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8 STRATEGIES FOR IMPROVING
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Connection Files

Brand Your Long-Term 
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Start Building 
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Long-Term Connections 
Upon Enrollment
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With Social Proof

Don’t Wait For The 
End Of A Student’s 
Schooling To Update 
Your Files

Embrace The Ubiquity 
Of The Internet, 
But Don’t Rely Strictly 
Upon It

Don’t Spread Yourself 
Too Thin On 
Social Media

Allow For Flexibility 
And Creativity In 
Your Efforts To Keep 
Connected To Students



Even in this vastly interconnected world, it’s remarkably easy to lose contact with people. Folks 
move. Phone numbers change. Social media trends come and go.

For educators and education leaders, this can be doubly problematic. 

First, school districts that aren’t able to locate former students miss out on a vital avenue for the 
collection of the sorts of longitudinal data that are essential for meaningful assessment. How 
many former students have attended college? How many are earning a living wage? How are 
their life outcomes related to their educational experiences? These are the sorts of questions 
that cannot be answered if schools do not build long-term connections with their students.

Second, a lack of robust connectivity can mean the loss of a lifeline to students who stop their 
education before graduation. Research shows that most students who drop out of school would 
return if invited and provided the right conditions of flexibility and support. Yet one of the chief 
reasons why dropout recovery programs fail is that school districts simply don’t have all the 
information they need to locate disengaged students. 

Since 2007, Graduation Alliance has worked with hundreds of school districts to locate, re-enroll, 
re-engage and educate disengaged students. In doing so, we have studied a vast number of 
student record systems and have explored dozens of approaches to finding, connecting with, 
and maintaining long-term contact with students. As more districts come to see the need for 
dropout recovery programs, and as more education leaders embrace longitudinal qualitative 
and quantitative information as part of a more comprehensive formula for assessing true school 
effectiveness, Graduation Alliance proposes eight strategies for improving student connectivity.

Graduation Alliance’s re-engagement counselors almost always begin their work with a list 
of disengaged students provided by a local school district — and the comprehensiveness 
of those lists greatly vary. Some include little more than a name, telephone number and 
address. Others include dozens of informational fields. The latter provides a much better 
starting point but, even with a lot of data, students can be difficult to locate if the information 
in their files has not been regularly updated.

The more of the following fields that a school collects, the better off schools will be when 
trying to locate former students for any reason:

1. Build Robust Student Connection Files

•   Name, aliases and nicknames 
•   Date of birth 
•   Current address and phone numbers 
•   Prior places lived
•   Places where family members live 
•   Name and contact information for one or 
    more best friends, immediate family 
    members, extended family members 
     and extended family members from a 
     grandparental generation

•   Community mentors such as coaches, 
     advocates or religious leaders  
•   Places worked  
•   Social media handles and sites 
•   Email addresses 
•   Post-secondary educational goals 
•   Career goals



First impressions have lasting effects. The inclusion of concrete proclamations about a 
school’s dedication to lasting relationships helps set a framework of expectations that 
foster understanding among students, once they enroll and at every point thereafter, that 
their school cares about keeping in contact. This framework extends to staff, as well, as a 
reminder of the need to nurture relationships that will last beyond the point in which the 
school has active involvement in a student’s life.

“Brand messages” that promote long-term connectivity could include “Here for our students 
— today and every day to come,” “Committed to improving our students’ lifelong well-being,” 
or “Your school community now — and always.”

In other words: A school’s “brand” shouldn’t only be about academics, but also about 
relationships. 

2. Brand your long-term intentions

Students can be hesitant to offer the sort of robust information about their lives that can be 
valuable for helping their school maintain long-term contact. For this reason, information 
sought in an attempt to ensure long-term engagement should be explained to the student in 
that context. For instance: 

“We are not going to stop caring about you when you graduate, and so we are hoping to 
check in, from time to time, to see how you are doing. There have been times in the past, 
though, when we have wanted to reach out to a former student but cannot locate them 
because they’ve moved, gotten a new phone number, decided to disengage from social 
media or changed their name. With that in mind, would you please complete the following 
survey?”

3. Start building understanding about long-term connections upon enrollment

Often, schools do not begin to consider long-term engagement until a student is nearing 
graduation, and perhaps not even until the student has already moved on. As such, schools 
miss out on an important “incubation period” for fostering the expectation of a long-term 
relationship. One of the simplest and most powerful ways to do this is bringing current 
students face to face with past students. Having offered social proof that past students 
are still engaged, the time is ripe to set expectations to current students about long-term 
engagement. For instance, a teacher, facilitator or program director might, in closing out a 
student-alumni conversation session, say: 

“We’re so grateful for our guests and thankful they recognize the importance of giving back 
by helping inform and inspire our current students, and we hope you all will do the same 
when you become alumni of this school.”

4. Incubate connectivity with social proof 



Even very successful students can find themselves tumbling over the finish line, and the so-
called “senioritis” effect can be particularly pronounced within at-risk populations in which 
students may feel an acute economic and social need to quickly “move on” with their lives. 
For this reason, it is important to recognize that students may not be available or particularly 
accommodating to administrative requests to update a contact file toward the ends of their 
educations. 

With this in mind, it can be advantageous to schedule periodic contact file updates with 
students throughout their time in school. One opportune time to do this is during the 
school’s already-scheduled annual reminder to students and parents of their rights under 
FERPA.

5. Don’t wait for the end of a student’s schooling to update your files 

It might be suspected that our present era of hyper-connectivity would make searches 
for former students easier, but that’s not necessarily the case. There have, in fact, been 
significant retractions of people-finding resources that were available in the infancy of the 
internet era.

One example is Google’s personal address and telephone number search function, which 
the internet giant discontinued in the late 2000s in response to numerous user complaints. 
Google’s listings were built on publicly available whitepages, which are of decreased 
usefulness across the board in modern times, but especially among younger Americans. As 
of 2015, more than two-thirds of adults aged 25-34 lived in households with only wireless 
telephones, which are not listed in whitepages and harder to find in internet directories. 
Children are also significantly more likely to live in households with only wireless service, and 
the gap has been steadily increasing since 2009.

That doesn’t mean these traditional means of searching should be dismissed. While the 
likelihood of a former student’s name showing up in a whitepages directory these days is 
very low, older generations and especially grandparental generations are still far more likely 
to have a landline — and to stay at a single address for a much longer period of time — 
keeping whitepages an indispensable tool for tracking students through relatives.

6. Embrace the ubiquity of the internet, but don’t rely strictly upon it

Social networking offers a tremendous platform for connecting and staying connected 
with former students of schools and programs for opportunity youth. It’s also an ever-
changing medium, subject to fads, whims and even rapid tidal shifts in demographic usage, 
particularly with younger individuals. This can be seen acutely in the rapid shift from early 
generation social networking sites like MySpace to Facebook in the late 2000s, and then 
onward to sites like Snapchat and Instagram in the mid 2010s.

7.  Don’t spread yourself too thin on social media



While some schools try to stay on top of every social media iteration and fad, there is an 
increasing recognition that utility and stability are more effective than omnipresence. This 
is to say that while it takes very little investment to open an account on just about every 
social media site that comes along, the maintenance of those sites can be time-crushing and 
ultimately not particularly useful for long-term engagement. With the average social media 
user now maintaining active accounts on more than five sites (and younger users with more 
than six, on average,) schools that choose to do a lot of engagement on a few sites that 
offer greater utility for engagement are likely to be better off than those that spread their 
resources thin across too many platforms.

We recommend: Facebook (a page for the district, individual pages for each school, and an 
encouragement to teachers to set up “alumni of Mr. or Mr. So-and-So” pages, as well), Twitter 
(individual pages for each school) and Instagram (individual pages for each school.)

Time and time again, the conclusions of researchers charged with tracking individuals for 
longitudinal research can be summed up in two words: flexibility and creativity. Indeed, 
Graduation Alliance has had great success in locating disengaged students through a flexible 
and creative approach that employs a team of re-engagement recruiters who use phone 
calls, post-cards and letters, email, social media, associate networking, and advertising 
campaigns to refresh connections between students and their schools.

“We have great success with mailers and by working the phones, but if we stopped there 
we wouldn’t be nearly as successful as we are,” Graduation Alliance Chief Academic Officer 
Rebekah Richards said. “It’s not just that we need multiple methods of contact to locate 
students — it’s also that some students need to hear our message in multiple ways before 
they’re ready to pick up the phone, visit a website, or return a social media contact request.” 

8. Allow for flexibility and creativity in your efforts to keep connected 
    to students

CONCLUSION
When it comes to providing “living proof” of the long-term outcomes of high school graduation, 
the value of robust connections is clear. And when it comes to recruiting disengaged students 
back to school, these connections are not just valuable, but vital. 

There is no way around the fact that such efforts can also be time-consuming. However, 
an understanding of the experiences of researchers and organizations who have engaged 
in longitudinal social science research of at-risk populations, as well as lessons learned at 
Graduation Alliance over a decade of helping its school district partners find and re-enroll 
disengaged students, can be instructive. Leveraging these lessons with a commitment to long-
term engagement that is ingrained in an institution’s culture, practice and policies has the 
potential to produce a tremendous return.



Toll Free: 855.486.8855   |   GraduationAlliance.com   |  gharp@graduationalliance.com

© Copyright 2017. Graduation Alliance. All Rights Reserved.


