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Chapter 1

Exercising Board Leadership
Through Visioning Process
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EXERCISING BOARD LEADERSHIP THROUGH
THE VISIONING PROCESS
School Board Members As Leaders
School boards are charged with the
responsibility of educating all children to
their full potential. In a time of rapid social,
economic, and technological change, the board’s
responsibility is greater than ever. School board
members, both individually and collectively,
must be leaders in their school system and in
their community.
A board exercises leadership within the school
system when its members can combine their
talents to:
•

Create-on behalf of and with extensive
participation by the entire community-a
vision of the district’s education future;

•

Set common goals congruent with that
vision and prioritize them;

•

Establish a structure to achieve its vision;

•

Developing educational standards designed
to meet the needs of all students and an
assessment program designed to determine
district and student progress;

•

Enact fair, workable, and carefully
considered policies;

•

Hold the board and all staff members
accountable by monitoring student
achievement, evaluating board and district
programs in light of student achievement
goals, providing appropriate training
opportunities, and keeping the public
informed about the status of education
programs and progress;

•

Align personnel and financial resources with
the district’s vision and standards;

•

Ensure a safe and orderly climate in which
students can learn and teachers can teach;

•

Serve as advocates for children and for
the public schools through collaborative
relationships designed to bring people
together; and

•

Question, revise, refine and revisit in order
to ensure continuous improvement.
(Source: Becoming A Better Board Member, NSBA,
Third Edition, 2006)
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Vision: The Board’s Work
The board’s work is about vision, the mental
picture of what the schools and district would
be if everything were perfect. It’s a mental
image of success. Effective school boards
commit to a vision of high expectations for
student achievement and quality instruction
and define clear goals toward that vision. They
have strong, shared beliefs and values about
what’s possible for students and their ability to
learn, and of the system and its ability to teach
all children at high levels. Effective boards are
data savvy; they embrace and monitor data,
even when the information is negative, and use
the insights to drive continuous improvement.
Effective boards also align and sustain
resources, such as professional development, to
meet district goals.

To ensure that the board’s vision becomes
reality, the board should develop a strategic
plan and establish policies for implementation.
The board’s community leadership function
involves building the public support necessary
to implement the vision. Boards exercise
leadership by holding themselves and
staff accountable for monitoring student
achievement, evaluating board and district
programs in light of student achievement goals,
providing appropriate training opportunities,
and keeping the public informed about the
status of education programs and student
progress. Boards need to lead as a united team
with their superintendent to ensure the vision is
implemented.
Why do boards need a vision? A clear and
compelling vision is necessary for districts
to achieve excellence. Districts that can see
beyond the present and create a vision for the
future reach heights that surpass the expected
or even imagined. Management guru Peter
Drucker wrote:

Every few hundred years in Western history
there occurs a sharp transformation.
We cross ... a divide. Within a few short
decades, society rearranges itself- its worldview; its basic values; its social and political
structure; its arts; its key institutions. Fifty
years later, there is a new world. And the
people born then cannot even imagine the
world in which their grandparents lived and
into which their own parents were born.
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We are living through one of these periods
of transformation. As boards create vision
statements, they need to ask, “Are we educating
our students with educational constructs
that were created for their parents and
grandparents? Do students feel disconnected
from the current approaches to learning?”

What does having a vision do for the board?
It helps you think beyond your boundaries;
provides continuity for your planning; identifies
direction and purpose; alerts stakeholders
to needed changes; promotes interest,
commitment, and laser-like focus; encourages
and builds confidence; builds loyalty through
involvement; and results in efficiency and
productivity.

What is Vision?

What can kill a board’s vision? Commonly
it is tightly held tradition, fear of ridicule,
complacency among some stakeholders, shortterm thinking, and naysayers.

Vision is not about what we are, but what we
want to be. It captures a critical dimension of
dynamic systems. For school boards, it is about
where you are going and what kind of district
you are trying to create. A positive vision is
future-focused and seeks to shape events rather
than simply let them happen.
Vision is the ability to see and create the future
education system you desire. While current
realities you face are important, vision means
having a clear image of what “better” looks like
-- and taking the necessary governance steps to
get there.
Positive and inspiring visions require the
widespread involvement of those whose
lives will be influenced and shaped by vision.
Powerful visions are the product of endless
hours of discussion and dialogue among key
stakeholders. Without involvement, there is
unlikely to be much commitment on the part of
those upon whom we must rely to achieve it.
Your vision is not the same as your mission
statement. The mission statement is a simple
explanation of purpose -- the reason a school
district exists. A mission statement clearly
explains the needs the district fulfills, whom
these needs are fulfilled for, and how these
needs will be met.
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Chapter 2

Board’s Role in Creating a Vision
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BOARD’S ROLE IN CREATING A VISION
Establish Guidance System

The development of a guidance system involves
three basic components: basic beliefs, a mission
statement, and planning categories.

Compile a list of basic beliefs

A list of basic beliefs of the board of education
will be useful in writing the mission statement. It
will also help the board to maintain consistency
throughout the plan. It is preferable to include
only those beliefs upon which there is a
consensus.

Does it make a difference what the members
of the board of education believe about
learning, schools, and education in general?
Thomas Watson Jr., chairman of IBM says: “Any
organization, in order to survive and achieve
success, must have a sound set of beliefs on
which it premises all its policies and actions… The
most important single factor in corporate success
is faithful adherence to those beliefs.”

Any organization, in
order to survive and
achieve success, must
have a sound set of
beliefs on which it
premises all its policies
and actions.

The board, superintendent, and other persons
who the board may choose to involve should
compile a list of basic beliefs regarding education.
A form for compiling basic beliefs is on page 20.
Three sample basic beliefs for one school system
follow:

Sample Beliefs
•
•
•

Public education is a responsibility shared
by schools, the families and members of the
community.
The ability to think creatively is necessary in a
changing society.
Learning is a life-long process.
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Do you believe...
		

...there is a positive correlation between learning and school attendance?

		

...students are more likely to achieve if their parents are involved and
supporting the schools?

		

...decisions should be made as close to the point of implementation as
possible?

		

...students should be challenged by educators who have high expectations and
provide quality instruction?

		

...each student deserves a good teacher ever hour of every day?

		

...schools belong to the community and the community’s opinion’s and
partnerships are essential to effectively meet the needs of the community?

		

...students who drop out of school before high school graduation are likely to
become a burden on society?

		

...schools should be inviting places for children?

		

...every child should have a successful experience every school day?

		

...knowing how to find information and problem solve is more important than
memorization?

		

...when students fail, the school fails?

		

...schools have responsibility to help students develop in other areas as well as
academics?
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In the space below, list your basic beliefs about education. Share your basic beliefs with other members
of your board. If all participants agree on the belief, write it inside the box. If anyone disagrees, write it
outside the box.

Consensus Beliefs		

For Further Discussion
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The Value of a Shared Vision and Core Values
Developing a shared vision that reflects your
school community’s core values and beliefs is
the starting point for a school board and its
focus on student achievement. This shared
vision is the key to the mission and goals that
direct board and staff actions and gains the
entire community’s commitment to improving
achievement for all students. Engaging the
entire community in creating the vision
generates support for getting the resourcesboth financial and human capital- necessary to
make it a reality.

Knowing what you really value, individually
and collectively, guides your aspirations
and your mission as a district. It also guides
your behavior. In visionary school districts,
core values don’t need external justification
because they don’t sway with trends or fads.
These five to six guiding tenants are the
foundation for the way the district acts, how
it treats people, and what it will do to achieve
the vision and mission.
Your vision should inspire, look ahead, and
lead. Defining your vision is taking charge of
your destiny. For districts, that destiny must
be improving achievement for all students.
A vision with anything less than student
achievement as the top priority cannot fulfill
public education’s core mission.

Building a shared vision requires you to agree
on your core values and beliefs. Core values
drive the vision. They underlie the work to
be done, define how individuals interact with
each other, and help determine the strategies
necessary to fulfill the mission. Core values are
the belief systems that motivate a person or
group to choose one alternative over another.
They are guiding principles that remain
constant even when the mission and vision may
change.

Creating A Vision
Vision becomes reality through the daily actions of everyone in the organization. In a school
district, “everyone” includes employees, parents, community advocates, businesses, government
agencies, and higher education institutions. Engaging the community makes the vision more likely
to be accepted and encourages the behaviors necessary to achieve the vision. As a board of
education, it is your responsibility to work with the community to develop student achievement as
the top priority.
Achieving such total commitment requires multiple steps. First, gather input to identify the
community’s core beliefs and common values. Once those are defined, develop a process for
drafting a vision statement. After the draft statement is written, test it by seeking feedback to
ensure it reflects the community’s core beliefs and inspires a commitment to improving student
achievement. When the vision statement is complete, the dissemination process begins.
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Communicating the vision to the entire community is essential. As board members, you must
articulate the vision’s main points at every opportunity, both when you are together and when you
are in the community. By constantly repeating, reinforcing, and embracing these main components,
you will develop the constancy of purpose necessary to sustain the vision.
This work takes persistence. Knowing that your board is committed to investing the time necessary
to achieve the vision will motivate staff to be committed to working as hard and as long as necessary
to be successful. Your constancy of purpose and commitment to your district’s long-term change
gives staff the encouragement to try new ideas that may need time to become successful. Long-term
results require long-range thinking and commitment.

Here are several key questions to ask as you work toward a shared
vision for your district:
1. Do you use data to tailor solutions based on the needs and assets of each school
and its community?
2. Is your accountability system based on best practice and sound research?
3. Do you embrace vigorous standards?
4. Do you recognize that sustained or pervasive underperformance cannot be
tolerated?
5. Do you see that advocacy is the only way to shift state and federal policy matters
from mandatory prescriptive programs to providing assistance and resources to
spur innovation?
6. Are you a catalyst for innovation with a customer service approach to the
education of every student?
7. Do you realize year-round or other non-traditional school calendars and extended
days and years will be common in the school district of the future?
8. Do you see the need to expand innovation to business operations and
infrastructure (e.g. outsourcing, facility sharing, job sharing)?
9. Do you respect the fact that parents and students have choices?
10. Do you see the need to provide a portfolio of public school options in your
jurisdiction to help parents and students determine their best option?
11. What is the ideal school year?
12. What is the ideal school day?
13. Do you think the curriculum that your students need most can be taught
effectively within a traditional classroom setting?
14. How much freedom should students be given in deciding when, where, and how
they connect to learning?
15. How do we ensure that all children have access to the full range of connective
technologies and are taught the skills necessary to use them effectively?
16. Do you educate your students with educational constructs that were created to
serve the agricultural and industrial ages?
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The answers to these and similar questions can help board members reflect on actions needed now
to achieve the envisioned future. A well-developed and clearly articulated vision for your school
system can help you see a bit farther into the distance.
Defining your vision means taking charge of your destiny. For school districts, that destiny must
be improving student achievement for each and every student. Anything less can’t fulfill the core
mission of public education. After all, our obligation to our students is to prepare them for the world
they will inherit.
Policy makers often express impatience with discussions which focus on vision. Developing a vision seems fuzzy and passive. Most school boards simply have little experience in or patience for
designing a “vision.”
“If we cannot imagine it, it will never happen...” Vision drives practice. Write at least three words or
phrases which identify a part of your vision for your schools.

1.
2.
3.
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Defining the Vision
There are as many different visions and ways to develop a vision as there are educational systems. Developing a vision does not mean starting from scratch, and it does not mean standing
still. A vision-setting process should be designed to meet the needs of the community it is designed to serve.
A vision should focus on desired outcomes. It should be inspirational and compelling. A vision
should make people think about how the world can be different if they are willing to change
the way education systems operate. At its core, a vision is an expression of community values.
It should reflect those values and beliefs that bind a community together and define its shared
responsibility to students.
Establishing a vision begins as a conversation about the future among the members of the board
or community. In its simplest terms, a vision describes the ideal education system. What does it
look like? What does it value? What kinds of learners does it produce? What can students in
this system do? What knowledge, skills, understandings and attitudes do they have? How does
the system function to produce these kinds of learners? Who is involved and what are their
roles?
Conversations about such issues build ownership. Even if a part of the vision is established initially at the state level, local groups should be encouraged to discuss, adapt and tailor the vision
to make it their own. Shared ownership is critical because, in the final analysis, the keepers of
the vision are not the leaders who oversee the process of articulating the vision, but the people
who are called upon to carry it out.
A vision is an absolute precondition to creating an education system that will effectively educate
students for the future. Directing a school system without a vision is like navigating a ship without a destination. Even the best navigators managing a highly dedicated crew will drift aimlessly
without a guiding beacon. Vision provides a beacon, building awareness of future opportunities
and challenges and defining ways to navigate the changing demands of the marketplace. Vision
identifies “what” the desired future should be and sets a platform for strategic planning, which
maps “how” to get there. The most accurate way to predict the future is to create it.
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Visioning vs. Strategic Planning
We can define visioning as identifying the “whats “ and strategic planning as articulating the
“hows.” Visioning is a prelude that creates the platform for strategic planning. Visioning involves
defining the future environment through analyses of forces and significant issues, and carrying
out a picture of what the desired future should look like. Strategic planning involves identifying
specific actions, activities, and ways of influencing the environment to bring about the desired
future.

Start with an Envisioned Future
By looking into the future, we can define an optimum existence, and work this back in time to
determine what must happen today to bring about that existence. By looking first into the
future, and linking with today, we tend to achieve a more “objective” vision. Not objective in
the sense of disinterested or dispassionate, but objective in the sense of non-biased.

Crafting a Shared Vision
The measurement of a vision’s success is its ability to mobilize the consent of the members of
your organization. People have to want to buy into your vision. If you can’t articulate your
vision, if you can’t get people to buy in, forget it. You won’t be successful.

The Group Process
With direct grassroots input from all stake holders a vision process incorporates a wide spectrum of viewpoints and expertise. The opportunities and challenges facing all segments of the
organization are addressed in order to draw the group together to create a vibrant and viable future. A group process for creating a vision of the future allows individual ideas to be combined
and refined, and stimulates creativity through the exchange of viewpoints. A group process enhances the level of commitment, fosters a sense of mutual respect, and builds trust in the future
direction of the organization.
A group process works to clarify understanding, encourage creativity, and develop future
thinking. The greater the level of participation in the vision process, the greater the
effectiveness of the process and the value of the outcome.
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Sample Vision Statements
• One team that provides a superior education for every student.
• Excellence for every child.
• Every student, every day.
• A district recognized nationally for students who excel in academics, the arts and, athletics.

Vision

Mission

Answers

What?

Why?

Definition

Snapshot

Statement

Purpose

Inspires

Informs

Activity

Seeing

Doing

Source

Heart

Head

Effect

Challenges

Clarifies

Source: Glennsmithcoaching.com

16

Advocating Your Board’s Vision

A Vision Statement
• Defines the optimal desired future state - the mental picture of what an organization wants
to achieve over time.
• Provides guidance and inspiration as to what an organization is focused on achieving in five,
ten or more years.
• Functions as the “north star”. It is what all employees understand their work everyday
contributes towards accomplishing over the long term.
• Is written succinctly in an inspirational manner that makes it easy for all employees to repeat
it at any given time.
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MY VISION

Identify words, phrases, sentences, or
illustrations consistent with your mental
picture of what success looks like with regard
to each of the following:

Schools

Students

Teachers

Learning
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Vision
Mission
G
O
A
L

G
O
A
L

G
O
A
L

G
O
A
L

G
O
A
L

1

2

3

4

5

Objectives

Strategies
Relationship of Vision, Mission, Goals, Objectives, and Strategies
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Vision Self-Assessment
Use this tool to assess your initial understanding of vision and to get a sense of where you are as a
board on this essential work. Indicate the degree to which your board/district/staff has achieved the
following elements toward establishing a vision to improve student achievement.
Fully
Achieved

Mostly
Achieved

Stakeholder representatives
(school board, senior leadership,
district staff, school staff,
employee organizations, parents,
community advocates, higher
education, business leaders, and
students) helped create the vision.
As a board we have discussed
the core values of our school
district, employee groups, and
community, and these values are
reflected in our vision.
Our board has established a
written vision that commits to
student achievement as the top
priority of the school board, staff,
and community.
Our vision is clearly articulated
and known to all community
members who have a vested
interest.
We frequently revisit and
reaffirm our vision to ensure our
constancy of purpose.
Our vision is the foundation for
all long-range, strategic planning,
and policy decisions.
Our vision is the guiding force
that sets the framework for how
we operate as a local district.
We base our resource and
budget decisions on our vision.
Everything we do as a a board of
education works to achieve our
vision.

20

Partially
Achieved

Beginning to
Achieve

Don’t Know/
Unsure
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To ensure the board’s vision becomes a reality, the board must create a mission statement and develop
goals to achieve it.

Develop a mission statement

A mission statement describes the ultimate purpose and scope of the school district. The mission statement is the focal point of all goals, objectives, and actions taken by the board, administration, teaching,
and support staffs. It should be concise and understood by every employee of the school system.
Mission statements vary tremendously in style, length, and format. Some seem to ramble endlessly,
trying to comprehensively capture every possible facet of the organization. Others fit nicely in a single
sentence, forcing the essence of the organization’s mission into a statement that fits on the back of a
business card and is easily memorized. Regardless of the style, length, or format, the vital nature of the
statement is that it reflects the true mission of the organization with integrity, clarity, and inspiration.

Sample Mission Statements

Check the boxes which apply to each statement

Concise

Memorable

Clear

Mission Statements
To organize the world’s information
and make it universally accessible and
useful (Google)
To help people and businesses
throughout the world realize
their full potential (Microsoft)
To inspire and nurture the human
spirit – one person, one cup and one
neighborhood at a time (Starbucks)
To refresh the world...to inspire
moments of optimism and
happiness...to create value and
make a difference (Coca-Cola)
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Now consider the following mission statements from school districts. Are they likely to be understood
and remembered by employees? Will the system be guided by these statements? Rewrite each mission
statement to make it more concise and memorable.

Baltimore, MD, Schools
Mission Statement
Rooted in the school system’s beliefs, the City Schools mission statement expresses
the purpose, goals, and functions of City Schools. The mission serves as the cornerstone of the long-term strategic plan and as a means for keeping the school system
focused on a common purpose. The mission of City Schools, in concert with students,
families, and the broader community, is to prepare all students to be responsible citizens and afford them the opportunity to acquire the skills, knowledge, and abilities
necessary to make informed decisions that lead to meaningful and productive lives.

Bessemer City Schools
Mission Statement
The mission of Bessemer Schools is to produce informed, responsible, productive
citizens who will be lifelong learners and successful contributors of society. We will
accomplish this mission in cooperation with parents and the community, by providing a dedicated staff, a diverse and challenging curriculum, within a clean, safe and
caring environment.
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To fulfill its purpose, a mission statement must be a memorable statement that captures the unique purpose (what) for which a district exists and its function (how). It should be no more than one to two lines
long. The mission statement should be posted in every district building. Every employee should be able
to know it by heart and believe it!
Now, consider the following mission statements of local school districts. Rank the statements according to which you think is best in terms of being concise, memorable, clear and inspirational. (1 being the
most concise, and 4 the least).

_____ To provide all students with the skills they need to be confident in academics,
sophisticated in learning, and global in orientaton.
_____ To provide instruction by a diverse group or effective teachers that capitalizes
on students’ natural attraction to interactivity and learning by doing.
_____ To provide for all students exemplary programming that instills wonder,
values discovery, and encourages problem solving.
_____ To empower all students to communicate, collabroate, and learn globally

CRITERIA FOR A MISSION STATEMENT
Consider the following criteria as you develop a mission statement for your schools:
1. Does the statement capture the essential nature of the organization’s reason
for being?
2. Is the statement client-oriented as opposed to being inwardly or
organizationally bound?
3. Does the statement represent a relatively stable anchor point for the
organization, one that will not require frequent change?
4. Does the statement describe the desired result rather than focusing on
activities?
5. Does the statement reflect the organization’s traditions, values, or philosophy
relevant to today and the future?
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Mission Statement Worksheet
Jot down ideas you want to include in the mission statement.

Write the mission statement below as developed by your board.
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Roles and Responsibilities of the School Board and
Superintendent in Vision and Planning
The School Board
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Approves a strategic planning process
to include the community in creating the
vision for student achievement.
Adopts the vision.
Adopts board goals that support the vision.
Communicates the vision.
Keeps vision at the forefront of all decision
making.
Adopts policies needed to achieve the
vision.
Allocates resources based on the vision.
Monitors progress toward vision.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The Superintendent

•

•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Recommends a visionary strategic planning
process to the board that incorporates
participation by a broad swath of the
community.
Ensures the integrity of the planning
process.
Ensures staff development to carry out the
planning process.
Ensures the recommendations of the
strategic planning team are presented to the
board for action.
Coordinates periodic review of the strategic
plan.
Ensures short and long-range vision plans
are developed and carried out at both the
district and school levels.
Develops performance indicators, based
on data, to measure progress toward the
board’s vision for student achievement.

•
•
•
•
•
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Conducts work sessions with the board
to increase its understanding of progress
needed.
Recommends performance indicators for
board action.
Works with the board to identify its role in
supporting the vision.
Works with the board to develop plans for
carrying out its goals.
Communicates, through the district’s
communication plan, the vision to staff and
community.
Prepares and disseminates information
about progress toward the vision.
Uses the vision to guide priority
recommendations to the board.
Uses the vision to guide decisions
throughout the organization.
Recommends policies needed to support the
vision.
Conducts periodic review with the board to
identify additional policies or revise existing
ones.
Recommends resources needed to support
the vision through the budgeting process.
Conducts periodic review with the board to
identify resources and funding needed.
Brings data to the board periodically
that enables the board to review student
achievement progress.
Recommends changes based on data.
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Possible Agenda Items Relating to Vision

A)
		

Dialogue and work session with staff and community representatives to create
vision and mission statements

B)
		

Formal adoption of vision and mission statements and establishment of yearly
goals

C)
		

Discussion and action on the superintendent’s recommended strategic plan for
the district

D)
Strategic Plan Review
			
√ Are we meeting our timetable?
			
√ Plans for assessing successes and shortcomings
			
√ Yearly update of district goals
E)

Community open forum on the district’s vision, mission, and goals

F)

Reports from community advisory committees

G)

District’s communications plan and public relations activities

H)

Recognition events for students and staff who exemplify the district’s vision

I) 		

Superintendent’s report on school improvement plans

(Source: The Key Work of School Boards, NSBA, 2009)
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Chapter 3

Ensuring Vision Becomes A Reality
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ENSURING VISION BECOMES A REALITY
Involve the Community

2. Each participant’s complaint should be
accompanied by a suggestion for improvement.

The most important step in developing a
successful plan for a school district is to gain
information from the general public. The
community needs to know that the board is
interested in the public’s ideas. Such a perception
will greatly increase the public support for public
schools. Therefore, the board must devise a
way to gather impressions, observations, or
statements about the schools from members of
the community. An excellent way to invite people
to help shape the plan is for the board to have
meetings for public input.

3. Do not promise that what is suggested will be
done. Promise that the board will consider all
suggestions.
Following the meetings, suggestions should be
divided according to planning category. After the
suggestions are divided according to planning
categories, they will eventually be provided to
the board and given to the committee working on
objectives and strategies for the goal under this
category.
At least three questions should be answered by
participants during a community input meeting.

Hold a Series of Meetings
to Accept Oral and Written
Comments from Individuals
and Organizations

1. What is the school district doing well?
2. What suggestions do you have for
helping the school district improve
3. What should the school district be doing five
years from now?

The PTA, Chamber of Commerce, Rotary club,
Junior League, League of Women Voters, etc.,
already have organized meetings and would
welcome a program on this topic. The board
should also hold at least one public forum
for people who do not participate in other
organizational meetings to discuss the future of
the schools.
In the meetings, ask people to tell you what they
see as your school district’s strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities, and threats. Ask them to be specific.
Three rules should be observed during these
community sessions:
1. The person conducting the meetings is not
there to answer questions but to gather
suggestions and reactions from the public.
Therefore, persons conducting the meeting
should not defend the school system, but
simply hear suggestions and complaints and
thank people for them.
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Ideas for providing public participation in the
planning process other than public meetings
include:
• Conducting a comprehensive needs assessment type of community survey prior to
developing goals and objectives.

• Publicizing the main elements of the plan
through the school district newsletter and/
or community newspaper with an invitation
for written response from individuals and
organizations.

• Having goal statements developed internally, then seeking community reaction.
• Establishing a citizen’s advisory committee
on long-range planning.

Regardless of the method(s) of soliciting input, the objective should be to find out what the
community expects of its schools and to give the public a sense of ownership in the long-range
plan. The public relations value of soliciting input will benefit the planning process.
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Analyze Strengths, Weaknesses,
Opportunities, and Threats
In education, the critical-analysis stage of the
planning process is usually called needs assessment
or self-study. This involves the collection and
analysis of data about the school district. Using
this information as a base, plans involving the
identification, employment, evaluation and analysis
of the school district’s capabilities are developed.
This will require a review and analysis of strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities and problems in order
to build on strengths, eliminate weaknesses,
benefit from opportunities, and avoid threats.

Defining the Critical Analysis
Critical analysis is the process of collecting,
organizing, assessing, and synthesizing past,
present, and future information to provide a
foundation or base for preparing, implementing
and evaluating plans. It is one of the most timeconsuming elements of the planning process,
particularly when long-range plans are being
developed for the first time. The critical analysis
serves the following functions:
1. To present a comprehensive picture of the
school district’s history and current condition.
2. To provide information to the board in such a
way that it can determine which factors and
variables are affecting progress and to what
extent.
3. To provide a basis for other elements of the
planning process, such as objectives and
strategies.
4. To provide the board with significant
information on past, current and possible
future conditions.
5. To identify strategic issues relevant to the
fulfillment of the school district’s mission.
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Determining the extent to which a school district
is fulfilling its mission and reaching its educational
goals will require an assessment of those facets
of the external environment that may affect
the school organization and an analysis of the
internal environment, which includes an appraisal
of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and
threats. The proper analysis and application of this
information will be the foundation on which longrange goals and short-range objectives are set.
The critical analysis process will involve the
selection and organization of pertinent information
taken from a vast amount of available data.
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Classifying Issues
Classify each issue as to whether it should be resolved through planning, policy,
promotion, or superintendent evaluation.

Issues to be resolved
through planning:

Issues to be resolved
through policy:

Issues to be resolved
through promotion:

Issues to be resolved through
superintendent evaluation:
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Setting Goals
The all-important task of developing goal
statements for the school district is a responsibility
of the board of education. At this stage in the
plan, the board of education will have received
suggestions from the community and staff
regarding the goals which should be included in
the plan. Goals should be considered for each of
the planning categories identified earlier.
As the board develops goal statements, it is
important to adhere to the following definition of
agoal:

Goal - A One Sentence Statement
of the Board, Incorporating NonMeasurable Efforts That Must
Be Taken if the Mission is to be
Achieved

Involve all board members in
formulating goals for the board
All board members should be involved in
formulating goals for the board. The board should
select a process for goal setting that will facilitate
the active involvement of each individual member.
The process should promote consensus among
members regarding board goals.
The board should set aside an adequate amount
of time to permit the effective functioning of
the goal-setting process. Simply adopting a set
of goals for its operation will not enhance board
effectiveness. Each board member must “own” the
goals if they are to impact board operations.

A goal is general and timeless and not considered
within a specified time; although goals may be
added or eliminated, once written they undergo
very little change. The board probably will want to
include in the long-range plan a goal under each of
the planning categories.The board may not want
to include a goal under every planning category in
its annual operational plan. One of the advantages
of this simplified approach to long-range planning
is that even though some parts of the plan are
not implemented in the annual operational plan
in a given year, they still remain part of the overall
long-range plan.

32

Advocating Your Board’s Vision

Schedule a special meeting with
adequate time for the board to set
goals

The following are examples of school board goals:
1. To provide rigorous curriculum aligned
with performance standards.
2. To provide safe, clean, secure and wellmaintained facilities.

A set of goals developed by the board chairman,
the superintendent or any other one individual will
probably not affect board operations. The process
of goal setting is as important as the products that
it generates. To be viable, school board goals must
impact the board agenda over time, as well as the
behaviors of individual board members. They must
also become obsolete at some point because they
have in fact been attained.

3. To provide world-class professional development for all educators.

Select planning categories or key
result areas
Planning categories or key result areas are used to
organize school district goals and objectives and to
divide the plan into manageable parts. Each planning category might have several goals and each
goal might have a number of actual or potential
objectives. Generally, at least the following planning
categories should be considered:

Planning Categories
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
G.
H.
I.

Student learning and growth		
School board operation			
School district administration		
Instructional programs and services
Support services
Financial resources
Personnel
Physical resources
Community involvement

Strategic goals should be set for each of the nine major planning categories. Each category or key result area is an independent variable that affects the school organization in either a positive or negative
manner. However, these categories should be viewed in a systematic manner as a part of the planning
process and with the realization that the breakdown of any one key variable can seriously affect the total
school organization.

33

Advocating Your Board’s Vision

Use the following goal
development process:
1. Set up a flip chart or use a computer and
projector to record goals as suggested by
participants.
2. Be certain that each school board membehas
the opportunity to propose a goal. The
proposed goals might come from a variety of
sources.
3. Write down every goal suggested without
discussion of the merits of the suggestion
(brainstorming).
4. When all potential goals have been listed,
prioritize the goals. Drop those of lowest
priority.

Developing Goals
Summary of Key Points:
1. The task of developing goals for the school
district is a responsibility of the board of
education.
2. A long-range goal is a written assignment for an
individual or group to achieve over a period of
three or more years.
3. Long-range goals should be established for
each of the nine major planning categories.
4. The goal-setting process should promote
consensus among board members regarding
board goals. Each board member must
“own” the goals if they are to impact board
operations.

5. Each goal adopted by the board should
be assigned to a goal development team,
consisting primarily of staff, for the
development of objectives and strategies to
accomplish the goal. The goal development
team, with cooperation from the school
business official, will project the cost of
accomplishing each strategy or objective. The
use of a goal development worksheet will be
helpful.

Goal Development Worksheet
Write each goal adopted by the board of education
on a separate goal development worksheet. Identify the planning category and designate a person
responsible for coordinating the further development and accomplishment of each goal.
This person will be responsible for working with
a goal development team to identify objectives
and strategies for the implementation of the goal.
When the committee has developed objectives and
strategies, the coordinator will resubmit a goal development worksheet for each objective under the
goal. More than one objective with accompanying
strategies may be needed for a goal.
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Develop Objectives and Strategies
Developing objectives and strategies to carry
out each goal is the responsibility of the
superintendent and the staff. Usually the
superintendent designates a staff member
for each goal to coordinate staff efforts in the
development of objectives and strategies to
achieve the goal. Ideas which have been solicited
from the community should be considered by the
appropriate committee or group of staff members
which is developing objectives and strategies.

Strategies
Each objective will have at least one, but usually,
several strategies to describe how the objective
will be accomplished. A strategy is a one-sentence
description of a specific action that will be
undertaken to achieve the objective.

The superintendent and staff also assume
responsibility for arriving at a cost estimate for key
proposals and determining which objectives and
strategies to recommend to the board for inclusion
in the annual operating plan.

Objectives
An objective is a one-sentence description of
a specific activity to accomplish a goal. Each
objective includes three parts:
1. A description of a specific activity;
2. A measure of how we’ll know when it’s
achieved; and
3. A time line for completing the activity.
Consider the following examples of objectives:
1. By July 1,____, to have 100 percent of our
students achieving at least one grade level
gain per academic year.
2. By July 1,____, to have 100 percent of the
current ninth-grade class graduate from
high school.
3. By September 1,____, to have wireless
capabilities in all schools.
4. By July 1, ____, to have 50% student
participation in Advanced Placement and/
or Dual Credit.
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Adopt the Plan
Coordinate planning with the
budget

Adoption of the strategic plan is a responsibility of
the board. Many other persons have already done
considerable work on the plan by this time. The
board has tentatively set goals and the superintendent and staff have developed objectives and
strategies for each. Additionally, a cost estimate
has been developed for each key proposal. Now,
the superintendent and board must determine
priorities.

The necessity of coordinating objectives with the
budget process is obvious. Certainly, any objective
requiring additional staff, equipment, or supplies
must be considered in view of the budget. The
nature of long-range planning, however, makes it
difficult to anticipate its full financial impact. Planning is further complicated for boards in Tennessee
since they are fiscally dependent upon a funding
body.

As proposed objectives are considered, each must
be evaluated in two ways. First, how important is
the objective and how will it advance the particular educational goal? And secondly, are there cost
implications and, if so, is it affordable?

Set Priorities

Subject each objective to a cost/
benefit analysis
Frequently, the public is left with the impression
that educators offer educational improvements
only through the expenditure of additional funds.
This, of course, is not the case. Some objectives
do require additional funding. Some may be implemented with existing resources, and still others are
designed specifically to reduce costs or to otherwise improve efficiency. There are obvious advantages to including some objectives of each type.
In fact, the existence of limited resources actually
increases the importance of long-range planning.
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Obviously, it is not possible to include all potential
goals in the long-range strategic plan. Nor is it
possible to address all goals which are in the longrange plan in the annual operational plan in a given
year. If, after consideration of each key issue in
terms of importance and cost, the board needs to
further reduce the number of goals.
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Select the strategies for inclusion
in the plan
The board should carefully consider each strategy
listed under each objective. Some proposed
strategies may be prohibitively expensive and
some may be inconsistent with the philosophy of
the board. Such strategies should be discussed
with the goal development team and eliminated
if agreement on the strategies is not reached. The
board should not allow an objective or a single
strategy to be included in the plan unless it can be
strongly supported by the board.

Promote the Plan
According to researchers who focus on effective
schools, the specific content of educational goals
is not all that important; what’s important is that
goals exist and that constituents share these
goals. The astute board will ensure the widespread
communication of the district’s goals to ALL
significant publics.

Adopt the Plan
Assemble all the elements of the plan including:
•

Beliefs;

•

Mission;

•

Goals;

•

Short-term and long-range objective
(optional); and

•

Short-term objectives and strategies
arranged under the appropriate goal.

If the board can support all elements of the plan,
adopt it.
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Evaluate the Plan
A common criticism of many long-range strategic
plans is that once adopted, they are filed and
forgotten.

Evaluate how well each objective is
being attained

Require that a progress report be
made to the board at specified
intervals

The first type of evaluation is the critical matter
of determining how well individual objectives
have been—or are being—attained. At the time
an objective is adopted, it should be clear who
will do the evaluating and what the evaluation
criteria will be. Objectives should be stated in
measurable terms. Therefore, it will be relatively
easy to determine at the time specified in the
objective whether or not the objective has been
met. However, it is unrealistic to expect that all
goals and objectives can be evaluated in absolute
terms. The board should be prepared to accept an
appraisal system that combines both subjective
and objective measures.

The policy authorizing the development of a
long-range strategic plan should stipulate that a
progress report be made to the board of education
at specified intervals. It may also require periodic
reporting to the general public, perhaps as a part
of the district’s annual report.

Communicate failed, incomplete
or postponed objectives and those
Evaluate the plan and planning
viewed as successes
process
It would be difficult to establish a successful
school district long-range strategic plan without
stipulating the method of making appropriate
progress reports to the board of education and to
school district residents.

Evaluate

Additionaly, the long-range strategic plan itself
must be evaluated. Those directly involved in
the planning and implementing stages are in the
best position to react to the planning cycle, the
process of soliciting input and selection of annual
objectives. Evaluation of the plan is a continuing
and evolutionary process and changes must be
made as necessary.

A plan is described as a course of action for getting
things done. In this book evaluation is considered
in two ways.
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Conclusion
The long-range plan is not an end in itself, but should be seen as the “first cut” in a continuing planning
process. Regular planning mechanisms such as annual reports, monthly reporting requirements, or
evaluations will continue to offer opportunities and insights, but they are no substitute for a continuing
formal planning process that has a long-range perspective. School boards that rest on tradition, good
will, and long-standing public support without reassessing their programs, will forfeit their ability to grow
and change.
The experience a board, superintendent, and staff gain through their planning experience should be
a springboard to an improved planning process. Numerous planning techniques are in existence and
others are being developed each year. Your board should tailor the planning process to suit your school
district so it will result in maximum involvement and subsequent support from the students, staff and
community.
Whatever modification procedures your district chooses to make, be certain that planning continues to
provide a framework for viewing and coping with change. Planning does make a difference.
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How do the school ratings work?
The Tennessee Department of Education has provided data about schools and districts on its state report card for
many years. Now, a new federal law requires states to provide more information about schools’ performance.
We think this is an important opportunity to make sure all community members understand how their school is
doing on a variety of metrics that encompass student success – and we have spent the past two years working with
families, educators, school and district leaders, community organizations, and state leaders to identify a rating
system that provides helpful and well-rounded context. This year, the department is using a numerical system to
provide a rating on up to six metrics for each school. Starting in 2019, a Tennessee state law will require the
department to assign each school a letter grade.
Each of the metrics or indicators on the report card are presented like a dashboard. Just like the dashboard in a car,
each indicator looks at a different aspect of a school, and users can decide that indicator’s importance to them. A
school receives a rating on each indicator ranging from 0.0 to 4.0, like a GPA scale, with 4.0 being the highest.
Additional information underlies each rating, and the department encourages users to click through and learn
more. The six indicators are:










Academic achievement (whether students are performing
on grade level or above based on state tests)
Student academic growth (whether students are making
progress from year to year, regardless of whether they are
on grade level yet)
Chronically out of school (students who miss at least 10%
of school days, or about 18 days if enrolled the full year)
Progress on English language proficiency (whether
English learners are making progress in their
understanding of the English language)
Ready graduate (the percentage of students who graduate
and earn at least a 21 on the ACT or 1060 on the SAT,
demonstrating readiness for college and careers; this is for
high schools only)
Graduation rate (percentage of students graduating from
high school; this is for high schools only)

How were schools rated in
2017-18?

•
•
•
•

•
•

Academic achievement: 43% of
schools earned higher than a 2.0
Student growth: 50% of schools
earned higher than a 2.0
Chronically out of school: 71% of
schools earned higher than a 2.0
English language proficiency:
59% of schools earned higher than
a 2.0
Ready graduate: 67% of schools
earned higher than a 2.0
Graduation rate: 84% of schools
earned higher than a 2.0

When possible, ratings are based either on how well the school is doing on that metric OR how much the school
improved in the past year. The school gets the higher rating between the two. Every school can earn a high score
on each indicator, either by showing excellent performance or by showing exceptional improvement.
The rating system also reflects the belief that every student’s success matters. Within each indicator, the
performance of the full student population is weighted at 60% of the rating, and the performance of students who
are part of a student group – black, Hispanic, or Native American students, economically disadvantaged students,
English learners, and students with disabilities – is 40%. Ratings for each group are on the indicator’s page.
The information and ratings on the report card are intended to be a catalyst for conversation, not a defining
characteristic. Ultimately, a quality education is more than a score, and these ratings provide one perspective on
how a school is performing. If you have questions or want to learn more about a specific school, we encourage you
to reach out to the principal or district leader.
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Sources of Publicly Available Data in Tennessee
•

TSBA District Data Dashboard (Tennessee School Boards Association)
• Provides district and regional labor market statistics, along with district demographics,
academic, and financial data.
• Web Address: http://tsbadatadashboard.com/

•

County Profiles (Tennessee Higher Education Commission)
• Provides an overview of higher education data by county, including college-going rate,
socioeconomic profile, FAFSA filing rate, top colleges by attendance for high school graduates,
etc.
• Web Address: https://www.tn.gov/thec/bureaus/planning-and-research/county-profiles.html

•

Tennessee Educator Survey (Tennessee Education Research Alliance, Tennessee Department of
Education)
• Serves as the largest-scale data collection on Tennessee teacher perspectives on a range of
topics, including school climate and leadership, instructional practice, teacher evaluation and
instructional improvement, and standards and assessment. Includes district- and school-level
data where the response rate is at least 45 percent.
• Web Address: http://educatorsurvey.tnk12.gov/

•

Tennessee State Report Card (Tennessee Department of Education)
• Features extensive information about the growth and achievement of Tennessee schools and
districts. The report card also includes financial, enrollment, and demographic information.
• Web Address: https://www.tn.gov/education/data/report-card.html

•

Data Downloads (Tennessee Department of Education)
• Serves as a landing page for multiple sources of raw data from the Tennessee Department
of Education, including data on such topics as achievement, growth, discipline, chronic
absenteeism. For the first time last year, the department released Educator Race and Ethnicity
Data on this page.
• Web Address: https://www.tn.gov/education/data/data-downloads.html

•

Tennessee Educator Preparation Report Card (Tennessee State Board of Education, Tennessee
Department of Education)
• Provides data on the effectiveness of educator preparation providers.
• Web Address: https://teacherprepreportcard.tn.gov/
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Chapter 4

Advocating the Board’s Vision and
Strategic Plan
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The Art of Advocacy
The Advocacy Role of the Board:
an Overview

Local decision-making also means more
accountability. Unlike state and federal
policymakers who legislate mandates from afar,
local school board members are very accessible...
you’re questioned at school events, on the ball
field, in your houses of worship, and definitely
in the supermarket...Everyone knows your
telephone number, and they know where you
live. You can’t get more accessible than that.

Advocacy is defined as the act of speaking or
writing in support of something. To be an advocate, one must be in favor of and support a
particular position, cause, or belief. School board
members must be advocates of children, and they
must advocate public education, lifelong learning,
equality in education, and parental involvement.

It’s also important to remember that local school
boards are unique in that their mission is solely
devoted to student learning. State legislators,
municipal mayors, and other elected officials can
seek a greater stake in education decision-making,
but school boards are unique because education
is not just a line item in the budget. It is the only
item. We are unique in that we are single-minded
and single-focused...we are the voice of public
education.

At all times they must focus on what’s best for
children.
Citizens want school boards to be aggressive
advocates for children and youth, as well as
watchdogs of the public purse. School boards are
the only publicly-designated stewards at the local
level for the education of children and youth.
They are charged with the educational welfare
of all students, irrespective of age, sex, race,
ethnicity, or ability to learn.

That voice is particularly important when it comes
to advocating the Board’s vision and strategic
plan. To effectively advocate boards must
develop county commission/city council support;
influence legislators and congressmen; work with
the media; generate public support; and turn
employees into advocates

In their advocacy roles, school boards should
recognize the essential link between educational
excellence and the economic and social health
of communities. They should make advocacy
a stated goal with appropriate policies for
board actions. They should be the catalyst for
community discussion and action on issues that
affect the welfare of children and youth.
Whether you’re talking about raising student
achievement, spending local tax dollars wisely, or
ensuring that children are educated with a nod to
community values, the importance of local school
control is all too clear. It doesn’t hurt school
board members to speak out more forcefully
about this reality. Local control ensures that the
community has a say in spending tax dollars,
selecting curricula, and meeting the needs of the
region.
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Developing County Commission/City Council Support
Building a Relationship with the
Commission/Council

11. Keep close and keep them informed.

All city and county school systems in Tennessee are
fiscally dependent, meaning that another body must
approve their budgets. These bodies which control
the funding for local boards of education are county
commissions or city councils. They must determine
the taxes needed to fund all services provided by the
county or city, including education, police and fire
protection, and streets. As elected officials, school
board members can have a major impact with these
other locally-elected officials.
The following are some do’s and don’ts that a board
of education and its superintendent can use in dealing
with its funding body.

12. Schedule individual time with each
commissioner.
13. Listen – you must help meet their needs before
you can get what your school system needs.
14. Be flexible and plan for rejections – no is not
forever.
15. Negotiate for future funding – announce publicly.
16. Be a gracious winner or loser.

Don’t

1. Think that only you have good ideas or that
your way is the only way.

Do:

1. Take the initiative to establish personal
relationships with other locally-elected officials.

2. Let your pride or ego hurt your school system.

2. Establish personal relationships with aides and
office personnel of other locally elected officials.

3. Feel you must win each debate - be on equal
ground.

3. Invite local officials to a special tour of the
school system and to attend school board
meetings and other educational forums.

4. Win a battle that will cost you the war.
5. Ask for a vote on something you know you
won’t get – negotiate a future vote.

4. Avoid confrontations. Be friendly even if you
disagree. Be polite but firm.

6. Ride a dead horse or fight a battle you can’t
win.

5. Be involved in the REAL MEETINGS.

7. Publicly criticize individuals on the funding
body – state your need and that the funding
body is not presently ready to fund this and
the repercussion.

6. SMILE – keep your sense of humor.
7. Make appropriate items personal for
commissioners (anything that affects their
districts).

8. Demand funding – your county may not be
ready or able.

8. Know the magic numbers – TIMING.

9. Close the door.

9. Have key commissioners ready for motions and
opinions.

10. Let items affecting a commissioner personally
or his district go unidentified.

10. Involve them in the strategic planning.

11. Be extravagant.
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From the Horse’s Mouth
A former school board member/county
commissioner in Tennessee has the following
advice for school board members:
1. Accept the fact that relationships do not just
happen.
2. Bad relationships are easily achieved, but
good relationships come from hard work.
3. Good relationships can disappear without
notice.
4. Remember that commissioners are, in fact,
real people.
5. Be willing to share complete, accurate information on all issues.
6. To the greatest extent possible, involve commissioners in the decision-making process.|
7. Realize that the commissioner’s responsibility
for funding covers all agencies of government,
not just schools.

Keep Roles and Responsibilities
Understood and Respected
1. Don’t underestimate, oversimplify or over
generalize.
2. Understand county/city finances: debt service,
fund distribution, etc.

Keep the Commission Informed
1. Keep local officials up-to-date with school
board activities by sending them copies of
board minutes, school system publications, and
strategic plan.
2. The line of communication must be kept open
with the funding body. (It’s up to you to open
the door.
3. Share research findings that may pertain to
other agencies.
4. Involve local officials in the school system’s
strategic and long-range planning efforts.

8. Talk with commissioners often, and listen
with both ears and eyes.

Earn the Support of the Commission

9. Positive reinforcement gains a lot.

1. Let them share in success.

10. Encourage commissioners to spend time in
the school buildings - even teach a class.

2. Be honest and truthful.

11. Remember the three most important things in
relationship building:

4. Thank them publicly for increased support.

3. Don’t send mixed messages.

Communicate, Communicate, Communicate.
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Influencing the Legislature to Act for Children
Because in Nashville decisions are made that
impact school systems across the state for years
to come, advocacy for public education is a critical
part of the responsibility of every school board
member. Legislators must depend more and more on
information from knowledgeable sources in various
fields. In education, school board members must be
the source of information if local control of schools is
to continue.
School board members have firsthand understanding
of what is needed to ensure the best education for
children. They have an important message to deliver,
and they have credibility with other elected officials.
Therefore, school board members must learn the
tactics of politics and lobbying if they are going to be
successful advocates.

6. TSBA provides a representative on Capitol
Hill to support the position statements and
legislative priorities of its members. If you or your
board has questions or concerns about a TSBA
position statement, please contact the TSBA
Director of Government Relations. Many times a
simple phone call can clear up any confusion or
discrepancies.

Individualizing the Message to
Legislators
1. Know the legislator. A school board member
can be most effective as a legislative advocate
by getting to know the legislators from his or
her home district on a personal basis. Before a
legislative session begins, school boards should
meet with legislators to discuss education
legislation. These personal contacts can help
establish the school board members in each
legislator’s district as the key resource for
educational management information. Make
it easy for your legislators to do their job by
making yourself an accurate and credible source
of information. Know the whole issue, who
it affects, how others feel about it, and what
impact it will make in the future, both in your
school district and statewide.

Taking Board Positions
In presenting your board’s position on legislative
matters, consider these central messages:
1. Schools have changed. Many things that
legislators say people want, are already
happening.
2. The accountability process is working.
Parents are involved. Goals are being set and
met. Progress is being assessed.

2. Know the legislation. A legislator’s time is
extremely limited. Before you approach a
legislator, know the issue and have facts
available to support your position. Do your
homework. Get right to the core of the issue
when you talk to your legislator and present
your information clearly and concisely. Explain
what you want and why. Then, offer to answer
any questions the legislator may have or to find
answers you don’t have at hand.

3. Inadequate funding leads to inadequate facilities
and programs. We take visitors to our newest
and best buildings and show off our most glitzy
programs and equipment. While the successes
need to be shown, so do the problems: the things
we want to change but can’t because of financial
incapacity.
4. Board members strongly support local control
and know they represent the electorate.
5. Anywhere from 80 to 85% of a school
system’s budget is tied to salary and benefits
which is controlled by mandates and negotiations.
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3. Know the legislative process. Understanding
the steps a bill goes through to become a law
is critical in your advocacy efforts. Your input
can be valuable at many times – when bills are
originated, during committee consideration,
during floor consideration, during conference
committee consideration, and during the
governor’s consideration. Your input can be
helpful at any point in the process, but be careful
to target your efforts to the right person at the
right time.

8. Be understanding. Put yourself in the place
of the public official. Try to understand their
problems, their outlooks, and aims. Then, you are
more likely to be successful in persuading them
to understand your concerns.

4. Be firm, but friendly. You should never force
a commitment from a legislator on how he is
going to vote. However, once he is aware of your
position and the issue, it is never too early to
begin asking for his commitment. Remember to
always be courteous to your legislator. Respect
time limitations. Try to make your contact on
Monday or Friday, rather than on the weekend.
(In Tennessee, the Legislature meets Monday
evening through Thursday.) Don’t contact
public officials only when you need their help.
Make a real effort to keep in touch with them
throughout the year – every year.

10. Don’t blame public officials for “failing” to
do what you wanted. The failure may be yours
if you have not done a good job of preparing,
presenting, and following through on your case.
Remember you will need their support on other
issues.

9. Be thoughtful. Commend the good things
that public officials do. As school board
members, you know public officials get dozens of
letters asking them to do something but very few
letters of thanks when they do what is asked.

5. Attack the issue, not the person involved. It
isn’t always possible to remain in harmony with
your legislator, but making threats, presenting
unfounded allegations, or publicly expressing
indignation will get you nowhere. Don’t feel that
you must be idle when you disagree with an
issue. Be certain to make it understood that you
are opposed to the issue, not the people involved
with the issue.
6. Don’t underestimate public officials. With
very rare exceptions, they will be honest,
intelligent, and want to do the right thing. Your
job is to keep them informed about what you
think is right.
7. Don’t look down on government and politics.
A disdainful attitude will not win over anyone.

47

11. Avoid selfish requests for special favors and
exemptions. If it becomes absolutely necessary
to ask for them, state the reasons frankly.
12. Be cooperative. If a public official makes a
reasonable request, try to comply with it.
Don’t back away for fear that it’s “a deal.”
13. Be realistic. Remember that controversial
legislation and regulations usually result in
compromise. This practice has always been true
in a democracy and always will be.
14. Be practical. Recognize that each legislator
has commitments. Don’t chastise a legislator
who normally supports you when he or she
happens to vote against one of your bills. This
vote doesn’t necessarily mean the legislator has
deserted your whole program. Give them the
benefit of the doubt. They will appreciate it and
remember you for it. Keep in mind that while
some votes are firmly committed, there will be
many others that can be swayed on the basis of
sound arguments.
15. Never break a promise. If you tell a public
official you will do something in exchange for a
certain action, stick to the bargain.
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16. Don’t change horses in the middle of the
stream. Never leave officials stranded out on
a limb by changing your policy or position
after they have publicly stated a position you
have urged them to take.
17. Learn to evaluate and weigh the issues.
Many bills that are tossed into the hopper “by
request” are never intended to become law.
Don’t criticize legislators for the bills introduced,
and don’t call out the “army” until you are sure
the bill is a serious one.
18. Remember these don’ts:
a.
Don’t be repetitious in your 		
		
statements by duplicating 		
		
material from others.
b.
Don’t assume your legislator has
		
read materials that you
		
previously sent.
c.
Don’t distort information.
d.
Don’t be evasive or antagonistic.
e.
Don’t argue.
f.
Don’t get sidetracked.
g.
Don’t be afraid to admit that you
		
don’t know.
h.
Don’t give up.
i.
Don’t overdo it.
Remember these do’s.
a.
Refer to bills by the official
		
number.
b.
Know the status of bills in both
		
houses of the legislature.
c.
Provide information about how
		
the proposed legislation will 		
		
affect his or her district.
d.
Have all relevant costs available.
e.
Present any relevant past
		
experience.
f.
Use demonstration materials, 		
		
such as charts, to make 		
		
your points effective.
g.
Get to know your legislator’s 		
		
staff.

Advocating By Visit
1. Call ahead of time and state your
position and schedule a meeting.
2. Notify TSBA’s government relations staff of
your scheduled meeting. TSBA will provide
you with relevant and useful information.
3. Let the legislator know if you are working
with others on the issue, or if you are
representing your school board.
4. It is best to visit with legislators in a small
group – three is optimum – and to keep the visit
as brief as possible. One person should
be the main spokesperson.
5. Be prepared to state your position and
supporting facts quickly. Most meetings with
legislators last less than 15 minutes.
6. A concise, one-page fact sheet on an issue or
bill is helpful. Leave it with the legislator as a
reminder of the issue and also of the visit.
State your opposition’s side of the issue.
7. Legislators will appreciate knowing how
others view a particular bill. In addition, this
will provide you with an opportunity to rebut the
arguments of your opposition.
8. Don’t allow a disagreement over a position to
end in harsh words or personal remarks.
9. Ask your legislator specific questions: Are
you going to support increased funding for
education? Do you believe in the local autonomy
of school boards? Do you think public funds
should go to for-profit entities?
10. Follow up your visit with a letter or e-mail
thanking your legislator for his or her time and
reinforce your position.
ADVOCATING BY PHONE
1. Identify yourself by name, address, city or
town, and as a school board member. Identify
the bill you wish to speak about by number.
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2. Briefly state your position on the bill and how
you would like the legislator to vote.
3. Ask for your legislator’s position on the bill. If he
or she requires further information, supply it as
quickly as possible.
4. Thank the legislator for past votes which you
supported.
5. Don’t expect to speak directly with your
legislator each time you call. If your legislator is
unavailable, provide your information to his
or her secretary, and request that the legislator
return your call.
WRITING A LETTER TO A LEGISLATOR
1. If you write a letter, address it properly, ask
your legislator to state a position in the reply,
and include your full name and address to
identify yourself as a registered voter in the
legislator’s district. Make it clear you are a
member of the school board, too. You share the
same constituency.
2. Remember that your letter may be one of
hundreds of pieces of correspondence that your
legislator will receive. Therefore, make it easy to
scan its contents to get the message. Give each
point a separate paragraph, and state your main
point in the first sentence.
3. As with anything you write, short sentences
are better than long ones. Plain words are
better than jargon.

would when writing a traditional letter and always
remember to include your name and mailing address
in the e-mail. If your legislator or his/her staff
members are unsure you are a constituent, your
message may not be read. Remember to always “cc”
the TSBA Director of Government Relations with
your e-mail correspondence. This paper trail will aide
him/her in his/her lobbying efforts.
DON’T FORGET ABOUT THE MEDIA
The power of the media can be one of your most
effective advocacy tools. Legislators look to their
local media to determine what issues are important
to their communities. Write letters to the editor on
current issues affecting education and be available
for interviews with newspaper, television, and radio
reporters. Be sure to be concise so that your views
are reported accurately.
Through frequent contact with the media, you can
develop solid and professional relationships with
education reporters and editors. If your information
has been beneficial to their stories, you will find them
turning to you for your opinions on education issues,
allowing you to shape the story, and in turn, the
opinions of others, including legislators.
Effective legislative advocacy is a continuous
educational process, and some of the most effective
advocacy takes place at the grassroots level. Most
legislators are willing to listen to influential persons in
their constituency. They like to hear familiar voices,
see familiar faces, and they usually find it easiest to
communicate with individuals from their home area.

4. Be specific and to the point. Avoid
analogies, metaphors, and generalities. Avoid
“educationese.”
5. Try to limit your letter to a single subject on a
single page.
E-MAIL
With today’s technology, electronic mail can have
the same effect as a letter and be written and
sent with ease right from your computer. You
should follow the same general guidelines as you
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Key Steps to Legislative Advocacy
There are four key steps necessary to effective legislative advocacy. By following these steps and
adapting them to your local needs and resources, TSBA’s legislative efforts are greatly enhanced.
Step One: Gather the Necessary Information
Information is power. Knowing how to gather useful information will make you a powerful advocate for
public education. The following are information resources that you will find helpful:
•

Voting record of the legislator;

•

Background of the issues;

•

Available resources – people, time;

•

Media contacts; and

•

Mailing lists/phone lists of key association members.

Step Two: Develop a plan
Planning is an essential element in any activity. By planning, you can identify short-and long-term goals
and create a series of steps that lead to the attainment of the association’s legislative program.
Step Three: Organize and Implement
The organizing component involves bringing people and other resources together to accomplish your
objectives. Some keys to effective organizing and implementing are:
•

Drawing on the talents of fellow board members;

•

Utilizing systems (i.e. telephone, letters, etc.) for effective communications; and

•

Enlisting the skills/resources of parents and others interested in public education.

Step Four: Review and Evaluate
Evaluation is an important part of any effective legislative effort. When and how you do the evaluation
may depend on whether the activity was for a short-term objective – such as lobbying for a specific
bill – or whether you are assessing the success of the entire year. The following are mportant points to
remember when conducting an evaluation of your activities:
•

Record successful techniques;

•

Let people know your accomplishments;

•

Show appreciation; and

•

Set goals for the next challenge.
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Making Congress Aware of Local School Needs
Taking Boards Positions
In order to have a real impact on the policy decisions

made in Washington, D.C., remember the golden rule
– make a habit out of advocacy.
Effective advocacy for education is a year-round
job. It’s not enough to wait until there is a crisis on
Capitol Hill. To win in the advocacy game, you need
to work throughout the year to develop and nurture
relationships with your members of Congress and
their key staffers.
Generally, that requires passing an advocacy policy
for your school district that states explicitly your
district’s commitment to advocacy for education then
following up with regular advocacy actions.
The policy includes a directive to get involved in
advocacy at the state and national levels. It sets up
an advocacy committee with a point person to join
a nationwide advocacy network – such as NSBA’s
Federal Relations Network – and to give regular
advocacy briefings at board meetings. The board
agrees on who has authority to sign letters and use
board letterhead. The media contact person on
federal advocacy is selected.
Regular advocacy actions include taking positions
on education issues, publicizing them by way of the
media, and notifying your Congressman to be part of
the action.

Why is your advocacy so important?

Your advocacy is critical because there is a vital
need to deliver our message. The education of our
children must become a top priority of our nation’s
policy makers. In this time of shrinking budgets, our
leaders in Congress must understand that education
is too important investment to be placed on the
proverbial chopping block. The need is only increased
by the barrage of federal laws and regulations that
place tough mandates on local school districts. These
make it imperative for school board members and
educators to get involved in the broader political
arena.

Can you really have an impact?

Absolutely! Members of Congress listen to the folks
back home, particularly those who have knowledge in
the area in which they are advocating. You are truly
on the front lines of education and can explain the
real-life impact of federal policy decisions. That kind
of information is invaluable to members of Congress.
You are also a leader in your community who shares
an electoral base with your members of Congress.
Most members of Congress are influenced by two
key sources:
1. Communication from constituents, particularly
face-to-face contact, and insightful, personal
letters/e-mails; and
2. Positions expressed in the local media,
opinion editorials, and resolutions adopted by
elected bodies.

Writing Your Members of Congress

Personal, thoughtful letters/e-mails have a
considerable impact on your members of Congress.
As a school board member, the most effective
way to write to your members of Congress is as
a representative of your entire board; however,
individual letters are the next best thing. To make
certain that letters can be written in the often brief
time frame of national politics, a school board policy
needs to be in place authorizing a point person on
the board, on behalf of the board, or for the board
president’s signature.
When writing your letters/e-mails, keep the following in
mind:
1. Focus on one issue or bill per letter and identify the bill by name and number.
2. Express your point of view and explain why
your legislator should be supportive. Be brief
and courteous.
3. Briefly explain the local impact of the legislation.
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4. Request that your member of Congress take a
specific position on the bill. If you want your
member of Congress to support the bill, you
may want to ask him/her to co-sponsor it or to
vote for its passage.
5. When writing an individual letter, use your
signature and personal letterhead and
state that you are a board member. If it is
a collective letter written by the board, the
superintendent of the board can sign it and
put it on the board’s letterhead.

4. Briefly state what position you want your
member of Congress to take on the issue. Be
prepared to give a locally-based rationale for
your position.
5. Ask for your member’s position on the bill.
6. If asked, give your address so that you can
receive a written response.
To contact your U.S. senators and representatives:
call the Capitol switchboard at (202) 224-3121
and ask to be connected to your senator’s
or representative’s office. You can use local
directories or NSBA’s U.S. Congressional Directory
to find phone numbers for their local district
offices.

6. Ask for a response from your member of
Congress. Make sure your return address is
on the letter (envelopes often get lost) so that
your member of Congress can respond.

To contact the White House: call the White House
comment line at (202) 456-1111.

7. Always “cc” the TSBA Director of Government
Relations when writing to a member of
Congress. This paper trail will aide him or her
in his or her lobbying efforts
Calling Your Members of Congress
Phone calls are an effective and fast way to
communicate with your members of Congress,
especially when a critical vote is coming up.
Phone calls remind members of Congress that
constituents are closely monitoring their votes.
Sometimes, you may be able to talk directly with
your member of Congress or his/her key education
staffers and have a more substantive conversation.
Other times, your calls may be tallied by the
receptionist and your members of Congress given
count of constituents for and against the particular
issue.
When phoning one of your members of Congress,
keep the following in mind:
1. Ask to speak with the members of Congress
or the legislative assistant who handles the
issues, or briefly state your position to the
receptionist. This is one of the times your
carefully nurtured relationship pays dividends.
2. Give your name, title, and school district.
3. Focus on one issue or bill. Whenever possible,
identify the bill by number and name.

Working with Congressional Staff
Key staff are the movers and shakers behind
any congressional office – their opinions and
knowledge are passed on to their member of
Congress. You should get to know the education
staffer by name so that he/she will know you by
name. If your member of Congress is a leader in
a committee or subcommittee, she/he will also
have committee staff who are the member’s point
person on the business of the committee. Those
staff members need your attention as well.
It is also advantageous to get to know the chiefs
of staff for both your member’s Capitol Hill staff
and local district offices. Whenever you contact
your member in writing, send a copy to the staffer’s
attention or place a courtesy call so the staff will
know that an issue of concern to school board
members is being considered in Congress. When you
plan to meet with your member, let the staffer know
and keep in touch throughout the year.
Visiting Congressmen
Meeting in person with your members of Congress
is the most effective way to make your views known
and influence legislation. You can visit your members
of Congress in Washington, D.C. or at their district
offices back home. Members of Congress schedule
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district work periods specifically so they can meet
with constituents. They are often in their districts
when Congress is not in session and also on Mondays
and Fridays.
In addition to going to your Congress member’s
office, consider inviting your member of Congress
to visit a school in your district to see programs in
action! If a face-to-face meeting cannot be arranged,
consider setting up a conference call with your
member of Congress and several other education
advocates.
The following are tips for setting up a meeting:
1. Write or call your Congress member’s local or
Washington, D.C. office and ask for the
scheduler. State the subject(s) to be discussed
and the time needed. Most meetings in
Washington, D.C. last 15 to 20 minutes,
although meetings in the home district can last
longer, especially if coalitions of people are
included.
2. Depending on the issue, arrange to make your
visit along with several other school board
members, educators, or community members to
demonstrate broad support for your position. Let
the scheduler know who will be attending the
meeting with you.
3. Call TSBA to let them know that you have a
meeting scheduled. They will work with NSBA
to provide you with the most up-to-date briefing
materials for your meeting.
Tips for a Successful Meeting:
1. Call the staffer to discuss issues in advance of
the meeting and afterwards.
2. Hold a pre-meeting with everyone who will
attend the meeting to make sure all agree on
your position. Decide in advance who will
discuss which points so that your visit runs
smoothly.

prepared to educate him/her.
4. Whenever possible, speak from personal
experience. Provide brief anecdotal evidence
of how this issue affects your local school district
and the Congress member’s constituents.
5. Ask directly for your Congress member’s
support. If your member of Congress is supportive
ask him/her to urge other members of Congress
to support your position. If your member of
Congress disagrees with you, hear him/her out
politely, express respectful disap- pointment, and
rebut his/her argument if you have the facts to do
so. Be courteous. You’ll have other issues to take
up in the future.
6. Always provide a concise, one-page fact sheet
or letter describing your position to be left
with the member of Congress as a reminder of
the issues and your visit.
7. After the meeting, write a letter to thank your
member of Congress for his/her time and
reinforce your position.
Linking with Other Agencies
Coalition building is a natural part of your local
leadership as a school board member and it can
be a powerful advocacy tool. When working on a
specific effort, decide if a coalition will help achieve
your goals. Think about the nature of the issue –
some issues have a broader appeal than others. If
your issue is strictly a school board issue, pursue
it individually or with your school board team.
However, if it is a broad issue of interest to all or
part of public education or your community, pursue a
coalition.
Look to other school boards, teachers, parents,
administrators, other local elected officials, business
leaders, advocates, etc. to join your effort. Ask
yourself who else has a stake in the outcome of the
issue and how important it is to them. Also, consider
who may have a particular influence with decision
makers on the issue.

3. Be concise and focus on just a few issues or
bills. Remember that the member of Congress
may have no understanding of the bill, so be
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Working Through NSBA for Children

One of the best ways to increase the influence of
your school board is to join a broader network
of education advocates. NSBA’s Federal Relations
Network (FRN), made up of school board members
from every congressional district, advocates in a
united way for the interests of public education.
FRN members work together with the legislative staff
of NSBA’s Office of Advocacy . These staff members
routinely visit members of Congress and executive
branch policy makers. FRN members are kept
informed about federal activities through “Calls-toAction” via phone, fax, mail, or e-mail.
FRN members work throughout the year – calling,
faxing, writing, and visiting – to develop strong
relationships with their members of Congress. Their
consistent advocacy efforts make a real difference.
Don’t forget to contact TSBA after meeting,
corresponding, or talking to your member of
Congress to let the association know how he/she
responded to your issues of concern.
FRN holds an annual meeting each February in
Washington, D.C.
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Using the Media to Build Public Support
Public schools deal with two of your community’s
most important resources: its money and its children.
As a result, schools are news. Big news.
Sometimes, the schools are not the source of good
news. Things do go wrong, and the media and public
want to know about it.
Often, schools are the source of good news.
Successful programs, meaningful community
involvement, good management, and planning are
often taken for granted.
While it would be nice if the media focused more on
the positive, the reality is that schools are a public
institution, and the news media perceives its role as
that of a watchdog for the public interest.
The challenge, then, is to deal sensibly and effectively
with the media when the news is bad and to develop
techniques, strategies, and relationships designed
to improve the odds of delivering a more positive
message.
What is the Media Today?
Today, most marketing and communications
programs are integrated, blending a mix of employee
communications, media relations, social media,
community relations, and paid media tactics.
“You can buy attention (advertising). You can beg for
attention from the media (PR). You can bug people
one at a time to get attention (sales), or you can
earn attention by creating something interesting and
valuable and then publishing it online for free.”
We are in a time of a new age of media. Some may
call it a media revolution. The task is to do the
research, develop a plan, and act on it. We must join
the media movement, invest time in understanding
it, and implement the new techniques into a
communications plan.

What was once considered a trend has become a way
of life - and now the way we do business.
Are You Activating Your Constituents?
The key to using media as a benefit often isn’t
determined upon which tactical approach is used but
whether the strategy behind it matches the audience
and makes sense given each school system’s targeted
objective.
How Can You Do It?
Sometimes even the word “media” can make
people anxious. There are so many different media
channels, levels of expertise and an abundance of
new information that it can make it difficult to know
where to begin.
The first priority is to understand the role the school
board plays or you, as an individual board member,
plays in your constituents’ life. Once you have a
better understanding of your role or purpose, you
must take the time to understand the role that your
constituent plays for you or your school board.
Understanding your audience is a key objective to
effectively communicating through media.
When understanding your role, you must tell your
story, or set the record straight. For far too long,
educators have allowed others to set the public’s
agenda for public schools. With societal changes, we
live in communities where facts often don’t matter,
suspicion is high, and the economy has undermined
national confidence. School boards must take more
pride in their accomplishments and more care in how
they conduct the public’s business. Choose your
words carefully. Share the facts. Cut the jargon and
statistics. Ultimately, focus on areas of agreement,
set aside issues that create the greatest conflict, and
tell your story.

55

Advocating Your Board’s Vision
Understanding your audience is imperative in order
to shape the message you are trying to deliver.
Because public schools deal with two of the
community’s most valuable resources, you must
prepare to deliver a message to a large variety of
individuals throughout your community. Regardless
of the audience, you, as the primary local public
education source, will be placed in the spotlight to
have all of the answers. You won’t have them, but
being prepared will become your best asset.

The primary media channels that tend to be the
primary focus for school board members are the
news media and the social media channels. These are
just two of the many outlets that school boards have
access to or may be confronted with.

The second priority is action. Identifying the actions
the school board must take to increase public
support will only prepare you for the third priority of
creating momentum.
Utilizing content marketing and developing a strategy
will better allow you to take action in building public
support. The strategy may involve the following:
Defining your audience; Defining your message;
Defining your channels; Defining your purpose, and
Asking what your content stands for.
You may also find it useful to ask the following
questions when developing and/or implementing a
strategy: What resources do I have; What expertise
do I have; What topics should I target; What results
do I want, and What actions do I want them to take.
Defining the message involves taking a look at what
makes your district unique. Developing a unique
selling proposition (USP) will help prepare a message
to explain what makes your district unique, special,
different, or better. The key is to capture this
message in a few words. This USP can serve as a
focus for your media communications strategy.
Before you are ready to articulate these key
messages, you must clearly define and articulate
some basic traits. The following page provides a
toolkit to develop a USP or key messages for your
school system.
Once you understand your message by creating a
unique district communications strategy, you must
define your channels. There are an abundance of
media channels available. The right channel will
depend on the staff’s time and expertise, budget
restraints, and system demographics.
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Building a Relationship with the News Media

Face-to-face communications are sometimes the
most effective means for changing attitudes and
establishing opinions. Face-to-face relationships
with the news media are valuable, too, no matter
how busy you are. They are a time investment you
can’t afford to overlook.
As you become more important to your district,
you become more important to your community
and the reporters that cover that community. To
them, you are a news maker, a resource person, a
“quote person,” and – too often – a stranger. As a
public official, you have to prove to reporters that
you are a trustworthy, fair source, which takes time
and effort on your part.
To improve your relationship with the media:
1. Make an effort to meet regularly with the
reporters who cover your district. This might
mean visiting their offices, getting together
for lunch, making a point to chat with them at
community (not school-related) affairs, or
have a media briefing.
2. Ask for – and listen to – what reporters have
to say about your district. These people are in
close touch with many facets of your
community and probably have a good feel for
what the community thinks about various
educational issues and programs.

5. Keep in mind that the media isn’t in business
to help you with your communications needs.
It is in business to (1) make money and (2
disseminate news. News is information that is
of interest to the public. Some of the
information you’ll need to disseminate to the
public isn’t news, and you shouldn’t expect it
to be used by the news media. On the other
hand, many opportunities for news are often
over-looked because they aren’t brought to
the media’s attention in a newsworthy manner
or usable format.
Getting organized
Establishing good media relations not only depends
on good relationships between people, but it also
depends on being organized. That way, you can
respond to the media’s needs and provide timely,
accurate information. School systems cannot
assume that the media will come to them for news
that the board may consider important. Positive
media coverage requires a proactive school board
approach in the following ways:
•

Provide each media representative with a
basic information packet about your district
for background use. The packet might contain
a one-page fact sheet covering enrollment,
budget highlights, number of employees
(by groups), time and date of school board
meetings, square mileage of district, etc.; a
map of the district and a mini-directory that
provides names, addresses and phone numbers
(office) of the superintendent and school board
members. It’s also important to include a list
of all schools and departments, including the
site address, phone number, and name of the
administrator in charge.

•

Establish a relationship with your media
outlet’s managers and editors and learn what
they might be interested in reporting.

•

Consult with school district staff to establish a
list of story ideas related to the system’s
programs, achievements, and issues.

3. Watch, listen, and read the media that cover
your district so you are familiar with their
formats.
4. Periodically call or e-mail and tell a reporter
when he/she did a good job.
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•

Meet their deadlines because timing is crucial
in the media.

•

Have the following on file about the reporters
that cover your district: name, address, phone
number, name of reporter or assignment desk
editor, deadlines, coverage area, and special
topics of interest.

•

Be certain that your school district has
identified a media liaison (contact person),
and that this person is kept informed and has
the authority to provide the reporter with
the appropriate sources of information. The
suggestion is for the board chairman to serve
as the primary media liaison.

•

Spend some time to learn how the media in
your community operate.

•

Add the media representatives to your special
mailing lists for district newsletters (staff
and community), special purpose brochures,
school board agendas and minutes, and special
reports.

When You are Asked to Respond to a Reporter
Even if you have a public information specialist
on your staff, you and the superintendent are still
the primary district spokespersons and should
respond to the media’s inquiries in a timely and
accurate manner. When the media calls you for
a comment, the reporter wants to talk to YOU...
NOW. A common complaint reporters have about
school board members is their easy accessibility
when they want a story to be told and their
inaccessibility when the news is not so good. It is
in your best interest in the long run to establish a
consistent policy of forthright responsiveness to all
media inquiries.

The differences between information and
communication underscore the differences
between managers and leaders. Managers
push; leaders pull. Managers try to light a fire
under people; leaders stoke the fire within.
Managers focus on facts; leaders focus on
feelings. Management is intellectual; leadership is
emotional. Managers inform; leaders communicate.
As board chairman, it is your responsibility to both
manage and lead your school board and school
system towards effective communication.
It is important that all board members, especially
the board chairman, follow the chain of command
in the media - start with the reporter. Always
remember that your role is that of the school
board chairman representing the district, not as an
individual with personal issues.

•

If you are unavailable when a reporter calls,
be sure whoever answers the phone asks for
the reporter’s deadline. If you are in a meeting
that is expected to run past the deadline, the
co-worker should ask the reporter what the
inquiry is about and ask if someone else could
provide the information. If not, you may want
to consider instructing your co-worker to
interrupt your meeting. The more insistent the
reporter is about talking with you, the more
important it probably is that you talk to him/
her.

•

When giving a reporter an impromptu
statement on the phone, jot down what
you said. This will provide for consistency of
response in the event another reporter calls
on the same subject and could be helpful in
the event you are seriously misquoted. Ask
the reporter if they would be willing to email
the question and allow you to respond via
email. This will allow you time to prepare your
information and respond accurately.

•

If an issue heats up, acknowledge the very
real possibility that a reporter will call and
ask you about it. Go over in your mind the
kind of questions you might be asked and
determine the kind of messages you want to
communicate. (This process can be helpful with
lots of other people too, including parents.)
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•

Avoid saying “no comment” unless you want
the reporter to report that you would not
answer his/her question or interpret why you
are not answering his/her questions.

•

If a reporter asks several questions at once,
say something like “You’ve asked several
questions here. Where would you like me to
begin?”

•

If you are backed into a corner and are faced
with a question you can’t or don’t want to
answer, tell the reporter you are not ready to
answer that question and provide a reason. A
helpful response to a question on a personnel
matter may be: “I want to answer that question,
but I’m concerned because some of the
information may be confidential (by board
policy or law).”

•

Don’t repeat the reporter’s terms unless you
want to be quoted on them.

•

If a radio reporter calls you, assume the
conversation is being taped. Keep your
answers short and to the point.

•

Never—absolutely never—lie to a reporter.
Honesty will help build trust between you and
the media.

•

Never say something you expect to be “off
the record.” While some reporters may keep
the information confidential and use it only
for their background knowledge, there is the
possibility that something you say “off the
record” could be very newsworthy and could
appear in the media because the reporter
has taken your tip and found someone
who would confirm it “on the record.” The
reporter might say, “The board chairman told
me that the district is planning to ask for a
bond issue. Could you give me some details
of your planning?” A staff member asked this
information might happily comply with the
inquiry unaware that the chairman’s comment
was “off the record” because, as an example,
the decision had not yet been made by the
school board.

•

Don’t be afraid to say “I don’t know, I’ll call
you back in 15 minutes” when you are unsure
of your facts. Check your facts and call back...
in 15 minutes or less!

•

If a reporter interrupts you before you have
finished answering a question, pause, let
the reporter finish, and then continue your
answer. Don’t get into a shouting match, but
don’t let the interviewer tell you when you
have finished your answer. However, if the
reporter keeps interrupting, there may be a
reason.

Understanding What Makes the News Media Go
To work successfully with clients, associates, or even
opponents, you must first understand all you can
about what they need, what their views are, where
they’re coming from, and where they want to go.
Work with reporters begins the same way –
understanding their motives and what biases they
bring to their jobs. However, don’t prejudge what is
meant by the word “bias” here.
First and foremost, news media outlets are
businesses. They are in business to make a profit,
meaning their news coverage is designed to build an
audience. News must sell.
Some stories – murders, political scandals, major
fires – are “must cover” stories for most news
departments. Yet, these and similar categories make
up only a small fraction of the news which appears
in print or is broadcast on daily basis. Most of the
other covered stories of the day met the “3-C test”:
conflict, criticism, or controversy. Consciously or
subconsciously, reporters, editors, and news directors
ask themselves these kinds of questions when
considering whether to do news story:
•

Does it have consequence to many people?

•

Does it have prominence for a place in
people’s lives?

•

Does it have immediacy?
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•

Does it have heroes and/or villains?

•

Does it present a “slice of life” for feature
exposures?

yourself available for questions immediately
following the meeting, you can improve the
media’s coverage of your school board. Some
reporters will call ahead to see what you think
the major items are on the agenda. This is your
chance to paint what could be a controversial
topic in a positive light. First impressions for
a reporter often prevail, so don’t miss the
opportunity to explain your position first. By
talking with a reporter beforehand, you have
the chance to get them to focus on what you
think are the topics of interest, not necessarily
what they find the most controversial.

When you’re talking about television news, one more
question rates above them all: Does it have pictures?
When the call from the reporter comes in, keep in
mind that the caller is usually motivated by a story
that has one of these elements: conflict, criticism, or
controversy.
Getting the News Media to Publish Positive News
News releases, fact sheets, tip sheets, and media
advisories are all part of your arsenal to get the good
news about your district to the media.

3. Look for alternative media outlets. A story
about senior citizen volunteer opportunities
might receive good play in the senior citizens’
center newspaper; the new business education
curriculum might make interesting reading
for the chamber of commerce; and the city’s
newsletter might love to carry an article on
“youth in government” day.

Generally, districts that have public information
specialists issue more news releases and media
advisories and tend to get more coverage because
the specialist is trained to perform this function.
Districts that do not have public relations personnel
can also get their share of positive coverage by trying
some different approaches. The truth is that there are
literally dozens of topics that could provide positive
coverage for your district if they were presented in a
manner that makes them interesting to the reporter
and the public.
1. Use the telephone or e-mail. When you have
a good featue - like a graduate with 12 years
of perfect attendance, a new before-and-after
day care program, or a new education program
- pick up the phone or computer and tell the
reporters covering your district about it. Don’t
get frustrated or offended if they don’t use
your story suggestion. Keep offering ideas and
building that personal relationship. Eventually,
there will be a slow news day, and your story
idea will be used.

4. Tip off reporters about stories that explain how
your school is preparing children for the future.
Be on the lookout for opportunities to tie your
program into a current event, such as going
green, while your students are building solar
windmills to conserve energy.
5. Write a guest editorial on the board’s visions
and goals. Remember what Thomas Jefferson
said: “The most valuable of all talents is that
of never using two words when one will do.” If
you think your editorial will be printed, submit the same article as a “Letter to the Editor.”
Newspapers almost always print all letters to
the Editor, unless they are tasteless or offensive.

2. Take advantage of the news opportunities at
your school board meeting. By making sure
the media has full and complete back-up
information, is aware of board meetings at
which major issues or new programs will be
discussed (especially if the reporter doesn’t
regularly attend meetings), and you make
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Your Rights
While you have many responsibilities for gaining
and maintaining good media relations, you also
have the following rights:
1. You have the right to ask a reporter what an
interview is about, how long it will last, the
angle of the story, and why you were selected.
Often the answers to these questions can
better prepare you for the interview or point to
a better source for the reporter.
2. You also have the right to request a copy of a
report, proposal, or news story the reporter is
asking you to comment on if you haven’t seen
it.

8. You have the right, politely and positively, to
bring inaccuracies to a reporter’s attention.
(Source: PR Pipeline)
We’ve talked about disseminating good news, but
first you must garner the information.
•

Ask each site to designate a “reporter.” Give
them some training (perhaps led by a reporter
from your local newspaper) on what the media
needs in terms of format, style and content.

•

If you have a public relations person on your
staff, help this person to be more effective by:
1. Making sure your building
administrators know to whom
news and information should be
channeled.

3. You have the right to refuse a reporter’s
request for information if you are not permitted
by law to give it or you do not have directory
information authorization from a child’s parent
or guardian. You have the right to (and should)
politely refuse to comment on items under
litigation or in negotiations.

2. Emphasizing that the public
relations person does not have
a crystal ball (and neither does
the media) and depends on the
information that is provided.

4. You have the right to tell your story. Even if
you are interrupted, you have the right to finish
your sentence. You also have the right (and
should) to try and provide the reporter with
background information – preferably in writing.
5. You have the right to think about your answers.
If a reporter calls you unexpectedly and you
are unprepared to respond, find out when
the reporter’s deadline and tell the reporter
you will call him or her back in time. Be sure
you do! Taking just a minute to collect your
thoughts might prevent you from providing
inaccurate, damaging information.
6. You have the right to ask several reporters
converging on you at the same time to wait
for a few minutes so you can give them all a
statement simultaneously.
7. You have the right to emphasize a point and to
repeat it, if necessary.

3. Letting your staff know that the
PR person’s priority is to provide
news that the public must know and
should know.
4. Encourage staff members at all
levels to fill out a fact sheet or story
idea forms.
Keeping Media Relations Positive
There are some things we say and do that make us
unpopular with the media. Here are some tips to
keep your media relations positive:
•

Be sure to let the media know if a scheduled
event has been cancelled or the location has
changed.

•

Don’t presume to tell a reporter what
is or is not newsworthy. This decision is
made by the reporter and his/her editor.
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•

Don’t ask a reporter when an article will be
in the newspaper or a story aired because
“I don’t get your paper” or “I don’t watch
(listen to) your station.” It’s also good advice
not to ask for clippings or tear sheets of a
story after it appears.

•

Keep your cool. It’s easy to get emotionally
involved in a school issue, but it doesn’t
help you when you’re dealing with the
media. Count to 10, take some deep
breaths and remember it’s not you
personally who is being attacked, it’s the
district’s position on an issue that is being
scrutinized.

•

Save your battles for the “really big ones.”
Remember the words of an old sage who
said he made it a practice never to fight with
someone “who bought ink by the barrels and
paper by the ton.”

•

You do have the right (and responsibility)
to complain when the media is inaccurate.
Take your complaint to the reporter first and
point out the factual mistake. If the factual
errors continue, contact the reporter’s
supervisor or editor, but be sure you have
the documentation to support your claim.

already gathered on an issue. However, that doesn’t
preclude school officials from meeting with editorial
boards to bring other issues to mind. This is a good
opportunity to bring your issues to the forefront
and get the media “powers that be” on your side
before the community has an opportunity to respond.
Often, an editorial in support of the school and/or
school board will lead to positive feedback from the
community, which can easily be swayed by editorial
opinion.

Don’t be afraid to admit mistakes when you make
them. If something goes wrong, admit it, and tell
the media what you’re doing about it. Don’t try to
cover it up because it won’t stay covered up for
long, and you will be on the defensive. It’s always
better to be on the proactive side when there’s bad
news to be told.
Soliciting Editorials
An editorial packs a lot of punch in a few wellchosen words. Although it is merely one’s opinion,
it represents the opinion of a powerful community
voice – print or broadcast organizations.
Usually the editorial staff of a newspaper or the
radio/TV station manager/owners will discuss
local “hot topic” issues to formulate arguments and
calls-to-action on the chosen topics. Often, these
editorials follow news stories and are, therefore,
based on information the news organization has
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Building Your Elevator Speech
As public school advocates, every school board member should have a prepared “elevator speech” in his or
her pocket that can be given in the time it takes to ride an elevator. The elevator speech is comprised of
a two-three minute story about the importance of public schools in your local community, supported by a
couple of key facts.
Constituent: “I know you from somewhere. Are you on the school board?”
Board Member: “Yes I am! I’m a proud mmber of the ABC County Board of Education.”
Constituent: “I wouldn’t want your job. Public schools are...”
Board Member: “Actually, I have the best job in the world. At ABC County Schools, we recognize every child is going
to need an advanced education beyond high school in order to compete, so we’re making sure our kids experience a
college-bound culture at school and at home.”
Constituent: “How do you do that?”
Board Member: “By talking about college and what it takes to get into good schools today every chance we get, from
early childhood to high school graduation. We find that when kids know we expect more out of them, they tend to
deliver. The same is true for parents, teachers, and principals. That’s why 95 percent of our kids graduate from high
school and get accepted into the colleges they choose more often than kids from other schools. And we have the data to
prove it.”
Constituent: “Wow! Sounds impressive. But aren’t parents today part of the problem?”
Board Member: “Not in our district. Out parents care deeply about their children’s success, and they help us make
important decisions about our schools. We couldn’t do it without them.”
Constituent: “Really? But I thought you had a lot of poor families in your community.”
Board Member: “We do, but they understand that education will make a difference for their children or grandchildren,
nieces, and nephews. They still want and deserve the best, and we give it to them. In fact, our parent workshops are so
good we’ve had 20 parents decide to go back to school or college to finish up their degrees. It’s really very exciting to be
a part of public schools today.”
Constituent: “But I thought your schools have a lot of problems with violence and drugs.”
Board Member: “Who told you that? You can’t believe everything you see on the news or hear from others. If you’d like
to come visit one of our schools and find out what’s really going on, give me a call or email me. I’ll set it up for you. In the
meantime, here are some facts about our schools. Maybe you can help me set the record straight about how well our
public schools are working in our community. (Hands card with contact information and message, website, and social
media outlets on one side, “wow” facts about the district, and QR Code/URL that links to the districts website or other
materials on the other side.) Do you have a card? I can get you on our key communicator list if you would like.”
Constituent: “What’s a key communicator?”
Board Member:“It’s someone who gets e-mail updates about our schools and is willing to share that information with
someone they know. Key communicators also commit to contacting us anytime they hear a rumor, so we can help correct
the facts.”
Constituent: “Well, I don’t think I’m ready for the key communicator program, although it sounds like a great idea. You
can put me on your distribution list though. I’ve enjoyed our conversation, and good luck to you!”
Board Member: “Thank you, and remember, our public schools work, from cradle to college or career.”
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General Tips for Newspaper Interviews
and Electronic Media
Appearing before a camera or speaking into the airwaves can be a frightening experience. When
preparing to be a guest on a television or radio program, consider the following tips:
1. Try to become familiar with the program prior to the scheduled appearance.
2. Have a few key points which you plan to make. Rehearse your message.
3. Don’t rely on the interview’s questions to cover key points. Practice bridging questions to
subjects or aspects of subjects that are important to discuss. (“The real issue is…”)
4. Never answer a question with just a “yes” or “no.” Expand on answers to make a point.
5. Deliver messages convincingly. Keep messages simple and make sure body language is
consistent with the core message.
6. Don’t get mad. The audience sees someone who gets mad as someone who has no self-control.
This ultimately undermines credibility.
7. Participate in discussions. When participating in a panel or group discussion, it’s important to be
heard. Don’t get left out.
8. Speak conversationally.
9. Speak into the microphone.
10. Ignore studio technicians and other outside interference. Concentrate on the interviewer.
11. Turn a negative question into a positive response by making a point for the school district.
12. Do not repeat negative or “buzz” words. That only places more emphasis on them in the
audiences’ mind.
13. Watch non-verbal communication. Only 7% of a speaker’s message is communicated by spoken
word. The rest is dependent on the quality of the delivery – body language and tone of voice.
Don’t fidget or fold your arms.
14. Keep answers brief and make key points quickly.
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The Social Media Conversation
A large amount of evidence and studies find that
the spread of social media can provide businesses
instant, low-cost access to millions of consumers.
So why is social media important? Social media
defines the activities that integrate technology,
social interaction and the sharing of words, images,
video, and audio. In other words, social media
is a conversation that takes place online. It’s a
conversation that many people are joining everyday
and even every second! If your district does not
have a social media presence, then you are missing
an opportunity to communicate your vision.
Social media is people talking with people, which is
nothing new. People are connecting with each other
and creating communities on their own. People are
sharing their passions, their outrage, their products
and their messages. New technologies have given
people the power to tune out messaging and
marketing and tune to relevance and dialogue.
Social media can help organizations connect with
existing communities and create new ones. You are
no longer in the business of creating value. You are
in the business of creating importance. People don’t
get their coffee from Starbucks because of “value”.
Social media can seem difficult because there are
so many social media options available. Sometimes,
you may feel that there are so many channels, so
many people, and so many conversations but so
little time. You might ask yourself, “How do I decide
what channels to use, what people to engage, and
what conversations to join?” The answer to those
questions will come from the development of a
strategy.

As for any media outlet, you must also ask yourself
what resources you have, what expertise you have,
what topics should you target, what results you
want, and what actions you want your social media
audience to take. Look at the media channels you
currently use and ask yourself these questions:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What tone do these channels convey?
Who are my intended targets?
Am I reaching my intended targets?
Do these channels reflect our Board’s mission?
What overall message does our school system
brand communicate?
What’s missing?
Where do these channels fall short?
Are there people we should target but aren’t?
Online are we passive participants or actively
engaged?

Asking questions reminds you who you are and who
you want to be. It also indicates how social media
can be used to complement your overall mission. The
conversation has already started. Research before
joining in.
School Boards & Social Media: Do’s & Don’ts
As elected officials, school board members tend to
have more freedom in terms of social
networking. With this freedom also comes
responsibility. Remember, the public officials
golden rule: Don’t blog, tweet, or post anything
your wouldn’t want splashed across the front page
of the daily newspaper.
Analyze your image.
When you have a social media account, you
should always be aware of what your social media
profiles say about you and your district. Profile
photos, photos, wall posts, activities, interests,
political leanings and religious views could be
publicly viewable and fair game for the media.
You want to communicate your vision and goals
for your district, so take the time to ensure that
your strategy is accurately reflected in your social
media outlets.
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Consider your content.
Posts are widely accessible, easily shared, and
long lasting. Something posted half-hazardly or
by mistake will most likely remain on the internet
for a very long time. Ensure that what is posted is
a positive reflection of the district. You must also
know your audience when you are considering the
content you want posted. Ask yourself “who will
be reading this?” If the audience is parents, then
approach your message from a parental point of
view.
Perception is always reality.
As you may already know, there can be a
difference between what is reported and the
reality of any given situation. There are numerous
cases where a board member or administrator
has said they were taken out of context or what
they said was not portrayed in the correct light.
This is why any story communicated through
social media must accurately reflect the district’s
position or vision. Doing so will help you avoid a
headache in the long run.
Represent your district proudly.
Use social media to highlight the positive things
happening in your district. Showcase community
involvement in your schools and promote district
events. Save board business for school board
meetings. You do not want to have a debate on
Twitter or Facebook. Also, consider the effects
of advocating for polarizing issues online. While
your district may support a certain position, some
things are better communicated in person.
Here are some quick tips provided by the
National School Boards Association:
•

Board ethics and conflict of interest policies
apply to social media outlets. Don’t use social
media to leak closed session materials and/or
information that is protected by law.

•

Keep the tone conversational and informal,
but use proper grammar and show the same
sensitivity regarding word choice you would in
other venues. If this is difficult for you, have
someone follow behind you as a proofreader
before you hit send.

•

Social media is a commitment. If you don’t
want to keep sites updated, it’s better not
to start them in the first place. Helpful
content management programs, such as Hoot
Suite, that can update all social media sites
simultaneously help.

•

Snarky doesn’t play well if you’re not a
teenager. Keep your comments professional.

•

Connect your site to the official district
website, social media outlets, etc.

•

Be transparent - let people know who you are
and what you stand for. Don’t hide behind the
anonymity afforded by social media.

•

Take the high road. You’ll take some unfair
hits - that comes with the territory. Don’t get
into fights with parents, students, teachers,
and other bloggers. You will lose.

Let people know what the rules of the game are
for your sites. As the “editor,” you have the right
to remove profane comments and manage the
privacy/security settings.
A Note About Online Communication
In meeting the challenges confronting public
schools today, the governance role is as crucial as
it is overlooked and misunderstood. The need for
school board members to be communicators and
advocates has never been greater. However, the
reality in many communities - especially in larger
media markets - is that reporters and
voters tend to ignore school board and school
board elections unless some controversy is
brewing. Fortunately, the internet has opened
inexpensive and convenient opportunities for
board members to help overcome this reality.
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Most school district websites include a section
devoted to the school board, typically featuring
information on board functions and meetings, along
with member bios, committee assignments, and the
like. Some district websites include minutes and
board policies as well. Increasingly, too, individual
school board members are joining the national trend
of setting up personal websites and blogs. A website
or blog can be a powerful campaign tool, providing
others with good information on board candidates
that might otherwise be difficult to find. Even better,
a website or blog can help board members keep
their community informed about its schools, the
board member’s own perspectives, and national and
state developments. It can even provide a forum for
readers to post their own comments.
When an individual board member maintains a
personal website or blog, however, it’s important
to make it very clear that the site is not an official
site of the district or of the school board as a whole.
The board member also must be careful to adhere
to state law and board policies regarding ethics and
confidentiality and exercise discretion regarding
matters that are, or have the potential to be, subjects
of litigation. The same good judgment that board
members use in their other public communication is
just as important in this forum as well.
(Reference: NSBA Becoming a Better Board Member,
Third Edition)
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Generating Public Support
Advocacy and Your Community
In addition to establishing an overall vision and
becoming versed on the latest research topic, your
board should begin sharing its ideas with members
in the community. Community engagement is an
essential step to help generate public support
for your initiative and for gathering constructive
feedback that will help to inform your plans.

can easily be deceived into thinking everyone
read a particular story about schools because
the people we see every day – those who are
interested in schools – are the ones who read the
story.
To govern effectively, you must first know your
community’s competing community values that
come into play in board decision-making. You
must know what your community wants for your
schools and for the community.

Involving others in the discussion also
demonstrates your responsiveness to the broader
community, not just the school district, and can
help identify potential barriers or opposition that
might exist. Inviting outside groups to the table
early on can help engender stronger bonds and
partnerships than if approached later.

One effective way to get this information is
through community engagement. To understand
public engagement, it is often helpful to start with
what it is not. It is not a newsletter, a survey, or
an effort to get community “buy-in” to a decision
already made.

Most school board and school district staff
members agree that public opinion can make or
break schools and school districts. We know we
have to communicate with our taxpayers on a
year-round basis to gain their understanding and
support.
We live today in a 24/7 world of work, with many
other priorities competing with an active civic life
for our shrinking spare time. In many localities, the
amount of active engagement in the community at
large - especially in local government activities and
the political process - is diminishing.
What can school boards do about it?
In an age of communications saturation, our
constituents are bombarded each day with highlysophisticated, well-planned messages. We (school
districts) are not keeping up with the highly
sophisticated marketing techniques that are now
used to reach people, so our messages are often
ignored, or worse yet, alienating the people we are
trying to reach.

Community engagement is a long-term effort to
generate community dialogue around broad issues
that affect a school district and the community it
serves. Engaging community members in face-toface discussions about things important to them
provides insight into what they value and how that
affects what you are doing as a school district.
It also can begin to create a shared sense of
direction and a willingness to share responsibility.
Here are some tips for successfully engaging your
community:
Begin with the right issue.
You don’t have to engage the community on
every decision the board makes, but you should
engage them in the big issues that have broad
impact. The board should rely on data and staff
expertise as part of their decision-making process
when engaging community members in dialogue
about such things as hiring a new superintendent
or why families are leaving the school district.

The way people receive information and react to
information is changing. The “old ways” of putting
out newsletters and issuing press releases have
little chance of getting the results we want. We
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Frame the issue in community terms.
It is important that boards and educators think
“outside the box” in community engagement. If
you want the public to participate in a discussion
about the issue, it must be framed in terms that
will be attractive and meaningful enough to get
them to come to the meeting.
Keep conversation going.
There are a variety of ways to structure a public
engagement program and no one way is right or
wrong. However, it is important that engagement
efforts be ongoing. Asking community members
to discuss issues only when you want something
will make them distrustful. The ideal would be to
have several groups of people discussing several
different issues.
Don’t forget staff and students.
They are part of your school district community,
and more important, your district family. Be
sure that they are included in your engagement
process. Keep staff informed about what you are
hearing from the community. Providing them a
better understanding of community values will
only help their work.
Planning
When considering a community engagement
effort, consider:
1. Does the full board feel it is important to
engage the community? Why?
2. What will the board give up to make time for
engagement?
3. How will the board use the results?
The key to effective engagement efforts is to
have a well-planned system that invites people
to participate with the board in discussing issues.
When it works best, it encourages individuals
to arrive at their own solutions to a common
concern.
The public schools are attractive vehicles for
keeping the public engaged in government and
focused on the public interest. The reason is
simple: the schools involve people’s children.

they have the capacity to convene the public,
schools can play a major role in bringing
individuals and community groups together
to address crucial educational issues. In doing
so, schools can bring citizens together to work
for the common good, breathing new life into
the processes of generating public support.
Copyright © 2009, Center for Public Education. All
rights reserved.
Public Involvement in Education
The schools frequently provide adults with their
first major opportunity to be involved with the
community. In their roles as parents, taxpayers,
and businesspeople, adults can get involved in
decisions about what values to teach, what courses
to offer, where to locate a new school, or whether
to close an existing one.
Vibrant public engagement is also vital to the
success of public education - and the public’s
ongoing support of it. The advice and volunteerism
from the public can enrich the academic quality
of our public schools and strengthen the schools’
ability to prepare students to participate in American
society. Through their involvement, the public can
gain a better understanding of public education and
its unique role in the community.
Beyond representing the community as elected
officials, members of local school boards can
actually increase community participation by
inviting citizens to become more involved in the
schools and empowering the public to participate
in the decision-making process by attending board
meetings or public forums or participating in district
events and individual school activities.
Such involvement and experiences in education can
lead to participation in other venues and provide
a powerful model from the next generation,,
as children, watch and learn from community
member’s civic involvement. What the schools
do to include the public and how they do it will
shape public education’s contribution to advancing
community life.

Since schools are important to so many parents,
taxpayers, and businesspeople, and because
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The school board’s capacity to engage in the
community extends beyond the formal actions
the board may take. Local school board members
engage the community as individuals every day in
their personal lives, serving as a unique set of eyes
and ears attuned to the schools and the public alike.
They talk with parents about their children, meet
with reporters, address local clubs, and bring
together citizen groups on a wide range of issues
concerning the schools and their impact on the
community. In effect, school board members
connect what the school system is doing with
what the community expects for young people in
general and for individual children in particular.
How well a school system engages the public
and how the public believes its involvement
will be received depend on the school board’s
policies and the priority it places on community
engagement. It also depends on the overall climate
of welcome and accessibility that the school board
establishes and on its day-to-day engagement
with constituents.
Copyright © 2009, Center for Public Education. All
rights reserved.
Community Engagement Programs
Use your school facilities to speak to the
community.
In many communities, schools have the best
facilities for classes, meetings, and other activities.
In small or rural communities, the schools may
have the only these facilities in the area. Yet in
many districts these rooms and meeting halls may
go unused when school is not in session.
The schools belong to the community. Why not
let the community use them? Developing true
community schools requires a commitment and
“can-do” attitude on the part of school boards and
administrators who are open to finding ways to
make new ideas and programs work.

of the programs require financial support from the
district, but the results can be worth the expense.
Such programs can help build a stronger sense
of ownership in the schools and a wider base
of support for raising taxes to fix up schools or
build new ones. Sponsor a series of community
education nights featuring useful information from
which both parents and non-parents can gain. Of
course, your board should have a well-written
policy on use of school facilities, so there is little
left to the asking.
What the Public Needs to Know About its Schools
First and foremost, the public needs to be assured
that it is getting its money’s worth out of the
schools. Take every opportunity to tell people how
their money is spent in public schools. It’s even
more impressive if you can explain costs in simple
terms. Talk about it in terms of what the program
costs for one child for one day. Show what those
dollars do for one child or what would happen to
that child if the dollars for the program were not
available.
The school system report card and the Board’s
strategic plan are excellent ways to report on the
progress of your school system.
Giving Realtors the “Real” Story
One of the biggest challenges to public schools is
the perception by newcomers that the only choice
for schools is a private one. Unfortunately, this
pervasive attitude can result from realtors who
have their children in private schools, or no schoolage children. There’s little doubt that schools help
sell houses.

Some school districts have found innovative ways
to open their schools to the community. They
have developed community-oriented programs
outside the traditional K-12 system that are
consistent with their educational mission. Many
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One of the first questions asked by potential
homebuyers with school-age children is, “What
about the local schools?” The realtor’s response
can either be a window of opportunity or a nail in
the coffin for local public schools. If public schools
don’t get a good recommendation it’s usually
because the realtor doesn’t know firsthand what
goes on in the neighborhood school. It’s your
job to see that they do. Because schools help sell
houses, it’s to your advantage to take some time
to be sure your realtors are as well-informed about
your schools as possible.
Ask your community’s realtors what kind of information they need about the schools in the community and how you can help them do their job. Find
out what they are hearing about schools. Are there
schools in the area that appear to be particularly
attractive and unattractive to potential buyers? If
so, why?
TIPS:
• If you are forming committees to study school
zone line changes, school closing, or facilities
needs, try to include a realtor.
•

Invite realtors to tour schools in the
neighborhood, visit classrooms, and meet staff
and parents.

School/Community Partnerships
The average school volunteer is no longer a stayat-home “mom.” To improve educational opportunities for students, schools, and communities have
expanded their volunteer programs to include, for
example, retired scientists, high school seniors,
local business people, stay-at-home fathers, or college students.
They have also turned to a second resource,
partnerships. Partnerships can involve clubs and
organizations, governmental or private agencies,
businesses, and social service groups.
School districts have added “partnerships” to advocate school and community programs.
Businesses can offer release-time for employees
to tutor students, surplus equipment, career and

management counseling, field trips, job-shadowing
experiences, etc.
Foundations have a purpose in raising funds to
support educational programs and provide scholarship opportunities. Clubs and non-profit organizations can provide tutors and educational materials.
Where and how do partnerships begin?
One of the basic, and usually first, positive
requests that comes from schools is for companies
to release employees during work hours to tutor
students. Such requests often develop into longstanding partnerships. Successful partnerships
should include the five “C”s:
1) Cooperation;
2) Coordination;
3) Collaboration, plus an essential fourth “C”;
4) Communication.
5) One final “C” for school/community partnership
success – Creativity.
Building Partnerships
Partnerships between schools and parents;
between schools and businesse, and between
schools and community agencies are becoming
increasingly important to the success of our
education system. There is increasing recognition
that schools cannot be successful if they work in
isolation.
The chances for success of any partnership are
greater if the following conditions exist:
1. Partners agree about the nature of the problems
and share a common vision for the future;
2. Businesses and schools, community agencies
and schools, or parents and schools already
have a history of working together;
3. Partners use an organized structure to
coordinate the efforts of the partnership and
to address system-wide issues;
4. Partnerships have the involvement of top
leaders from any group or business involved
and from the school district;
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5. Partners focus on short-term goals but commit
to sustained, long-term relationships; and
6. Goals are clearly defined and are measurable.
What If You Held A Public Hearing and Nobody
Came?
It happens. Countless news clips from across
the state recount school board-sponsored public
hearings where fewer than a dozen people attend.
You throw up your hands in frustration exclaiming,
“We’ve done all that we can do. We hold a public
hearing, giving the public an opportunity to be
heard, and yet nobody shows up.”
Has your board really done all that it can do? Is it
reasonable to ask hard-working parents who have
meals and homework to oversee or empty-nest
couples who’d rather be at the symphony concert
to attend a public hearing for an update on the
school system’s building program? Ideally, they
would be as interested in these matters as you are
– but you’re elected or appointed to be interested.
They’re not. Maybe the answer lies in how you go
about getting their input.
Of course, nothing beats the value of face-toface discussion. Just taking the effort to attend a
public hearing indicates one’s interest in an issue.
However, what about the hundreds of others who
really care but can’t easily attend the hearing in
person?
Have you considered e-mail? This allows your
constituents to send their opinions right to your
computer screen. What about a call-in line or
sponsoring a town meeting at a local TV station
where viewers can call in with comments?
Each of these situations allows the public to be
heard without physically having to leave their
homes at a certain time, thus allowing them to
continue their busy lives while still commenting on
school matters of concern.
School boards should plan opportunities for public
comment. This does not necessarily mean opening
doors in the evening hours. It can also mean
turning on the computer or sitting by a phone.
Either way, the message is heard.
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What Would Your Community Say
About Your School Board?
Circle the number preceding each item which you believe improves public support for the school board. Circle the
number that best represents your opinion of how the community views the board’s performance in each
statement. Circle 4 if you think the community would strongly agree, 3 agree, 2 disagree, and 1 strongly disagree.
1.

Makes decisions that are in the best interest of the entire school system.

1 2 3 4

2.

Is genuinely interested in improving the educational program.

1 2 3 4

3.

Seeks advice from all elements of the community regardless of race,
socio-economic background, or political leanings.

1 2 3 4

4.

Makes itself accessible to anyone who wishes to express a concern.

1 2 3 4

5.

Insists on educational programs that provide equal opportunity for
all students in the system.

1 2 3 4

6.

Provides safe, clean, and attractive facilities for students.

1 2 3 4

7.

Is aggressive in seeking funds for schools.

1 2 3 4

8.

Manages the funds available to the system in the most effective manner.

1 2 3 4

9.

Employs the best director of schools available to the school system.

1 2 3 4

10.

Cultivates healthy working relationships with the employees of the system.

1 2 3 4

11.

Recognizes and celebrates outstanding student performance.

1 2 3 4

12.

Does not tolerate mediocrity nor incompetence.

1 2 3 4

13.

Works harmoniously as a group.

1 2 3 4

14.

Conducts meetings in a business-like fashion.

1 2 3 4

15.

All members are informed and prepared to discuss issues presented
at board meetings.

1 2 3 4

16.

Seeks community input in regards to Board’s strategic plan.

1 2 3 4
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Strengthening Public Support Through Employees
In advocating for education, school boards must
recognize the important roles that staff members
play in the success or failure of their schools. They
should recognize and use the expertise of their
employees, both certificated and non certificated.

5. Limits on teachers’ energy, given existing
day-by-day demands. There is dismay over added
responsibilities.
6. Need for staff development and administrator’s
support.

An organization’s image is primarily determined
by its staff – what they say, think, feel, and do
24 hours a day. That is why advocacy starts in
the school building and why it is important for all
staff members to know their advocacy roles. Be
sure all staff members know what is happening to
them and the school district. Information is power.
Staff members will resent not having enough
information, and they will feel empowered and
self-confident when they have good, accurate,
up-to-date information. Ask staff members what
the school district should be doing to reach its
goals and use those answers as funding decisions
are made.

7. Parents tend to expect their children’s school
experiences to mirror their own.
8. Parental reluctance to participate in
school-related activities (except athletics).
9. Some teachers aren’t particularly comfortable
having parents in the classroom.
10. Teachers don’t seem to have much “say” these
days about what happens in education. Lack of
respect from general public and from politicians.
11. Lack of support from colleagues, principals, and
the district.

What Obstacles Stand in the Way of Teachers
Taking on Advocacy Roles
Minimizing the grapevine through effective
communication and employee involvement will
help strengthen the public’s support for the school
district, but having your employees take on the
role as advocates for the district will greatly help
improve public support. Encouraging employees to
become advocates may be difficult, but certainly
not impossible. The following are a few obstacles
that might stand in the way of teachers taking on
an advocacy role:

12. Media that goes against best practice.
13. Parental opposition to new practices.
14. Lack of informed state legislators.
15. Lack of informed citizens when it’s time to elect
local and state school board members.
16. Limited funding. No funds for dissemination of
information.

1. Time...Time...Time.

17. Change takes time and energy.

2. Personal reluctance and fear of risk-taking on
the part of teachers. “Those who have a vision
of what needs to be are those who are willing
to take a huge risk.”

18. Sometimes, teachers ignore reactionary groups
which only increases the group’s frustration and
anger and leads them to seek further support.
19. Difficult to talk issues in the face of political
agendas.

3. An us-versus-them atmosphere. The perception
that school decisions are made by people who
care more about their own status than about
kids.

20. Lack of clear, articulated goals.

4. Community pressures.
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What Boards Can Do To Encourage
Employee Advocacy
How much do the staff in your school know about
schools? How good do they feel about themselves,
their jobs, and the school system? What kind of image do they project? The following are some helpful
suggestions:
1. Publicly express appreciation to individual staff
members who provide exemplary service.
2. Enclose a special thank you in paychecks to
employees who have performed extra tasks.
3. Set aside special occasions for honoring various
segments of employees, such as teachers and various divisions of support personnel.
4. Encourage PTA’s or business partnerships to
stage special breakfasts for various segments of
employees.
5. Offer informational meetings to staff and conduct
them in a manner that shows mutual respect
between board members and staff.
6. Help employees do their best and be their best
through appropriate training.
7. Appoint staff members to advisory committees.
They can add an important perspective to the
committee’s work.
8. Include a wide range of staff in strategic planning,
budget development, policy development, and
major curricular changes.
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