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Environmental Charter School 

Executive Summary 
Student Consultant: Carsten Fandel 

Community Partner: Todd Hoffmann, Kristan Abeshouse, Nikole Sheaffer 

I. About the Organization

The Environmental Charter School (ECS) was founded in 2008 and focusses on education using a 

holistic approach aimed to raise responsible citizens, as documented in their mission: 

“The mission of The Environmental Charter School at Frick Park is to educate each 

student to high academic learning standards using a themed curriculum that will foster 

knowledge, love of and respect for the environment and the will to preserve it for future 

generations.” (Environmental Charter School 2017) 

Since its foundation in 2008 the Environmental Charter School has grown to educate about 550 

students from Kindergarten to eighth grade (K-8) with a staff of about 100 employees. Apart from 

kindergarten and school, the Environmental Charter School provides afterschool programs, a variety 

of clubs, and school trips. 

The staff involved into this project is the Director of IT, Todd Hoffman, the Executive Director of 

the Afterschool Program, Kristan Abeshouse, and the Director of Innovation, Nikole Sheaffer.  

II. Increasing communication effectiveness and user experience

through the creation of a “Parent Portal“  
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The objective of the project was to increase efficiency and effectiveness of communication between 

ECS and its parents. This was based on the fact that communication processes grew since the 

foundation of ECS in 2008 and were not done in a consistent way but using several channels. Thus, 

the aim was to develop a single touchpoint, the parent portal, as part of the ECS website, where 

parents could log in and find all relevant information and communication bundled at one place. This 

way, communication could take place consistently using the portal, which would increase user 

experience / the satisfaction of the parents, thereby lead to higher parent involvement, which in turn 

is proven to lead to higher student learning outcomes (Herman and Yeh 1983). Thus, apart from 

increasing efficiency and saving resources that could be redirected to activities that help ECS 

achieves its mission through educational efforts, this project would have a direct impact on 

achieving the mission, too. The major phases of the project were to analyze the current situation, 

brainstorm all communication processes, identify those communication processes that should be 

included into the portal, and to describe the final solution in order to facilitate later implementation. 

III. Outcomes

The important outcome of the project is a communication matrix which summarized all 

communication processes between parents and the school and provided detail with regard to which 

medium is being used and when communication takes place. A second important outcome is a 

Request for Proposal, which describes how the solution should be implemented. Finally, a mock-up 

of the possible solution has been created and tested with parents (future users).

IV. Recommendations

ECS deploys a structured approach for continuously improving the software environment and is 

using technology in an innovative and proactive approach to efficiently communicate with 

stakeholders and to improve the learning experience of its students. 

1) Develop a strategy and sketch a long-term roadmap (technology plan) and project charters for

each project with regard to IT systems architecture.

2) “Learning at home” - Include video tapes of lectures and additional classwork-related learning

resources into the portal.

Community Partner 

Todd Hoffman 

todd.hoffman@ecspgh.org 

Kristian Abeshouse 

kristan.abeshouse@ecspgh.org 

Nikole Sheaffer 

nikole.sheaffer@ecspgh.org 

Environmental Charter School 

100 North Braddock Avenue 

Pittsburgh, PA 15221 

https://ecspgh.org/ 

About the Consultant 

Carsten Fandel 

carsten-fandel@web.de 

Carsten Fandel is an exchange student in the MISM 

Program at Heinz College, Carnegie Mellon 

University. Returning to Germany in the summer he 

will do an internship in a consulting firm and 

graduate from the University of Mannheim 

(Mannheim Master in Management, M. Sc.).
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Environmental Charter School 

Final Consulting Report 
Student Consultant: Carsten Fandel 

Community Partner: Todd Hoffman, Kristan Abeshouse, Nikole Sheaffer 

 

 

I. About the Organization 

 

Organization 

The Environmental Charter School was founded in 2008 and focusses on education using a holistic 

approach aimed to raise responsible citizens, as documented in their mission: 

 

“The mission of The Environmental Charter School at Frick Park is to educate each 

student to high academic learning standards using a themed curriculum that will foster 

knowledge, love of and respect for the environment and the will to preserve it for future 

generations.” (Environmental Charter School 2017) 

 

Since its foundation in 2008 the Environmental Charter School has grown now educate about 

550 students from Kindergarten to eighth grade (K-8) with a staff of about 100 employees. 

Apart from kindergarten and school, the Environmental Charter School provides afterschool 

programs, a variety of clubs, and school trips.  

 

Figure 1: Environmental Charter School (left: Lower School, right: Upper School) 

Source: https://ecspgh.org/who-we-are/schools/ 
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Staff 

The staff involved into this project is the Director of IT, Todd Hoffman, the Executive Director of 

the Afterschool Program, Kristan Abeshouse, and the Director of Innovation, Nikole Sheaffer. Todd 

Hoffman manages multiple systems at ECS and is responsible for the whole IT infrastructure as 

well as IT planning. He acted as community partner in the course of this class several times and has 

solid expertise in managing online systems. Currently, he is working with many vendors to 

improvise the utilization of IT in the business model of ECS through several measures including the 

development of a chatbot for future communication purposes. Kristan Abeshouse, who is not only 

an employee but also a parent at ECS, is highly involved into communication streams with parents 

and also a volunteer at the Parent Community Organization (PCO) since 2006. Nikole Sheaffer is 

responsible for communication and outreach of ECS and, like Kristan Abeshouse, also a parent who 

has a child at ECS. 

 

Apart from the main project partners mentioned above stakeholders of the project will be involved 

through interviews. These stakeholders include but are not limited to representatives of the 

following stakeholder groups: parents, teachers and coaches, managers, the nurse, and auxiliary 

staff. 

 

Technology Infrastructure 

ECS uses a hybrid infrastructure consisting of Google cloud services and a local network server in 

each location. Some of the important devices and software applications are listed below: 

Schoology: Schoology is a web-based learning and data-gathering portal that is used by ECS for all 

students. It enhances connectivity, information-sharing and communication between teachers, 

students, and parents. It includes features such as learning materials, documents, maps, videos, and 

a gradebook. It can be accessed by students, teachers, and parents via the Schoology website or 

mobile app. The screen time depends on the grade. Students from Kindergarten to third grade only 

access Schoology as a gradebook, whereas fourth and fifth grade take online quizzes and sixth to 

eighth grade are instructed to use social media. (Screen time policy: https://ecspgh.org/wp-

content/uploads/2015/02/ECS-Screen-Time-Policy.pdf)  

Google Chromebooks: ECS piloted the use of Google Chromebooks in a one-to-one program in 

order to provide students with the technology skills needed in today’s workplaces. The positive 

feedback from the pilot project in 2016 led to the rollout for grades 4-8. Qualitative and quantitative 

research is conducted in collaboration with the Children's Museum of Pittsburgh and Seton Hill 

University to measure the learning improvement through technology usage.  

Payment systems: ECS currently uses three payment systems: SchoolCafé is used for the payment 

of lunch options, Jackrabbit is used for the afterschool programs, and PayPal is used for the 

enrollment into clubs. The usage of three payment portals leads to confusion and inefficiencies, as 

described later. 

SchoolMint: SchoolMint is the newly introduced (re-)enrollment software. Parents that wish to 

enroll their children into kindergarten have to apply using the software. In the following, the 

software will randomly provide spots to applications without any preselection criteria (=not merit 

based, which is one requirement for being a publicly funded charter school). Once students were 

https://ecspgh.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/ECS-Screen-Time-Policy.pdf
https://ecspgh.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/ECS-Screen-Time-Policy.pdf
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provided with a spot, they have to be re-enrolled every year but have the guarantee to stay until 

grade eight. If free spots become available, they are given to students on a waitlist. 

The homepage of the ECS is managed and updated via WordPress by Nikole Sheaffer: 

https://ecspgh.org/ 

 

Technology Management 

The IT department consists of two internal team members and one outsourced IT support company. 

The Director of IT manages systems, policy, and projects while the IT coordinator manages 

helpdesk, repairs, and training for end users. User accounts are managed via the Google Admin 

Console which holds user access data such as username, password, and software access levels.  

Director of IT: Todd Hoffman 

IT Coordinator:  Briggs Alden 

 

Technology Planning 

The Director of IT (Todd Hoffman) is currently leading a strategic planning process. He is working 

with 40 stakeholders to develop a new IT Strategic Plan that will look two years into the future. Key 

outputs from the plan will include IT roadmap, policy updates, IT department structure and mission, 

and budget recommendations. Goals include to position IT as a profit center that supports the 

achievement organizational objectives and operational needs instead of a cost center. 

Todd Hoffman can take decisions within his budget, which he estimates at the beginning of the year 

and gets approved by the CEO and the COO. 

 

Internal and External Communication 

File sharing is done in Google Drive. Only specific people have access to sensitive data and much 

of it is read-only. Teachers collaborate on lesson planning in Google Drive and students are able to 

utilize their own accounts to collaborate with other students on projects. 

Nikole Sheaffer is furthermore responsible for communication with external stakeholders and the 

maintenance of the website. 

Communication with parents currently takes place using various communication channels. That is, 

there is not one single touchpoint for communication or one person dedicated to bundling 

communication. Thus, every person that needs to receive information from parents (e.g., teacher, 

office managers, counsellor, nurse, club leader, afterschool program director) would contact them in 

the preferred way: e-mail, mail, phone call, newsletter, etc. 

 

Business Systems 

All accounting functions live with the Business Manager. ECS uses Blackbaud accounting software 

and is exploring aspects of the software that are currently being under-utilized such as donor 

tracking, and purchase order processing. 

https://ecspgh.org/
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Scope of Work 
 

 

 

 

II. Pinpoint the status quo of the processes / features 

considered for incorporation into the parent portal 

 

Motivation 

Understanding inefficiencies in current communication processes helped to identify the scope of 

work. Problems within the current state are redundancies of communication, complex 

communication processes with too many touchpoints and involved members, a lack of transparency 

with regard to who communicates, which medium is being used, and what message is being send. 

Several activities that need to be taken care of by parents (such as paying various fees, signing 

absence forms) and the provision of communication or documentation are currently being managed 

using several technical solutions and platforms. This diversity of applications and processes causes 

inefficiencies communication flaws. Mapping those processes helped to truly identify the work 

streams that are related to each process. It was also helpful in communicating the project and its 

impact to stakeholders in the later stages of the process. This was thus the base requirement for the 

later improvements in order to decrease inefficiencies in communication. Resources that will get 

saved through those improvements can be allocated to activities that help achieving the mission of 

ECS. 

 

Outcomes 

Develop understanding of the communication inefficiencies: 

In discussions with the client, the student consultant identified the scope of the communication 

inefficiencies that should be addressed within this consulting project. The outcome of those 

discussions is a) an understanding of the causal flow that leads to inefficiencies (appendix A) and b) 
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a sketch of two of the inefficient processes (appendix B) which helps to explain the motivation 

behind the project and the possible improvements to further stakeholders. The inefficiencies within 

these processes are caused by the fact that an unnecessary number of people are involved into the 

processes and that technology is not being utilized in order to facilitate the process. The example in 

the process contains the process of parents signing excuse notes for students. Involved into this 

process are teacher, office managers, students, and parents. However, office managers do only 

communicate information from the teachers to the parents. A technical solution like DocuSign 

could eliminate this touchpoint and help parents excuse their children in an efficient way, without 

having to print, scan, and e-mail excuse forms. 

 

 

III. Identify requirements and expectations of each stakeholder 

regarding the considered features 

 

Motivation 

In order to identify each process that should be incorporated into the parent portal, a first audit of 

each communication stream between parents and the schools served as a basis to work on. Thus, it 

was essential to invite representatives of each stakeholder group to a brainstorming meeting in 

which the whole mass of communication processes got collected and mapped.  

 

Outcomes 

Develop in-depth understanding of each communication process: 

In order to fully understand the communication that takes place between ECS and parents a 

brainstorming session was held with all stakeholders involved in communication, the client 

partners, and the student consultant. Stakeholders included teachers, counsellors, the nurse, office 

managers, and many more. This way it could be ensured that all relevant processes will be covered 

by the project. The processes were collected, elaborated upon, and finally categorized in 

collaboration with all participants (appendix C). In a second step, the client partners and the student 

consultant developed a communication matrix which incorporates all processes as well as a 

description of important with regard to who is in charge of the processes, what medium is used for 

communication, and more (appendix D). 
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IV. Identify the features and software applications that will be 

incorporated into the parent portal 

 

Motivation 

In order to ensure high user acceptance of the parent portal it was essential to identify all relevant 

communication processes. Thus, it was of utmost importance to develop a structured approach of 

identifying these communication streams. If and only if relevant processes are included, less 

important processes or information keeps its place on the original ECS website in order to avoid 

confusion or redundancies, the parent portal would serve the immediate needs of parents for 

effective communication and the project would be a success. A visualization of the intermediate 

outcome helped to interview users / parents and get early feedback. 

 

Outcomes 

Develop a structured and user-centered approach for identifying the relevant features and software 

solutions that are to be incorporated into the parent portal: 

The project team narrowed down the big list of features into those features that have to be 

incorporated into the parent portal. The approach taken was to agree on criteria that help identifying 

relevant and important features. That is, thinking about use cases the team came up with two main 

criteria for assessing the relevance of each process: a) is this communication or information urgent 

or b) is it related to student progress. Apart from features that were then considered relevant, the 

team also observed the parent portal of a peer school and got inspiration. This way, several more 

features were identified as important for the parents / the users of the portal. This approach and 

outcome is sustainable, though the list of features in this dynamic environment needs to be updated 

continuously. Subsequently, the student consultant developed a mock-up visualization of the 

features in order to enable having a fresh view on the completeness of features. The client partners 

and the student consultant then tested this visual prototype with parents (future users) in order to 

identify missing features, opportunities to reorder and rename specific content in order to make it 

user-friendly, and get first feedback regarding design ideas. These include ideas like using colors to 

show within which specific sub-page new content has been added. In appendix E this mock-up is 

illustrated for the landing page and each type of content page. This logic would be introduced in a 

click-through to educate users.  

Apart from identifying the final features, the client partners continuously researched software 

solutions that would help consolidating the existing fragmented software environment and linking it 

to the parent portal. The clients therefore talked to peers and vendors in order to identify suitable 

software applications. The concrete outcome is a better understanding of limitations and 

opportunities inherent to a) the current software applications as well as b) possible new software 

applications in the market with regard to making the system more integrated and easier to manage 

for both parents and the school. Concretely, the aim is to use as few software applications as 

possible but as many as necessary to provide the required functionality. Within this project the aim 

was to approach the problem from a content point of view and link the chosen software to the 

portal, if the portal itself would not provide required functionalities.  
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Specific findings with regard to a) the existing application are that several tasks such as payments 

could be incorporated into the existing accounting software (Blackbaud). This way, the client would 

not need to contact a new vendor. Furthermore, within the existing contract the vendor offers the 

client to develop each user account for the payment portal without a charge, which could then be 

linked to the parent portal. Additionally, several desired new communication features could be 

delivered though the existing software SchoolMint.  

With regard to b) possible new applications findings are that the application MagnusHealth, which 

is being used by peers to manage student health data, would not deliver the required functionalities 

for the school.  

To sum up, the client partners’ understanding of the current software environment and the software 

applications offered by the market increased significantly. 

By achieving communication clarity through the parent portal and making its use easier and more 

efficient through consolidating the software environment, parent involvement will be facilitated and 

thus increased. This, in turn has long been shown to lead to higher student learning outcomes and 

will thus contribute to achieving the school’s mission (Herman and Yeh 1983).  

 

 

V. Create a detailed description of the final state and prepare 

rollout 

 

Motivation 

This step was a summary of all ideas and thought processes that led to the final solution respectively 

the list of features that are to be included into the parent portal. It also included requirements for the 

parent portal. This was important for several reasons. First, it will help the client if he approaches 

vendors for implementing the solution. If the client, however, decided to implement the portal on its 

own, this paper will serve as a manual and help communicating objectives or requirements to peers. 

Second, the findings and documents in this phase can be used for communicating the project 

progress to the stakeholders that were involved in the initial phase of brainstorming and would thus 

ensure stakeholder satisfaction.  

 

Outcomes 

Prepare the implementation of the parent portal: 

In the fourth and final phase of the project the student consultant delivered a request for proposal 

(appendix F) that the client will be able to use for approaching possible vendors or as a guideline to 

implement the portal himself. The Request for Proposal consists of three main parts: 

1) Executive summary: The first part of the Request for Proposal is a summary of the whole paper. 

The reason is that this will help identify possible vendors as well as enable vendors to assess in 

how far they can provide the necessary expertise. If the client decides to implement the solution 
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himself, then this section helps communicating the project motivation to stakeholders during 

rollout. 

2) Description of the current situation and the problems / opportunities: This section is important 

for possible vendors to understand the motivation and expectation of the client. 

3) Theoretical depiction of a final state: In this section of the request for proposal, the 

functionalities of the parent portal will be described. In order to not limit possible vendors in 

their creative approach to solving the problem, no strict solution will be described. Rather, the 

student consultant will describe what functions and features are expected and how they improve 

the current situation. Furthermore, this sections helps to extend the portal in later stages since it 

provides the logic for which features have to be included and how. Some of the required 

features being explained in the request for proposal are the following (see Appendix E for the 

visualization in the mock-up): 

- A calendar that can be personalized with respect to several levels: Student (in case a parent 

has more than one child at ECS), activities (classes, clubs, afterschool program, trips), etc. 

Thus, parents should be able to check each of those elements and decide whether it is to be 

displayed in the calendar, just like it is possible with a Google calendar. This calendar 

should be integrated in a way such that it is very prominent and easy to find being on every 

page of the portal. 

- A “to do”-list on the landing page which shows all open tasks in the portal. Notifications for 

those will appear bold in the list in the portal and as a list in a weekly e-mail. As in e-mail 

systems, there should be a button to mark something as read. 

- Personalization: Furthermore, parents with multiple students at the school should be able to 

choose the specific student for which they are searching information in the easiest way (e.g. 

through a drop-down list). The aim of this personalization should be to minimize clicks and 

thereby increase the user experience. 

 

 

Since this approach deliberately focusses on only describing the desired output (functions) and not 

how to achieve it, it is to be considered relevant no matter how the client decides to implement the 

solution. If the client implements the solution on his own using WordPress, then the document 

serves as a guideline for understanding the desired functionality and requirements as well as 

extending the parent portal in later stages. If, however, the client engages with a vendor, the 

Request for Proposal helps finding the right vendor and guiding the vendor in its work. Thus, it 

ensures that the implementation will be a success and help achieving the mission of ECS. 
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VI. Recommendations 

 

A. Vision 

ECS deploys a structured approach for continuously improving the software environment and is 

using technology in an innovative and proactive approach to efficiently communicate with 

stakeholders and to improve the learning experience of its students. 

 

B. Goals 

 

1) Develop a strategy and sketch a long-term roadmap (technology plan) and project charters for 

each project with regard to IT systems architecture.  

2) “Learning at home” - Include video tapes of lectures and additional classwork-related learning 

resources into the portal. 

 

C. Strategies 

Goal 1: Develop a strategy and sketch a long-term roadmap (technology plan) and 
project charters for each project with regard to IT systems architecture. 

a. Background 

ECS should develop a long-term roadmap and a strategy with regard to the development of their 

systems architecture. The roadmap should include the milestones and the projects that are planned, 

whereas the strategy should provide a basis for choosing software applications and how to integrate 

them into the existing system.  

b. Justification 

This would ensure that exploring new software applications is done in a consistent way and that 

success in achieving the milestones can be measured. This helps ECS keep track of the system 

architecture and helps improving it continuously. 

c. Strategies  

1) The vision of the system architecture in the future needs to be depicted in order to understand 

what characterizes the perfect systems architecture. 

2) A strategy for developing the systems architecture should be created in order to make deliberate 

decisions and improve the system in way that helps achieving the vision. 

3) IT projects need be chosen with regard to their fit to the strategy. Then, each project has to be 

defined with regard to objectives, stakeholders, deliverables, milestones, tasks, responsibilities, 

roles, impacts, and more. This will help keep track of project progress and communicate 

expectations. An example of such a project charter is included in appendix G. 

4) An IT-roadmap (technology plan) should be sketched based on necessary resources such as time 

and staff. The roadmap helps ensure that milestones can be met and sufficient time for planning, 

design, and implementation of specific software solutions is assigned. 
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d. Expected Outcomes  

The observable outcomes are a documented strategy and roadmap. 

e. Resources 

Necessary resources include the Director of IT and his collaboration with Office Managers and 

other constituents of ECS such as teachers or admins of specific software applications in use. The 

time needed for achieving that goal depends on the time available to the Director of IT apart from 

operational work. 

 

Goal 2: “Learning at home” - Include video tapes of lectures and additional 
classwork-related learning resources into the portal. 

a. Background 

Video tapes or live streams of lectures as well as additional learning resources should be included 

into a section of the portal for students that miss classes or need more time to understand content. 

Additional resources could be but are not limited to: 

- Hyperlinks to websites that elaborate on the content (e.g. tutorials on YouTube or additional 

exercises) 

- Bibliography of appropriate articles or books 

- Additional exercises (with solutions) provided by the teacher 

b. Justification 
The motivation behind this idea is that in every case that a student is absent, the student’s  

progress will suffer. After returning to school, the student has to catch up. However, if a student is 

absent because of reasons that would eventually not hinder the student from following the class 

online (e.g. in case s/he suffers from lice and is absent not to infect classmates) this function would 

help the student keep up with the rest of the class. Thus, it would help ECS achieve the mission of 

providing education. Apart from that, it would be a very innovative approach that could be used for 

reinforcing ECS’s reputation for providing good education with innovative approaches to teaching. 

Additionally, ECS can easily offer additional material for those students that have difficulties with 

specific courses and need more material to do additional exercises at home in order to fully 

understand the class content. 

c. Strategies  

1) Teachers have to agree on providing additional resources at the portal and on taking 

responsibility for delivering those resources in a timely manner to the person maintaining the 

system.  

2) Teachers and parents (on behalf of their children) have to agree on being videotaped. This should 

be achieved through explaining that videotaping lectures would increase the student learning 

outcome and thereby the mission achievement. This is in the interest of both the parents and the 

teachers and should therefore help to get their buy-in. Furthermore, the video-taped material would 

not be accessible for the public, but only for parents (students) and teachers who have access to the 

parent portal. 
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3) The specific solution needs to be implemented into the parent portal. This includes acquiring 

necessary devices, recording and editing video tapes, and finding and linking additional resources to 

the specific section in the parent portal or into the existing software Schoology, which, as explained 

in part I of this report, provides video functionalities. 

d. Expected Outcomes  

The expected outcome is the provision of actual class content at the parent portal including 

additional resources and thereby an increase in the student’s learning outcome. This increase can be 

explained through the significantly positive impact of e-learning on the students’ learning outcomes 

with respect to mathematical skills, reading, and writing (Kulik 2003). 

e. Resources 

Necessary resources include the portal admin, the teachers, a video camera, and the additional 

learning material. The necessary budget is very little and – apart from operational costs – limited to 

the costs of the video camera. “Panopto” is one of many firms offering a video platform that is 

being used in schools. They also provide evidence of increased learning outcomes after offering the 

video tapes additional to the lecture (Panopto 2017). Video-taping lectures is also common in 

medical schools (Parikh 2002). However, in Pennsylvania, every party to a conversation has to 

consent to recording (Findlaw 2017).  
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Appendix A. 

Causal flow diagram 
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Appendix B (1). 

Process diagram: Documentation of student absences 
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Appendix B (2). 

Process diagram: Enrollment into clubs offered by the school 
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Appendix C. 

Categories of communication processes 

Appendix D. 

A part of the Communication Matrix 
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Appendix E. 

Mock-up of the parent portal 
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Appendix F. 

Request for Proposal 

 
Request for Proposal –  
Implementation of a parent portal, Environmental Charter School, 2017 
 
 

1. Executive Summary 

 
The information given in this request for proposal is based on the wish of Environmental Charter School (ECS) to improve 
communication between the various employees of the school and the students’ parents. The motivation behind improving 
the parent-school communication is based on empirical findings that show that parent involvement leads to significantly 
higher student learning outcomes and thus helps achieve the mission of ECS. Apart from improving the effectiveness of 
communication, the project partners also seek to improve the efficiency of the relevant communication processes in order 
to save resources, decrease redundant communication, and achieve transparency. Also, the parent portal is supposed to 
increase the parents’ user experience and thereby their satisfaction, which again leads to higher parent involvement. 
 
The project is led by 

 Todd Hoffmann (IT Director) in collaboration with  

 Kristan Abeshouse (Afterschool Program Director) and  

 Nikole Sheaffer (Director of Innovation).  

 
During the Spring Semester 2017 the client partners collaborated with a student consultant from Carnegie Mellon University 
within the scope of the class “IT Consulting” in order to prepare ECS for the implementation of a parent portal as a means 
to achieve the above-mentioned improvements. The first important outcome of this process was a communication audit in 
which the client partners, the student consultant, and all affected stakeholders (teachers, counsellors, administrative staff, 
parents, nurse, etc.) brainstormed and categorized all existing interactions (one- and two-way communication) between 
parents and ECS. Based on that list, the client partners and the student consultant identified all relevant communication 
processes which are to be incorporated into the parent portal. 
 
 
 

2. Problem Statement 

 
Problems within the current state are redundancies of communication, complex communication processes with too many 
touchpoints and involved members, a lack of transparency with regard to who communicates, which medium is being used, 
and what message is being send. Several activities that need to be taken care of by parents (such as paying various fees, 
signing absence forms) and the provision of communication or documentation are currently being managed using several 
technical solutions and platforms. This diversity of applications and processes causes inefficiencies communication flaws. 
Two processes, which incur too many touchpoints and might be facilitated through using technology and especially through 

having a parent portal, are included in appendix 1. It is also the aim to consolidate the existing software system while 
providing the required functionalities. Thus, new software applications should only be implemented if required 
functionalities cannot be provided using existing software applications. 
 
 
 

3. Future state 

 
In the future state, enabled through implementing a parent portal, all relevant communication between ECS and the parents 
is done at one consistent place. Relevant information within the scope of this project is defined as information that a) urgent 
and b) relevant for the student’s progress. A matrix with all communication streams (“features”) that need to be incorporated 
into the parent portal has been created. These include static information (information that is unlikely to be changed or 
updated for a significant amount of time once it has been created), hyperlinks to software applications such as payment 
portals, and features that are continuously updated as they communicate with other software applications (e.g. the 
customized personal calendar). Features that require explanation are listed as follows and visualized in appendix 2 (the 
mock-up): 
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- A calendar that can be personalized with respect to several levels: Student (in case a parent has more than one

child at ECS), activities (classes, clubs, afterschool program, trips), etc. Thus, parents should be able to check

each of those elements and decide whether it is to be displayed in the calendar, just like it is possible with a Google

calendar. This calendar should be integrated in a way such that it is very prominent and easy to find being on every

page of the portal.

- A “to do”-list on the landing page which shows all open tasks in the portal. Notifications for those will appear bold

in the list in the portal and as a list in a weekly e-mail. As in e-mail systems, there should be a button to mark

something as read.

- A chatbot that allows the user to ask questions and thereby easily find information.

Requirements of the parent portal: 

- The parent portal should incorporate the ECS corporate identity and thus it’s colors and forms. It should however 

be easy to differentiate from the current website. 

- It should appear modern and be designed responsive with respect to the desktop size of the device that is being

used (figure 1). 

Figure 1: Responsive webpage design 

- Users should continuously be involved in the design and implementation process. This ensures that users that are

less technical-savvy will be able to use the parent portal to its fullest advantage.

- Create simple user experiences.

- It should be structured in a way that only relevant information is shown to the parent. Thus, a parent of a student

from grade 2 should be able to see information on the transition to middle school, whereas s/he should not see

the transition information to upper school in order to avoid confusion. Thus, a possible scheme for differentiating

the amount of information shown might be the school level (lower school / grades K-3, upper school / grades 4-8,

high school / grades 9-12).

- Personalization: Furthermore, parents with multiple students at the school should be able to choose the specific

student for which they are searching information in the easiest way (e.g. through a drop-down list). The aim of

this personalization should be to minimize clicks and thereby increase the user experience.

- If possible, information should not be redundant to information on the original website. Thus, if information is to be

included that also exists on the original ECS homepage, then this information should be provided through a link

that refers the user to the original website. This is important for features like “Making a donation to ECS” within the

Finance section of the parent portal. Features like that need to still be included in the original website, since also

externals could want use that feature (donate to ECS). 

Goals: 

- Increase efficiency and effectiveness of communication between parents and the school for both parties.

- Decrease redundant communication through having a single touchpoint.

- Achieve transparency.
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Appendix G. 

 

 
Source: https://projectmanagementskills.info/project-charter/  

https://projectmanagementskills.info/project-charter/
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