
 10 Questions to Ask When Selecting a Notification Provider 
 

 

The following questions were compiled based on a review of K12 district RFPs, vendor specification sheets, 

news articles and industry journals i. Consider including these in your process as you review notification 

services to ensure the service you select will perform when you need it: 

 

1. Does the service utilize multiple telecom partners and multiple physical data 

centers? 

2. For delivery, does the service use VoIP only, or a combination of VoIP and TDM? 

3. How does the provider ensure delivery of email? 

4. How much of the service’s capacity is used on average? 

5. Is more than 15% of the provider’s customer base concentrated in any one 

geographic area such as a single state or region? 

6. How are calls queued up in the system, and have clients ever had to “wait in line” 

during periods of peak usage? 

7. How is data secured and what level of encryption is used? 

8. How much control is there over Caller ID? 

9. Is support provided 24x7x365 from multiple locations? 

10. How many school districts with more than 30,000 students use the service? 

 

 

See the following pages for detailed background behind each question 
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Question Why this matters and what to look for 

1. Does the service utilize 

multiple telecom partners and 

multiple physical data centers? 

Risk summary: Single points of failure significantly increase the chance that the service won’t 

perform when needed.  

Many smaller notification services contract with only one telecom partner and store data only in one 

physical data center. For maximum reliability and no single point of failure, calls should be carried by 

multiple telecom partners and data should reside in multiple geo-dispersed data centers. 

 

2. For delivery, does the service 

use VoIP only, or a 

combination of VoIP and TDM? 

Risk summary: VoIP-only services have a single point of failure in one of the most important 

product components, the delivery method.  Best case the call quality is diminished; worst case the 

notifications aren’t delivered. 

It is generally less expensive for a notification provider to use only voice over IP (VoIP) for delivery of 

phone calls. While this approach can save money, it can also provide for a lower quality of service, 

particularly during periods of peak usage. A better practice, which improves uptime, deliverability, 

and call result quality, is for the notification provider to employ more than one delivery method (e.g. 

TDM and VoIP).  

 

3. How does the provider ensure 

delivery of emails? 

Risk summary: Parents increasingly count on email for receiving important information. Without 

proper expertise and investment, a notification provider may deliver only a small fraction of high-

volume emails.  

There is an art and science to high-volume email delivery, particularly when it comes to sending tens 

of thousands of messages in a few seconds. Internet service providers (ISPs), businesses and 

consumer email providers (e.g. hotmail, AOL) block billions of spam messages every day. A 

notification provider needs to employ a multi-part strategy to maximize email delivery rates and not 

“look like spam”, including complying with the CAN-SPAM act, maintaining white-listing relationships, 

meet the myriad sending requirements of major ISPs and email hosts, and investing heavily in physical 

infrastructure, including commercial-grade mail transfer appliances (MTAs) that allow for granular 

domain-level and IP-level delivery control that maximizes the unique delivery thresholds for each 

email domain.  
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Question Why this matters and what to look for 

4. How much of the service’s 

capacity is used on average? 

Risk summary: To ensure the service works when you need it, particularly in times of heavy 

demand, the provider needs to maintain extensive excess capacity. The alternative is that 

important notifications often go undelivered.  

A study of K12 notification services found leading providers use on average not more than 2% of their 

available capacity, and increase this capacity as their customer bases growi. This helps ensure that 

during periods of peak activity there is plenty of excess capacity in the system. 
 

5. Is more than 15% of the 

provider’s customer base 

concentrated in any one 

geographic area such as a 

single state or region? 

Risk summary: Smaller regional notification providers have been shown to completely shut down 

when a large percentage of their customers attempt to use the service in response to a localized 

storm. This means that no notifications are delivered, even for customers outside of the affected 

area. 

A notification provider should not have more than 15% of its customer base in any concentrated 

geographic areai. When a widespread incident creates demand for the notification service in one 

area, the spike in usage has been shown to overwhelm the capacity of smaller, more regionally 

concentrated notification providers. On the other hand, large national providers of notification 

services are able to absorb peak demand from a single geographic area. 
 

6. How are calls queued up in the 

system, and have clients ever 

had to “wait in line” during 

periods of peak usage? 

Risk summary: More simplistic notification technologies have caused users to have to wait for 

hours to have calls delivered, often for time-sensitive events such as morning closures i. 

A simple approach for message queuing is to use a “first in first out” method (one customer’s 

notifications are completed before the next customer’s notifications are started). This may work well 

during periods of low volume, but during peak activity it can cause some districts to have to “wait in 

line” for hours for their calls to start. On the other hand, some providers have developed 

sophisticated algorithms to intelligently queue up calls in a “fair share” fashion to ensure that each 

customer’s delivery rates are maximized. Users should never have to “wait in line” to send their time-

sensitive alerts, as happened with several small regional notification providers during the widespread 

weather events of 2010i. 
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Question Why this matters and what to look for 

7. How is data secured and what 

level of encryption is used? 

Risk summary: Notification providers are trusted with sensitive student information. All reasonable 

steps should be taken to protect this data. 

Student data is among a school district’s most sensitive information. Notification providers should 

take all commercially available measures to protect it including physical / biometric security at co-

location facilities, redundant firewalls, encrypted passwords, failed login locks, regular security audits 

and 256-bit SSL encryption for session data (the highest level of encryption available for civilian use). 

Some services use less expense and less secure 128-bit SSL or no SSL at all, greatly increasing the 

likelihood that district data is compromised. 

 

8. How much control is there 

over Caller ID? 

Risk summary: Every step should be taken to increase the chances that a message is delivered, 

particularly in an emergency. Flexible Caller ID is a key part of maximizing delivery.   

When parents recognize the sender of a notification, they are more likely to answer it. This is 

particularly important when a district needs to ensure an emergency message reaches the widest 

possible audience.  International polling firm Ipsos found in a nation-wide study that in an emergency, 

91% of parents prefer to see Caller ID set to the school’s number, while only 4% prefer a hard coded 

number like “411”. Some notification services display generic system numbers like “411” or a toll free 

number, which can help reduce the cost to the notification provider. Other services allow the district 

to fully control the Caller ID display, even on a user-by-user basis.  

 

9. Is support provided 24x7x365 

from multiple locations? 

Risk summary: 24x7x365 support means that users can deliver their most important messages at 

any time of day.  

Sometimes users need help outside of business hours – perhaps to close school at 5:00 AM due to icy 

roads. Large national notification providers have the resources and systems in place to provide 

24x7x365 phone support to help these users – even in the event of a major weather event affecting 

one or more of that provider’s customer service locations. 

 



 
10 Questions to Ask When Selecting a Notification Provider 

                

5 

Question Why this matters and what to look for 

10. How many school districts with 

more than 30,000 students use 

the service? 

Risk summary: Systems not regularly “stress tested” by the demands of large districts may not 

perform as needed during periods of high demand.  

Larger school districts have hundreds – even thousands – of users and push large volumes of alerts 

through a notification provider’s infrastructure. These large districts provide a daily “stress test” of 

the provider’s network and support operations, and help the provider assess and improve their 

performance on an ongoing basis. This benefits customers of all sizes – even those in much smaller 

districts. Only a few providers of notification services for schools have client lists with 50 or more 

large districts. 

 

 

                                                           
i A panel of experts on a webinar hosted by THE Journal discussed key metrics and notification service performance examples (see this video excerpt for additional detail). 

Related news sources: 
 
 (The district) is hanging up a phone notification service after it failed to work during a recent school closing. When (the district) closed its schools Friday due to the frigid 

weather, students and parents were unable to hear of it through (the notification service) employed by the school. "We found out later it didn't work for ourselves and ... a 

half a dozen other school districts that use the same product," (the superintendent) said Wednesday at the school board meeting. "…when it doesn't work, it's of absolutely 

no use to us." [Latshaw, Tim. The Observer Today. Gowanda to switch phone notification services. 22 Jan. 2009] 
 

 The phone alert system is currently overloaded, so calls about the dismissal may not be made in a timely fashion, but the dismissals are going forward. [The Mercury. 

Pottstown, Pottsgrove, Spring-Ford, Upper Perk, Perk Valley all closing early. 25 Feb. 2010.] 
 

 The (school system) is repairing a glitch in its new phone system that caused many parents and employees to receive a late-night phone call on Monday. “Due to errors in 

programming, the message system did not end at the expected time and called several numbers very late,” (the superintendent) said in a memo issued this afternoon. “We 

are getting this corrected and will make the necessary adjustments to prevent this from happening in the future.” *The Augusta Chronicle. Glitch in school phone test 

prompted late-night calls. 17 Mar. 2009] 
 

 So the phone rings at 4:30 in the morning, and it's a recording from (the district) telling you that public schools will be closed - last Wednesday… And parents were not 

amused. As a result, the school board has discontinued using the (notification service) to advise parents that schools will be closed on account of the weather. [Rowland, 

Tim, Wake –up Call – It’s Cold Outside. 20 Feb. 2007] 
 

http://www.schoolmessenger.com/video/thej/bw.html
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 Unfortunately, this partner company did not provide the level of dependability required. As you know, there were instances of the system not being accessible for days at a 

time, or of other key features not functioning properly. [Hall, Eric. NWESD189 Letter to Members. 15 May 2009.] 
 

 (the Superintendent) said parents are normally notified of school cancellation or emergency through the (notification service). [The Jackson Citizen Patriot. Outage reveals 

weaknesses. 27 May 2008.] 
 

 (the Superintendent) said the school experienced some difficulties with its (notification service), the telephone broadcast system, which was tested for the first time during 

an emergency situation. Sixty percent of calls went through. [Diodato, April. The Observer Today. SCCS board stays ahead of inclement weather. 10 Dec. 2009] 
 

 There was a glitch yesterday with the new alert system that makes calls to parents when classes are canceled by snow. (The service) called only 35 to 45 percent of the 

numbers listed. [WMDT Channel 47, Public Schools' Phone Alert System Falls Short, 9 Feb. 2007.] 
 

 Due to what is being described as a "computer glitch" the message parents heard Tuesday morning encouraged them to "go to church immediately." Not long afterward, 

the calls from concerned patrons came streaming in. [Dalton, Brett. Morning Sun. Computer glitch confuses parents. 19 Nov. 2008.] 


