1 PowerSchool: An Elementary School Parent-Portal Pilot Program
Henrico County, Virginia
Short Overview
Henrico County Public Schools (HCPS) selected three elementary schools to pilot
PowerSchool’s parent portal. The purpose was two-fold:


Teachers: Identify processes and challenges for teacher use of the product, and to set
guidelines and expectations so that the parent experience would be consistent.



Parents and students: Identify best practices for use, establish communication, and
develop protocols to assist with registration and parent training. Lastly, the need to
identify the program’s technological shortcomings and how that might affect parents.

We chose pilot schools to represent our varied demographics and in so doing, we were able to
monitor varied trends, product use, identify best practices in targeted audiences and
communities, and address strategies for maximum use among all stakeholders. While the pilot
year is still ongoing, feedback from the three pilot school principals has been valuable. Parent
feedback has been positive as they are now able to access information with relative ease. This
has enabled a larger audience to access the program since not all parents have laptop or
desktop computers. Similarly, teacher responses have been mostly positive; most notably, the
portal’s ease of use, increased communication, with decreased demand on teacher time by not
having to print interim reports.

The Problem/Challenge/Situation
Henrico County Public Schools has used an online parent portal for middle and high schools
since 2001, but elementary schools have never been able to use this tool. Because secondary
schools used an electronic grade book attached to a student information system while
elementary schools did not, only secondary schools could use the portal. The elementary
grading process was manual – teachers entered report card data by hand on a form. In 2005-
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06, HCPS technology department created an electronic report card for elementary schools, but
it wasn’t robust enough to use in conjunction with an online portal for parent communication. It
wasn’t until the technology department changed to a new student information system and grade
book for the 2014-15 school year that all elementary schools could use a parent portal.

With the proper technology in place, the division’s elementary leadership collaborated with the
technology department to discuss the project’s options and timelines. The group decided that
elementary teachers would benefit from a year of orientation to the new grade book before a
parent portal was introduced for the 2015-16 school year.

In 2015-16 three elementary schools were selected for a parent-portal pilot program for families
with students in grades 2-5. If the pilot program were successful, the parent portal would be
adopted at all elementary schools for the 2016-17 school year. The PowerSchool parent portal
had been used successfully for the 2014-15 school year at middle and high schools; the
instructional leadership team was confident that it could be used at the elementary level.

How the Program Was Carried Out
The PowerSchool parent portal is a powerful, easy-to-use, secure communication tool
connecting teachers, parents and students. The product uses Pearson’s student information
system. It allows collaboration to aid the goal of improving student achievement. Parents and
students have access to real-time information on grades, attendance, comments, assignments
and scores. This makes it easier for parents, teachers and students to accurately monitor,
identify and accelerate student progress. Parents can set up daily or weekly alerts about their
child’s progress.
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The PowerSchool parent portal allows parents and guardians with multiple children to employ
just one user name and password to see information about all their children. PowerSchool also
gives students separate accounts from their parents or guardians. Students log in using their
HCPS user name and password.

Objectives:
The objectives were to select three elementary schools for a pilot program for the PowerSchool
parent portal; to identify processes, timelines and challenges – and establish sound guidelines –
for a full implementation the following year at the remaining 43 elementary schools.

The process started approximately six months before teachers and parents were brought on
board. The elementary leadership team and members of the technology department came
together to discuss expectations and guidelines for teachers, and to make a schedule of
activities to occur before the school year. Before school opened, the three pilot schools gave
parents information about the registration process.

Clientele:
We now have an easy online method to communicate student information to over 1,000 families
with students in grades 2-5 at three elementary schools. A family can easily view up-to-date
information about their child’s academic progress – information they might not otherwise
become aware of until interim or quarterly report cards.

After consultations with principals, teachers and parents, only grades 2-5 were included in the
pilot program. This was because of the developmental nature of grading in kindergarten and first
grade, and a desire to emphasize face-to-face communication between parents and schools.
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Rivers Edge Elementary School has 431 students in grades 2-5.



Montrose Elementary School has 246 students in grades 2-5.



Pinchbeck Elementary School has 367 students in grades 2-5.



Total: 1,044 students

County’s role in implementation:
Technology Department


Provided a trainer and technical support for PowerSchool parent portal



Attended a faculty meeting in August to answer questions and to display features of the
system’s parent accounts



Created a parent portal brochure with relevant information and instructions on setting up a
portal account. This print brochure was also available on the HCPS division website.



Created a report for the schools to determine how many families had set up portal accounts



Attended each pilot school’s August open-house event to help support families with
students in grades 2-5 set up accounts and use the new system

Other technology staff members:


Network administrators: created demonstration accounts for each pilot school to use during
open house.



Technology support technicians: set up laptop kiosks for open house events so parents
could register while visiting the schools. The staff members were present during open house
events to support the kiosk stations and were also trained to help parents in setting up an
account.
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Elementary leadership and pilot school principals


Reviewed feedback from initial stakeholder meeting with teachers.



Established guidelines for teachers to follow within their grade book to ensure that parents
had a consistent experience while using the portals.



Communicated to parents the school’s procedures for uploading grades and when the
portals would become operational.



Sent reminders to parents to register using newsletters, the SchoolMessenger message
service, at principal coffees, and at back-to-school night. SchoolMessenger messages
included a link to the PowerSchool parent portal, which guided parents to the correct place
to set up an account.



Enlisted resource teachers, librarians and instructional technology resource teachers to
help with parent registration at open houses and back-to-school nights.



For quarterly interim report cards:
o

Communicated to teachers which families had not set up portal accounts and asked
them to encourage registration

o

Sent letters to parents reminding them that paper interim report cards were no longer
automatically sent home

o

Used parent/teacher conferences to help parents set up portal accounts

HCPS Department of Communications and Public Relations


Published initial communications on HCPS website and SchoolMessenger messages
about timing of and participation in the pilot program



Published communications on HCPS website and SchoolMessenger messages about
cessation of the parent portal for summer vacation
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With the overwhelming popularity of smartphones, the portal’s free app made this program
within reach of most division parents and guardians; no personal computer was needed. This
addresses Henrico County’s changing demographics, where approximately 40 percent of our
families now qualify for free or reduced meals.

The PowerSchool parent portal is a component of the PowerSchool Student Information System
used by all HCPS schools and Central Office support and administrative staff members.
PowerSchool is a Web-based application. The PowerSchool Student Information System can be
accessed via a browser on computers or on smartphones and tablets.

The PowerSchool portal can also be accessed as an app on smartphones. The app is a free
download and requires that a key code be entered to gain access to Henrico County Public
Schools.

Kiosks of laptop computers were set up during each school’s open house so that parents could
set up portal accounts while visiting the school.

Financing and Staffing Cost
Total project implementation costs: $865,429 to Pearson School Systems. Implementation costs
cover not only the purchase of the program, but project management, training and data
conversion as well. There are no separate costs for Henrico County Public Schools to use the
parent portal as it is bundled with the program. The PowerSchool parent portal app is free.

HCPS staff time required to implement program:
PowerSchool team labor, October 2012 to October 2014:
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Five people X 2000 hours per year X two years X 50 percent labor-usage rate =
10,000 hours of HCPS labor

Developer team labor, October 2012 to October 2014:


Three people X 2000 hours per year X two years X 50 percent labor usage rate =
6,000 hours of HCPS labor

Cost for brochure paper and printing for the three pilot elementary schools:


$110

Operating costs: none, although the implementation and training required some HCPS staff
resources.

Program Results
We chose pilot schools to represent our varied demographics and in so doing, we were able to
monitor varied trends and product use. We were able to identify best practices in targeted
audiences and communities. Now we are able to address strategies for maximum use among all
stakeholders.

Parent feedback has been overwhelmingly positive; users like the portal’s intuitive interface and
the way it makes data easy to access. Parents are now able to access information with relative
ease, whereas in the past they often had to wait for a paper report card or made a specific
request to a teacher.

Similarly, teacher responses have been mostly positive. The portal’s ease of use and the
increased communication with parents are benefits most often cited by teachers. Also cited is
the decreased demand on teacher time by not having to print interim report cards.
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Principals and teachers have expressed their appreciation for this pilot, and acknowledged the
purposeful manner in which we have moved forward with the process.

Parent/Student Access Statistics
Parent/Student Mobile App Stats – Grades 2‐5

Total sign ins by parents:
Total sign ins by
students:
Total sign ins by parents
and students combined:
Number of students
whose records were
accessed:
Avg. number of parent
sign ins per day:
Avg. number of student
sign ins per day:
Avg. number of parent
and student sign ins per
day combined:

Montrose ES

Montrose ES

Pinchbeck ES

Pinchbeck ES

Rivers Edge ES

Rivers Edge ES

YTD

1 Day

YTD

1 Day

YTD

1 Day

1,101
62

7
0

5,675
184

30
0

8,275
37

57
1

1,163

7

5,859

30

8,312

58

43/246
(17.47%)

3/246
(1.21%)

56/367
(15.25%)

18/367
(4.9%)

68/431
(15.77%)

26/431
(6.0%)

5.62

7.0

28.95

30

42.22

57

0.32

0.0

0.94

0.0

0.19

1

5.93

7.0

28.89

30.0

42.41

58

Parent/Student Web Portal Stats – Grades 2‐5
Total sign ins by parents:
Total sign ins by
students:
Total sign ins by parents
and students combined:
Number of students
whose records were
accessed:
Avg. length of parent visit
(minutes):
Avg. length of student
visit (minutes):
Avg. number of parent
sign ins per day:
Avg. number of student
sign ins per day:
Avg. number of parent
and student sign ins per
day combined:

658
45

5
0

4722
612

37
0

9,522
271

78
4

703

5

5334

37

9793

82

88/246
(35.77%)

5/246
(2.03%)

218/367
(59.40%)

18/367
(4.90%)

354/431
(82.13%)

42/431
(9.7%)

7.2

3.3

6.1

6.5

6.1

6.6

8.4

0.0

6.2

0.0

5.3

9.1

3.4

5.0

24.1

37.0

48.6

78.0

0.2

0.0

3.1

0.0

1.4

4.0

3.6

5.0

27.2

37.0

50.0

82.0

97 (29.2%)

97 (29.2%)

Progress Reports Emailed to Parents – Grades 2‐5
Number of parents
signed up to receive
progress reports via
email:

16 (17.4%)

16 (17.4%)

36 (20.2%)

36 (20.2%)
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Brief Summary
In the 15 years that Henrico County’s middle and high schools have been using an online parent
portal, teachers and school administrators have experienced a greater level of communication
and transparency between schools and homes. The feedback gained from this pilot project
portends similar advantages at the elementary level.

In an age of increasing demands on teacher and school time, the pilot program has afforded us
the chance to move forward in a thoughtful and purposeful manner. It has granted us incredible
insights and has minimized anxieties as we plan for full elementary implementation.

The collaboration between the HCPS Technology and Instruction departments (both elementary
and secondary) has been a model for success. We were able to capitalize on our collective
strengths and knowledge by examining the history of PowerSchool implementation at the
secondary level. Throughout the pilot program period, the technology department worked to
create the necessary structures for greater support. The department also worked hard to remain
responsive to individual school needs. In like manner, the instructional leadership team provided
the necessary perspective throughout the pilot. This teamwork led to the program’s ultimate
success.

Supplemental Materials


A test-user parent portal: Parent Instructions (PDF)



Elementary parent portal guidelines given to principals about the portal-portal pilot
program (PDF)



An elementary school parent’s view of the parent portal (PDF)
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Presentation from the three pilot-school principals at the HCPS principal’s meeting
(PowerPoint)



Statistical information (charts)
o

Montrose Elementary School: 246 students in grades 2-5 (84 percent of students
receive free or reduced-cost lunch):

o



95 families have set up accounts.



151 families have not set up a portal account in PS



39 percent are using the portal; 61 percent are not using it.

Pinchbeck Elementary School: 367 students in grades 2-5; (37 percent of
students receive free or reduced-cost lunch):

o



196 families have set up accounts.



171 families have not set up a portal account in PowerSchool.



54 percent are using the portal; 46 percent are not using it.

Rivers Edge Elementary School: 431 students Grades 2-5; (4 percent of students
receive free or reduced-cost lunch):


335 families have set up accounts.



91 families have not set up a portal account in PS.



79 percent are using the portal; 21 percent are not using it.
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Elementary Parent Portal
K-1
The grading scale at K-1 is intended to be developmental in nature and to engender a conversation
between the child’s caregivers around where the child is currently along a continuum of milestones
within a range rather than a comparison of a child’s performance of a task to a pre-determined
competency level. In addition, the tasks at Kindergarten and First Grade are communal in nature and
often based upon careful teacher observation of skill development which are less easily translated in
an electronic environment.
Therefore, HCPS has made the determination that “grades” for K-1 will not be part of the Parent Portal
process. Kindergarten and First Grade teachers will have equitable responsibility to their peers to
provide parents with information regarding a child’s progress but will do so through work samples and
parent meetings as described below.

Teacher Guidelines
HCPS has developed a set of exemplars for each of the 4 points along the grading scale for each
content area. These exemplars will be provided electronically for comparative and division norming
purposes.
Kindergarten and First Grade teachers will produce a minimum of 10 “grades” of student skill
development each grading period (every 9 weeks) for each content area. **The exception to this
requirement is the 1st Nine Week Grading Period for Kindergarten. As a child’s first experience
with school, it is the primary responsibility of the teacher to build a trust relationship with the
child, establish school structure routines and support development of the social-emotional skills
that will be crucial to success. In honoring this process, the requirement for “grades” during the
1st Nine Week Grading Period for Kindergarten is 5 per content area.
“Grades” may be obtained from oral recall, teacher observation, student approximation of a
demonstrated skill, work sample, written assessment, etcetera. It is important to remember that
“grades” at this developmental level translated simply into student attempts to master a skill and
achieving closer and closer approximation. “Grades” should not be limited to worksheets, tests and
formal, summative assessment.
K-First Grade teachers will provide information to parents via work samples each Nine Weeks. These
work samples may be delivered as produced and as feedback is given or shared with parents at the
Parent-Teacher Conference.
Written interim reports will continue to be produced for Kindergarten and First Grade students to
inform parents of student progress.

Parent Guidelines
Parents will receive a copy of the HCPS Grading Scale with descriptions of criteria for each of the 4
points along the grading scale in each core content area.
Parents will receive a minimum of 10 work samples/assessments during each grading period per
content area. *(See K exception for 1st Nine Week Grading Period above). These may be provided as
completed or collectively at the parent/teacher conference.

Questions regarding assignments will be directed to the teacher first and escalated to the principal if
necessary.

2nd -5th
The primary purpose in grading students is to provide feedback on their performance for growth. The
sharing of that information with parents is a method for accelerating that growth through partnership.
It is important to maintain the focus on the mission of growing students from a basis of positive trust
and support.

Teacher Guidelines
nd

All 2 -5th Grade teachers will utilize the HCPS 10-point grading scale as outlined in policy.
Grades will be posted a minimum of every 2 weeks.
10 grades per subject every Nine Week Grading Period.
It is important to note that grades should be derived from a variety of sources beyond traditional
summative assessment. Grades should reflect a range of opportunities for a student to demonstrate
application of a skill in multiple ways; collaborative projects, independent research, demonstration
with teacher observation, oral argument, experimentation, formative assessment, peer review,
etcetera.
The explanation of the assignment resulting in a grade should contain only categorical information (ie:
worksheet, quiz, group project, research paper, debate, etcetera)
All interim grades shall be provided electronically unless requested in print by the parent.

Parent Guidelines
Parents can expect that grades will be available on-line the Monday of each 2 week period.
Questions regarding student grades should be directed to the student’s teachers. *Please note that the
teacher’s primary responsibility is educating your child and that time spent in documentation is time
spent away from preparing your child’s instructional program. Thus, please be mindful that this site
will NOT contain detailed explanations of process and product. Please reserve those questions for the
parent teacher conference.
Questions regarding Parent Portal operation should be directed to the school’s Parent Portal
representative. Parents will be provided this information during Parent Portal sign up and
demonstration.
Parents will NOT receive printed interim reports unless they provide the principal with a request.

When a parent or student logs into the Portal, this is their intial screen. LINKS are on the left side of
the screen and are used to navigate around the portal.
Grades and Attendance will provide the following information. (By clicking on the letter grade or
percent, it will drill down to the actual assignments that were scored. Grade Columns will be noted as:
Q1, Q2, Q3, and Q4. Columns will become visible as each marking period begins.)

Grade History – Allows the parent to see grades from previous school years.

Email Notification – Allows the parent to setup email notifications.

Class Registration – Allows the parent to access Course Recommendations for the following school year.
School Information

My Schedule – Displays the student’s schedule.

Account Preferences – Allows the parent to modify their username, password or email address.

Access Logs – Displays a summary of how many times the portal account has been accessed.

Transportation – Displays morning and afternoon student bus route information.

Support Resources for Parents:
http://henricoschools.us/powerschool/
http://blogs.henrico.k12.va.us/it/parents/

Powerschool Parent
Portal
Never fear the Pilot schools are here!
Pam James, Ted Durniak, Sarah Modrak

Glows and Grows
❖ Glows
➢ Parent portal has been a painless process.
➢ We’ve had little complaints from parents.
➢ Amy Baer is amazing with tech support when there are issues!
❖ Grows
➢ The largest challenge in registering has been the confusion of having to use initials and birthdate or knowing the student
registration number.
➢ There are some challenges with HCPS being able to control what is seen on the Powerschool App versus on the computer.
This has impacted some of our decision making.
➢ There is a need for translated directions.

Beginning of the School Year
❖ August
➢ Send home registration information with back to school letter (brochure and School Messenger)
➢ Be clear when the opening date for registration is and what information parents need
➢ Have registration computers available during open house (resource teachers are great to man this)
➢ Train teachers on expectations for entering grades and showcase the Portal through the eyes of a parent
➢ Assign a Parent Portal representative
➢ Review trouble-shooting tips with front office

Beginning of the School Year
❖ September
➢ Communicate clearly to parents the school’s procedures for uploading grades and the
opening date of Powerschool
➢ Continue to remind parents to register through newsletters, school messengers, Back to
school night, etc. Including a hyperlink through a School Messenger helped provide direct
access

Interims
❖ As this time approaches, share with teachers what families have not
registered. It is another good time to make a push for registration.
❖ Send letter to parents reminding them they will not receive a paper interim.

Report Cards
❖ Conferences are another good time for teachers to get parents to register.
❖ When the storing process takes place, parents can see everything on
Powerschool including the comments.
❖ PE, Art, and Music grades are displayed as an S (2%)

