Schools and Family and Community Liaisons are encouraged to continue to work with their existing community partners, 
in particular small businesses that would benefit from additional support during this time. Schools are able to utilize 
funds to implement incentives. 

 
Schoolwide or Classroom Reward Suggestions: 

• Pizza or other food delivered to their home 

• Fast food, Grocery Store, or Gas gift card 

• Small prize from Amazon, Oriental trading, etc. 

• Gift cards or tickets to events/activities (Museums, sports events, movies, bowling, etc) 

• Book of choice sent to their home 

• School t-shirt/hat/sweatshirt, etc. 

• Lowest weekly grade dropped 

• Free homework assignment pass 

• Virtual lunch with teacher/staff member of choice 
 

Larger End of Year Rewards: 

• iPad 

• Laptop 

• Bicycle 

• X-box or other gaming system 

• Free parking pass for next year 

• Free Yearbook 

• High School: free entry into a school dance or sporting event for the season. 

• Graduation fees paid (could be considered for all High School grade levels if schools develop a way to 
track this information) 
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7 Ways to Maintain Relationships During Your School Closure 
By Sarah Gonser March 25, 2020 

Source: https://www.edutopia.org/article/7-ways-maintain-relationships-during-your-school-closure 
 

Suddenly, you’re not in the same physical space as your students. We asked teachers to share strategies for maintaining 
relationships—both peer-to-peer and student-teacher—when everything’s gone remote. 
On any given day in schools across America, many students exchange warm greetings with a smiling teacher, then 
perhaps move on to a morning check-in, followed by a quick mindfulness exercise to start the day grounded and 
mentally focused. Surrounded by peers they’ve known for months, or perhaps even years—and a teacher they see 
daily—kids feel connected. 

 
In spite of some critics who downplay the importance of social and emotional learning and the value of belonging—the 
number of such skeptics is falling, to be sure—the research is clear and has been for some time: When kids spend their 
daytime hours in safe, supportive schools where adults work every day to build strong relationships with every student, 
they are simply better, more engaged learners. 

 
But how should educators foster that sense of belonging in this new, decentralized world—with teachers and students 
tethered loosely together via Wi-Fi and cellular networks? 

 
“Right now, it’s all about the technology—the mechanics of how to teach remotely. But when I speak to my colleagues 
who are high school teachers, it’s about: ‘How are we going to hold our students’ hearts?’” says Mays Imad, a professor 
of pathophysiology and biomedical ethics at Pima Community College. 

 
So we asked dozens of teachers, and peeked in on Instagram and Twitter threads, to find some of the best ideas that 
teachers are experimenting with to maintain the relationships that drive engagement and learning. 

 

1. Try to Say Hello Frequently, If You Can 
Try to make sure your kids know you are thinking of them, care for them, and miss them. For kids with access to 
technology, simple daily hellos via video might be the only time the student sees the teacher on some days—and that 
sense of connection is important to sustain. 

 
First- and second-grade teacher John Thomas’ masterful, fun hello video to his students is a great example. For students 
without internet connectivity, try calling by phone; consider rotating through small groups of students each day to make 
this a more manageable task. “Taking the time to reach out and call each kid takes forever,” says sixth- and eighth-grade 
English teacher Cathleen Beachboard, but she’s seeing a big impact: “The first few days, I had only a few kids logging on, 
but now I have almost 98 percent attendance,” she says. 

 

2. How to Maintain Morning Meetings 
Routines that foster connection are a core part of classroom life, and finding ways for students to experience these at 
home will go a long way toward easing students’ transition to home-based learning. “If you do morning meeting, reflect 
on the elements you have in your meeting and what could be completed virtually at home,” writes Thomas. “If 
technology allows, record and share daily video announcements and read-alouds.” 

 
Margaret Shafer, a third-grade teacher, has kids respond to daily prompts during her morning meetings. Kids can see 
each other’s responses and react if they want to. “My relationships with my students are part of my instruction, and 
their relationships with each other are critical to their enjoyment of school,” she says, underscoring the fact that 
maintaining relationships is not an afterthought. “So when I planned (very quickly!) to start distance learning, the first 
thing I wanted to start daily was a way to comfort the kids and let them know that I still care about them and their 
friends are still out there.” 

https://www.edutopia.org/profile/sarah-gonser
https://www.edutopia.org/article/7-ways-maintain-relationships-during-your-school-closure
https://www.edutopia.org/article/bringing-science-learning-classrooms
https://www.edutopia.org/article/how-support-home-learning-early-elementary
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3. Reimagine Temperature Checks 
Routine, everyday check-ins—roses and thorns or selecting an emoji to match your mood, for example—shouldn’t fall by 
the wayside. Keep it quick and simple: “I posted on Schoology to give me a thumbs up, thumbs sideways (meh), or 
thumbs down to describe their day…. I encourage them to take selfies of their thumbs,” says high school teacher Javier 
Rivera via Twitter. 

 
Along with checking in with her students herself, Imad is making connecting with peers part of her students’ homework: 
Each student is assigned the task of connecting with one classmate. “Then, I’m asking them to write to me and tell me 
how, say, Jackie is doing today. They can decide how they want to check in—email, text, Skype,” she says, adding that 
she sets up guidelines and models the practice for her students first. “This exercise might work even better with K-12— 
'My homework is to check on Allie.'” 

 

Finally, some teachers are using forms, like this one created by the Association for Middle Level Education, as a quick, 
asynchronous way to get kids to tell you how they’re feeling that day. 

 
4. Try Snail-Mail Pen Pals, Phone Pals, or Virtual Turn and Talk 
We learn better in social contexts. For many students, transitioning to learning from home is complicated by the impact 
of being cut off from peers—even though many older students might communicate with friends via social media and 
texting. 

 
“If technology doesn’t allow, create pen pals or other paper-and-pen activities by sending home envelopes, paper, and 
stamps if your school is able,” says Thomas. “Or mimic ‘turn and talk’ by setting up phone pals where students call each 
other on the phone several times a week to discuss specific topics or prompts.” 

 

Third-grade teacher Michael Dunlea follows his whole-group instruction via Zoom with breakout rooms so that peers 
can reflect on the learned material together. Then he seeks deeper connections with students individually: “I keep one 
student on for a one-on-one conference and ask them to read out loud for a few minutes. This time also provides an 
opportunity to check on their emotional well-being and see if they need clarification on assignments.” 

 
5. Create Virtual Tables (but Don’t Just Group Friends) 
For older kids, says Kasey Short, an eighth-grade English teacher at Charlotte Country Day School in Charlotte, North 
Carolina, teachers can set up virtual table groups. Short uses Google Classroom for this because her students are already 
familiar with the platform. “I will set up discussion threads with four to five students so they can discuss assignments, 
ask each other questions, and stay connected,” she says. 

 

Though many kids will stay in touch with their circle of friends, she says it’s important to think about pairing kids with 
peers who aren’t in their immediate social circle—and then mix up the groups weekly. “There will also be spaces for 
whole class discussions, but I know many students will feel more comfortable sharing ideas in a smaller group setting,” 
she says. 

 
6. Consider Including Parents 
Dunlea, the third-grade teacher, asks students to invite a parent online, giving the adults an opportunity to ask 
questions, express concerns, or request advice. 

 
Beachboard, the sixth- and eighth-grade English teacher, connects with parents each day—she uses the messaging 
platform Remind, or a dedicated Google Voice phone line for parents who don’t have text messaging. She also connects 
with families by email. “I check in with them once a day with a ‘How are you?’ and ‘Do you need anything?’” she says. 
“It’s important at this time, more than any other, that we are looking out for the mental health of our families and 
students.” 

https://www.edutopia.org/article/simple-powerful-class-opening-activity
https://docs.google.com/forms/u/1/d/17qVcT-q6Lr4WlNfaa-skXMmV6HjXJ15jykb9aj0vjWw/copy
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7. Get Kids to Name—and Process—Their Own Emotions 
Writing assignments, says Short, the English teacher, offer valuable opportunities for students to process the complex 
mix of emotions they may be experiencing as a result of their upended routines and schedules, social isolation, and the 
challenges of being cooped up at home. 

 

“I am going to use some writing opportunities for students to get their thoughts, feelings, fears, and questions down in a 
creative format of their choice,” she says. “I will give them an option to share with the class, or only share with me. This 
will not only allow them to share out their feelings but also give me a place to check on them and follow up if I see any 
of them expressing sadness, fear, etc., that their parents may need to know about.” 

 
Most important, says Short, “I am going to be honest and as understanding as possible to let students know we are all in 
this together and will likely all need a little grace.” 


