Section 4

Tactics to Gain Community Support

New Jersey public school principals, assistant principals, and supervisors do an outstanding job of gaining the public’s support for their schools. For almost two decades, independent statewide polling has shown that voters give their local public schools high marks, even when they have serious concerns about schools in other communities and other states. So take a bow! You are, no doubt, already doing many of the communication activities below. But among the activities listed below, there may be a couple new approaches you want to consider.

Again, be sure to meet with your superintendent to develop and discuss strategy, tactics, and plans. Keep him/her informed of challenges and progress.

1. Create a Special School Promotion Team. Recruit enthusiastic students, staff, and parents, perhaps beginning with the PTA, PTO, or other parent/teacher organizations, including those with writing, photography, and graphic design talents. Its goal should be to promote the school and all its successes. 

2. Create a new school slogan. Sure you have a slogan. But it may reflect only yesterday’s concerns. Your new slogan should carry your new targeted message. For example: 


Cedar Ridge Elementary School: A learning village for everyone


Mountain Middle School: The foundation of bright futures


West Hampton High School: The home of respect, responsibility, and hard work

3. Write a new school profile. Ask the best writer on your committee or your information officer, if you have one, to write a school profile or rewrite the existing school profile. In addition to the standard highlights about your mission, school facts, history, special student achievements, athletic, and arts programs — be sure to include statements about your school’s enthusiasm about learning, its commitment to frugal practices (and identify some), and its support for the values of hard work, responsibility, and respect for others.

4. Develop a new school brochure. Expand the messages in your new school profile by providing examples of learning enthusiasm, civics programs, environmental, and resource-saving programs. In addition to sending the brochure to parents, have a member of the School Promotion Team bring copies to assisted living residences, nursing homes, hospitals, municipal offices, senior centers, realtors’, doctors’ and dentists’ offices, and coffee shops in your community.
5. Wow them on the web. Update your district’s website and post your school’s new profile and brochure. Highlight your efforts to stretch every dollar and save energy.

6. Write letters to the editor. Congratulate your students and staff in your local newspaper when they have successfully made several money-saving or energy-saving changes. 

7. Encourage students to write for community publications.

8. Fire up your PTA/PTO or other parent/teacher organizations. Thank them for all they do, and invite them to play a larger role in the life of the school. These parents are always interested in their children’s grade level activities and teachers, but they can be your school’s emissaries to the larger community. Identify specific areas and ways in which they can volunteer. Guide them into the school’s most successful programs so that they experience and report to the community on the most effective aspects of your school. For your hardest working PTA/PTO volunteers, board members, or close personal friends of board members, ask their children’s teachers to express personal thanks for their contributions to the school.
9. Engage parents in the School Experience. Family involvement is a big challenge for most school leaders. If you engage parents in a positive way in the life of the school, they will carry the message that your school is a great investment. Identify specific tasks that will save the school money (while respecting the employee contracts). For example, one effective strategy is to set aside space, if your facility permits, for a Parent Resource Room. In this room, parents can meet, gather critical information about your school, and have a place of welcome as they participate in your activities. Set aside copies of the curriculum, school procedures, maps, calendars, extracurricular activities, faculty list, and more to include parents in the loop of school life.
10. Hold a Realtors’ Open House. New residents are among the most likely “Yes” voters in school budget elections. Invite real estate agents in your community to an open house hosted by the School Promotion Team or a group of teachers, staff, and students who are proud of their school. In addition to discussing successful programs and services, stress the school’s commitment to using resources wisely. These realtors influence the perception of prospective home buyers. One realtor sign saying “Located in Name School District!” is worth a thousand words.

11. Take a table at a community event. Staff the table with volunteer students, staff, and yourself. Wear buttons saying: “I’m proud. Ask me why!” Staffers can talk about programs that demonstrate engaged, hard working learners. Ask visitors if they’d like to schedule a school tour. Few will, but the offer demonstrates pride. 

12. Take students and their talents on the road. Ask assisted living residences, nursing homes, hospitals, municipal offices, senior centers, pediatricians’ offices, coffee shops, etc. if they would display the best student artwork from your school. Take the student chorus or band on the road to perform for the community. Include a stack of your school brochures.
13. Promote your staff’s accomplishments. Let the staff, including educational support personnel, know you want to recognize their achievements and ask for their help. Ask them to inform you when they or one of their colleagues completes a degree, special course, or wins an award. Send a news release to your local newspaper to congratulate a group of three or more achievers. 

14. Thank your messengers. Ask your staff to identify any community or civic organizations in which they participate. Educational support personnel often live in the community where they work and are actively involved in local organizations. Thank them for participating in groups that strengthen the community, and ask them to be messengers to their groups about the quality and value of their school. Arm them with brochures, and find ways to recognize the good work they do for their community.
15. Involve senior citizens in the life of your school. Create an afterschool class on how to use the Internet or even Face Book and You Tube. Use an announcement in your local newspaper to invite seniors to participate for free in your computer room. Provide an RSVP phone number and date. At senior centers, distribute a game schedule for your teams that seniors could safely attend and Gold Athletic passes to home games. Talk with the administrators of local assisted living facilities. Many look for novel activities for their residents and will provide transportation for residents to games. 

16. Celebrate your community. If your town has a historical society, ask them to conduct a school assembly about the history of your community. Invite your elected officials. As principal, present the history of your school within the context of the community’s history, showcasing its achievements and traditions. Share your vision of its future. 

17. Appoint a community advisory board. You can include community leaders such as a corporate rep, local business owner, hospital officer, parent, non-parent resident, etc. Meet a couple of times a year. Share your school’s achievements and ask them about what’s going on in their world that might impact education. 
18. Create a safety award. Add this new award to your student awards program. Focus it on the positive contributions the winning student made to the civility of school community. Promote it in the media.
19. Hold a community open house. If your school recently completed a significant capital project, show it off by holding an open house for the community. Send a news advisory to your local paper and send fliers home with students to advertise the event.
20. Initiate a community email drive. Email is often the best way to reach busy people. The goal of this project is to have others forward your email message around the community. Once it is set up, it’s easy to maintain. To begin, create a special email account with its own address. Then collect parents’ email addresses by asking them, at a school event, to send you an email. Many will email you from work or the place where they are most frequently found. Once you’ve captured their addresses, create an automatic email list. Then send parents an electronic version of your school newsletter, announcements about school programs, events, awards or any good news. Ask them to forward your email to their “send” list. Include the following automatic reply, “Thank you for your message! I read my emails carefully and appreciate hearing from you. Unfortunately, because of the volume of mail, I can’t reply by email. If you would like to schedule a meeting, please call NAME at NUMBER.” Messages that contain something funny, such as an amusing photo, or an unexpected surprise, are most likely to be forwarded. Just be sure to have someone carefully proof every email for grammar, spelling, tone, and appropriateness, assuming your message could be published in tomorrow’s community newspaper.
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