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A guide to

family and community engagement in
school-based health centers (SBHCs)

School-based health centers (SBHCs) are more than a model of
healthcare delivery. They are a trusted hub of care and connection
within schools. Many SBHCs provide care not only to students, but
also to families and the broader community. This whole-child approach
recognizes that a child’s health is deeply tied to the well-being of the
adults around them.

A hallmark of a strong SBHC is meaningful engagement with the
community it serves. Engaging families and community members as
partners strengthens SBHCs and helps build trust, support, and lasting
impact. This resource supports SBHC partners in engaging families and
communities to build responsive, sustainable models of care.

Why does family and community
engagement matter?

In many communities, SBHCs are the primary, and sometimes
only, point of access to health care. Because of this important
role, SBHC services and operations must be designed in ways
that reflect the realities, priorities, and needs of the communities
they serve.

Early and ongoing engagement throughout SBHC planning,
implementation, and operations helps SBHC operators and
school districts understand community needs, identify gaps

in care, and shape services that complement existing local
resources. It also builds trust, strengthens relationships, and
increases awareness of available services. When families feel
welcomed, heard, and supported, they are more likely to use an
SBHC and access the care they need. Meaningful engagement
also supports an SBHC's long-term sustainability by driving
utilization, patient satisfaction, and demonstrated value to school
partners and the community.

The following sections highlight best practices and strategies
for integrating family and community engagement into SBHC
planning, staffing, and operations.
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What is an

SBHC?

SBHCs are created
through a partnership
between a school
district and a

healthcare provider

to provide access

to comprehensive
primary care services

to students on a school
campus. These centers
also often provide
behavioral, oral, and
vision services, as well
as care coordination
and connection to social
services. The healthcare
provider (also referred
to as SBHC operator)
runs the day-to-day
operations of the SBHC.

The SBHC model
recognizes that the
traditional healthcare
system isn't designed
to reach every child,
particularly children
living in under-
resourced communities.
By embedding
healthcare services

on a school campus,
SBHCs remove barriers
to accessing care such
as cost, transportation,
and time — keeping
kids healthy, in school,
and setup for success.



Best practices and strategies

Embed families and communities in SBHC
planning

The success of an SBHC depends on intentionally designed services and structures that are responsive
to student, family, and community needs. The SBHC planning process offers an important opportunity
to engage families and the community early, gather feedback, build buy-in, and shape a model of care
that reflects shared priorities.

The following best practices and accompanying strategies can help partners to integrate family and
community member engagement throughout the SBHC planning process:

e Conduct an inclusive needs assessment

* Include family and community members on the SBHC planning team

* Integrate family and community feedback

Conduct an inclusive needs assessment

A needs assessment combines the collection and analysis of health, education, and community data
with family/community member input to better understand a school’s health needs. This process helps
inform if and how the implementation of an SBHC could address identified needs within a community.

@ Strategies

* Provide clear and consistent messaging to families and community members about the purpose
of the needs assessment and various stages of the planning process

e Gather qualitative data to include in the needs assessment from families and community
members through a variety of outreach methods, including surveys, focus groups, or town halls

¢ Use school communication channels and events that are familiar and accessible to families to
increase their engagement in needs assessment activities

e |dentify communication strategies to reach community members who do not currently have a
child enrolled in the district

* Provide translation and interpretation support for families and community members whose
primary language is not English

e Partner with trusted, established organizations like the PTO, student leadership groups, and other
community partners

Include family and community members on the SBHC planning team
The SBHC planning team typically leads the needs assessment and broader planning process. It

is important that parents/guardians, students, and community leaders, are represented to ensure
decisions are informed by those served by the SBHC.

@ Strategies

¢ Schedule meeting times and formats that support family and community participation

e Communicate expectations for family and community member participation and the importance
of their involvement

e Consider providing supports that reduce barriers to participation, such as meals, childcare,
transportation, or virtual meeting options

* Use meeting time efficiently by sharing agendas ahead of time and assigning clear follow-up
items between meetings

e Create an environment and intentionally set norms to ensure that family and community
members feel welcomed, valued, and comfortable sharing feedback
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Integrate family and community feedback

Community engagement is most meaningful when the input gathered directly shapes operational and
design decisions. Planning teams should create clear processes to review feedback, identify common
themes, and apply what is learned throughout development of the SBHC model.

@ Strategies

® Demonstrate how community input influenced decisions and communicate those changes back to
stakeholders

* Assess whether community feedback suggests an SBHC is or is not a good fit for this setting

e Be transparent about needs the SBHC cannot meet and share plans to address these needs in
other ways or over time

* Determine whether additional family and community feedback is needed to clarify priorities or
address unanswered questions

® Maintain communication throughout the process so families and community members remain
informed and engaged

TOOLS: Community-informed SBHC planning

* SBHC 101 Toolkit Module 2: Planning for an SBHC Ohio School-Based Health Alliance. This
module provides guidance on what to consider when convening a planning team, as well as a
checklist, so that planning members know what to expect as part of this process.

* Principles of Authentic Community Engagement Minnesota Department of Health, Center for
Public Health Practice. This resource provides an overview of community engagement principles
from the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, informed by Public Health Accreditation
Board standards and measures.

Best practices and strategies

Center the needs of families and communities
in SBHC staffing

More than traditional healthcare settings, SBHCs rely on staff who can build trust with families,
communicate effectively, and maintain an active presence within the broader school community. Strong
relationships are central to the success of SBHCs, helping to drive awareness, utilization, and the ability
to connect those served with needed services. Effective SBHC staffing models should prioritize the
skills, and roles that best support families and communities.

The following best practices and accompanying strategies can help guide partners to integrate family
and community needs throughout SBHC staffing design, hiring, and training:

e Ensure staff roles support family and community engagement

® Prioritize family and community engagement skills in hiring

® Ensure coordination with school partners to support families
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https://www.osbha.com/toolkit-module-2
https://www.health.state.mn.us/communities/practice/resources/phqitoolbox/docs/AuthenticPrinciplesCommEng.pdf

Ensure staff roles support family and community engagement
Staffing models should be informed by early family and community feedback, helping to align roles with
the services, and needs identified during SBHC planning.

@ Strategies

* Adapt job descriptions to include responsibilities and expectations related to family
communication and community engagement

e Design roles that can split time between clinical service and outreach, such as a nurse who can
conduct vaccine visits and also staff back-to-school night or other community events

e Explore the creation of dedicated community engagement roles, such as community health
workers, care coordinators, or family liaisons

Prioritize family and community engagement skills in hiring

Leadership should recognize that hiring for fit in an SBHC setting requires assessing personality, cultural
responsiveness, and interpersonal skills with the same rigor as clinical expertise. The ideal SBHC team
member demonstrates patience, flexibility, independent problem solving, and comfort working with
children and adolescents unaccompanied by their families. Each member of the SBHC team will wear
various hats, and it should be communicated to all candidates that their responsibilities will vary each day.

@ Strategies

e Consider nontraditional backgrounds, as well as a candidate’s connection to and sense of
belonging within the community being served

e Use interview questions and reference checks that assess:
o Communication, empathy, and relationship-building skills
o Ability to navigate problem-solving and competing priorities that often arise in a fast-paced

and complex SBHC environment

o Understanding of social drivers of health and the barriers families face to staying healthy

* Include SBHC planning team members in the interview process when appropriate, or
incorporate interview questions informed by SBHC planning team members

Ensure coordination with school partners to support families

The SBHC operates within an existing school community that includes district staff and partner
organizations who support students and families. Strong coordination across these teams helps align
services, strengthens communication, and ensures families receive connected, coordinated support.

@ Strategies

* Map existing district resources and gaps to inform the scope of SBHC work

 Design SBHC staff roles and responsibilities to complement and build upon the work of school
district employees

* Develop legal agreements and consent processes to support sharing of information and
collaboration in support of student and family-centered care

e Communicate regularly with school health staff through daily huddles or other consistent
mechanisms, to coordinate patient care and refine workflows

e Schedule and maintain regular partner meetings to identify challenges, make adjustments to
integration processes, and discuss student or family needs
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TOOLS: Community-informed SBHC staffing
e Community Health Workers Toolkit Rural Health Information Hub. This comprehensive
toolkit offers a definition, and possible roles within the SBHC model, for community health

workers. While focused on rural settings, its suggestions are applicable to the needs of
SBHCs statewide.

* SBHC 101 Toolkit Module 3: Setting up an SBHC Ohio School-Based Health Alliance.
Within this module, there are several tools to support SBHC staffing planning.

Best practices and strategies
0’9 Build SBHC operations that are responsive to
family and community needs

The day-to-day operations of an SBHC play a major role in whether students, families, and community
members use and benefit from the available services. Maintaining strong family and community
partnerships is essential to ensuring services are utilized. SBHC operations should be intentionally
designed and carried out in ways that are accessible and responsive.

The following best practices and accompanying strategies can help partners to integrate family and
community needs throughout

* Design an accessible SBHC consent process

e Support family participation in care delivery

* Promote flexible scheduling and visit workflows

e Ensure clear follow-up and care coordination

e Create ongoing family and youth feedback channels

Design an accessible SBHC consent process

Consent processes should be easy for families to understand, navigate, and complete, while clearly
explaining available services and how care is delivered. A thoughtful consent process can reduce
barriers to enrollment, build family trust, and support timely care.

@ Strategies

e Create an online consent form that is easy to complete on a mobile device, while also offering
paper copies for families who have limited internet access or connectivity barriers

® Embed the SBHC consent form into the school registration process

® Promote SBHC consent form completion during school events

* Work with legal counsel to determine duration of SBHC consent and communicate these
guidelines clearly to families

e Use clear, family-friendly language on consent forms and provide translated materials when
needed
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Support family participation in care delivery

Family participation is an important part of high-quality, comprehensive care. Parent and guardian
access should be prioritized in ways that make it easy for families to engage in their child’s care,
communicate with providers, and remain informed about services and follow-up needs.

@ Strategies

* Design an outreach and scheduling template that captures all important background information
and concerns from parents/guardians in the electronic medical record before patient visit begins

® Accommodate family members who are interested in attending appointments remotely, via a
telehealth platform or a phone call

e Center the realities of family life and home routines in clinical care (e.g., if a student splits time
between two households, ensure emergency medications are prescribed for both locations)

Promote flexible scheduling and visit workflows

SBHC:s are designed to reduce barriers to accessing care while supporting student attendance and
academic success. Meeting both goals often requires adapting traditional healthcare scheduling models
and visit workflows to be more flexible and adaptive to the school environment.

@ Strategies

e Accommodate acute referrals from school health staff and same-day appointment requests from
families

¢ Work around academic obligations when pulling students from class for scheduled appointments
(e.g., "Oh, you're in math right now? Let’s see you next period during recess instead. I'll get
another patient."”)

¢ Consider SBHC hub-and-spoke service models that utilize telehealth to connect students or
provide transportation from other school buildings to the SBHC

e Offer extended early morning or evening hours to accommodate working families and
community members

Ensure clear follow-up and care coordination

Family communication should be designed to reach parents and guardians directly, without relying on
students to relay important information between the SBHC and home. Parents and guardians should
understand how to communicate with SBHC staff, receive timely updates about care and follow-up
needs, and feel confident that their questions and concerns are addressed by the care team.

@ Strategies

e Center family input to determine the most effective ways to share information

e Work with electronic medical record staff to develop SBHC-specific after-visit summaries that
include clear information on how to access care after hours

e Create clear pathways to ensure needed follow-up is completed, including identifying which staff
member(s) are responsible for reconnecting with family members and documenting efforts

e Proactively support families with tasks such as scheduling referrals, obtaining prescribed
medications, and connecting with community-based organizations

* Consider home visits for families with complex needs or limited access to transportation,
technology, or communication

e Use post-clinic staff huddles to identify gaps in family communication and prioritize follow-up
until communication is complete
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Create ongoing family and youth feedback channels

Meaningful family and youth engagement should continue throughout ongoing operations of the
SBHC. Creating regular opportunities for families and young people to share feedback helps ensure the
SBHC remains responsive to the needs, experiences, and priorities of the school community.

@ Strategies

* Adapt the SBHC planning committee into a Community Advisory Committee (CAC), or create a
recruitment and application process for a new CAC

 Convene the CAC regularly to provide feedback on SBHC operations

* Assess SBHC staff capacity and readiness to establish a Youth Advisory Council (YAC)

* Implement patient satisfaction surveys and a clear process to ensure feedback is reviewed by the
SBHC team in a timely manner to support continuous quality improvement. Survey design should
also reflect family experience, recognizing that parents or guardians may not have been present

during the visit.

\

From early planning through staffing and day-to-day operations, meaningful engagement helps ensure
SBHCs reflect community priorities, build trust, and respond to the needs of students and families.
Robust community engagement also ensures that SBHCs are better positioned to increase utilization,
strengthen care coordination, and connect those served with supports. By centering the voices of
families and communities, partners can create responsive, trusted, and sustainable models of care that

help students and families thrive.
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https://www.schoolhealthcenters.org/resource/engaging-families/
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Have you tried this?

There are many ways to engage the families and communities served by an SBHC. While each program
will develop strategies that reflect its unique community, goals, and capacity, the examples below may
help spark ideas and support relationship-building efforts:

School staff integration

e Offer blood pressure screenings or wellness
activities for school staff during planning or
professional development days

e Share examples during faculty meetings of how
SBHC staff can support students, families, and
school staff

¢ Develop talking points or scripts for school
health staff to use when speaking with families
about SBHC services

¢ Coordinate with school staff to provide timely
behavioral health support during disciplinary
meetings or crisis situations

Family and community outreach

* Provide presentations at PTO/PTA meetings

e Open the SBHC for tours during back-to-school
nights, parent-teacher conferences, or other
school events

® Sponsor school events and host informational
tables where families and students can ask
questions

e Staff a table at Friday night football games
and other athletic or extracurricular events
to promote SBHC services and consent form
completion

e Collaborate with athletic staff to present at
seasonal athlete/parent meetings or media
nights

e Conduct friendly consent form completion
campaigns or competitions

Student engagement and leadership

* Bring groups of students on tours of SBHC
spaces

¢ Spend informal time connecting with students,
such as sitting in the cafeteria during lunch
periods or attending student club meetings

e Offer presentations for student-led organizations
on topics such as stress management, sleep
hygiene, nutrition, or mental wellness

¢ Assess organizational capacity to establish and
support a Youth Advisory Committee

Communication and awareness-

building

¢ Develop content for school morning
announcements

e Submit SBHC-focused articles and updates for
school or district newsletters

¢ Create an SBHC-specific social media presence
to share updates, resources, and events

Get Connected
Join the Ohio Alliance’s
mailing list to receive news
and updates by clicking the
QR code to the right
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