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The formal practice of modern school public rela-
tions in the United States traces its roots to the 1930s.
It was a time when new media tools of the day—
such as radio networks, the electronic delivery of
news and images by wire services, and rapidly
expanding print media—were increasingly being
used to both support and challenge the concept of
public schools. Schools and educators found they
had to engage in these new media to deliver informa-
tion and address misinformation in efforts to build an
understanding of and support for education. Today,
more than 80 years later, educators again find them-
selves struggling to keep pace with vast changes in
the world of communication.

Rapidly changing technology and the swift
adoption of online communication practices have
opened a new era of challenge and opportunity for
school communicators. Technology is fueling the
convergence of traditional media—once neatly seg-
mented into print and broadcast with predictable
news cycles—resulting in organizations now
instantly delivering news and information around the
clock and in multiple formats.

Technology also has fueled the development
and use of new communication tools—offering
schools new ways in which to directly engage in
two-way communication with their communities
and, importantly, also offering the ability for schools
to become publishers and broadcasters of their own
news and information products.

With these new communication options comes
both challenge and responsibility: Increasingly,
school leaders face pressure to keep pace with rap-
idly changing communication technology and to
meet the ever-increasing expectations of their con-
stituents, who have become accustomed to the trans-
parency and the rapid availability of information that
the age of online communication has created. School
communicators also often find that the many new
communication tools available to them are supple-
menting and not replacing many traditional commu-
nication activities, thus increasing demands on both
the time and expertise needed for effective school

communication. The opportunity offered to school
leaders who choose to take advantage of emerging
communication tools is immense: Perhaps at no time
in the history of modern education has the ability
ever been greater to engage with constituents and
build the meaningful, trusting working relationships
essential to understanding, support, and success.

This new edition seeks to provide both insight
and counsel on the many new trends affecting tradi-
tional practices while ushering in new opportunities
essential to the successful development of school
and community relationships.

NEWTO THIS EDITION

e A section on Communication Tools (Part 3),
updated to reflect the many ways in which new
technology has had an impact on both tradi-
tional and new school-communication tactics.

* A revised chapter on Working with the News
Media (Chapter 11) explores the evolving
roles of media relations in school communica-
tions and how media convergence and social
media are influencing news coverage and pub-
licity opportunities for school-community
relations programs.

* Arevised chapter on Working with Publications
(Chapter 12) reflects the continuing evolutions
for the development, distribution, and manage-
ment of documents disseminating information
key to school-communications efforts.

* A revised chapter on Using Online Tactics
(Chapter 13) documents the many new two-
way communication options—from traditional
Web sites to information-rich smartphone
apps—being deployed by schools to engage
with all types of audiences.

* New information, case studies, and expert
insights on vital communication issues, such as
the links between strategic planning and com-
munication and student success (Chapter 4);
new issues in crisis-communication planning
(Chapter 9); comprehensive campaign planning

\")
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to manage change and overall communication
strategies (Chapter 14); and programs for
ongoing communication in building under-
standing and support (Chapter 15).

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

For this edition, special thanks and recognition are
extended to the members of the National School
Public Relations Association (NSPRA) and its
Executive Director, Rich Bagin, in particular.
NSPRA plays a critical role in documenting school—
community relations practices and supporting
schools throughout North America in their efforts to
advance school and student success through out-
standing community engagement and school com-
munication. NSPRA’s work and research continue to
help school leaders establish best practices and to
make the most of the crucial links between school
communication, parent involvement, community
support, and student achievement. Special thanks are
extended, too, to Kathryn Moore for her tireless
efforts at review and commentary, which contributed
greatly to this work.

Our thanks also are extended to Dr. Lorin
Arnold, Dean, College of Communication and
Creative Arts, Rowan University, Glassboro, New
Jersey; William J. Banach, Ed.D., Chairman, Banach,
Banach and Cassidy, Ray, Michigan; Dr. Joseph
Basso, Professor, College of Communication and
Creative Arts, Rowan University, Glassboro, New
Jersey; Melissa Braham, Public Information
Specialist, Capitol Region BOCES/Queensbury
Union Free School District, Queensbury, New York;
Dr. Joseph Cardona, Vice President, University
Relations, Rowan University, Glassboro, New
Jersey; Timothy Carroll, Director of Public
Information, Allen, Texas, School District; Davidson

County, North Carolina, Business Education
Partnership; Anthony J. Fulginiti, Professor
Emeritus, College of Communication and Creative
Arts, Rowan University, Glassboro, New Jersey;
Dr. Suzanne FitzGerald, Professor and Chair, Public
Relations and Advertising Department, College of
Communication and Creative Arts, Rowan
University, Glassboro, New Jersey; Susan Hardy-
Brooks, Assistant Vice President, Schnake Turnbo
Frank, Inc., Oklahoma City, Oklahoma; Dr. Randy
Hines, Professor, Susquehanna University,
Selinsgrove, Pennsylvania; Keith Imon, Associate
Superintendent, Prince William County Public
Schools, Manassas, Virginia; Rick Kaufman,
Executive Director of Community Relations,
Bloomington, Minnesota, Public Schools; Jill Kurtz,
Web Development Specialist, Fairfax County,
Virginia, Public Schools; Gary Marx, APR, CAE,
President, Center for Public Outreach, Inc., Vienna,
Virginia; Montgomery County Public Schools,
Rockville, Maryland; Amanda Morris, Director of
School-Community Relations, Hilliard City Schools,
Columbus, Ohio; Phi Delta Kappan, Bloomington,
Indiana; Andrew Pitt, Assistant Communications
Director, Clarksville, Montgomery County,
Tennessee, School System; Kitty Porterfield, former
Director of Community Relations, Fairfax County,
Virginia, Public Schools; Zac Rantz, Director of
Communication, Nixa Public Schools, Nixa,
Missouri; Mary Veres, Public Information Officer,
Sunnyside Unified School District, Tucson, Arizona.
Thanks also to the reviewers of this edition:

Mary Aspedon, Southwest Oklahoma State
University

Patricia Green-Powell, Florida A&M University
Frank Connor, Northeastern University

—Edward H. Moore



BRIEF CONTENTS

Part1 Essential Considerations

Chapter 1

The Importance of Public Relations 1

Chapter 2 Public Character of the School 9

Chapter 3 Understanding the Community 16

Chapter 4 Policies, Goals, and Strategies 38

Chapter 5 Administering the Program 51

Part 2 Relations with Special Publics

Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10

The Communication Process 70
Communicating with Internal Publics 85
Communicating with External Publics 108
Crisis Communication 142

Communication about School Services and
Special Events 158

Part3 Communication Tools

Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15

Working with the News Media 177
Working with Publications 202

Using Online Tactics 226

Conducting Special Issue Campaigns 245

Communicating School Finance Issues 257

Part4 Evaluation

Chapter 16 Assessment and Accountability 272

Appendix A Organizations That Could Be Helpful 281

Index 283

vii



This page intentionally left blank



Part1 Essential Considerations

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

THE IMPORTANCE OF PUBLIC RELATIONS
Why School Public Relations? 2

Suggestions for Improving Public Confidence 3
Need for a Communication Plan 6

PUBLIC CHARACTER OF THE SCHOOL 9
Public Character of the School 9

The Meaning of Public Opinion 10
School-Community Relations 11

Traditional Public Relations Models 14

UNDERSTANDING THE COMMUNITY 16
Sociological Inventory 17

Power Structures 23

Measuring Public Opinion 25

Online Surveying 35

POLICIES, GOALS, AND STRATEGIES 38
Nature of a Policy 38

Goals and Strategies 41

Planning Checklist 47

ADMINISTERING THE PROGRAM 51
The Board of Education 51

The Superintendent’s Role 54

The Administrative Team 55

Director of School-Community Relations 56

Standards for Educational Public Relations
Professionals 59

Plans of Organization 60

Responsibilities of Other Team Members 62
Budgetary Provisions 62

Staff Members 63

General Community Relations Responsibilities 63



X Contents

Specific Community Relations Responsibilities 64
Professional Development 66

Part 2 Relations with Special Publics

Chapter 6 THE COMMUNICATION PROCESS 70
Elements of Communication 71
Communication and Persuasion 73
Media’s Role in Communication 80
Words 81
Crisis Communications 82

Chapter 7 COMMUNICATING WITH INTERNAL PUBLICS 85
Why Internal Communications? 85
School Board Actions 86
Administration-Employee Relations 87
Relations with Noninstructional Personnel 90
Improvement of Staff Relations 91
Communicating During Negotiations and Strikes 97
Communicating with Students 98
Instructional Practices 100
Relations Outside the Classroom 101
Students and Internal Community Relations 103
Student Unrest 104

Chapter 8 COMMUNICATING WITH EXTERNAL PUBLICS 108
The Student and External Community Relations 109
The Teacher’'s Communication Role 113
Importance of Parent Relations 114
School Liaison Groups 120
Key Communicators 123
General Community Groups 124

Older Adults and the School: An Intergenerational
Public Relations Approach 128

Opportunities for Cooperation 130
Meeting Criticism and Attacks 132

Communication During Negotiations and
a Strike 138

Communicating with Diverse Cultures 140



Contents

Chapter 9 CRISIS COMMUNICATION 142
A Crisis Plan Is Essential 143
Crisis Management Teams Are Vital 149
When a Crisis Strikes: What to Do 149
Working with the Media 152
Speak with One Clear Voice 154
Prevention: Your First and Best Strategy 155
Recognizing the Warning Signs 155
Handling the Aftermath of a Crisis 156

Chapter 10 COMMUNICATION ABOUT SCHOOL SERVICES
AND SPECIAL EVENTS 158

Contacts with the Board of Education or Trustees 158
Receiving School Visitors 160

Handling Telephone Calls and Correspondence 162
Servicing Complaints 164

Meeting Everyday Contacts 165

Requests for Information 166

Participation in Community Life 166

Appearance of School Facilities 167

Special Programs for Older People 168

Open House 169

Building Dedications 171

American Education Week 172
Business-Industry-Education Cooperation 172
Community Use of School Facilities 173

Adult and Community Education 174

Part3 Communication Tools

Chapter 11 WORKING WITH THE NEWS MEDIA 177
Understanding Media Types 177
Understanding Media Convergence 178
Schools and the News Media 179
Guidelines for Working with News Media 181
The News Media and School Board Meetings 187
The News Conference 188
Foreign-Language News Media 188



xii  Contents

News Topics in Your Schools 188
Publicity Opportunities 190

News Sources 193

Organizing School News Efforts 195
Getting the News to the Media 195
Mechanics of the News Release 198
Writing for Broadcast 199

Preparing for Television Interviews 199

Chapter 12 WORKING WITH PUBLICATIONS 202
Trends in Publications 202
Types of Publications 203
Thinking Beyond Print 205
Planning Publications 205
Knowing the Audience 206
Choosing Content 207
Determining Who Should Write the Publications 207
Options for Producing Publications 209
Priorities for Cost Efficiency 210
Designing the Publication 212
Getting the Most Out of Typography 215
Using Photos to Enhance Publications 216
Serving All Audiences 219
Distributing Printed Publications 219
Evaluating School Publications 223

Chapter 13 USING ONLINE TACTICS 226
Emerging Trends 226
A District Case Study 228
Online Planning and Strategies 233
Online Tools 236
Design and Content Issues 240
Evaluating Online Communications 242

Chapter 14 CONDUCTING SPECIAL ISSUE CAMPAIGNS 245
How a Community Accepts a New Idea 246
The Change Agent 247
How People Accept Change 249



Chapter 15

Contents

Introducing an Innovation 250
Schools and Marketing Communication Campaigns 251

COMMUNICATING SCHOOL FINANCE ISSUES 257
What the Research Says 258

Planning a Campaign 260

Determining a Proposal 261

Establishing a Philosophy 261

Naming a Director 261

Timing of a Campaign 262

Financing Activities 262

Citizens’ Advisory Committee 262

Other Participants 264

Knowing the Community’s Thinking Before an Election 265
Adopting a Theme or Slogan 266

Personalizing a Campaign 266

Keep It Simple 267

Working with the News Media 267

Publications Can Help 268

Speakers’ Bureau 268

Endorsements 268

Small-Group Meetings 268

Part4 Evaluation

Chapter 16

ASSESSMENT AND ACCOUNTABILITY 272
Documenting Results 272

Supporting Communication Accountability 274
Tracking Bottom-Line Outputs 274

Using Research 275

Appendix A ORGANIZATIONS THAT COULD BE HELPFUL 281

Index 283

xiii



This page intentionally left blank



1

The Importance of
Public Relations

After completing this chapter you should be able to . . .

B Define the roles of public relations and communication in the educational organization.
B Demonstrate the importance of planned and measured school communication.
B Outline the roles of communication in building parental and community partnerships.

B Establish the links between communication and the public understanding and support
it fosters.

In recent years the importance of school-community relations and overall school
public relations has grown rapidly. Consider some trends affecting school leaders
daily:

Many states and local school systems today offer a broad array of choices for
parents in determining where to send students to school, creating new demands for
ongoing communication on program and quality issues between schools and parents,
schools and prospective parents, and schools and communities overall. It was only in
the 1980s that Minnesota started a school choice program. Today, the majority of states
offer some form of charter school alternatives to traditional public school systems.
More than a dozen states now give parents options for choosing specific schools either
within or outside of their home school systems, and home-schooling options exist in all
50 states.

Safety and security crises—such as violence issues, health concerns, environ-
mental dangers, and staff conduct—have added new pressures on schools to communi-
cate more effectively before, during, and after crisis situations.

As parents and taxpayers have become better informed, they tend to increase
their involvement in local education issues and to openly challenge many of the deci-
sions being made by educational leaders.

For these reasons and more, many superintendents and other administrators wish
they had learned more about how to communicate effectively and about how to prac-
tice public relations when taking their administrative courses.
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WHY SCHOOL PUBLIC RELATIONS?

School public relations is important because more
and more of the school administrator’s time is spent
dealing with people. In most communities, taxpayers
are letting it be known that they care about the
quality of education and about its cost and want to be
informed about it. An interest in better communica-
tions skills has also been sparked by strong teacher
associations and unions that provide public relations
help for members. As teacher representatives demand
more explanations and as the nuances of negotiation
become more subtle, top administrators must learn
to be comfortable communicating in diverse situa-
tions with myriad publics.

An administrator may provide excellent lead-
ership for the school’s curriculum and may be a
financial wizard, but if an administrator cannot
effectively communicate with the school board,
parents, taxpayers, staff, and the news media—on
a regular basis—his or her days in the district will
be few.

News coverage frequently declares one of the
following reasons for a superintendent’s dismissal:
“He couldn’t communicate with the board,” “Her
comments alienated parents,” or “He just didn’t have
a good feel for this community.” Knowing the public
and being able to keep abreast of the community’s
thinking are major requirements for today’s success-
ful administrator. Suggestions on how to accomplish
these tasks are offered in Chapter 3.

Rich Bagin, executive director of the National
School Public Relations Association (NSPRA), cites
the following as the commonly found reasons that
school and community relations fail:

1. Too often educators equate communication
with the dissemination of information. They fail to
understand that communication is a two-way process
that engages parents, taxpayers and communities in
meaningful relationships.

2. School communication and engagement
often are reactive to events and situations rather than
planned efforts targeted at meeting specific objectives.

3. Leaders and front-line employees do not
understand their specific communication roles, have
little or no accountability for how they communicate,

and receive little support to help them fulfill their
communication roles.

4. Educators often have little communication
training or experience and are not comfortable when
issues have the potential to place their actions and
decisions in the public or media spotlights.'

If school officials aren’t convinced that they
have a responsibility to communicate because com-
munication helps people learn or because it builds
confidence in the schools, they might want to con-
sider another reason: to keep their jobs. More and
more school systems now offer parents some oppor-
tunity to choose the school or programs their children
will attend. This means that images and perceptions
count more than ever for schools. Fair or not,
accurate or not, schools that are perceived as being
“good” will attract more students than schools that
people do not seem to like. The point is that people
working in schools that don’t attract students will
not have jobs. That sounds dramatic, but it probably
will be the result because choice options continue to
expand.

Why do people choose one school over
another? What makes School A seem better than
School B? Many people have different theories.
Some feel that it is the overall image of the school
projected by the school district newsletter and media
coverage. Others feel that it is based on the test
scores of graduates. Still others think that an aura,
evolved over the years, continues, even though in
reality the quality of that school has changed.

The reasons why people make school choices
become important when considering the growing
interest and action on school-choice options. Data
compiled by the U.S. Department of Education’s
National Center for Education Statistics show that
between 1993 and 2007, the percentage of students
in grades 1-12 attending a “chosen” public school
(that is, a school other than the one to which they
were assigned) increased from 11 to 16 percent. In
the same period, the percentage attending their
“assigned” public schools decreased from 80 to
73 percent.2

With the competition for public funds on the
local, state, and national levels, it’s imperative that
educational leaders be effective spokespersons for



education. With only so many dollars available, the
question facing legislators is whether those dollars
should go for roads, bridges, health care, welfare, or
education. Impressions are made daily by adminis-
trators—impressions that influence legislators’ deci-
sions about public education. While state and
national associations can provide lobbying leader-
ship, much also must be accomplished on a local
level by school officials as they communicate in the
community. Whether it’s speaking in a classroom to
explain how public education works (a neglected
curriculum item in most schools) or having breakfast
with a local legislator, the school administrator con-
stantly affects the public perception of education.
Because administrators lead a fishbowl existence in
the community, it’s important that they understand
and support ways of building confidence in public
education. Many of these ideas and techniques are,
of course, applicable to those responsible for leader-
ship in nonpublic schools.

For too many years school officials were
reluctant to commit staff and funds to public rela-
tions. They felt that “public relations” carried a
stigma—that it was perceived as “spin” for covering
up or obscuring problems. Whether a school chooses
to call it public relations, public information, com-
munity relations, or communications is relatively
unimportant. The commitment to better planned,
regular, two-way communications with all the audi-
ences served by the schools is, however, important.
One of the reasons more of a commitment has not
been made may lie in the fact that so few school offi-
cials have been prepared to handle public relations
responsibilities. In addition, education has in many
cases continued its administrative organization with
few changes in title or responsibilities over the years.
Yet, a role-playing technique that asked thousands
of taxpayers nationally what they would have done if
given the chance to start the first school found that
the need to communicate between the school and
home was always one of the top two priorities.’
Many of the commitments now considered almost
sacrosanct were not listed as being among the top
five necessities to ensure a successful school.

The importance of communication in the
overall school operation is being recognized by an
increasing number of states, as more are requiring
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that candidates for administrative certification com-
plete a course in the field of community relations.
National organizations, such as the American
Association of School Administrators (AASA), have
recognized the growing importance of school—
community relations by devoting resources and
conference sessions to the topic. Other regional and
state education associations are committing more
and more sessions to the topic on a regular basis.

SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVING
PUBLIC CONFIDENCE

The following suggestions to improve public confi-
dence in educational leaders and in the schools have
been adapted from observations made by John
Wherry, then executive director of NSPRA, and Don
Bagin, who was president of that organization.*

DO AN EFFECTIVE JOB, AND LET PEOPLE KNOW
ABOUT THE SUCCESSES AND CHALLENGES

To increase the chances of doing an effective job in
the public relations area, the initial step is to be sure
that the schools themselves are doing an effective
job. No public relations program can make a bad
school look good for very long. On the other hand,
an early step in building confidence in our schools is
to let everyone know what the schools are doing
well, what the problems are, and what’s being done
to solve the problems.

The public schools have made major contribu-
tions to the United States; although the schools are
far from perfect, more should be done to promote
their accomplishments. Pollster George Gallup long
suggested that one of the biggest challenges facing
educators was the need to let people know about the
fine things being done in the schools.

In addition to announcing successes, school
officials must be ready to admit problems. The more
educated, better informed, and more engaged popu-
lace that pays for the schools will not be fooled for
very long by school officials who attempt to cover
up problems. Constituents don’t expect leaders to be
perfect; they do expect them to recognize challenges
and explain what’s being done to meet them. A
leader who admits that mistakes can occasionally be
made encourages staff members to assume risks to
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try programs that will improve the schools. The key
is to establish a spirit of honesty and sincerity so the
staff and community believe the information being
shared.

The quest for excellence must be communi-
cated to all staff members and the public. Only when
people realize that school leaders are serious about
this commitment will they have more confidence in
the people running the schools. As more people con-
sider the possibility of tax credits and vouchers, the
private and parochial school choices loom as greater
competition for public schools. School leaders must
find ways to identify and overcome problems such
as ineffective teachers and administrators.

If a commitment to excellence is not made,
public schools will most likely find their image
suffering even more with the emergence of school
choice options. Parents who value education will
avoid sending their children to a school where, for
example, “fifth grade is the bad year because all
three teachers should have been dismissed,” espe-
cially if those parents have a child entering fifth
grade.

Related to the question of quality is that of
quantity. Just how much can the schools be expected
to do? Should the public schools be expected to offer
vocational training? Should they teach students how
to brush their teeth and drive cars? One of the most
serious challenges facing educational leaders is to
gain a community consensus on what the expecta-
tions are for the schools. Only then can school lead-
ers be evaluated on how well the schools are doing.

THE PUBLIC'S CONCERN ABOUT DISCIPLINE
MUST BE TAKEN SERIOUSLY

Year after year, the public’s concern about public
school discipline is rated at or near the top of the list
by the Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup survey of public
attitudes toward public schools.® Whether the prob-
lem is real or perceived, it exists in the minds of the
people who will help determine how much support
public education receives.

Discipline means different things to different
people, but some agreement on a definition exists.
A series of regional meetings with parents, stu-
dents, and educators sponsored by the Missouri
Department of Education identified the following

as the biggest discipline problems: disruptive class-
room behavior, student disrespect for authority,
student apathy toward learning, and absenteeism
and class cutting.

The importance of the discipline factor in
school selection was underlined in a study done in
Gloucester County, New Jersey, a county used by
the Gallup organization as representative of the
country. The telephone study asked 100 parents who
had always sent their children to public schools a
series of questions about schools. Parents were asked
whether they would continue to send their children
to public schools if tax relief were provided, such as
a voucher or tax credit. Only 41 percent said they
would continue to send their children to public
schools. When asked why, the number one reason
given was “discipline.”

To address the perception of discipline and its
related safety and security issues, a program that
involves parents, students, and staff should be devel-
oped to build a clear code. Many examples of strong
discipline policies are being supported and even
cheered by parents and communities. Programs that
encourage more people to visit schools during the
learning day can be a giant step in reducing misper-
ceptions about discipline.

SCHOOL LEADERS MUST PERSONALIZE THE
SCHOOLS MORE TO ENHANCE THE COMFORT

OF THOSE BEING SERVED

People make decisions on key purchases based on
their personal experiences with the product, whether
it be the choice of an automobile, a hotel, or a bank.
How people feel about their schools is usually
dictated in the same way. It’s not so much the news-
paper article or the newsletter story as it is the way a
secretary responds to a question, or a teacher returns
a phone call, or a guidance counselor or principal
helps a student who is confused about an important
decision.

Teachers who phone students’ parents with
positive news, principals who invite small groups of
parents for lunch, and secretaries and custodians
who greet all visitors as if they were board members
do much to make people feel good about their
schools. Because so few school employees have
taken a course on how to deal with the public, an



in-service program to share ideas would help. Such a
program is ideal in that it meets the challenge of
appealing to all employees, inasmuch as everyone
must communicate in some way with members of
the community.

All employees must recognize their role in
public relations. Studies show that people who
acquire their information about the schools from
board members and employees tend to support the
schools more than people who get their information
from other sources. One of the problems is that each
entity (board members, administrators, and teachers)
feels that the job of building public confidence in the
schools belongs to another group. Teachers claim
it’s the board’s job, the board says administrators
should be doing it, and the administrators point to
teachers as the people having the closest contact
with parents. If all groups don’t recognize the need
to contribute in the public relations arena, the kind of
confidence desired will never occur.

STAFF MORALE MUST BE IMPROVED

Today, a major concern of board members and
administrators often is staff morale. In previous
years, a major public relations concern was media
relations, newsletter preparation, and community
advisory committees. Now board members and
administrators realize that staff morale affects exter-
nal relations and has to be addressed.

One way to determine the level of morale is to
ask this question: If you had an idea for improving
the school where you work and it would cost nothing
to implement, would you suggest it? Only between
20 and 40 percent of the 10,000 teachers and admin-
istrators surveyed in schools throughout the country
said they would.”

Teachers and principals report that they don’t
suggest ideas anymore. When asked why, they note
that the ideas are listened to but nothing new hap-
pens. With the current emphasis on computers and
information dissemination, it must not be forgotten
that the most precious part of a school is its staff.
People need to be asked their opinions, and they
need to be told when they do a good job. (Chapter 7
offers specific strategies that will help accomplish
these goals.) Community residents who hear various
versions of an incident that occurred at a school tend
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to believe employees’ versions more than other
sources. It’s vital, therefore, that employees be kept
informed about school news, including impending
decisions.

ALL SCHOOL OFFICIALS MUST USE AND INSIST
THAT OTHERS USE COMFORTABLE WORDS

Public confidence in school leaders cannot be built
with words that people don’t understand. The educa-
tor who addresses the PTA or sends a memo to
thousands of parents does little to enhance the
school’s image with jargon and multisyllabic words
that the audience won’t understand. Other chapters
present specific ways to avoid the problem. Suffice
it to say here that the utilization of maximal learning
stations won’t necessarily optimize the SAT scores
of the multiethnic, multitrack, pubescent adolescents
permeating the district.

EDUCATORS MUST STOP FIGHTING AMONG
THEMSELVES AND START BUILDING COALITIONS
The former, almost guaranteed, support of parents is
no longer sufficient to gain what educators think
they and education deserve. Because the percentage
of parents who have children in grades K—12 in the
public schools is not a majority, the traditional sup-
port base has been eroded. Therefore, educators
must work together to gain public and legislative
confidence and support.

This working together has many implications;
some will require that association leaders rethink
their positions. A National School Boards
Association president once asked that board mem-
bers extend an olive branch to teachers. Many board
members applauded; others disagreed. One teachers’
association public relations director privately asked
a friend of the board group, “What kind of trick is
the olive branch?” It was no trick, but the question
conveyed the lack of trust in the board—teacher rela-
tionship. As the public image of education is subject
to closer scrutiny, more and more teachers, adminis-
trators, and board members are becoming aware of
the need to work together. Teachers must work with
other teachers, administrators, board members,
parent support groups, and the business community
to build the kind of coalition that will be listened to
by legislators.
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WORKING WITH THE BUSINESS COMMUNITY
IS ESSENTIAL TO ATTRACT NEEDED SUPPORT
As the number of parents with children in school
decreases, school officials must seek other support
bases. One excellent source is the business commu-
nity, which is more interested in the schools’ success
than a “Business—Education Day” might indicate.
For too many years educators have hesitated to work
closely with the business community, perhaps fear-
ing that businesspeople would encroach on educa-
tors’ decision making. Yet, educators have much in
common with business leaders: Both have suffered a
loss of public confidence, both desire good relation-
ships with the community, both want graduates with
solid skills, and both have children and grandchil-
dren attending the public schools.

NSPRA has adopted a set of beliefs for build-
ing trust and success in schools and school systems.
Among these beliefs are that school public relations:

 Strives to build consensus and reach common
ground.

* Develops two-way, meaningful trusting rela-
tionships with all audiences.

* Enables education to function at its best by
bringing schools and communities together.®

EVERY EFFORT MIUST BE MADE TO INVOLVE
NONPARENTS IN SCHOOLS

As fewer people have children in the schools, it
becomes necessary to rethink the goals and respon-
sibilities of schools. If schools wish to be blessed
with support from the community, their leaders will
have to focus on services and offerings that appeal
to other than those who are directly benefiting from
the K—12 programs. Two ways to enlist the support
of nonparents are through community education
and volunteer programs. These programs prompt
people to visit and to get involved with their
schools. These approaches allow us to start think-
ing about public education as a K—70 program
instead of a K—12 program.

Citizens who have been in their schools for
whatever reason consistently have more positive
attitudes about those schools. Therefore, any
program that fosters school visits or school use is a

plus in terms of building confidence in school
leaders.

THE COMMUNICATIONS PROGRAM MUST

BE A TWO-WAY PROCESS

Acquiring feedback allows school officials to know
how the community or staff will react to a decision.
It is appreciably easier to lead a school district when
the thoughts, aspirations, and commitments of the
leaders are known. Communication for many years
was equated with school officials telling others about
the schools. In recent years, enlightened school
leaders stressed the listening end of the communica-
tion process.

When people are asked their opinion, they feel
better about the person who asks for it, especially if
it’s made clear that the opinion will be considered.
Whether it’s using the key communicators, conduct-
ing surveys, or some other method recommended in
Chapter 3, the need for feedback is vital.

NEED FOR A COMMUNICATION PLAN

A plan must be developed for community relations
or little will happen. Board members and adminis-
trators can commiserate for a long time about the
need for a public relations program, but it won’t
happen unless someone develops a plan and makes
a commitment. The superintendent, or someone
delegated by the superintendent, must be given the
time and resources to develop a sound communica-
tions program. Some school districts, in an effort to
emphasize the importance of the topic, have com-
mitted a year to in-service programs for all staff
members to improve communication within the dis-
trict. If building confidence is important, then that
importance must be demonstrated with commit-
ment. If the commitment is not made, chances are
that little will happen, and different education fac-
tions will be able to look back and say, “We should
have made the commitment.”

For quite a while most experts and textbooks
in school-community relations have suggested that
the prime reason for communicating more effectively
with the staff and community is to build confidence



in the school. There’s nothing wrong with that. This
confidence is very productive.

Yet some people tend to forget a vital catalyst
for the communications undertaking: to help people
learn better. This must be remembered. When
schools embark on an effective communications
program, support comes more easily when the peo-
ple paying the bill recognize that communications is
a key component of better learning.

This means that the public relations effort
should entail dealing with people more than dealing
with things. This will indeed build confidence and
gain support of parents and others. More important,
through involving people in the schools and in their
children’s learning, it will create a better learning
atmosphere and encourage students to learn.

NSPRA recommends that school communica-
tion activities be planned and guided by a written
communication plan. The organization recommends
the following:

e The public relations/communication efforts
are planned on a systematic (often annual)
basis to support the achievement of the organi-
zation’s goals and objectives.

 The plan has the approval of the superintendent/
chief executive officer.

e The plan focuses on meeting the goals of the
organization and ultimately improving educa-
tion, and to the extent possible, enhancing
student achievement.

e The plan identifies the needs of target publics
and uses research data to identify key messages
and strategies for delivering those messages.

e Communication plans for specific program
changes or initiatives are developed in con-
junction with the staff responsible for them.

e Communication plans identify the various
publics who will be affected and the strategies
for reaching them.

* To the extent possible, communication plans
include measurable goals for behavior change
or accomplishment, deadlines, responsibilities,
resources, and strategies.

* Plans are reviewed regularly to ensure that
communication efforts remain relevant and are
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on schedule, and are adjusted whenever neces-
sary to reach planned goals or to deal with
emerging needs and opportunities.9

The two main purposes of such a program are
to foster student achievement (through establish-
ment of a positive school climate and parent and citi-
zen involvement) and to build citizen knowledge and
understanding leading to financial support.

To gain support for schools, more educators also
are adopting marketing communication techniques for
their schools and programs. A number of techniques
and ideas, all aimed at building public confidence,
have been developed in recent years. One of the most
attention getting has been using the marketing concept
to sell the school’s story to the public. William Banach
and the Macomb Intermediate School District in
Michigan used marketing techniques traditionally
employed by companies to sell soap, cars, and other
products. In essence, such programs often identify the
audiences to be reached and define how the public
schools can best meet the needs of those audiences
with the schools’ services. The Macomb program, for
example, offered bumper stickers, refrigerator mag-
nets, pencils, and other attention grabbers to keep the
school story in front of large numbers of people. Some
educators believe that this approach will reap results in
the increasingly competitive environment in which
schools now operate; others have been slower to accept
such promotional techniques.

Whatever the feeling about marketing commu-
nication and promotion, most educators are becom-
ing increasingly cognizant of the need to employ
more community relations techniques than they are
now using. This book, therefore, is organized to help
the reader understand school-community relations
and to employ successful communication techniques.
The first part outlines the essentials of a school—
community relations program. The second part
explains the communication process and ways to
communicate with the public as well as how to build
sound and constructive relationships during special
events. The third part features the various tools used
to communicate to various audiences. The fourth and
final part presents an assessment and evaluation of
the results of a community relations program.
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Questions

1. Explain how current national issues in education can
work to erode public confidence in a local school
district—and how school communication efforts
might be used to preserve or boost confidence in local
schools.

2. Why is it important to have a formal communication
plan for a school district overall?

Readings

Bagin, Don, and Anthony Fulginiti, Practical Public
Relations Theories & Practices That Make a
Difference. Dubuque, IA: Kendall Hunt, 2006.

Bagin, Rich, Making Parent Communication Effective and
Easy. Rockville, MD: National School Public Relations
Association, 2006.

Broom, Glenn, and Bei-Ling Sha, Cutlip and Center’s
Effective Public Relations, 11th ed. Boston, MA:
Pearson Education, 2012.

Endnotes

1. Taken from personal correspondence in October
2013 with Rich Bagin, Executive Director, National
School Public Relations Association, Rockville,
MD.

2. National Center for Education Statistics, “Fast
Facts: Public School Choice Programs.” Retrieved
September 8, 2014, at http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/
display.asp?id=6

3. Don Bagin, Professor Emeritus, Rowan University,
Glassboro, NJ.

4. The National School Public Relations Association
(www.nspra.org) assists school officials with their
communications and community relations efforts. It
is located at 15948 Derwood Road, Rockville, MD
20855.

3. What key reasons are often found when school com-
munication fails, and how can schools and educators
best prepare to avoid such failures?

4. When might marketing communication techniques be
appropriate for use in school communication efforts?
When might marketing communications be inappro-
priate for use in school communication efforts?

National School Public Relations Association, School
Public Relations: Building Confidence in Education,
2nd ed. Rockville, MD: Author, 2007.

Wilcox, Dennis L., and Glen T. Cameron, Public Relations
Strategies and Tactics, 10th ed. Boston, MA: Pearson
Education, 2011.

5. George Gallup, addressing the Rowan University
Chapter of Phi Delta Kappa.

6. Phi Delta Kappan International. “PDK/Gallup
Poll.” Retrieved September 8, 2014, at http://
pdkintl.org/programs-resources/poll

7. Surveys conducted by Don Bagin and Donald R.
Gallagher, Rowan University.

8. National School Public Relations Association,
“NSPRA Beliefs,” 2009 Network Directory Issue
(January 2009), p. 3.

9. “Raising the Bar for School PR: New Standards for
the School Public Relations Profession” (Rockville,
MD: National School Public Relations Association,
2002). Retrieved August 22, 2014, from http://
www.nspra.org/files/docs/StandardsBooklet.pdf


http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=6
http://www.nspra.org
http://pdkintl.org/programs-resources/poll
http://pdkintl.org/programs-resources/poll
http://www.nspra.org/files/docs/StandardsBooklet.pdf
http://www.nspra.org/files/docs/StandardsBooklet.pdf
http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=6

2

Public Character
of the School

After completing this chapter you should be able to . . .

B |dentify the characteristics of schools and educational organizations and how those
features affect communication practice in schools.

B Distinguish the features of attitudes, opinions, and public opinion.

M Define what is meant by school-community relations.

B Outline traditional public relations models.

The development of sound and constructive relationships between the school and the
community is a necessary and natural function of a publicly supported institution in
a democratic society. This position arises from a consideration of the public character
of the school and the legal framework within which it operates. It is also supported
by the role of public opinion in the shaping of educational policies and practices.
Even though the American way of life is characterized by constant change, these
considerations nevertheless form the basis of the decision-making process in the
management of public schools, and they exercise an influence on the nature and
direction of change.

The position thus established is reflected in the working definition of school
and community relations that is presented in this chapter. The definition reiterates
the belief that sound and constructive relationships must be developed and main-
tained with the community by those who are responsible for public education if the
school is to meet its obligations to the cause, continuance, and preservation of
democracy.

PUBLIC CHARACTER OF THE SCHOOL

Despite the involvement of the federal government in local and state educational
affairs, it is evident in the legal structure of state school systems and in the laws
regulating their operation that the power to manage schools actually resides in the
people. At the state level, the people have the right to support or oppose legislation
affecting the education of children, to work for the modification and repeal of existing
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