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Introduction
Goal of the communication audit
The St. Cloud Area School District 742 (District 742) is reinvesting in its responsibility to
communicate with its stakeholders. A new Director of Community Engagement and
Communications, Tami DeLand, is on board, reflecting a renewed commitment by the School
Board and Superintendent Willie Jett to improve communication between the district and its
many internal and external audiences. Their interest in increasing communication with
constituents reflects the school district’s commitment to providing quality programs and services,
as well as setting high standards. This communication audit clearly demonstrates a willingness to
risk change, respond to communication needs, and take action to enhance and improve the
district’s public relationships.
The challenges of maintaining public confidence, dealing with a highly diverse
constituency, and communicating effectively with all stakeholders affect both the school district
and the community it serves. Throughout the process, it was evident to the auditors that staff,
parents and other community members feel a commitment to District 742 and are hopeful about
its future. This communication audit was designed to:




Assess the effectiveness of the district’s current communication efforts.
Solicit and evaluate key facts, opinions, concerns and perceptions of representatives from
various internal and external audiences important to the success of district
communication.
Recommend strategies and tactics for enhancing communication with key audiences in
order to improve the management of public relations, marketing, communications and
engagement activities for District 742.

While evaluating public relations is difficult, individual elements can be assessed —
district leaders can determine if specific program goals and objectives are being met. In addition,
the real measure of success for any program, including communication/public relations, is the
determination that the program is helping the district work toward its stated mission.
Accordingly, in developing the recommendations, the auditors reviewed the perceptions of the
focus groups and assessed materials in reference to the district’s desire to meet its obligation to
communicate strategically and transparently with its stakeholders.

Opinion research as a foundation
A communication audit of District 742 provides an important foundation for developing a
strategic communication plan. The audit informs district leaders about community attitudes, the
effectiveness of current communication efforts, and provides a framework for recommendations
to expand or enhance the communication program. The audit also provides a benchmark for
measuring progress in the future.
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Processes and Procedures
A communication audit conducted by the National School Public Relations Association
(NSPRA) enables a school district to view its communication from an “outside” perspective. The
audit was performed by NSPRA consultants Nancy Kracke and Joseph Ortiz. Their vitas are
included in the Appendix of this report.
The first step in an NSPRA communication audit occurs when the district submits
samples of materials used to communicate (for example, newsletters, brochures, reports, etc.)
with various audiences for review. The auditors also reviewed the district and school websites.
These materials and websites are examined for effectiveness of message delivery, readability,
visual appeal and ease of use. In addition, the auditors reviewed strategic plans, policies,
marketing materials, news clippings, etc.

Scope and nature of the study
The core of the communication audit is the on-site focus group component designed to
listen to and gather perceptions from the district’s internal and external stakeholders. Each focus
group was guided through a similar set of discussion questions. This report presents the findings
and recommendations from a series of 19 focus groups and individual interviews representing a
variety of District 742’s internal and external stakeholders. Participants were invited by district
officials to represent a broad range of opinions and ideas. The sessions were approximately one
hour in length and were held November 17-18, 2014, with the following groups:


















Parent Leaders
Parents
Non-Profit Agencies
Civic and Community Leaders
Business Leaders
Equity Services Advisory Council
Strategic Planning Team
Community Linkages Committee
Teachers (2 groups – Elementary and Secondary)
School Secretaries
DAO Secretaries and Administrative Assistants
Support Staff
Student Support Services
Principals (2 groups – Elementary and Secondary)
Directors/Supervisors
Cabinet
School Board

The auditors also interviewed the Superintendent and Director of Community
Engagement and Communications, as well as members of the Communications Department.
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Guiding Definition
Since 1935, NSPRA has worked with school districts, state and national education
organizations and agencies to advance the cause of education through responsible public
relations, information and communication practices. In doing so, NSPRA uses the following
definition as a foundation for all educational public relations programs:
Educational public relations is a planned, systematic management function,
designed to help improve the programs and services of an educational
organization. It relies on a comprehensive, two-way communication process
involving both internal and external publics with the goal of stimulating better
understanding of the role, objectives, accomplishments and needs of the
organization.
Educational public relations programs assist in interpreting public attitudes,
identify and help shape policies and procedures in the public interest, and carry
on involvement and information activities which earn public understanding and
support.

Assumptions
NSPRA assumes that school districts undertake communication audits because they are
committed to improving their public relations/communication programs. NSPRA also assumes
that they wish to view the district and its work through the perceptions of others, and that they
would not enter into an audit unless they were comfortable in doing so.
However, some caution should be observed regarding the nature of such a review.
Whenever opinions are solicited about an institution and its work, there is a tendency to dwell on
perceived problem areas. This is natural and, indeed, is one of the objectives of an audit.
Improvement is impossible unless there is information on what may need to be changed.
It is important to note that perceptions are just that. Whether or not they are accurate, they
reflect beliefs held by focus group participants and provide strong indicators of the
communication needs that may exist. Our recommendations are designed to address these needs
and assist the district in its efforts to communicate more consistently and effectively.

Recommendations
Following the review of materials and focus group perceptions, the auditors prepared the
recommendations presented in this report. The recommendations focus on strategies the district
can use to organize and prioritize key communication resources and activities to deliver key
messages as effectively as possible and improve its overall communication practices. The final
report was carefully reviewed by NSPRA Executive Director Richard D. Bagin, APR, and
NSPRA Associate Director Karen H. Kleinz, APR.
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Supportive Quotes
The auditors took notes in every focus group session, but assured participants that their
comments would be recorded anonymously, without direct attribution. Consequently, the focus
group summaries are a synopsis of what people said in each session. Some comments are direct
quotes from participants, while others are paraphrased for clarity. Any direct quotes appear
inside quotation marks.

Copies to Participants
Focus group participants were extremely interested in sharing their thoughts and ideas in
the focus group sessions. They were also interested in finding out the results of the
communications audit. Because of their high level of interest and involvement, along with the
importance of closing the communication loop in order to build trust and credibility, we
recommend that this report be shared with focus group participants for review and feedback.
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General Observations
The following observations are based on: the focus group discussions; conversations with
the Superintendent and Director; surveys of principals and district administrators; and on a
review of publications, policies, and other materials submitted by the district as part of the
NSPRA communication audit process. The auditors identified common themes focusing on
communication, as well as noteworthy communication activities.

School District Strengths


Depth of Opportunities Offered Students Pre-K Through High School
District 742’s constituents applaud its commitment to quality education programs designed
to address the specific needs of its diverse enrollment. Its reputation for high quality
learning opportunities crosses many constituencies, including parents, the community, and
staff. The focus groups revealed a sense of pride in both the programs and the people of the
school system. Participants were able to articulate multiple strengths and successes to
illustrate their viewpoints.
Examples of high quality opportunities offered by participants included the district’s
Chinese and Spanish Language Immersion Programs, the high number of Advanced
Placement classes at both high schools and the excellent early childhood programs available
to young children. Programs such as Health Careers serve as evidence of an effort to make
learning relevant for students. The special education program is held up as a model for the
state, earning praise for its depth and its ability to service a broad spectrum of special needs.
Technology is increasingly seen as a classroom strength, illustrated by this year’s
distribution of tablets to students in grades 6-8. For many focus group participants, no other
school district in the area can match District 742’s depth, variety and quality of educational
programs.



Passionate Teachers; Approachable Administrators
In listening to participants describe District 742’s strengths, it’s notable how frequently the
auditors heard positive descriptions of teachers and administrators.
Parents and multiple other groups described teachers as “passionate about their students.”
People believe teachers work hard to meet individual student needs. They noted the effort to
differentiate instruction, pointing to classrooms in which it was not uncommon for teachers
to work with five math groups. Parents feel a partnership with teachers on behalf of their
children. They are welcomed in school and believe they are empowered to assist their
children in the learning process. They describe teachers as “responsive” and
“accommodating.” Many participants pointed to the up-to-date instructional practices of the
school district as evidence of an innovative and caring staff. Participants value the fact that
nearly 70 percent of the district’s instructional staff have a Master’s Degree or higher.
Administrators also received positive comments from participants. The one word used most
frequently to describe administrators is “approachable.” There did not seem to be a
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reluctance to talk to administrators about concerns or to ask questions. Several groups
mentioned Superintendent Jett as a strong leader and noted his efforts to be out in the
community. Participants also credited district administrative leaders for perseverance in the
face of significant educational challenges combined with limited resources. It is significant
that several administrators mentioned improved involvement and communication about
decisions from district leaders.


Diversity as Opportunity
Nearly every focus group described the District’s diverse enrollment as a strength.
Participants believe that the diversity reflects the real world and that learning alongside
students of multiple cultures better positions all students for success. According to District
materials, 59.7 percent are Caucasian; 28.6 percent of students are African American; 5.7
percent are Hispanic; 4.4 percent are Asian/Pacific Islander; and 1.4 percent are Native
American. Adding to the mix is a diverse socio-economic population with 55 percent of
students qualifying for Free or Reduced Lunch. Eight schools qualify for federal assistance
through Title I. The focus groups clearly understood the challenges these numbers bring to
the schools, acknowledging the impact on test scores and community attitudes. Yet there
exists a determination to work on those challenges without losing perspective on the many
positives a diverse enrollment offers District 742.

School District Challenges


Ongoing Achievement Gap
The ongoing achievement gap in District 742 is a continuing concern of staff, parents, and
community members. No one participating in the communication audit denied the
seriousness of the data that has moved three schools to the state’s list of lowest performing
Minnesota schools. The challenge is real and while not always the first thing they associate
with the district, the scores are clearly on the minds of parents, staff and community at all
times. They acknowledge the work being done to address the situation. Staff members and
parents point to new instructional approaches designed to better-serve struggling students.
Many mentioned the commitment of teachers to their students and the professional
development underway to continue progress within schools. Participants admired staff and
administrators for not giving up in the face of tremendous challenges.
The achievement gap not only worries staff, parents, and community, it creates frustration
that schools are judged on the test scores and not on the total school experience provided
students. Many believe the community perceptions about District 742 are unfair and
inaccurate. But without an alternative narrative, many families choose to enroll in private
schools or open enroll to surrounding public school districts. Participants noted that people
who have children in the district love their schools and express satisfaction with the
instruction experience. So it is demeaning and demoralizing to many that they have to
defend their schools against harsh evaluation based on what they see as just one of many
criteria for successful schools. They want their pride back. And they want people who are
not in the schools every day to understand the positive and even inspiring experiences
students have in District 742’s classrooms.
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Managing Rapid Change
Change is a constant in District 742. For all the right reasons, district leaders seek to
implement best practices in classrooms and are asking staff members to work with new
programs and higher expectations. District 742 has embraced technology as a strategic
learning tool that requires new techniques to ensure students get the most out of the
technology now available. Parents are aware of the challenges their teachers face in stepping
up to include new tactics without losing the best of previous instructional approaches. One
participant described it as “trying to fly the plane while building it at the same time.”
Change can be tiring and overwhelming to staff members committed to doing their very best
for students. Some staff mentioned being trained in a new approach and then re-directed,
making the initial training pointless. Some are unaware of the changes being considered and
the timing for implementation. Added to the mix is an almost complete change in principals,
creating another challenge as they work hard to get up-to-speed with their responsibilities.
At the same time, teachers, school support staff, and parents are getting used to a new
leader’s style and expectations. The footing is uncertain at times and creates opportunities
for misunderstanding and mistrust to root. There is no doubt that the staff is interested in
doing the right thing for the students it serves and willing to try new things. It seeks focus
wherever possible. District leaders must be vigilant to ensure staff members understand the
reasons for change and their role in implementing it. And, leaders must continue to
incorporate into processes a way to acknowledge and applaud the great work of staff
members. Building relationships and trust between staff and administrators requires ongoing
commitment. This is a challenge, but one that district leaders are aware of and willing to
address.

Communication Strengths and Needs


A Renewed Commitment to Strategic Communication
After many years, District 742 is once again investing in strategic communication. NSPRA
applauds the School Board and Superintendent Jett for making this decision in the light of
tight budgets and other priorities. This decision will positively impact both internal and
external stakeholders as they become better informed and involved, and ultimately more
supportive of the district’s needs and direction. The inclusion of communication as a
component in the strategic plan underscores the commitment to establishing and
maintaining relationships internally and externally.
Superintendent Jett wisely selected a successful, experienced teacher and communicator,
Tami DeLand, as Director of Community Engagement and Communications. Her title
shows an understanding that strategic communication is not simply a matter of getting the
word out about the school district. Rather it is about telling, listening, and inviting people to
be involved in the future of the community’s children. The first products developed under
Ms. DeLand’s leadership, the Principals’ Playbook and the weekly e-newsletter The
Notebook, both received high marks from focus group participants for the new effort to
connect with important stakeholders.
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Parents Appreciate New Communication Tools
The two most frequently applauded communication tools used in District 742 are Skyward
and the Skylert system. Parents value Skyward as a way to stay informed on their child’s
progress in school as well as nuts and bolts information like lunch account balances. This
information is available to them on their own terms. Always available, they can access the
system on their own schedules. Parents also appreciated quick notice in emergency
situations through Skylert. In a world where social media spreads rumors faster than ever
before, parents find reassurance in receiving accurate information quickly.



Current Communication Department Poised to Make a Difference
While a Cabinet-level director position is new for the 2014-15 school year; the idea of
committing resources to communication is not. District 742 has had various positions in
place to work on communication needs over the years. Those jobs have been created under
departments such as Community Education and Instructional Technology and Media. Three
positions now combine to form the Community Engagement and Communications office.
However, a strategic communication vision for those positions is missing.
As a new department, Community Engagement and Communications is not well known
within the school system. They are working hard to get on the radar of school staff, but with
varying success. To make an impact, this department must become the “go-to” office for
communication training and techniques. Community Engagement and Communications staff
have the skills to improve the connection between the school system and its public, but
unless people know they exist, they can’t be truly effective. We encourage Community
Engagement and Communications to develop a plan to market its services and raise
awareness of how it can assist the schools and other departments with their communication
needs,
This Communication Audit Report can serve as a foundation for developing a strategic
communication plan that prioritizes needs and direction. It includes a recommendation on
strategic communication planning to get the effort off on the right foot. In truth, the
recommendations presented here can be used to in develop a 3-5 year plan to guide the
successful launch of this new department.
Another key item currently missing from the district’s communications arsenal is a crisis
communication plan. The Director is well aware of this deficit and is working with other
administrative staff members to move a plan along. In today’s world, no organization can
afford to be without such a plan. Staff training and practice are important components of
successful crisis preparation, as well. This report includes a recommendation on crisis
communication based on current best practices.
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Identified Communication Needs
One of the goals of a communication audit is to evaluate current communication practices
and seek opportunities to improve. Participants in the focus groups offered important feedback
on current communication efforts along with ideas to strengthen them.


Strengthen the Connection with Staff Members
Internal communication needs attention. One staff participant put it this way: “If you want a
good image in the community, you better start with your staff.” Almost every employee
focus group identified internal communication as an area ripe for improvement.
For example, many participating staff members felt as if they are the last to know when
important issues emerge. Several noted that they are more likely to read about issues in the
local paper than to hear about them from the district office. Some participants said they were
in the dark about instructional decisions until it was time to implement them. Principals said
they may not hear about instructional decisions if their school does not have an instructional
leader assigned.
Schools would like to see district administrators more frequently. They want to get to know
the district’s leaders. Staff members find district leaders approachable, but not always
accessible. They would like to be involved in decisions that impact their work. The lack of
information, combined with little opportunity to develop personal relationships with district
leaders, has created a trust issue, particularly with teachers at the elementary level.
Improving the communication between district leaders and the more than 1,600 employees
on staff now would not only improve internal relationships, it could also create 1,600
ambassadors to help with the important work of connecting with the community to tell the
district’s story and build support for the school system.



Challenge Misperceptions that Damage District 742’s Reputation
It’s clear to focus group participants that the community’s image of the school district has
suffered in the last decade. While concerns around test scores are valid, many participants
believe that misunderstandings about the diverse student population fuel much of the
negativity. It’s time for a full-court press to challenge District 742’s damaged reputation and
build awareness of the strengths the district offers.
Focus group participants called for more outreach to parents and community. They
suggested re-defining District 742’s brand and developing a marketing approach designed to
build enthusiasm for the school system. They want to see more good news about schools in
the community. They want to focus on the positives – the assets of the schools, not the
deficits. They would like to see communication focused on classroom success and the best
practices now instituted to meet the challenges of educating today’s students. Staff, parents,
and community want to communicate the reasons they are proud of their schools and offer
an alternative view to those critical of the district.
These goals should be addressed through strategic communication planning that
incorporates engagement, two-way communication, internal communication, key
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messaging, branding and marketing, and issues management into strategies that make a
difference. There are no silver bullets. But a focused communication effort is the beginning
of improving the district’s image and reputation.


Communicating with a Diverse Population Requires Additional Effort
Focus group participants identified communicating with St. Cloud’s diverse population as a
real communication challenge. Much is already in place. For example, the website has a
translation component; translators are hired to help non-English-speakers at PTA meetings
or open houses; Cultural Navigators work at the school level to connect with students and
families; training in Courageous Conversations has occurred. Clearly, the district has put a
lot of thought into reaching out to new families and trying to better address communication
issues. And yet, focus group participants believe more work needs to be done, especially in
involving parents in the education of their children.
They were also concerned that resources are not always available to pay for translators, so
often meetings go on without one. The Cultural Navigators’ role has evolved away from
serving as family connectors to being hall monitors. More effort is needed to get out into the
parents’ communities rather than always expecting them to come to the school. We applaud
the systems already in place to connect with non-English-speaking families and encourage
district leaders to keep looking for ways to improve and expand these connections in the
future.



Social Media and the Website Received Mixed Reviews
Many saw the value of a social media as a swift information source and acknowledged the
young parents who use social media frequently. Many focus group participants were not
aware of District 742’s presence on Facebook or Twitter and some were simply not
interested in communicating via social media. Some complained that the district’s ban on
connecting to Facebook via district computers seriously hampers the ability to use it
successfully. Not all schools use Facebook or Twitter and these do not seem to be a primary
information source for parents.
The website also earned a mix of comments. Many participants believe the site has
improved in the last year, pointing to an increased use of student photos. Most believe the
website could be the primary source of much of the information they want about the district.
Yet almost everyone in the groups found the website difficult to use. They pointed to
navigation that is not intuitive and requires multiple “clicks” to find information. They also
noted that information is frequently out of date or just not available (i.e., the 2014-15 staff
directory). What could be a reliable information source may be discounted by a perception
that the website is probably too out-of-date or unwieldy to use.
Among parents, individual school websites may be used more frequently than the district
website. Some tension seems to exist around how the school websites are managed. Media
specialists have been given the job of managing school websites, adding a vital
communication responsibility to an already full job description. In addition, several
participants remarked that teachers do not use their individual websites consistently. The
website was mentioned more frequently as a source of information; social media was never

NSPRA Communication Audit

12

District 742

identified as a good source. Both have much more potential to carry the district’s messages
than they currently do.


District 742’s Relationship with the St. Cloud Times Needs Improvement
The St. Cloud Times has committed resources to covering education in the city and
surrounding communities. A full-time education reporter covers this beat. A visit to the
newspaper’s website shows a variety of articles, ranging from a visit by NASA astronauts to
an announcement of three schools receiving low performance ratings from the state.
Opinion pieces from the editorial board were critical of district leadership’s ability to “fix”
schools that are on the state’s low-performing list.
While a few participants said they liked the St. Cloud Times coverage of the schools, the
perception of most district employees, as well as many parents and community member, is
that the coverage is unnecessarily negative. This troubles staff because they believe that
those citizens without children in school get most of their news about District 742 from the
newspaper, thus contributing to an unnecessarily negative view of the schools.
In function, newspapers are not news outlets for government entities. They act as watchdogs
for the community. Daily, positive news coverage is not a legitimate expectation for any
public or governmental organization. However, it is legitimate to expect fair coverage in
which both sides are reported related to controversial issues. It is up to District 742 to ensure
its key messages are getting to the community; the newspaper isn’t responsible for that.
Clearly there is room to improve the relationship between the newspaper and the district as
media relations is an important component of the communication effort.



Most Challenging Communication Issues Facing District 742 in the Years
Ahead
Most focus groups noted that diversity will continue to challenge the district in multiple
ways. Engaging parents of other cultures, translating information into more languages,
helping the community to embrace diversity and celebrate its children were some of the
insights.
Some thought engaging the community to build trust will prove to be a challenge. The need
to improve District 742’s image in the community and tell the its story with a consistent,
unified message will be important to building long-term community support as well as
improving pride within employee groups. Improving the relationship with the local
newspaper and helping the staff and community through the decision process around Tech
High School were also mentioned as important challenges. Focus group participants see so
much good happening for the students of District 742 that they want their neighbors and
friends to see the good as well and then embrace the district as they have done.
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Conclusion
Like many school systems, District 742 faces a number of communication challenges in
the years ahead. Changing negative perceptions takes time and effort. Even with improved
communication via the newspaper and district efforts, old perceptions are hard to turn around.
The Walt Disney marketing group puts it this way: “Facts are negotiable; perceptions are not.”
Fortunately, District 742 is embarking on a new, strategic approach to communication. Some
results of this effort will be immediate; others may take years. The important thing is moving
back on the path to broad public support and understanding.
Successfully engaging the community and staff as partners in serving the best interests of
a diverse student enrollment will depend on strong and engaging two-way communication
practices at all levels. Board members, district office administrators, building leaders, teachers,
and support staff all play vital communication roles. It is imperative that all district employees
understand the role they play and are equipped to help parents and community understand the
many positive aspects of their school district.
NSPRA commends District 742 leaders for recognizing the value of, and the need for,
effective communication. Resources are now committed annually for a communications program
that addressed the need to inform and involve both internal and external stakeholders.
We believe that District 742 has created a strong position from which to move forward.
The strategic plan, now supported by a strategic communication program, indicates a positive
vision for a sound future. Making that vision a reality and moving the communication program to
the next level will require energy and hard work. We believe the leadership, staff and positive
attitudes are in place to make that happen.
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Guiding Principles for the Communication Program
Successful school districts in today’s rapidly changing world use effective
communication as a management tool to help them achieve their goals and lay a foundation that
supports success for all students. Strategic, planned communication is achieved through the
commitment of district leaders, adequate resources and personnel, careful research and planning,
creative implementation, and evaluation of results. This is especially important with the district’s
internal audiences. Everyone in a school system is a communicator and must accept a portion of
responsibility for that role. Staff members who are informed and involved take greater pride in
their performance and they perform more effectively.
It is important to recognize that quality education and effective communication go hand
in hand. Positive reputations are not developed solely through effective communication.
Similarly, a district with a quality educational program will not garner the support it deserves
without an effective communication program that keeps its staff and community informed and
allows for two-way dialogue and interaction.

 Communication must be tied to the strategic plan.
To be effective, communication efforts must be driven by a school district’s mission and
goals, and be designed to support teaching and learning. Communication should focus on
where teaching and learning take place – at the building level – and inform the public of
progress toward the mission and goals. The District 742 strategic plan includes multiple
references to partnerships, engagement, collaboration, shared ownership and belonging.
These positive and ambitious goals will be more easily realized within a culture of
communication designed to include and respect all stakeholders. It is clear that the School
Board recognizes the impact of relationships and communication on the success of its
programs. Communication efforts should be planned to support and reinforce those goals and
accompanying strategies and action steps.

 Strategic communication and public relations are management
functions.
An effective communication and public relations program must be a planned, systematic
effort based on two-way communication with constituents. The position responsible for
directing the school district’s communication efforts should be considered a management
role, able to advise other leaders on the public relations implications of any district initiative
or policy; play a key role in making decisions about all communication strategies; and serve
as an advisor or consultant to other district leaders in the development of any public relations
and communication activities. NSPRA applauds the recent move to reinstate the
communications office. The fact that the department director is a Cabinet-level position
shows insight into how to make the most of this investment and helps ensure a greater impact
earlier in the process.
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 Strategic communication requires research and evaluation to be
woven throughout the communication effort.
No communication plan will be successful without research and evaluation components.
District 742 has invested in a communication audit to begin building a research-based
foundation for its communication efforts. More can be learned about the communication
preferences of staff and community through a formal, statistically valid survey as well as
through less formal research such as reader surveys or focus groups. As the district prepares
its first strategic communication plan, it should commit to including frequent outreach
opportunities to listen to constituents. Ongoing research allows public relations programs to
make course corrections as necessary to ensure the communication effort is on track and
making a difference.

 The communication effort should focus on engaging constituents
to take action on behalf of students.
A strategic communication plan should seek action by parents, community members,
business leaders, staff and others to find ways to improve teaching and learning, support
student achievement, and build support to face the challenges and opportunities posed by
high levels of racial and socio-economic diversity within the St. Cloud community. To be
most effective, this should be a collaborative effort that seeks out the resources and expertise
of staff, citizens and community organizations. It should involve a structured, ongoing
process. District 742’s strategic plan already shows a commitment to this approach.

 Internal communication must be a priority.
No communication effort will be successful if employees do not become ambassadors for
teaching, learning, student achievement, their schools, departments, and the district at large.
Everyone in the school district is a communicator, and staff members have the ability to
make or break the image of their schools and the system. Staff members who are uninformed,
non-responsive or unable to provide timely and appropriate answers to parent and community
requests will quickly undermine any communication effort. Staff should be provided with the
information, tools and training needed to support them in their roles as ambassadors, to
engage the public and promote an open dialogue on educational issues and goals.
In reinstating the communication function, a thorough job description was created for the
director. Internal communication responsibilities are the last items on the list, although
internal communication is interwoven through the rest of the document. We encourage
district leaders to ensure internal communication receives the time and emphasis necessary to
equip staff members to assume their roles as ambassadors.
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 People programs beat paper and mass media when it comes to
building relationships and engaging audiences to action.
A school district cannot depend on publications, social media, or the news media alone to
deliver key messages to its many audiences. These mediums tend only to reinforce already
held opinions and beliefs. People are persuaded to form or change opinions by others whom
they respect or perceive as knowledgeable. When interpersonal connections are made by
credible opinion leaders and spokespersons, people are more likely to be persuaded to action.
Influential peers, such as respected staff members and parent leaders, also can be effective
advocates for education and serve as “image builders” for the district.

 Two-way communication about issues builds trust among
constituents.
To garner public support and develop staff ambassadorship, a school system must build
relationships and establish trust with constituents. A planned, comprehensive communication
program is vital to establishing and maintaining that trust as it targets information to specific
audiences, provides opportunities for two-way dialogue with audiences, and provides people
with information about issues and decision-making. District 742’s strategic plan places a
premium on relationship-building, welcoming the involvement of stakeholders to assist the
district in achieving its mission and goals. In fact, two-way communication is specifically
mentioned in the Result Statements. Establishing more frequent opportunities to listen
throughout the year will be even more effective in building trust.

 A combination of school building-level and district-level
communication constitutes the most effective public relations
effort.
Research in school communication shows that the local school is usually seen as the public
opinion barometer of how well schools or school systems are doing. It’s a natural hub for
communication with parents and should be a focus of District 742’s communication plan.
However, providing constituents with easily accessible and user-friendly information about
district-wide initiatives, issues and achievements must not be forgotten. The most effective
public relations programs are built on strategies and activities that address both building-level
and district-wide communication.

 Technology should be used and enhanced to support an efficient,
timely and effective system of communication.
The district’s arsenal of communication technology tools should be reviewed to ensure they
are used to their fullest potential. Email, voice notifications, websites, social media,
e-newsletters, electronic surveys, Skyward, and more can be developed and used to improve
and expand the district’s communication infrastructure. Websites, e-communication and
social media are key components in the communication toolkits of leading school systems.
As mobile technology continues to evolve, more and more parents and other constituents are
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connected round the clock – meaning schools can actively foster communications during the
work day as well as before and after school.
It is essential that both District 742 and its schools each maintain an effective web-based
presence. More often than not, a district’s online profile and presence are the basis of first
impressions that many outsiders form of schools and the school district. This means it is also
important for all staff to understand that technology is an integral part of the communication
effort and not just an “extra” to use if they feel like it.
It also is vital for district leaders to determine the level of access families and community
members have to communication technology, from basic Internet to mobile phones and
tablets. Such data has become a “basic” of demographic information needed by a school
district to develop an effective communication or public relations plan.
In any move to increase e-communication, school leaders should keep in mind that
technology can greatly expand the district’s communication “reach,” but it should not totally
supplant traditional communication efforts or face-to-face interactions. Communication must
be multi-layered in design and reinforcing in nature to be most effective.
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Recommendations
The recommendations in this Communication Audit Report cover a broad spectrum of
communication needs and include both short- and long-range goals and suggestions. The
recommendations focus on moving the current communication program to the next level by
using current best practices designed to enable the program to become even more effective.
District 742 leaders and stakeholders should use these recommendations as a road map,
or guide to implementing a more strategic communication program that maximizes resources and
fully supports the district’s mission and goals. The recommendations are not intended to point
out deficiencies in current communication efforts; rather, they comprise a compendium of best
practices designed to help the district and schools become more strategic and effective in
delivering key messages and meeting the communication needs of key audiences.
This report contains many more recommendations than can be accomplished in a single
year. We advise the School Board and administration to carefully consider and prioritize which
recommendations can be implemented immediately, and which should be included in long-range
plans. The most important step was made when the Director of Community Engagement and
Communications position was reinstated during the 2014-15 school year. Ongoing consideration
of personnel and available budgetary resources will be needed in order address and support
expansion of the communication program

Recommendation 1: Implement a strategic communication plan that
reflects best practices in school public relations.
District 742’s decision to resurrect its communication department reflects a renewed
commitment to address the communication needs of its internal and external publics. The
selection of an experienced communicator to serve as director reinforces that commitment and
helps to ensure a successful program. Results are already apparent. Focus group participants
appreciate the new newsletters, The Notebook and the Principals’ Playbook. While the district
does not currently operate within a strategic communication plan, one is in the works, waiting for
the feedback in this report. Other foundational pieces also must be implemented to assure that the
total communication effort reflects District 742’s strategic direction.
An effective communication program requires a planned, ongoing, system-wide effort,
recorded and adopted in a formal plan and grounded in the vision for the district. Without a
comprehensive plan, strategic communication may be lost in the reactive, day-to-day
communication that can easily overwhelm school systems. While time-consuming, attention to
planning usually takes much less time than dealing with controversies that arise due to poor
communication.
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Create a School Board vision and policies for communications and public
relations. The School Board has invested in communication with stakeholders by reestablishing a communications department and creating a full-time director position at the
Cabinet level. NSPRA applauds the Superintendent and School Board for taking this
important step.
However, two important items are missing from the district’s approach to creating a
successful communication program: a School Board vision for communication with
stakeholders and School Board policies that formalize a commitment to communication and
engagement. Positive, formalized communication will be necessary as the School Board
faces issues ranging from levy renewals to academic achievement. Staff and community can
expect thoughtful, transparent communication when the Board addresses its commitment
through a vision and policies. The School Board has the opportunity to expand and enhance
its expectations for communication by establishing policies and creating a vision for
communication that aligns it with the district’s strategic plan.
The vision should reaffirm:
 Communication as the foundation of a strong relationship between the school system
and the community.
 The responsibility of the School Board and all employees to actively build positive,
long-term relationships with parents and community members in order to better
position District 742 to achieve its mission.
 The Community Engagement and Communications office as responsible for
overseeing strategic communication efforts.
 Ways in which District 742 will engage the community in its mission. This could
include specific items such as:
 Providing accurate, timely information;
 Requesting feedback on important issues;
 Involving affected stakeholder groups in the problem-solving/decision-making
process whenever possible; (a Board policy on inclusive decision-making
already exists.)
 Listening to the ideas and viewpoints of citizens; and
 Adhering to a practice of open, honest communication with citizens and the
news media.
The goal of this visioning conversation is to refocus district leaders and staff members on the
role of effective, strategic communication and to demonstrate that the district’s elected
officials expect the district’s employees to engage citizens and respond appropriately.
School Board policies formally solidify the Board’s vision for communication. The following
is a sample of the beginning of a policy establishing a communications program and used by
one Minnesota school district:
The School Board believes that planned, systematic, two-way communication is the foundation of
a strong relationship between the school district and the community. It is the responsibility of
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each Board member and each district employee to actively build positive long-term relationships
with community members in order to ensure our students realize their full potential.
The purpose statement is followed by a general statement of policy that lists the Board’s
specific expectations:
We will engage the community in the mission of our schools by:
1. Providing accurate, timely information
2. Requesting feedback on important issues
3. Involving affected stakeholder groups in the problem-solving/decision-making process
whenever possible
4. Listening to the ideas and viewpoints of citizens
5. Adhering to a practice of open, honest communication with our citizens and news media.

Sample policies are available through the Minnesota School Boards Association and NSPRA
can also provide some sample policies upon request.
We also recommend that annual district communication goals be developed to guide the
work of the Community Engagement and Communications office. The communication goals
should be based on the district’s strategic goals and include an evaluation component. The
goals should be developed in concert with the director and Superintendent and then approved
by the Board.
The School Board’s interest in communication is evident in its Community Linkages
Committee. This group, comprising a Board member and staff and community
representatives, exists to link the school district to the St. Cloud community. It meets
regularly to plan presentations to community groups and to make suggestions to the Board on
possible improvements to its communication efforts. In fact, conducting an NSPRA
communication audit was a recommendation of this group. With the addition of the Director
of Community Engagement and Communications to the district’s executive staff, leadership
for District 742’s communication efforts should transfer to that position. However, the
Community Linkages Committee offers experience and wisdom created by years of
representing the district in the community. We recommend that the Board re-evaluate the
purpose of the Community Linkages Committee in light of the changes and the development
of a strategic communication program. (See Recommendation 2 for additional suggestions).
 Develop a strategic, comprehensive communications plan. Good internal and
external communication does not occur unless efforts are strategically planned. Truly
effective communication and public relations requires a planned, ongoing, system-wide
effort, recorded and adopted in a formal plan. Without a comprehensive, strategic
communication plan that reflects the district’s priorities and delivers key messages to target
audiences, there is no way to determine what messages staff and community may be
receiving.
The communications planning process starts with the Board and Superintendent viewing
communication as an integral part of overall district operations and setting communication
goals for the year. A formal, strategic communication plan aligns the communication effort
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with the district’s strategic direction. The goal of a strong plan is to ensure that the vision and
direction of the Board and Superintendent is communicated clearly and consistently.
A comprehensive communication plan should include the four-step public relations process
of research, planning, communication/execution and evaluation. It should address the
following questions for every action or activity District 742 undertakes:
 Who needs to know?
 Why do they need to know?
 When do they need to know?
 How are we going to tell them?
 What do we want them to know?
 What do we want them to do with the information they receive?
 How will we track and measure the outcomes of our communication efforts?
A communication plan can then be developed that identifies action steps to meet identified
goals. Responsibility must be assigned to someone for each step. When completed, the plan
should be presented to the Board for acceptance and approval, as would any strategic plan.
District 742 is in year one of its five-year strategic plan. The plan includes several references
to strategic communication goals. One strategic result for the 2014-15 school year is
improving the “image of the district through intentional branding and marketing.” The plan
also includes references to partnerships, two-way communication, and inclusive working
relationships. The auditors did not find a communication plan that accompanied the district’s
five-year plan. It is not clear how or even if, internal and external stakeholders will be made
aware of progress on the elements of the strategic plan during the years ahead. Strategic
communication goals should be developed from, and designed to support, the district’s
strategic plan.
First, align the communication plan goals directly with the objectives and strategies to fulfill
district goals. List the specific strategic plan strategy, then define the communication goals
and action steps that will be used to communicate the ways in which the district is
implementing that strategy. These tasks are typically the work of the district’s
communication professional. All employees must assume some responsibility for District
742’s communication effort, and a communication component should be embedded into all
district objectives, initiatives and programs so that employees understand their roles as
communicators. However, the Director of Community Engagement and Communications
should serve as the point person to ensure that communication goals and objectives are
addressed and completed.
The second step is to create a comprehensive communication plan that not only addresses
specific communication goals and action steps for the year but also encompasses ongoing
communication efforts, such as the management of media relations, production of regular
publications, management of website and social media content, school system notifications,
issues management, and crisis communication, etc. Incorporating all ongoing communication
activities into the plan, along with priority goals for the year, will create a more accurate
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picture of how communication is integrated into district and school operations. It will also
provide a realistic look at the scope of responsibilities and tasks that fall under the auspices
of Community Engagement and Communications.
In addition to the overall strategic communication plan, the district should develop specific
communication plans for any major district initiatives or projects planned for the year, such
as the communication of a possible levy renewal. This type of communication planning also
applies to any unexpected developments or crises that might arise during the year.
The Director of Community Engagement and Communications should work with those
administrators and departments responsible for various projects to develop communications
plans and assist them with the implementation of communication strategies. Examples of
school district communication plans can be provided by NSPRA upon request.
Components of a communications/public relations plan
There is not one “correct” way to develop a communications/public relations plan, but a good
plan should include:
 Research and assessment of activities already in place, as well as needs.
 Audiences, or publics, to be addressed by the plan’s activities.
 Key messages and information to be presented to those publics.
 Desired outcomes or changes in behavior that can be measured.
 Estimated timeline of when the outcomes are to be achieved.
 Current activities to be continued and new strategies to be implemented that will
accomplish those outcomes.
 Person(s) responsible for each step.
 Resources required.
 Evaluation of the activities and outcomes.
Research and Assessment – Determining what communication/public relations/engagement
activities are currently being conducted and determining their effectiveness – the research
and assessment – began with the communication audit in November, 2014. We recommend
implementing ongoing communication evaluation efforts to get the most from the time and
financial resources already devoted to communication.
Audiences/publics – Among the audiences/publics would be those already identified for the
focus groups, but they may be even more specific, or “targeted,” to include:
 Involved parents, non-involved parents, and minority and non-English-speaking
parents.
 Recent graduates and alumni.
 Teaching staff, clerical support, instructional support, maintenance, food service,
transportation, etc.
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Business leaders, business partners (vendors, boosters, scholarship providers, etc.),
civic leaders, and Realtors (an important audience who can be invaluable allies or
damaging detractors).
Local government officials, county officials, and state legislators.
The local newspaper editor and reporters, regional newspaper contacts, cable TV
partners, radio news directors, TV news reporters, and local bloggers.

Key messages – Key messages are the core ideas about District 742 that you want your
stakeholders to hear and remember. Key messages play an important role in strategic
communication. They should be clear – no education jargon. They should be short and
concise. And they need to reflect the mission and goals of the organization. They shape and
focus communication. Once a key message is crafted, it needs to be repeated frequently and
in multiple ways. Stakeholders are bombarded daily with messages from other organizations
and businesses. Sharing a key message once and expecting it to “stick” in the minds of
stakeholders is folly. Stakeholders need to hear a message over and over to be sure it gets
through the clutter and planted in their minds.
A key message, then, becomes the basis for news stories, email updates, Facebook copy,
Twitter feeds, annual report headlines, and reports to the School Board. Key messages can be
created as an element in a year-long communication plan and developed as needed for
smaller issues as they pop up during a school year. They are essential, for example, as
preparation for an interview with a reporter.
A first “general” key message could be that District 742 is taking steps to strengthen
communication. Then repeat that message with information on different subjects including:
 Board, administration, employee vision for open communication.
 The communication audit.
 Surveys that may occur.
 Development of a strategic communication plan.
Desired outcomes – Desired outcomes should be measurable, such as:
 The number of people who agree to serve on a Key Communicator Network (see
Recommendation 3) annually.
 An increase in positive statements about “being well-informed” by employees, as
measured via comments in staff meetings, meet-and-discuss sessions, surveys, focus
groups, and evaluations.
 Recognition by parents, measured via survey at parents’ nights.
 Increased attendance at school events by senior citizens and community members.
 Recognition of school success stories by non-parents, measured by a survey.
 Increased requests for specific information.
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Timeline – A strategic communication plan should include timelines for the effective and
efficient delivery of information to key audiences and also include a schedule with starting
dates for actions to be taken, dates for objectives to be reached, and dates for evaluation.
Activities/strategies – The recommendations included in this report will certainly give
District 742 leaders a head start towards identifying communication activities to accomplish
desired outcomes. Other ideas may come from brainstorming sessions by district leaders or
members of a communication advisory committee (see Recommendation 2).
Resources – Areas to be considered for expenditures could include:
 Equipment, materials and supplies;
 Printing and duplicating;
 Advertising;
 Professional development;
 Travel;
 Subscriptions;
 Professional dues/fees; and
 Outside assistance (i.e., contract services for consultants; videography, etc.).
The new Director of Community Engagement and Communication serves on the
Superintendent’s Cabinet. The director is supported by three communication positions:
website coordinator, graphics/photography technician, and outreach/marketing coordinator.
The job descriptions for these three positions indicate their supervision rests in Community
Education or Instructional Technology. Perhaps this reflects the intent for these positions to
work in these areas in addition to the Community Engagement and Communications office. It
could also relieve some budget strain to share positions with Community Education.
However, we recommend that district leaders review the job descriptions of these three
positions to better define their responsibilities relative to a strategic communication program.
The communication challenges facing District 742 in an era of waning support for public
education are substantial. The current budget for communications (not including department
salaries and benefits) is approximately $40,000. Viewed within a district budget of
approximately $110 million and an enrollment of more than 10,000 students, the resources
devoted to informing and engaging district staff and residents for the purpose of creating
public support should be reviewed. As District 742 reviews its communication program and
embarks on a more strategic approach, the communication budget should be part of that
evaluation. New goals and objectives may require a shift in the current budget appropriation
or an increase in budget if the new direction warrants additional funding. Additional
investment in communication can be evaluated as part of the plan itself.
Evaluation – Finally, at the end of a determined period of time, evaluation of all activities
should take place in order to refine the plan and consider the addition of new activities and
strategies or the reduction and elimination of strategies that do not work for the district. The
strategic communication plan should include a process for evaluation from the beginning of
any activity.
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 Continue to research the communication needs of internal and external
stakeholders. Strategic public relations/communications and marketing programs are
based on a solid foundation of research. Communication research helps to identify what
stakeholders know or don’t know, the information they want to receive, key audiences
for specific messages, and how those audiences prefer to receive their information.
Allowing stakeholders to define their information needs is an important step; as
educators we should not assume we know their information preferences unless we ask.
Research-based communication will support the district’s efforts to deliver quality
education and build solid relationships with key stakeholder groups. This
Communication Audit Report is a significant piece of research that can guide the district
in developing a strategic communication plan. However, on-going research will be
needed to ensure that District 742’s communication program remains relevant and
effective.
Research does not have to be expensive or require a professional researcher. There are a
number of effective strategies that can be implemented with a minimal amount of effort.
Some suggestions include:



Readership surveys of newsletters and websites – The district and the schools
should conduct regular readership surveys of newsletters and websites. The primary
focus of communication vehicles should be to deliver news and information about the
local schools and the district based on the district’s key messages and what
stakeholders say they want to know. We suggest surveys be conducted early in the
year to determine reader interests and then again at the end of the school year to
evaluate the effectiveness of changes. Surveys can be conducted online, by including
an insert or tear-off page in print publications, or, at the school-level, by distribution
to parents at parent-teacher conferences or open houses.



Focus groups – Focus groups with parents, staff and community members can be
used to gauge information needs, explore perceptions and core values, and identify
issues and concerns. They can be informal (by taking advantage of the opportunity to
ask two or three questions of a group already meeting on another topic) or by formal
invitation to share input on a specific issue or initiative the district is considering.



Exit/entrance surveys – Short surveys administered to parents when withdrawing or
enrolling students in schools can provide valuable information for marketing and
communication planning. Similar surveys also can be administered to staff. These
surveys should be designed to find out why they are leaving or what brought them to
the district, what their expectations were or are, how best to communicate with them,
etc. This information can also help identify specific schools or departments where
communication efforts need improvement.



Satisfaction/climate surveys – Community satisfaction surveys are useful in
gathering feedback from parents, students and staff. In addition to asking respondents
to rate school performance and general satisfaction with communication, additional
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questions can be included that are more specific as to the information parents want
and the best format and vehicle to deliver it to them.



Measurable objectives – In order to maximize research data, a strategic
communication plan must include measurable objectives and results for each goal.
Goals that are results-oriented will allow District 742 to determine whether a
communication strategy is successful, in need of additional resources, or should be
eliminated. An example of a measurable objective is: “By [date], 80% of
administrators will feel prepared to deal with media interviews about activities or
issues at their school.” If the objective states only to, “Hold media relations training
sessions for administrators,” it can only be evaluated in terms of whether training was
held as opposed to whether it was effective in delivering the training needed.

 Consider a district-wide survey to assess the effectiveness of the new
communication program in two years. Statistically valid research is a solid foundation
from which to evaluate the district’s new strategic communication program. The
communication audit is an important first step in evaluating current communication efforts.
Audits offer qualitative feedback; they provide a snapshot of opinion based on feedback from
small groups of stakeholders. They provide important insight and serve a valuable purpose as
districts begin to assess the quality of their communication programs.
A professionally conducted survey takes the effort a step further by providing quantitative
data. Quantitative data can be projected to represent the broader community. We encourage
District 742 to consider creating a regular survey schedule designed to update the School
Board on public opinion. Repeating several key questions over a number of years gives
district leaders insight into community perceptions over time. It enables the district to
determine differences in attitudes between parents and the general public. If the district elects
to survey its stakeholders via a statistically valid survey, questions should be included that
are designed to help evaluate the communication program. Give the renewed program a
chance to take off and then look for feedback from the community on what is going well and
what still needs attention. Asking these questions every two years would enable District 742
to make effective course corrections to the communication program to keep it on track.

Recommendation 2: Expand a culture of communication.
As District 742 moves forward in rebuilding its communication program, it will be
important to create a culture where all staff recognize and understand their roles as
communicators and ambassadors for the schools. At the administrative level, we recommend two
basic strategies to help leaders consider how and what to communicate when making decisions.
 Establish “communication protocols” to guide thinking when decisions
are being made. Communication – how, when and what to share with others – is often
an afterthought in the decision-making process of many organizations, school districts
included. School districts committed to strategic communication incorporate
communication protocols into discussions of major decisions so that communication is
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integrated into the process and not overlooked or added on at the end. These protocol
questions raise awareness about important communication issues, highlight the
importance of “closing the communication loop,” and may also help in shaping
decisions. This process can be used as a regular component of the Superintendent’s
Cabinet or administrator meetings and adapted for department or school-level meetings
as well. Protocol questions include the following:













What is the issue or problem? Discuss and clearly identify the core issue or
problem. Identify the specifics that stakeholders need to know about the issue.
How will the issue be framed? Consider how the district will outline the issue or
problem, and how it will be presented to stakeholders.
How does this issue/problem affect stakeholders or impact other concerns?
Consider how a particular issue or problem will affect various stakeholder groups or
impact other issues or concerns facing the district and community.
Which stakeholder groups need to know about this issue? Identify the stakeholder
groups that are the primary audiences for the issue.
What are the key messages that must be communicated about the issue? Identify
the key points that stakeholders need to know about the issue, including the rationale
behind decisions to date. Focus on three to five key statements or “talking points.”
How will this issue be communicated? Identify the methods and strategies that will
be used to communicate with identified stakeholders, as well as who is responsible
for communicating with each stakeholder group.
What is the timeline for responding to and communicating about this issue?
Develop a timeline for response and communication efforts.
Who is the main spokesperson on this issue? Identify who will serve as the main
spokesperson on the issue with the news media, staff and other stakeholder groups.

Over time, these questions will become routine and an integrated part of the district’s
communication process.
 Add a “how this will be communicated” section to agendas for Board,
administrative, principal, and advisory committee meetings. This suggestion
is simple, but can help to create a culture where more people are thinking about
communication. Such a reminder on agendas will stimulate discussions about decisions
and issues, and will lead to better and more timely communication with constituents.
Like the communication protocol, this addition will help individuals to better integrate
communication as decisions and issues are unfolding.
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 Focus on an “inside out” method of communication. In order to be most
effective, all communication of issues in District 742 must start with staff members.
Important information should be shared with staff before it is disseminated to parents
and residents. This is critical because parents and community members often come to
staff with questions about the district and the issues it faces. By providing staff with
information first, District 742 will be able to broaden the network of people who are
aware of an issue and understand the facts. The “inside out” approach is more of a
switch in attitude than a formal strategy, but it has a tremendous impact on the district’s
communication program and is critical to a culture of communication.
 Evaluate the current function of the Community Linkages Committee and
consider restructuring or evolving its role into a communications advisory
committee. The School Board established the Community Linkages Committee to help
improve communication and build connections between the district and community. This
committee has served in a valuable role and was instrumental in helping to reestablish
the communication function in District 742. We encourage the Board to evaluate the
committee’s charges as they now relate to the function of the Community Engagement
and Communications office and the overall communication program. A restructuring or
change in the role of the Community Linkages Committee may be needed to better
coordinate with the new communications office.
Educators often frame issues very differently than the public. In order to connect with and
engage stakeholders, District 742 needs to understand its stakeholders’ perspective and
present messages in a way that is clearly defined and that resonates with target audiences.
The role of the Community Linkages Committee could evolve into that of a communications
advisory committee or issues team comprised primarily of parent, community and staff
representatives. This group would work directly with the Director of Community
Engagement and Communications and could provide assistance in assessing and framing
messages around specific district issues (i.e., levy renewals, achievement data, budgets and
funding, engaging diverse families, etc.) as well as issues that impact the greater community.
They can also serve as a sounding board in providing input and feedback on current
communication efforts as well as those under consideration.
Another option is to create a separate communications advisory committee and revise the
focus of the Community Linkages Committee to serving as liaisons to business, civic, faith
community groups, and public service agencies in St. Cloud, enlisting their support and
involvement in the schools and strengthening connections by members serving on various
community boards and task forces.
 Establish consistent communication expectations from building to
building. Schools and teachers in District 742 have considerable autonomy around
building-level communication. This approach helps the schools retain their own
personality in engaging parents and community. Autonomy becomes an issue, however,
if schools do not operate from a foundation of consistent communication
expectations. Establishing basic communication standards and procedures and setting
expectations for teachers and principals related to home-school communication will help
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to address inconsistencies. It will also reduce confusion for parents who have children at
different grade levels and schools, as well as for staff who have responsibilities at
multiple campuses.
Consider involving teachers, principals, appropriate district office administrators, and parents
(as customers) in evaluating current communication patterns and vehicles to determine which
are most effective and user-friendly. This group can also assist in developing guidelines for
keeping email, voice mail and written communications reasonable and manageable.
Once guidelines and expectations have been developed, communicate them to parents; they
should know how frequently to expect contact from teachers and their schools, no matter
which school their child attends.
School communication programs falter when principals and other administrators are not held
accountable for their role as communication leaders. As District 742 continues on its path
toward improved internal and external communication, we recommend that each school,
department, and administrator create at least one communication goal yearly to be
accompanied with a plan to achieve that goal and evaluate its impact. Many school districts
with a successful communication program require principals and administrators to include
communication goals as part of their yearly performance review. Communication is a key
ingredient in successful leadership. Being accountable for communication goals would
underscore the role the administrators play in the success of the district’s renewed
communication program. Successful communication is everyone’s responsibility.
We also recommend that each school conduct a parent survey for feedback on current
communication vehicles. The survey should be the same across buildings. Do parents read
information sent daily or would they be more likely to read weekly updates? Are phone
messages from principals too long? Does the content of current communications meet their
needs or would they like more information on specific academic programs or activities?
Principals completing the communication survey sent to them as part of this communication
audit reported that they regularly communicate with parents. However, only a third appear to
have done any evaluation to see if that communication is effective. Now is the time to
evaluate whether current communication efforts could be improved or enhanced to better
meet parent needs and interests. The Community Engagement and Communications office
can develop a short survey template the schools can use to evaluate their efforts.
 Train staff members to become District 742 ambassadors. When staff
members are comfortable and confident in their role as communicators, overall
communication is more effective and far-reaching and helps to build trust and credibility
with stakeholders. We understand that professional development training time is limited
given the busy schedules of district and school staff. However, an important component
of a strategic communication plan is ensuring that staff members have the skills
necessary to communicate effectively. We recommend that District 742 consider
offering the following communication training opportunities:
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Add a communication component to staff orientation/in-service. One excellent
way to create employee “ambassadors” is to include a communication component as
part of the orientation and in-service program for staff. This provides an opportunity
to stress the importance of relating accurate information and facts to the public as
well as an opportunity to do some “myth busting” of employee and community
perceptions of the district. The orientation program should acquaint new employees
(support staff as well as teachers) with district culture and procedures and strive to
help them feel part of the team. A refresher in-service on communication should be
offered to all staff regularly.
Provide new employees with an orientation packet that includes:
 General information about the district;
 An explanation of the vision and direction set by district leaders;
 A history of the school system;
 A list of all district publications, their purpose and when they are published;
 An employee handbook;
 An overview of what resources are available to staff on the district’s website;
 Expectations for managing online gradebooks and classroom web pages;
 Any required forms;
 Where to go for accurate information when they hear a rumor; and
 Tips on being a positive “ambassador” for the schools.
It is important to include support staff because they are also key communicators who
are viewed as credible sources of information by the community. We suggest that any
existing support staff orientation materials be reviewed and revised to include a
communication component.



Provide staff training and support for customer service efforts. Good customer
service plays a very important role in schools. In today’s competitive school
environment, where families can take advantage of alternatives such as charter and
private/parochial school options and open enrollment, first impressions are critical
and can make or break a district’s image. A friendly voice on the phone, a warm and
solicitous tone, and a welcoming environment are all important to creating positive
connections and productive interactions with families.
It is not enough to simply emphasize the importance of good customer service. In
order to institutionalize a culture of communication and service excellence, staff must
be provided with adequate training to support them in the communicator role. Annual
in-service workshops on providing exemplary service, dealing with difficult people,
telephone etiquette, and general communication with the public will provide staff
with the tools and skills to support their efforts. Consider training for new teachers on
communicating with parents, particularly during parent-teacher conferences and on
curriculum nights. Communication with parents is one of the most important skills
teachers must master, yet few education programs spend much time helping teachers
to understand communication expectations and strategies to use once in the
classroom.
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Communication to parents should look professional. Anything going home in writing
should be clean and well-proofed for spelling or grammatical errors. Criticism about
misspellings and grammatical mistakes came out in parent focus groups. Remember
that the world holds school communication to a higher level, expecting that our
materials reflect what we teach.
Employee “customers” are just as important. Each staff member at the district office
and at each school has other employees who depend on them for information or
assistance to help them do their jobs in a timely and efficient manner. Each school,
department, and employee is a component of a system that should be working
together to support each other in educating children. It should be stressed that
customer service practices apply to how all staff (not solely office personnel) interact
with the public and each other.
With an increased emphasis on effective communications, consider distributing
“District 742 Ambassador” packets to all district employees, not just administrative
assistants and new hires, at the beginning of the school year. We have found that
employees appreciate receiving a “tool kit” of district information that they can use in
their daily interactions with the public as it helps them feel they are a key part of the
district team. This information can be posted on a staff Intranet site to ensure ready
access. District leaders should stress the role of all employees as communicators and
ambassadors for education, and support them in this effort by providing timely
information, a clear and consistent message, and continued training.
Recognizing that it is difficult to pull staff away for lengthy in-service sessions,
consider breaking customer service training into smaller time units. NSPRA offers a
workshop CD on “Unlocking Sensational Service: Tools for Tapping the People
Power in Your Schools” that provides a variety of customer service training options,
from meeting starters to one-hour, half day and full day sessions that may be useful. It
is available in the NSPRA Online Store at www.nspra.org/products.

Recommendation 3: Expand Outreach to Parents and Community
Parents and community members participating in the focus groups were most likely to
identify the St. Cloud Times, the district website, and gossip/word of mouth as their best sources
of information about the district. Community representatives have some access to information if
they serve on district committees; parents indicate a somewhat better connection to their schools
than to the district, although the strength of that connection varies widely. District-created
information pieces were not among the items cited as best sources. That is not surprising in light
of the status of the new communication program which is just getting started. With a virtual
“clean slate” in regular communication tools, the Community Engagement and Communications
office is positioned to begin an external communication program that will ensure key messages
are delivered regularly to parents and community. This is crucial to the success of the overall
communications program.
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Adding to the complexity of District 742’s communication needs is the deep diversity in
St. Cloud. Many languages other than English are spoken in students’ homes. Many families’
opinions and associations with schools are rooted deeply in another culture. Systems currently in
place for communicating to non-English-speaking parents include some translation of materials,
providing translators for some parent meetings, and relying on Cultural Navigators to support
communication as needed. While the district’s website provides important information, parents
and community members must come to the site on their own. Good external communication
practices are based on an understanding that organizations have to meet their stakeholders where
they are, rather than expecting stakeholders to come to the organization. To that end, we
recommend that District 742 use multiple tactics to communicate to its external audiences.
 Expand an electronic outreach system for external audiences. Staff members
currently receive an e-newsletter and focus groups identified this new tool as a good
source of information. Parents receive the 742 (7 things 4 you 2 know!) e-newsletter on a
monthly basis. Email and electronic communication are two of the fastest and least
costly ways for a school system to provide timely information to constituents. Expanding
this link to external stakeholders will enable the district to push out messages to
supporters and communicate quickly on items that are important. We recommend that
Community Engagement and Communications expand the 742 e-newsletter to include
more strategic content aimed at parents, community members and community leaders.
Translated editions should be made available to those who do not speak English.
Parents automatically receive the 742 e-newsletter via email contact information. A
subscription link should be easily accessible on the district website. Community leaders
could subscribe via the link or through already established organizations like the Chamber of
Commerce, Rotary Clubs, etc. A promotional campaign could invite grandparents, aunts,
uncles, senior citizens and others to subscribe as a way to keep up on the activities of the
district serving their neighborhood’s children. Information needs to be communicated
frequently enough via subscription to maintain the recipients’ interest. We recommend that
District 742 strive to connect with stakeholders at least every two weeks and whenever a
major issue impacts it or the schools. This additional outreach will promote transparency and
provide information directly to residents rather than leaving the district’s key messages in the
hands of the St. Cloud Times or grapevine.
Additional information to be shared could include the following:
 Reports on School Board meeting action items.
 News of student, staff and school district accomplishments.
 Reports of campus incidents to ensure accurate information is delivered quickly to
head off rumors.
 Information on “big picture” issues of interest to the community, such as a change in
state testing, budget choices, and program or policy changes.
In expanding a community-focused e-newsletter, remember that electronic communication is
most effective when it is brief and includes links to more information. Readers scan
headlines to decide what to read; make headlines tell the story and use photos and short
videos to engage readers to click through to more information.
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 Implement a Key Communicator Network. While technology has made it easy and
convenient to communicate directly with large numbers of people through e-newsletters and
websites, it does not replace the value and effectiveness of face-to-face communication with
a small group of influential opinion leaders, particularly in a community like St. Cloud.
Opinion leaders are a source of great influence among parents and residents. Research tells
us there are predictable ways in which people decide their stand on an issue. A relatively
small number of community stakeholders are immediately for or against school initiatives.
Most are predisposed to lean one way or another, but may not really be paying attention to
the details of a school issue. When school issues do come to their attention, they are most
likely to look to others they trust and respect in the stakeholder group for information and
guidance. These influencers are called opinion leaders.
The auditors did not identify any existing avenues for regular, consistent communication
between District 742 and the opinion leaders in the community. Identifying the opinion
leaders within the district’s stakeholder groups is a strategic way to ensure that those who
influence others have the information they need, both to form their own opinion and to share
it with others.







Identify influential opinion leaders who represent diverse community groups and
perspectives. The individuals invited to participate should be credible members of target
audiences identified by the district; they are people that others go to for “the real story.”
The group should be a manageable size (or divided into smaller groups to be met with
separately) to allow for productive face-to-face meetings and relationship-building. In
addition to government representatives, business, civic and faith community leaders, the
local newspaper publisher, university or community college officials, influential retirees,
and other respected citizens should be invited to join the Key Communicator Network.
Residence within District 742 boundaries should not be required as business owners and
other community leaders likely are active across the area.
Hold an orientation meeting with invited key communicators. During this meeting the
superintendent should discuss the vision district leaders have for District 742 and the role
of key communicators as important conduits for information. Review with them this
Communication Audit Report and other pertinent district studies. Consider scheduling a
minimum of two meetings a year with the Key Communicator Network – one at the start
of the year to discuss upcoming issues and plans for the year and another at the end to
review accomplishments. Depending on the number of key communicators identified, it
may be even more beneficial to break them into smaller groups (i.e., business/civic
leaders, ministerial leaders, elected officials, etc.) that meet on a regular basis during the
year. This can help to build more personal relationships with these important stakeholder
groups.
Encourage key communicators to report concerns they hear in the community,
especially examples of inaccurate information or misinformation about the school
district or individual schools. Key communicators should be given a “hot line” number
or e-mail (usually the communications office) to contact if they need information or hear
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about erroneous statements or rumors that need correcting. Whenever such information is
reported, district leaders should determine the validity of it, take action if appropriate, and
inform the entire Key Communicator Network of the district’s response.





Develop a regular e-Update specifically for the Key Communicator Network. It is
important to keep key communicators updated with current information. A short
e-update sent on a regular schedule (monthly or quarterly) can serve this purpose well. Be
prepared to send “extras” when necessary, too. The update should be nimble enough to
reach key communicators quickly if stories are breaking. In addition to disseminating
information, key communicator updates can help dispel rumors, and provide accurate
information and key messages. Give them reasons to be proud of the district. Key
communicators should also receive any regular district publications, regardless of
whether they live within district boundaries.
Conduct an annual evaluation of the program. It’s important to know whether the Key
Communicator Network is functioning effectively and meeting the district’s needs as
well as those of the key communicators. Each year participants should be asked:
 How satisfied are you with the operation of the Key Communicator Network?
 Is the information the district provides you accurate and timely?
 How frequently should we meet?
 Is the e-Update serving your needs?
 Who else should be invited to become a key communicator?
 How can we improve the Key Communicator Network?
NSPRA offers a step-by-step guide for creating an Opinion Leader Network, A
Guidebook for Opinion Leader/Key Communicator Programs that may be helpful. It is
available in the NSPRA Online Store at www.nspra.org/products.

 Include District 742 news and key messages in school newsletters. NSPRA
has found that, in school systems around the country, individual school newsletters are
consistently cited as being a valued information source for parents. Research shows that
the local school is usually seen as the public opinion barometer of how schools or school
districts are doing. It’s a natural center for communication not only with parents, but also
with neighborhood residents, and can become a major component of the entire
communication effort.
In addition to delivering school-specific information, we recommend that school newsletters
be used to provide important information that impacts the entire district and educational
program. This could include information about how the school system is managing funds to
obtain maximum benefits for students, regular updates on goals, student achievement districtwide, policy and curriculum decisions, and other Board action items. Align the information
in school newsletters to the strategic messages identified in the soon-to-be-written
communications plan. Each school should use the same heading for the district information
to make it easy for the schools and to ensure message consistency across the district. These
brief updates could also drive readers to the district website for more information.

NSPRA Communication Audit

35

District 742

 Hold “listening lunches” or “coffees” in the community. Listening is a vital
component of the communication process. Focus group participants indicated few
opportunities exist at present to connect with district leaders when they have questions or
concerns. We encourage District 742 leaders to consider planning some outreach
activities to increase opportunities to listen to the community.
Because most opportunities for the public to interact with the school district involve
citizens coming onto school “turf,” taking the district to the public can often be an
effective way to encourage engagement and feedback. One possibility is for the
Superintendent, other administrators, and Board members to establish a monthly
opportunity for citizens to drop by a local community venue for informal conversations
about the district. Consider teaming up with a business or non-profit organizations to
host these events. Set a regular time and day (for example, every second Tuesday from
7-9 a.m.). Administrators and Board members could team up and rotate attendance.
The key is to meet with community members on their turf, to listen to concerns they may
have about issues impacting the district. It should be clearly stated that these “listening”
events are just that – no decisions will be made based on conversations that take place.
They should be positioned simply as opportunities for the Board and administration to
learn more about the opinions and concerns of community members. In such a diverse
community, working with leaders of cultural or ethnic groups to arrange listening
sessions may be a good idea.
To be most effective, provide a structure for the conversations by designating topics. For
example, one date might focus on reading or special education, another on budget or state
legislative issues, the impact of the Tech High decision, etc. Remind participants that openended “venting” sessions are not particularly useful, but do allow some time at the end of the
session to seek ideas for other topics of interest.
 Evaluate efforts to translate information for non-English-speaking parents.
One of the most consistent issues focus groups identified as a communication challenge
in the years ahead is the need to communicate in multiple languages. It’s obvious that
district leaders are aware of this challenge and are working to address it. One strategy to
consider is a round-table talk with ELL teachers, parent representatives, community
organizations and administrators to evaluate current translation efforts and identify ways
to improve outreach to non-English-speaking families. We recommend reviewing all
information and engagement strategies with this question in mind: Is this communication
activity meeting the needs of our non-English-speaking parents? If not, how can we do
that? When asked frequently, these questions will become engrained in the
communication culture of the school system. (See Recommendation 9 for strategies to
communicate with non-English-speaking families.)
 Provide news inserts for business/community publications. Many
organizations that publish newsletters for their clients or members will include
interesting information from other groups as “filler.” District 742 can prepare short news
updates about the schools that businesses and civic groups can use in their employee and
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member newsletters. Highlight career education opportunities for the Chamber of
Commerce or an activity that encourages volunteerism for a non-profit group. Help
businesses and institutions in the area see the connection between their core mission and
what is happening in the schools.
 Make a special effort to connect with parents who are not actively involved
in schools. Not all parents are involved and engaged in their children’s schools. Many
parents are supportive but consumed by the challenges of family and work or they may
be new to the district and unsure how to become involved. There are no magic bullets
that ensure all District 742 parents will become more engaged and involved. It takes a
determined effort over time. The payoff is the increased student success that
accompanies parent involvement. We encourage the district and principals to target these
parents for increased involvement. Consider specific invitations to small groups of
parents to have coffee with the principal and/or Superintendent for a conversation about
the district. Invite new parents to breakfast for a Q & A with the principal. Enlist the
help of parent leaders and those who are regularly in the schools by asking them to bring
a neighbor or new parents with them to a school event. Or ask that involved parents
serve as school ambassadors, reaching out to families.
 Implement a “speakers’ bureau” that community organizations and
businesses can tap for meetings and conferences. A speakers’ bureau would
provide District 742 with an opportunity to directly communicate information about
programs, initiatives and issues to opinion leaders in key civic and community groups.
Administrators and other staff who have received recognition or who are using
innovative approaches to teaching and learning could be invited to participate as
speakers. A “Teacher of the Year” recipient is an excellent example of a staff member
the community would like to meet. Community Engagement and Communications staff
should help speakers prepare in order to ensure a professional presentation. The
speakers’ service could be offered on an ongoing basis and advertised on the website and
in district publications along with direct marketing to groups like the Chamber of
Commerce or Rotary Club. Keep a log of speaking engagements, noting speaker, topics
and audience. Topics could include instructional technology; 10 Things You Need to
Know about District 742; State of the District; etc. Bring students along to tell their
stories, too. Topics should reinforce the district’s key messages.
 Create a “See for Yourself” program. One of the most effective ways to
demonstrate the quality of educational programs is to let people see staff and students in
action. “See for Yourself” opportunities enable business leaders and community
members to spend a couple of hours or even a day following a principal, teacher or
student. This first-hand experience is especially enlightening for those who may not have
been in a school for a long time. Invite community leaders, radio personalities, real
estate agents, elected officials or anyone considered an influencer of public opinion.
Consider invitations to leaders of the many cultural communities within St. Cloud. If
appropriate comments from participants are obtained during a “debriefing” session, they
could be used in marketing messages about District 742.
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Recommendation 4: Strengthen internal relationships with staff.
Focus group participants frequently cited school staff members as a district asset. Parents
and community admire the passion teachers have for their students; staff members believe in the
talents of their colleagues. District office administrators and principals acknowledge the many
challenges staff members face every day to meet the needs of students and the ever-increasing
expectations of district leaders. Change is the new normal in District 742. Teachers juggle
multiple new programs, new techniques and new technology to address the urgent need to
improve achievement and prepare students for success beyond high school. In every corner of
the district – district office, every employee group and every building – staff members are
working full throttle on behalf of students.
As the work of education becomes more complex, the community understands less about
the challenges facing staff and students. The lack of understanding undermines the image of the
district in the community. Now, in addition to working harder than ever before, staff members
are put on the defensive by negative comments…in the newspaper, at the coffee shop or even at
their own family gatherings.
The internal tension created by feeling over-worked and under-appreciated is real. But
the district has the opportunity to dissipate that tension in some part if employees feel respected,
involved, knowledgeable, and appreciated. When employees feel part of a whole and believe
“we’re all in this together,” positive things happen. That requires trust. Trust requires positive
relationships.
 Strengthen the commitment to visible leadership. Staff members like to see the
Superintendent and district office administrators in the buildings. We applaud the
commitment of Superintendent Jett and other leaders to visit schools. We also
recommend that district leaders visit schools with the intent of not only observing, but
also interacting with staff. Staff members told the auditors they value face-to-face
communication. They would like the opportunity to talk to leaders, ask questions, and
offer feedback. While this is time consuming, it offers long-term benefits.
Leadership visits should be scheduled in advance if possible. The visits can be a brief
“walk through” with follow-up at a later date or scheduled visits to staff work rooms,
classrooms or staff meetings for short Q & A sessions. The visits should include
stopping by the kitchen, seeking out the custodian, visiting with the secretaries and hall
monitors. In visiting with these staff members, district leaders not only get another
perspective on the day in the life of that employee, they acknowledge the value of each
staff member in supporting student success. Principals should consider a daily walk
around their buildings to build relationships by touching base with all groups.
 Create a Superintendent’s Employee Advisory Council. An employee advisory
council can serve as a formal collaboration tool between the Superintendent and staff.
Protocols should be established to ensure the meetings focus on problem-solving and
information-sharing; meetings should not be allowed to become gripe sessions. Members
should be volunteers and representative of all employee groups. Agendas should be
NSPRA Communication Audit

38

District 742

posted to all staff prior to the meeting. Following the meeting, a summary of the
discussion and any recommendations or conclusions created by the group should be
written and posted. Embedded in the success of this communication concept is the
assumption that the thoughts and suggestions of the employee council will be taken
seriously and given appropriate follow-up. The Director of Community Engagement and
Communications could attend the employee advisory council meetings, prepare an
action summary for distribution, and assist the Superintendent in any follow-up
necessary.
 Gather staff input on decisions that impact their jobs. When district leaders are
considering decisions that directly impact staff members and the schools, it is important
to ask for their input in advance whenever possible. This is particularly important as
leaders implement changes to established procedures. A common feeling across staff
focus groups is that employees feel they have fairly limited opportunities to provide
input, yet believe they have insights to share based on experience.
Gathering staff input requires extending some decision-making timelines, but it pays big
dividends in building morale and pride in job performance. It also helps surface possible
problems or concerns from a grassroots perspective of those charged with implementing
decisions. Whether this is done via survey, advisory group meetings or focus groups, we
believe District 742 leaders can improve both the relationship with staff and the
decision-making process by purposefully engaging employees in the spirit of District
742’s Core Values of seeking multiple perspectives and shared ownership of the
district’s success.
 Re-work the Back-To-School event to welcome all staff again. At one point,
all staff members were invited to celebrate the beginning of another school year at a
staff-only back-to-school event. In recent years, some staff categories have been dropped
from the invitation list. Predictably, those who were no longer included felt slighted and
devalued. The reasons behind this change undoubtedly seemed reasonable at the time.
And with 1,600 employees, we understand that simply finding a venue that works may
be a challenge. We encourage district leaders to re-think the Back-To-School event and
to make provisions to include everyone as a valued member of the District 742 team.

Recommendation 5: Create a crisis communication plan based on
best practice.
Currently, work is in progress to develop a formal district-level crisis communication
plan. The Director of Community Engagement and Communications is working with a team of
colleagues to draft an overall crisis plan for the district. The role of the Community Engagement
and Communications office should be to provide counsel and advice to schools and district
leaders during crisis situations. Tools the department might help create or monitor during a crisis
include parent letters, social media updates, talking points and media relations. Due to the
unpredictable nature of crises, we recommend that District 742 move quickly to create a
comprehensive plan designed to guide communication in the event of a crisis or unexpected
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event. The plan should focus on specific communications during a crisis and assign specific
management and communication responsibilities to identified staff members.
The Director of Community Engagement and Communications should lead the
communication efforts at both the school and district levels. The first priority for building-level
administrators is the safety and well-being of students and staff rather than responding to news
media or coordinating the distribution of key messages and updates. The Director must be on the
scene to assist and be ready to handle multiple assignments.
A crisis is a reputation-defining moment for a school district. It can be a traumatic event
like a shooting or a fire, or it can be a problem situation such as bus drivers walking off the job, a
student protest, or an allegation of wrong-doing by an employee. Communication missteps are
costly. And, the speed of today’s communication adds another layer of challenge. The ability of
students and staff to call or text immediately when a crisis occurs could put District 742 behind
the communication eight-ball without proper preparation. The fact that the district currently
blocks Facebook and Twitter accounts would backfire in a crisis where all avenues of
communication must be available. Consider the following suggestions to address communication
preparedness in the face of a crisis.
 Create a crisis communication plan to ensure all communication bases are
covered when a crisis hits. The goal of a crisis communication plan is to establish
credibility and trust with stakeholders by creating a process through which the district
can provide information in a calm, professional manner, eliminating mixed messages
and conflicting information. A crisis communication plan is an agreement in advance of
how communication will work in a crisis. Communication strategies should reflect
openness and accessibility, transparency, truthfulness, engagement, and responsiveness.
Strategies should focus on resolving the crisis, employee communication, external
stakeholder communication, and the news media. The plan should:





Identify a district-level crisis communication leadership team and response
team. The leadership team typically would include the Superintendent, Director of
Community Engagement and Communications, and a third administrator, such as the
facilities manager or assistant superintendent of operations. This group oversees the
district’s response to the emergency. The response team is charged with convening
during a crisis to manage the communication function of the crisis leadership team.
While the Director of Community Engagement and Communications is in charge of
communication, much needs to happen within a brief period of time for one person to
do everything alone. The Director serves both teams. The communication response
team should include others not already assigned to the crisis leadership team.
Identify key audiences/stakeholders and the best way to communicate with them.
By including a list of audiences and the most effective channels to reach them, the
response team can move forward without having to brainstorm the list as the crisis
response begins. Plan to create key messages to accompany each crisis.
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Identify the district’s primary spokesperson. In the case of a significant event, the
Superintendent or the highest ranking district official available should take the lead.
Stakeholders want to be assured that district leaders are informed and in charge. In
most instances, the primary media contact would remain the Director of Community
Engagement and Communications. In some instances, the administrator most
knowledgeable about the issues surrounding an incident should be prepared to
conduct interviews.



Include a strategy to manage the “Golden Hour.” The first hour of a crisis
contains the “judgment of confidence.” Public perception regarding District 742’s
ability to respond effectively in a crisis is determined very early. Include a first
response checklist and a template for an initial public statement. The first response
checklist includes collecting the basic facts of the situation: who-what-when-wherewhy; determining communication priorities; identifying who to reach first; and
developing a beginning of the response strategy.









Include a template for an initial public statement. This one-page template should
be included within the plan. The initial statement shares what can be confirmed,
outlines what the district is doing to respond to the situation, and provides a schedule
of when updates are expected to occur. It also offers messages of concern and
sympathy for anyone directly and negatively impacted by the crisis. This template
also serves as a back-up communication starter if the Director is out of the district at
the beginning of a crisis event.
Clearly delineate the communication responsibilities of the district and local law
enforcement or emergency response personnel if the crisis involves them. Talk to
local officials before a crisis occurs to understand parameters around the appropriate
release of information, who will serve as primary contact, and how the district and
first response personnel can work together.
Prepare a statement to be used by receptionists and secretaries at every building
as the crisis unfolds. Parents will be concerned about their own children, even if the
crisis occurs in another school. Building staff should be aware of this responsibility
and look for a statement from the district office.
Prepare for news media coverage. With today’s instant communication, the news
media may hear of any trouble faster than district staff. If reporters sense at first
contact that the district is unprepared to respond, they will report that perception.
Establish news media protocols. When will interviews be available? Where will they
be held? Are photographers allowed? Who will accompany them? Can students be
photographed? District 742 should call the shots with news media while recognizing
that reporters have a legitimate role in communicating during a crisis. They can be
allies for broad distribution of important information. It is important to remember that
if a district representative doesn’t talk to them, they will find someone who will.
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Maximize the use of social media. Social media is now a vital tool in crisis
communication, allowing the district to quickly release important information, correct
misinformation and track events in real time. The crisis plan should identify who will
be responsible for updating the district’s website, Facebook and Twitter accounts.
Ideally, this responsibility should be assigned to one of the Community Engagement
and Communications staff to ensure that these critical communication tools receive
immediate and ongoing attention in a crisis. The district may also want to consider
ways in which texting can be included as a tool for use in a crisis.
Determine when the district’s voice notification system will be used. Who will
write and record the message? Who is translating in order to reach non-Englishspeaking families? Who is responsible for scheduling and sending out messages?
Require preparation of internal messages. Employees need to be updated and, if
possible, they should hear what is happening before messages are sent to parents
and/or the community. Employees will be information ambassadors during a crisis.
People will expect that they know what is happening. Talking to uninformed
employees will eat away at the community’s confidence and trust in District 742’s
response.

 Prepare a “dark” webpage for use when a crisis hits. Develop webpages to
launch when a crisis occurs. These pages remain dormant until the need arises. The
webpages should include items such as: contact information; links to the initial public
statement; background information and district facts including current enrollment,
number and names of schools, etc.; protocols for picking up students; news media
guidelines and location of news briefings; and other pertinent information. As the crisis
response evolves, all related messages from District 742 should be posted on the website
and on social media sites for access by all stakeholders.
 Communicate procedures to parents before a crisis occurs. The best time to
let students, staff and family know what to do in an emergency is before it happens.
Include information in student and staff handbooks and on the website explaining what
parents and staff can expect if a crisis situation occurs in District 742. A brochure or
flyer can also be created with this information. Include the most likely communication
vehicles the district will use in a crisis – voice notification system, email, website,
Facebook, Twitter, etc. Let parents know that the school or district will inform them
when and if students need to be picked up or whether they will be delivered home
through regular bus transportation. Communicate the fact that District 742 has a crisis
management and communication plan. Stress that student safety and welfare will always
be the primary concern in any crisis. If stakeholders know what to expect, it will help
defuse the worry that naturally accompanies an announcement of a crisis in a school.
This should be communicated at the beginning of each school year.
NSPRA offers a helpful resource for planning, the Complete Crisis Communication
Management Manual. It is available in the NSPRA Online Store at www.nspra.org/products.
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Recommendation 6: Ramp-up branding and marketing plans to
address negative community perceptions.
School districts used to consider marketing something reserved for private sector
businesses as a way to solicit more customers. Not anymore. Today, branding, marketing, and
reputation management are key components of a successful school public relations program. In
several focus groups, participants agreed that the reputation of District 742 in the community is
mixed. Those sending children to area schools generally see the district positively. Many
expressed pride in the experiences their children have due to the diversity of the schools.
In spite of that support, all groups acknowledged the deep negative perceptions that
continue to be held by some residents and some parents within the district, much of it believed to
be fueled by the St. Cloud Times. Frustrated, participants believe that those negative perceptions
are based on old experiences that don’t reflect today’s reality. Many focus group participants
believe the district must do more to “get positive news out there” and to “tell the district’s story”
instead of letting “others tell your story.”
District 742 offers a quality educational program, but its image suffers by comparison to
neighboring school systems. A branding and marketing effort should focus not only on
promoting a positive image and attracting new families and staff, but also on retaining families
who are contemplating enrollment in other districts or alternative education programs. A strong
“brand” identity is beneficial to the city as well, because good schools help to attract and sustain
local businesses and the community’s economy.
District leaders are well aware of the perception problem in the community, and have
made improved marketing/branding efforts a priority result of Strategy 2 in the Strategic Plan.
Attempts at improving the district’s image have been undertaken with an extensive radio
campaign showcasing students, teachers and parents, all talking about why they love being a part
of District 742. Many focus group participants mentioned this radio campaign. Marketing and
branding were addressed in a district Awareness Initiative developed several years ago. The plan
talks about “building the brand with bricks and mortar,” with the bricks being major attributes
that tell “our story” and the mortar being consistent elements that permeate every message.
Examples of “bricks” in this plan include such things as more extracurricular options; more
Advanced Placement courses; technology in the classroom; and Language Immersion. Mortar
included a “What’s in it for me?” proposition; slogans and tag-lines; and District 742’s
differentiating idea.
While all these ideas and concepts are important, they should be part of a broader effort that uses
research to guide the marketing effort. The ultimate goal of a marketing plan must be to attract
and retain students and to manage the district’s reputation in the community. Now is the time to
create a marketing/reputation management strategy that will help renew and broaden public
support for District 742 in the years ahead. Consider the following suggestions:
 Develop a marketing plan. Marketing focuses on satisfying customer needs, wants
and demands. It’s a way for schools and districts to see students and their families as
customers. Before competition from charter schools and open enrollment, most public
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school districts had a monopoly. If you lived in the district, you went to district schools,
or chose a private or parochial school option. Now, with open-enrollment and
competition from charter schools, districts losing students to alternative schools also are
losing market share. We must understand that the “business” of education is now
consumer-driven. Losing market share is not sustainable through the long term. Just as in
business, school districts must market and brand themselves to highlight their benefits
and services and to differentiate their school experience from the rest. Marketing focuses
on benefits not features. To market District 742, several questions must be answered:
 How does the product meet the customer’s needs?
 What does the customer know about the product? Does the customer have enough
information to make a decision about it?
 What’s the value of the product to the customer? What are the benefits? What is the
cost?
 How easy is it to get access to the product?
Answering these questions requires research. To this end, we recommend that a
marketing plan include the following strategies:
 Develop surveys for families entering and leaving the district. Good plans begin
with research. District 742 should gather information on the reasons parents choose to enroll
their children in the district or to send them elsewhere. This information would provide the
district with important insight for developing a successful marketing plan. Entrance and exit
surveys should be administered to all parents with children entering or leaving the district.
This should be a short survey, designed to determine why parents are choosing District 742
schools or why they are leaving, where they are going, and what they expect from their new
school. Parents could be asked to fill a survey out at the time they enroll or withdraw their
child.
With this information, District 742 can create messages to weave into the communication
effort that will combat misperceptions and create positive comparisons for the schools. This
type of survey data is essential for creating an effective marketing program for the schools.
 Implement an outreach campaign to real estate agents. Real estate agents have a
vested interest in helping to promote the St. Cloud area, and quality schools are a positive
sales commodity. Many school districts have made a concerted effort to nurture strong
relationships with real estate agents, which enables them to promote the merits of the district
and accurately respond to questions about the schools. Real estate agents are often among the
first points of contact a family or individual has in a community and they play an important
role in creating a positive “first impression” of the schools. Therefore, real estate agents are
an important audience for district marketing activities. As local business people, they are
often opinion leaders and key communicators.
Real estate agents were described by some focus groups as contributing to the continuing
community negativity directed toward the district. It is difficult to overcome negative seeds
planted as a family moves into a new neighborhood. Real estate agents need accurate
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information to use with clients and positive personal experiences in local schools. Consider
inviting some local agents to brainstorm ways in which the district could communicate more
effectively with local real estate agencies. This group could also serve to help evaluate steps
taken to better inform and involve their colleagues.
Create a page on the website that local real estate agents and prospective families can access
for information when looking to buy homes in the area. It would also be beneficial to host an
annual tour of school facilities for real estate agents. This provides an opportunity to learn
about the questions clients most often asked them about the district and schools. Knowing the
information prospective home buyers are seeing can be helpful for producing fact sheets on
the schools and posting content for the website.
Another way to share information with local real estate agents is an information seminar.
Invite agents to a breakfast or luncheon meeting once or twice a year at a school. Offer a bus
tour of the district or select schools to highlight specific programs. Give them a checklist of
information available on the district website and a brochure or information packets that they
can give to clients when showing homes in the district. District 742 also might consider
investigating possibilities for partnering with a real estate group to provide information
sessions or seminars.
By working with the area Realtors’ Association, it may be possible to obtain continuing
education credit for the seminar, which provides further incentive for agents to attend. In
some districts, real estate groups and mortgage companies sponsor and fund these seminars.
Or, district representatives may ask to make a brief presentation at one of the weekly
meetings real estate agencies hold for their agents to exchange information. Bring along
materials to distribute and a parent who can verify the quality experiences his/her children
are having in District 742.
 Create targeted audience information materials. Information materials should be
developed for a variety of target audiences, such as new and prospective families, real estate
agents, business leaders, community development representatives, and potential employees.
Materials should be developed with information specific to the audience or purpose. The
business community, for example, could use a one-page overview of the district’s successes
to share with prospective employees. Consider inviting in several human resources directors
to discuss the kind of information business and city or county offices would find valuable.
These materials should be posted on the district’s website. They can also be compiled on
DVD, flash drives or in print packets for distribution to local real estate agencies, businesses
or for schools to share with new families.
 Evaluate “first impressions” at all district schools. The old saying “You never get a
second chance to create a first impression,” applies to schools as well as individuals. Even
residents who never step foot in a school form an opinion as they drive-by just observing the
basic upkeep of the property. Has the lawn been mowed? Is the signage in good condition? Is
the school marquee updated or is it promoting a meeting or event that occurred four months
ago? Is the building in need of new trim or a little paint? Does it look like a place where your
children and grandchildren would be happy? In addition to continuing good stewardship of
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facilities, consider conducting a yearly evaluation of each building’s “curb appeal” so that
any problems can be addressed in a timely manner. Let there be no doubt about the pride the
community can have in its buildings and school system.
 Review and refine District 742’s branding efforts. We recommend that District
742 begin more aggressively “branding” itself and its schools. More than a name, logo
or tagline, strong brands are known for something unique – a promise of value that no
other product or organization can claim in quite the same way with as much credibility.
The goal of branding is to develop and maintain customer loyalty. People make
decisions based on how they feel about an organization, not by logical or intellectual
considerations. A strong brand creates trust and an emotional attachment to the district.
Responses from the focus groups indicated that people have an attachment to their local
schools. Teachers and other staff are held in high esteem. Parents trust that the needs of
each child are identified and addressed. The work now becomes selecting things that
resonate with parents and the community and then highlighting and showcasing it more
deliberately. This can be some of the “bricks and mortar” elements that were identified
in the Awareness Initiative. The following suggestions can help develop the District 742
brand:





Tell parents about your teachers. Think of your schools in terms of product. Your
product is the strength and skill of your teaching staff and how that translates into
success for students. People want to know about the teachers working with their
children. Schools should introduce teachers to parents at the beginning of each year.
Teachers may send introductory letters about the learning experience planned in the
year ahead. Parents also are interested in the teacher’s degrees, awards, and interests.
Ask teachers to put something about themselves on their class webpage, too.
Reinforce efforts to build relationships between teachers and parents. Also help
teachers see the value of open communication with parents and create district-wide
standards for communication between teachers and parents.
Reinforce your brand through testimonials. Successful students and beloved
teachers speak volumes about the impact of schools on the lives of children. These
are stories that shape perception and underscore the district’s brand promise. Feature
graduates talking about the impact their education in District 742 schools has had on
their lives. Ask current students to talk about the wonderful opportunities they are
experiencing at the high school. Feature teachers and their enthusiasm for their
students. To some extent, the district has already started this with the radio
testimonials. However, radio should not be the only medium used to convey these
messages.
Survey local publications. Are there weekly/monthly community newspapers or
publications? Walk into a nearby supermarket and see what free publications are in
the racks at the store. Are your area charter schools or parochial schools advertising?
How are they advertising? Where are they advertising? Are they doing direct mail?
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Are they doing door hangers? Are they advertising in publications or newspapers?
District 742 should be visible in those same publications.
Marketing should not be a “put your eggs in one basket” proposition. A balanced
attack is the best strategy. If all you do is radio advertising, you are missing an
opportunity to reach newspaper readers or people who get their news online.
Research the habits of your parents and community. How do they get their general
local information? This could provide insight into other media that you should be
using to get out your message.
Finally, ask parents to talk about an experience that made a difference for their
student. Or, ask students to talk about a teacher or other staff member who inspired or
challenged them to succeed. Use video to allow for wide distribution of these
messages. Consider placing the stories on the homepage of the district’s website,
making it easy for anyone to connect with them.

Recommendation 7: Maintain and build relationships with local news
media.
Most school districts have a love/hate relationship with the news media. District
administrators need to understand and respect the media’s role in society, the reporter’s job, and
the requirements and deadlines of different media organizations. Media representatives and
reporters need to understand and respect the pressure, requirements and mandates educators face,
and develop, if not an appreciation, at least an awareness of the challenges inherent in today’s
education environment. The Internet and social media continue to influence the evolution of
journalism and the process used to research and report the news. School districts and the news
media may not always see issues the same way, but the relationship does not have to be
acrimonious. Consider the following suggestions for improving relationships with local media:
 Initiate a work session with local news media outlets to discuss district
policy and guidelines for sharing student and school information with
reporters. Critical topic areas to discuss include: district guidelines and protocols for
routine media inquiries, perception of media response time, release of student
information and use of photographs, reporter and photographer access to schools, and
communication during crisis situations. It may also be helpful to hold a meeting for
principals with a panel of reporters willing to talk about how they do their jobs and field
questions from the principals. This could help facilitate a more comfortable working
relationship.

 Set guidelines and protocols for handling routine media responses at the
school level. Many reporters say that they get information for stories by looking at
online postings, talking to parents, principals, police, and legislators. When a story is
time sensitive, media representatives looking for information should call the Community
Engagement and Communications office. Review district media guidelines to ensure that
they include specific protocols for routine media requests or story pitches that can be
handled at the school or department level. Creating protocols for schools to follow when
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handling routine media calls can help facilitate response times and relationships with
local news outlets seeking information and story ideas.
Additionally, the guidelines should outline what constitutes a district-wide issue or crisis
that should be managed by the Superintendent and Director of Community Engagement
and Communications and what types of media requests can be referred to individual
schools or department heads.
The media guidelines should include procedures for tracking media responses and
outcomes, and keeping Community Engagement and Communications advised of media
activities in individual schools or departments. In addition, the guidelines should advise
principals and administrators on how District Communications can assist them with their
media needs and provide directions and timelines for submitting requests.
Many large districts create a media relations handbook that contains these guidelines and
protocols as well as tips for effective media response. This can serve as a handy
reference tool for all administrators and is an option District 742 should consider.
 Create a “District 742 News Room” on the website for easy access by
reporters. To better serve the routine information needs of the news media and reduce
reporters’ dependence on reaching staff to provide information, an expanded section of
the website should be created with news media needs in mind. Reporters should be able
to subscribe to automatic notification through an RSS feed of any new content in the
News Room. Easy access and information that includes direct contacts for comments
and quotes will make the site more “media-friendly.” Talk to the local reporters who
regularly cover the district to determine what information to provide in the media
section. Some suggestions for bolstering media content include:





Provide a District 742 fact sheet that includes data such as enrollment and staffing
numbers by school, demographic breakdowns, age of buildings and historical notes,
etc.
As part of the regular Board meetings, have the Superintendent or Board President
share for the record four or five good news stories from across the district, or have
each Board member share an update from a school or classroom visit or success story
they learned about. These should include good news items from elementary schools,
high schools, various programs and district office departments. Include kudos for
students, teachers, administrators, support staff, etc. Give this list of good news items
a catchy name like “Points of Pride” or “Good News and Successes.” It can help to
get board meetings off to a nice start, and audience members are able to hear about
the good things that are going on in the district. Anyone watching the School Board
meeting at home or streaming it online can hear the good news, too.
A formatted list of successes can be uploaded to the website as well. Once the
information is online, you can use the district’s social media outlets to link the media
and the public to the information.
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Include links to bios and high-resolution headshots of the superintendent, top
administrative staff and the Board.
Link to high-resolution graphics of the district logo, logos of other key initiatives or
campaigns, photographs of district buildings and schools, and other important visuals.
Provide contact information for Community Engagement and Communications staff
as well as their specific areas of responsibility. Include after-hours media contact
information.
Include an archive of district publications, including newsletters and marketing
publications.
Post high-resolution photos, video, and b-roll of breaking district news or special
events.
Provide a media sourcebook – a list of district staff who are experts on various topics
of potential media interest (i.e., student assessment, facilities and construction, special
subject areas such as math and literacy, dual language, special education, nutrition
and wellness, study tips, how to help children deal with grief, how to deal with
bullying, divorce or blended families, etc.). Keep the list up-to-date and add
information and contacts as issues become “hot topics.” Staff with interesting or
unusual areas of expertise should also be included. Anyone included on this list
should receive media training as well as directions on how to respond to any direct
media calls they might receive.
Provide media guidelines for:
 Requesting interviews with district personnel.
 Campus visits.
 How the district will communicate with the media in a crisis. This should include:
identifying a primary contact and spokesperson; procedures for news briefings
and handling requests for interviews or access to campuses; location of media
assembly areas; and any policies related to crisis management.

 Provide annual media relations training for administrators. We recommend
that all administrators receive annual inservice in media relations that not only includes
training in delivering an effective message but also explains their responsibilities and
accountability as key communicators for District 742.
 Strive to improve the working relationship between District 742 and the St.
Cloud Times. It is not unusual for central urban school districts to have a challenging
relationship with the major newspaper of record in the community. The proximity to the
schools and quick access to central administration offices makes it deadline-friendly for
reporters, and the nature of an urban system guarantees a steady stream of stories.
However, District 742 and the St. Cloud Times have an interesting relationship that was
noted in many focus groups. The general perception is that the St. Cloud Times is only
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interested in negative stories that often portray the district in a bad light. However, when
Apollo astronauts visited one of the schools in November, the St. Cloud Times had a
picture and story about the visit on its front page. This is proof that good, positive stories
are also covered.
It is important for Community Engagement and Communications to help principals and
school staff learn how to identify a good story possibility. If story and photo
opportunities aren’t shared with Community Engagement and Communications, then
they can’t be pitched to the media. That is one reason why starting board meetings with
good news items can help create better media coverage. It gives principals an
opportunity to hear examples of what their colleagues are sharing and it can start a
friendly competition of getting good news stories on board agendas.
NSPRA has found in working with districts across the country, that news editors and
reporters are generally interested in improving working relationships with their local
school districts. The Superintendent, School Board, and Community Engagement and
Communications have a great opportunity to better their relationship with the St. Cloud
Times and other media outlets by establishing a more open and transparent flow of
information. We encourage the Director of Community Engagement and
Communications to schedule regular editorial meetings with the St. Cloud Times, the
Superintendent and Board President to improve understanding and facilitate
conversations that are mutually beneficial for both organizations.

Recommendation 8: Engage stakeholders through the thoughtful
expansion of social media and e-communication efforts.
The most rapidly growing area of e-communication is social media. This term describes a
wide array of web-based communication channels designed to promote direct person-to-person
communication – blogs, podcasts, wikis, social networking, professional networks, video and
photo-sharing websites, etc. Social media is now a standard tool in the school communication
toolbox, and a social media plan must be a component of District 742’s strategic communication
efforts. Although the district already has Facebook and Twitter accounts, staff and community
awareness of these sites was hit or miss. This ambiguity negatively impacts the district’s efforts
to reach out through social media.
Most focus groups participants believe that social media should be a component of the
district’s communication mix. The school district already uses multiple social media outlets. A
social media communication plan will ensure each social media component is used to its full
potential for the district’s strategic communication efforts. The internal impact of social media
sites is limited due to current policy that doesn’t allow staff access to the district’s sites through
the internal network. Staff members need access to the information posted each day if they are to
serve as district communication ambassadors. They should receive training in using social media
appropriately. We recommend a thorough review of policies associated with access to social
media to see if the current approach truly assists the district’s communication objectives.
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It is important to have policies and guidelines in place that address the proper use of
social media and the protection of students and staff. Some examples and resources that may be
helpful include:
 IBM’s Social Computing Guidelines at www.ibm.com/blogs/zz/en/guidelines.html.
 Papillion-La Vista School District (Neb.) www.nspra.org/files/PapillionLaVista%20Social%20Media%20Guidelines.pdf
 Minnetonka (Minn.) Public Schools www.minnetonka.k12.mn.us/policies/470.pdf.
 NSPRA: Social School Public Relations blog http://socialschoolpr.wordpress.com
 www.edsocialmedia.com
 www.socialmediatoday.com
The blog developed and written by Community Engagement and Communications staff is
a good addition to the website. We suggest these stories be marketed more aggressively to better
reach stakeholders. A regular blog on important issues District 742 is facing serves as transparent
outreach and way to connect with the community. Reporting progress on the district’s strategic
plan and examples of it in action in the schools would be another area of focus.
Initial reviews show that the district’s Facebook page is well done. The auditors found
good information with a wide variety of stories and links that adequately cover all of the grade
levels and schools within the system. A good Facebook page always includes some kind of
picture or graphic to accompany what is written. District 742’s Facebook page follows this rule
well as every post has a picture or link to keep the page visually interesting. There is good cross
promotion as well, i.e., posts promoting the district’s blog. This is something that should be done
routinely. Each social media platform should cross promote the other platforms, linking them
and driving traffic to each other, for example, the website to Facebook, Facebook to the blog, the
blog to the Twitter page, and so on and so forth.
Consider changing the cover photo on the Facebook page every couple of weeks to keep
it fresh and current. Every time new pictures are taken at a school or for an event, a photo from
that activity could be used to update the front page. At the time of the auditors’ review, the
Facebook cover photo showed adults in a meeting. Be sure to balance photos of teachers and
parent with students and school/classroom activities to keep the focus on children. It is also
important to post good quality photos. Some of the photos on the site appeared to have been
taken without a flash and would present better if the lighting was improved.
The district’s Twitter account provides good information and the cover photo features
students. Twitter can be especially useful for principals who want to reach parents with alerts or
with reasons to be proud of the students’ achievements. Sharing brief good news items with
parents grows the perception that good things are happening in District 742 schools. Principals
should be trained in the use of Twitter to help them maximize its benefits.
It is important to recognize that young staff and parents, as well as students, who are
“digital natives,” are more proficient in the use of social media, so a district presence is required
to reach and connect with those audiences. The website includes direct links to Facebook,
Twitter, YouTube, and other applications for easy access. A social media plan should address
these social networks, smartphones, and mobile apps to ensure the district’s message is
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accessible to all. Only the Facebook icon link appears at the top of the website homepage and
links to other social media sites are listed at the bottom. Consider moving the icons of all the
social media platforms being used up to the top alongside the Facebook icon. Some additional
suggestions include:
 Assign responsibility for implementing and managing the social media plan. The
Community Engagement and Communications office manages the district’s presence on
Facebook and Twitter. Current job descriptions do not identify a staff member with
primary responsibility for coordinating social media. We recommend that a staff
member be designated to coordinate and monitor major social media channels regularly
(for example, local media blogs, YouTube, Facebook, etc.) to identify and analyze any
conversations taking place about District 742. This will help determine what messages
need to be pushed out to stakeholders as well as any inaccuracies that need correcting.
Positive comments gleaned can also provide marketing points about the school system.
A social media plan should identify the platforms to be used and then the district should
support training for staff assigned to monitor and update information. Once a plan is in
place, ensure all schools are informed and on board.
 Assess District 742’s e-communication strategies. The following is a checklist of some
tips for “ePR” planning from the NSPRA resource files:



Do your homework. Smart strategy begins with good research. Internet access,
mobile use and information sources vary greatly by socioeconomic status, educational
level, age, gender and ethnic background. Cheap, web-based tools like
SurveyMonkey or Zoomerang are great for “soft-soundings,” and serve as two-way
communication channels, as well. To monitor what others are writing about your
district, consider Google Alerts, available to anyone with a free Google account. The
service will scan virtually the entire Internet and send email alerts about web pages,
newspaper articles or blogs based on search terms set up by the user. The frequency
of alerts can be managed to arrive as the event happens, or on a daily or weekly basis.
HootSuite also offers free and inexpensive monitoring tools for social media.
There are also media monitoring services that can be used such as Meltwater, Cision
and Vocus. They are generally very good, but they can be somewhat expensive if you
have a limited budget. The thing about these services is that they can pull mentions of
your district or schools from print, radio, TV, and magazines, but also from
Facebook, Twitter and other social media mentions. They also can provide you with
an earned media dollar amount so that you can determine what each mention garnered
in “free” publicity. This can be helpful in showing district administration and the
board the worth of your PR efforts at the end of the year.



Use the right tool. Understand the unique capabilities and limits of each
communication tool or context. Twitter is great for quick, short, and constant bursts
of information. Knowing what to use when and with who represent key strategic
decisions.
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Start a two-way conversation. Use the interactive power of digital communications,
particularly social media, to encourage dialogue and participation by parents and
other key publics. Ask questions and encourage people to share different
perspectives. The goal is to start a conversation, not just convey information.
Look at pull vs. push. Technology has dramatically changed how people access
news and information. A distinct advantage this offers school districts is the ability to
“push” information directly to stakeholders, without having to rely on the news media
or the postal service. Misinformation and inaccurate facts can be immediately
corrected with website postings and email/voice mail alerts. This provides an
opportunity to maximize available communication technology. The information age
also is about empowerment. Employees, parents and other publics want to access
information when it’s convenient for them and in the formats they choose. District
742 does a good job of using RSS functionality under the “News” section of the
website, where many of its sub-sections encourage the user to subscribe for updates.
Studies show that readership and ownership can be increased by using online
subscriptions, “RSS feeds,” and other opt-in tools that let individuals select what
content to receive based on their needs and interests. The idea is to pull people in, not
just push information out.
Develop a database of target audience groups. Maintaining a database with
complete contact information for distinct target audiences such as business, civic,
government, faith community, cultural institutions and non-profits, advocacy groups,
philanthropic groups, etc., can be invaluable in effectively delivering key messages
about the district. With this type of database system in place, District 742 can use it
for specific messaging as well as for sending these key opinion leaders the emergency
notifications employees and parents receive via the Skylert system.

Recommendation 9: Evaluate the website for maximum impact.
The Internet, digital communication and social media have dramatically changed the way
school systems need to think about providing basic information, as well as how they interact with
internal and external stakeholders and the general public. These sites are now critical
communication and marketing tools, and they are often the first impression that people have of
District 742 and its schools.
Today, parents and taxpayers expect to be able to access school information quickly and
easily online. The website is a key component of the overall communication effort and District
742 must strive to increase interactivity and keep the site dynamic and interesting so users return
regularly. It is critical that information on all of the district and school websites be kept current.
What makes a good website? Generally, a good website is one that:



Meets the needs of the target audience(s);
Is a credible and timely source of information; and
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Supports the goals and objectives of the district.

Research tells us that to be credible, a website should:
1. Present a professional appearance





Have a good design and layout;
Be clean and use easy-to-read text;
Have a good color balance; and
Include clear, quality graphics and photos.

2. Provide content clearly, concisely, and coherently




Keep paragraphs and articles short but provide enough detail for those who want
additional information;
Be written with good grammar and spelling; and
Offer useful and relevant information.

An excellent use of interactivity on the District 742 website is the section called
“Publications and Notices” and specifically, the 742 Snapshot, Kindergarten Guide, Language
Immersion and School Bus Safety informational guides. These are just a few of the more than a
dozen guides on this page. These guides are colorful, well-written and the quality of the photos
used is excellent. Clicking to turn the pages and being able to zoom in on sections of each guide
is a great way to engage the user. The informational guides are graphically appealing and use lots
of photos to help present information.
While many focus group participants found some information on the website useful,
almost every group mentioned difficulty in finding the information. Participants would like a
more intuitive organization of the site that would not require the current number of “clicks” to
get to the correct page. A makeover of the homepage can significantly improve the usability of
the District 742’s website. The aim should be, whenever possible, to deliver content to users in
one step; two at the most.
We recommend that a review of the entire website be conducted to identify important
information that currently requires multiple clicks to find. “Publications and Notices,” for
example, must be accessed by going from the homepage to the section called “News” before the
user can scroll to “Publications and Notices” on the dropdown menu. Then the user must click on
the appropriate guide before reviewing it. It should be possible to streamline the path to make
information easy to find and user-friendly. Some suggestions for enhancing and improving the
website include:
 Continue to use social media elements such as blogs, wikis and the ability to
comment on articles to increase user engagement. Along with “pulling” users in
with engaging content and functionality, the best websites also “push” out information
through strategies such as self-select subscriptions, e-newsletters and RSS feeds. District 742
uses RSS (Rich Site Summary or Really Simply Syndication) technology to push out
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information to users who subscribe. We encourage the district to continue to expand the
options available to users and seek ways to incorporate interactive elements to the site.
 Move the Google Translate “Select Language” option to the top of the
webpage. Non-English-speaking visitors to the website can currently select a language
from a list provided by Google Translate. However, that option is at the bottom of the page
and may be difficult to find. Demonstrate the value District 742 places on communicating
with all of its families and consider placing that feature at the top of the homepage.
 Expand the use of video on the site. The website is the perfect environment to
communicate visually. Brief videos give site visitors the flavor of the district. For example,
it’s great that the Superintendent has a welcome message, but you have to click on the
“District” dropdown menu and scroll down to “Superintendent’s Message” to get to the video
message. You then have to click the video to get it to run. This is the type of video that
should be available on the homepage without having to search for it. If people never go to the
Superintendent’s page, then they never get to see the Superintendent’s welcome. Make this
easily accessible. Create videos that feature teaching and learning in action. Science fairs,
field trips, even student-produced videos will enrich the opportunities for visitors to
experience the quality learning opportunities offered in District 742. The “Videos on
Demand” section of the website under “News” can be expanded to offer even more
information and insight into the schools.
 Consider a Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) section for newcomers. Conduct
a focus group with families new to the district this year. Ask about the information they wish
they’d had as they were making a decision to enroll their children in District 742. Based on
their feedback, create an FAQ section for the website. An FAQ section is also a useful
resource for the public and staff. Ask school secretaries to track the questions they are most
often asked by callers so that these can be incorporated into the FAQ.
The FAQs can also be used for countering misinformation and rumors. Whenever an
important issue is up for discussion – or district leaders learn of misinformation that is being
propagated in the community – accurate, factual information should be posted in the FAQ or
another prominent spot on the homepage for easy access. To be effective, the FAQ feature
should be clearly identifiable on the homepage and not added to a dropdown menu or buried
deep within the website. Rumor control should be available through an RSS feed.
 Add the “Contact Us” link to the front page. Currently, the website does not have a
“Contact Us” function available on the homepage for website visitors. Visitors need to go to
the “District” dropdown menu to see it. Once there, the webpage looks nice and it is
informative, but users want to see a “Contact Us” link as a heading for quick reference.
 Use the website to listen to constituents. Consider adding a section to the homepage
that regularly seeks input or feedback from stakeholders. School districts need multiple ways
of listening to constituents and the website is a perfect vehicle for that. Inviting input about
the Tech High decision during the planning events in November/December is a good
example of how District 742 has begun to tap into the website as an engagement tool. Focus

NSPRA Communication Audit

55

District 742

group participants felt that there wasn’t ample opportunity to provide feedback to the district
on a regular basis and a regular website feature could help address that need. Ask for
feedback on specific issues or offer an open-ended opportunity for input or questions.
Comments collected can offer valuable insights into the information needs of users.
Monitoring comments must be a priority, and it’s important to acknowledge receipt of the
feedback electronically with an immediate follow-up message. Comments should then be
sent to a designated staff member for response and follow-up.
 Use the website strategically to communicate key messages. As key messages
are developed and strategic communication strategies are adopted, review the website in light
of those messages and strategies. One suggestion is to create a “This Week in District 742”
section on the homepage that would contain short informational items and key messages that
change weekly and allow for a variety of timely topics to be addressed. To make the website
more interactive, site visitors should be asked to suggest the types of information they find
most useful by responding to an online survey or by emailing responses. Comments collected
can offer valuable insights into the information needs of users – and how well the current site
is meeting them.
 Calendar website content to ensure it is current and accurate. For each item of
content on the website, determine a calendar date by which it should be removed from the
site or reviewed to ensure it is current and accurate. This is a good practice to share with all
of the school site webmasters, currently the Media Specialists. A message can be sent to
them to remind them that it is time to review content on each page. At a minimum, review
the content twice a year. This calendar should also identify the title of the staff member
responsible for ensuring the accuracy of the content – normally the person responsible for the
content in “real life” should also be responsible for the website content review.
 Limit the use of PDF documents on the website. Reliance on PDFs should be limited
so as to improve the accessibility and search optimization of the website. Anything that
requires the end user to take multiple steps to access information or download a PDF instead
of seeing the information right away should be discouraged. Load times for PDFs can vary
depending on the user’s computer equipment and connection speed, so when faced with
PDFs, some site visitors will skip the information completely.
An example of this on the District 742 website is the section on school boundaries. Instead of
a graphic representation of the school boundaries, a user must download a PDF for each
school’s attendance zone. This information should be provided on html pages instead for
quick access. Here is an example from the Roosevelt School District in Phoenix, Ariz.
http://www.rsd.k12.az.us/files/1058/rsd%20boundary%20map.jpg
 Continue to provide opportunities for interested residents to subscribe to
newsletters and website updates. District 742 is using RSS technology to allow
website users to subscribe or get information updates such as 742 News, the blog page, the
monthly 742 webpage, and upcoming events. Allowing site visitors the ability to customize
the information that they want to receive will continue to be the direction districts must move
to provide information effectively to various audiences. Consider moving the RSS feature to
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the top of the webpage where it is being featured. Currently, one has to scroll down to the
very bottom of the page to click on the RSS feature. The only page that has the “RSS” and
“Subscribe” featured at the top of the page is the monthly 742 webpage. There should be
more consistency on where these features are placed on each page. This allows site visitors to
find these features in the same location on each webpage.
 Incorporate use of the website into the crisis communication plan. Websites are
critical information conduits during crises, and it is helpful to keep this in mind when
planning content for the site. Develop crisis information pages in advance. The pages should
contain basic response information (i.e., student pick-up, evacuation locations, media
briefings, basic District 742 and school facts used in news stories, such as enrollment, grade
levels, number of employees, etc.). Consider creating at least one “dark” page for each
school, to be activated in case of a crisis (see Recommendation 5).
 Include a “How to Use this Website” section. Many focus group participants said that
they had to “dig” to find information on the website, which is time consuming and
frustrating. To help address this problem, provide a link with tips and guidelines for
navigating the site and finding specific content areas. In addition to being a helpful tool for
site visitors, it will save time for office personnel who often have to guide parents and others
through the site by phone.
The “About Us” page contains good information about the district. Not too overwhelming
but just enough information to get a sense of what the district is about. The heading,
“Welcome to District 742!” is inviting and sets the tone for the entire site. This webpage
serves as a first impression message and offers a greeting, describes the district, and provides
some historical background to give the visitor a sense of the district’s place in the
community.
 Include short bios and headshots of District 742 administrators and key staff.
Outside of the Board and Superintendent’s pages, no other sections of the website featuring
administrative departments included information on the administrator running the
department. In some cases, not even a name is listed. People want to make a connection with
staff members who lead the district and their child’s school. Encouraging each administrator
to include a short introductory paragraph on their department and their vision would build
confidence in the staff that is overseeing school operations.
It would also help to standardize and provide some consistency between each of the website
landing pages. An example of a district website that does this well is ClarksvilleMontgomery County School System in Clarksville, Tenn. Each department has a photo of the
lead administrator, a mission statement, an About Us statement and a statement on how the
department is supporting students and supporting staff. An example is available at
http://www.cmcss.net/departments/communications/.
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 Market the website. Use every opportunity to market the website by requesting that all
district staff add the website address to their email signatures and making sure that the
website address appears on all print materials, District 742 signage, district vehicles, etc. The
website should be considered a key component of the overall communication, marketing and
branding strategy.
 Strive to provide increased support to improve the consistency and quality of
school websites. We recognize that this is an ongoing challenge given the number of
schools in the district. However, this need should be evaluated regularly to determine parent
and student needs and expectations and optimum support levels so that it is given
consideration when budgets are planned each year.
Focus group participants expressed disappointment that information on many of the school
websites is often outdated. Today’s connected parents expect to be able to access accurate
school information via the Internet, communicate quickly via email and receive important
information from the school in a timely manner. District 742 must deliver effective websites
for individual schools as well as for the district.
Individual school websites need to be planned and assessed with an eye to marketing and
highlighting each school’s unique offerings. There is quite a disparity from school site to
school site as far as the look and information available on the respective landing pages. It
would be more effective if some of the information currently contained in the left hand
column of the webpage would be posted to the landing page of the school site so it is
immediately available. This follows the rule of providing information with as few clicks
possible.
A strictly followed web template identifies information each school must provide on the
homepage while allowing enough leeway for the individuality of each school to come
through. Information on each school homepage should be in the same order and location for
consistency across the district and ease of use by parents. Landing pages should have enough
information that a site visitor does not have to click on another link to see who the principal
is or what the school’s history, philosophy, mission and vision is.
Offering staff “how-to” workshops on using web program software, style guides and
templates, and creating html and web graphics, can help employees feel comfortable and
competent in using their websites effectively. Inservice training on a variety of web topics,
including effective web searches, search engine optimization (SEO), and database
development will improve employee productivity and provide the district with another
opportunity to enhance its reputation.
Key to success in creating effective school websites is teachers being conscientious about
posting information and keeping their webpages current. Focus group participants indicated
there is a great deal of discrepancy across the schools and among the teaching staff on how
sites and webpages are managed. When parents and students access a website and find that
information is out of date or not available, it creates frustration that reflects badly on the
school and the district. Websites and parent portals are a wonderful tool that adds value for

NSPRA Communication Audit

58

District 742

families, but only if their expectations are met by the staff. Untended webpages soon become
irrelevant as sources of information.
 Evaluate responsibility for website updates at each school. Currently, it is the
responsibility of the media specialists at the schools to monitor and update their respective
websites, but given the workload of these individuals, this function does not always fall in
the “top priority” category. We recommend that school level website responsibilities be
reviewed to ensure this valuable communication tool receives the attention it deserves.
In some districts, it is the principal’s secretary who updates the school website. In other
districts, the principal asks for a volunteer from the staff to step up and take the function
over. Some districts employ building-level technology specialists who include responsibility
for website coordination among other functions. The school media specialists undoubtedly
have ideas on ways to improve the current approach. They deserve recognition for assuming
this responsibility in addition to typical media specialist duties. Consider a task force of
media specialists, principals, IT staff, and district communication staff to review the issue
and recommend ways in which individual school websites can be maximized as a buildinglevel communication tool.
 Photographs matter. Many of the photos used in the scrolling portion of the district’s
homepage appeared dark and shadowy. This is not the best image to present to the outside
public. Consider using more flash when taking photos for the website. Photos featuring
students learning say the most about the district and its mission.

Recommendation 10: Extend outreach to non-English-speaking
families.
District 742 deserves recognition for its commitment to reaching out to families for
whom English is not the first language. Cultural Navigators in each building provide assistance
as necessary when these families come to the schools. Many school forms and notices are
already translated in multiple languages. Building from that foundation, we believe even more
can be done to engage the district’s non-English-speaking families.
Practically every focus group identified the district’s diversity in race, culture, and socioeconomics as both a concern and a cause for celebration. Communication with diverse cultures
was frequently identified as the greatest communication challenge facing the district in the years
ahead.
As St. Cloud’s population becomes more diverse, it is important to expand the
communication focus from informing to inclusion and engagement. Diversity must be
understood in the broadest sense, creating a welcoming environment for every child, family
member, and community member, regardless of cultural or linguistic background, family
structure, religion, or differing abilities. District 742 must think carefully about any individuals
or groups who may not currently see themselves reflected in the life of the schools or district.
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NSPRA has developed a Diversity Communications Toolkit that is available at
www.nspra.org/products as a free download to NSPRA members, or for a small fee in print form
and for non-members. The toolkit serves as a guide to help school districts across the country do
a better job of reaching out to diverse communities. Below are some suggestions from the toolkit
for increasing the focus on diversity and inclusion, including tips to increase District 742’s
cultural competency:
 Invite and welcome immigrant families into the schools. Use Cultural
Navigators more effectively to enhance the connection. School districts need to
make an effort to engage immigrant families. In many cultures, it can be seen as “pushy” just
to show up and get involved in the schools, so they need to be invited. That is the proper
protocol for them; the school must let them know it wants them there and values their
participation as parents. Many times, families will not attend because of the perception of a
language barrier. A face-to-face invitation or a phone call from someone that speaks their
language may be what it takes to engage these families. Put families at ease and let them
know that materials or handouts will be available in their language or that there will be
translators available at the meeting. Any letter or flyer that is sent home should be translated
in order to promote family attendance.
District 742’s Equity Department has 16 Cultural Navigators located throughout the district.
Cultural Navigators are meant to serve as a connection between the school and its various
ethnic communities. They are an integral part of the district and they are sometimes called
upon to assist throughout the schools when called. However, in some of the focus groups and
conversations with staff, participants questioned whether the Cultural Navigators were being
used as effectively as they could be. District 742 should evaluate and revisit the intent of
these positions and make sure that these individuals are being used to the best of their
abilities and potential.
The district website page on The Welcome Center does not indicate whether anyone at the
Center is available to assist parents who do not speak English as they register their children.
Consider adding information specific to non-English-speaking parents to help them
understand what they need to know and can expect in the registration process. Cultural
Navigators may be able to provide insight into what is needed.
 Ensure venues are big enough to host meetings with diverse communities.
Culturally, many of these diverse families take the adage to heart that it “takes a village to
raise a child,” so when they show up to a meeting, frequently it is with all siblings, aunts,
uncles, cousins, and grandparents in tow. Care should be given to ensure the size of the
meeting space can accommodate extra people comfortably. This is a cultural norm for many
ethnic groups. Many times, there is “a safety in numbers” mentality, in that the more family
members present, the more comfortable they feel. It can be intimidating for them to enter a
new environment where they are not sure what is going to transpire.
The living environment for many ethnic families is very communal, so the extended family is
very involved with decisions involving the children. If possible, provide a separate adjoining
area for activities for the younger children, so that the important business of the meeting can

NSPRA Communication Audit

60

District 742

be presented without distractions. Adequate supervision should be provided in the children’s
area.
 Ensure that every communication effort has a diversity/inclusion component.
District 742 should have a structured approach to communicating with non-English-speaking
parents. Set clear measurable objectives for increasing diversity communication and measure
success on achieving these objectives.
 Plan for strategic translation services. Review all forms, publications and letters and
ensure that key information (i.e., ESL materials, FERPA letter, enrollment and consent
forms, etc.) is translated into the dominant languages spoken in the district. While it is
unrealistic to translate all materials into multiple languages, the phrase, “This document is
important. Please have someone translate it for you,” can be translated into a variety of
languages. This reference sheet can be attached to school documents and serves to signal
non-English-speaking parents that they need to find someone to help them with the
information.
When the district does translate materials, it is important to ensure that translations are
accurate and grammatically correct. Translations for important district documents should be
done professionally. Just as the district would never produce publications in English that are
poorly written or filled with errors, the same standard should apply to documents produced in
other languages.
The following tips should be taken into consideration when considering translation of written
materials:
 True Meaning – it is important that translated materials convey a message, not just a
word-for-word translation. For example, the word “dropout” in English does not have
an equivalent word in Spanish. Someone translating this in spoken or written
language would have to say “a person that stops going to school.” Some concepts
don’t translate the same across many cultures and languages.







Review documents for any language that should not be translated; e.g., names, phone
numbers, addresses, URL’s. If promoting a particular program or service, the district
may want to include the English words in parenthesis along with the translation so
that diverse audiences are able to recognize the English word when they see it again.
Care should be taken when listing phone numbers for more information on translated
materials. A parent will get little to no benefit from an English-only information
source, not to mention that the person receiving the phone calls may be overwhelmed.
Unless your information source is bilingual in the language that is needed, it is best to
provide a separate number to the right person who can assist callers.
Consider simultaneous translation – often referred to as U.N. style or United Nations
style – where someone translates via a headset in real time. The district can purchase
the equipment or contract with a service that rents the equipment and interpreters
together as a package. This is a preferred method as opposed to a traditional “you
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speak, then, I translate.” The pros for this type of verbal translation are: no breaks for
translation and it is less obtrusive for the rest of the audience. The cons: it can be
costly depending on the number of headsets needed and the size and length of the
meeting. This method is also technology-dependent. It is subject to malfunctions,
battery charges, equipment loss, signal interference, etc.
 Maximize the use of Skylert for reaching families. For many non-English-speaking
and immigrant/migrant populations, direct phone calls are often the best way to reach and
connect with families. Investigate ways to maximize use of the Skylert system to better
communicate with identified parents and families. The challenge is to collect and update
phone numbers and sort them by language group. Important messages in various languages
can then be delivered in a timely manner. Investigate software that allows for messages to be
recorded in different languages and disseminated to those parents who have signed up.
Another suggestion to improve connections with these families is to send a Skylert message to
parents in their respective languages to welcome them at the start of a new school year. It would
be a nice touch for the district to send a message like this and the families would appreciate the
outreach. Taking time to deliver a special message would demonstrate that District 742 cares
about their children and welcomes their involvement.

 Investigate ethnic news media outlets that serve the St. Cloud area. In each
major media market, there are local outlets that serve the region’s non-English-speaking
audiences. Investigate opportunities to disseminate information to these communities via
radio, television and print media. In most instances today, it is not necessary to translate
information for these media outlets as the reporters are bilingual themselves and can
communicate in either language as they prepare a story. Identify local ethnic newspapers and
radio stations to reach families and use these ethnic media outlets as partners in
communicating with a diverse public.
 Connect parents electronically with a multilingual outreach team. If bilingual
staff members are unavailable, geographically scattered or few in number, a strategy being
used by some school systems is to use Skype to quickly connect a bilingual liaison or
outreach specialist with newcomers in any school or office. Training school secretaries on
Skype makes every school a welcome center, and starts new families who don’t speak
English off on the right foot by connecting them with a friendly staffer who speaks their
language. This strategy could be used any time you need an interpreter, especially in an
emergency situation.
 Ensure that District 742 materials and communication vehicles visually reflect
diversity and inclusion. This means depicting children and adults of various ethnic and
cultural backgrounds, as well as differing abilities. It also means showing various types of
families – single parent, blended, etc.
 Hold bi-annual or quarterly meetings with non-English-speaking families.
District 742 staff should work with the schools to establish bi-annual or quarterly meetings
with St. Cloud’s key ethnic groups. These meetings can be fairly short, but would provide an
opportunity for families to offer input and have their specific questions answered by district
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and school administrators. It would also demonstrate that District 742 truly values these
families and is willing to devote time to the issues that are of concern to them. This would
require more of a time commitment but would demonstrate that the district is making an
effort to reach out and engage all families in their children’s education.
 Expand opportunities for non-English-speaking parents to get involved in the
schools. From serving as chaperones on field trips to helping plan cultural celebrations for
the schools, it is important to create welcoming opportunities for parents to become involved
in their child’s school. Family members can assist in planning cultural celebrations for the
schools that would not only be authentic, but would enhance the educational opportunities of
other students as well. Involving bilingual parents as liaisons can help bridge the gap
between the school and non-English-speaking parents. It helps to build a rapport with
families that may help them feel less intimidated and more inclined to attend important
meetings and school functions.
Bilingual parents may also be able to assist as translators for meetings and other school
functions. It is also important to encourage school PTA leaders to reach out and welcome
non-English-speaking families with programs that address their needs. Focus group feedback
indicated some difficulty in providing translators at PTA meetings. Some effort should be
made to ensure all parents have the opportunity for this kind of involvement.
 Expand opportunities for parents to learn English. Many parents are willing to learn
English if the district provides opportunities. District 742 does offer English as a Second
Language (ESL) classes for adults whose native language is not English. This is offered
through the district’s Adult Basic Education programs. Classes are designed to help adults
develop English speaking, listening, reading and writing skills according to their individual
goals. We commend District 742 for providing this opportunity to parents, and encourage the
district to seek ways to expand capacity in this area. Focus group feedback indicated there are
many more adults interested in this program than can currently be accommodated. If capacity
can be expanded, promote the opportunity through advertising in local ethnic newsletters,
newspapers or other ethnic-specific media.
District 742 also can explore best practices in use by other school districts across the country.
For example, the Roosevelt School District in Phoenix, Ariz., provides licenses to language
programs such as Rosetta Stone in their computer labs as a free service in their Parent
Welcome Centers. Once parents learn English, they often become ambassadors for the
district and a bridge between the schools and their communities because they have a common
background. If the desire is there on the part of the parents to learn English, District 742
should do what it can to continue to make the investment, invite the parents in to learn, and
convert them into ambassadors for the schools.
 Evaluate and expand the scope of work of the Community Collaboration
Council. The Office of Equity Services has formed a Community Collaboration Council
consisting of dedicated community representatives, educators, parents and school board
members who have an unwavering commitment to educational excellence. The council
reflects the diversity in the St. Cloud community. Members work with the Office of Equity
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Services in an advisory capacity to support and promote the Equity Plan. While it is good to
focus on educational excellence, another important stated goal of the Equity Plan is to create,
support and encourage a welcoming environment that is respectful, integrated and inviting
for all. NSPRA supports the vision of this group. We encourage the Community
Collaboration Council to continue doing what they can to help District 742 address emerging
language and cultural barriers that are impacting the schools.
The Community Collaborative Council should also talk to district staff, community groups,
local government agencies, and faith and business leaders to identify people who are
recognized as active, involved members of minority communities. Consider inviting some of
these minority leaders to join the Community Collaboration Council. Use this network of
minority leaders to further advise the district on effective ways to reach diverse constituents
and to respond to programs and/or changes under development. Ask if decisions being
considered by the district impact diverse communities in ways that may not be apparent to
district leadership. Include this group in the overall Key Communicator Network, too.
 Conduct cultural awareness training with all staff and the School Board. This
will allow staff to feel more comfortable and better understand the students and families they
will be interacting with in the schools. In creating a venue for that training, we recommend
that the District 742 bring together representatives across cultures to help plan and craft the
markers of cultural competence in the school system. To ensure all staff members understand
the value of this venture, we suggest that the School Board model the importance of cultural
competence by becoming the first group to go through the process.
 Develop outreach programs to neighborhoods, churches, and community
organizations to distribute information and gain feedback about issues
affecting families. Many ethnic and cultural groups are more open and responsive when
approached in environments where they are most comfortable, such as church or home. Seek
ways to reach out to families and build strong connections to the schools. Using community
liaisons who work directly with families is one strategy for communicating face-to-face with
parents that has been effective in other districts.
 Build partnerships with local ethnic and cultural organizations. A strong
relationship between the district and community agencies that serve specific constituent
groups (i.e., Latino, Somali, Asian, etc.) will allow District 742 to benefit from their advice
and expertise and help provide access to these growing community groups. Consider inviting
representatives from these organizations in yearly to consult on new initiatives and programs
that impact their communities.
 Plan for a future multilingual component on the website. The District 742 website
includes an option to select a language for a basic translation of its webpages. As a longrange goal, we encourage the district to continue investigating ways to communicate with
non-English-speaking constituents via the website. While website tools such as Google
Translate and Babblefish help fill the gap, they don’t address the need to provide quality
translations of critical documents and information. Two districts leading the way in this area
are Fairfax County (Va.) Public Schools and Peel School Board in Ontario, Canada. Speakers
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of languages other than English can now find information about their schools in one click
from their website homepages. Web pages have been created in Chinese, French, Korean,
Spanish, and Vietnamese among others to enable non-English-speaking families to more
easily find news, documents, and information about services. Visit their sites at
www.fcps.edu and www.peelsb.com for ideas on how to use the websites for multilingual
communication.
In the short term, District 742 should begin to incorporate translated forms and documents
into the Families section of the website.

Conclusion
District 742 has embarked on a renewed commitment to stakeholder communication.
Communication has never been more important. The district faces the same communication
challenge all districts face in today’s complex education environment. Yet, these challenges are
made more daunting by the impact of high racial, ethnic and socio-economic diversity. The
district seeks to move forward with the support of so many families who are happy with the
school experiences of their students. Slowing that advancement are misperceptions and negative
ideas about District 742’s program and students. A return to open, transparent, and strategic
communication is a strong foundation for finding that path into the future.
Making the commitment to expand and improve communication is critical to creating a
successful two-way communication process that builds support for education and understanding
of the important role public schools play in our democracy. Considering the recommendations in
this Communication Audit Report and prioritizing them for the most impact based on the
district’s goals and resources should be the next steps. We believe District 742 has the
components necessary to create a model communication program — strong leadership, talented
staff, a supportive parent community, a solid commitment to deliver quality education and a
passion for St. Cloud students. It is our belief that planned, strategic communication will play a
key role in assisting the district to make its strategic direction a reality.
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Focus Group Perceptions
The following is a summary of perceptions identified by the auditors from the focus
group sessions held on November 17-18, 2014. This section is not a verbatim report of responses
to the auditors’ questions. Rather, it summarizes what the auditors felt were significant beliefs,
concerns and suggestions of the participants. It is important to note that the comments and
opinions recorded here are perceptions and are not necessarily accurate or factual. Input from
the focus groups contributed to the recommendations in this Communication Audit Report. Some
comments may be helpful to district leaders in addressing staff and community concerns in other
areas.

Summary of Major Themes
District 742’s primary strengths as cited by focus groups are: excellent opportunities for
students through programs such as language immersion, AP classes, special education and early
childhood programming. Diversity in the student population and strong, committed teaching
were cited as strengths as well. Major challenges mentioned by a majority of focus groups
included the ongoing achievement gap as reflected in state test scores and the accompanying
negative perceptions that cause families to enroll elsewhere. Staff feel especially challenged by
the district’s introduction of many new initiatives at the same time and the uneven
communication surrounding their implementation.
In the area of communication, focus groups acknowledged new tools such as The
Notebook and the Principals’ Playbook as welcomed improvements in outreach. The renewed
commitment to improved communication is poised to make a difference for all stakeholders. In
the area of communication challenges, the district’s reputation in the community generated the
most comments. Staff, parents, and community members believe the damaging perceptions of
the St. Cloud community misrepresent the reality of the school district. Staff members want
better connections to the district through improved internal communication.
The most challenging communication issues as identified by the focus groups are
communicating effectively with a highly diverse community, restoring the district’s reputation in
the community, building trust internally, and working to improve the district’s relationship with
the St. Cloud Times. Participants encourage the school district to engage the community by
telling positive stories that reflect the real experiences of today’s students and families.
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Group: Parent Leaders
Strengths of School District
 Solid education program Pre-K through 12.
 Many out-of-school activities for students.
 Amazing teachers.
 Teachers engage with parents; responsive.
 “I feel like a player in my child’s education, not just ‘the mom.’”
 Language immersion programs.
 Special education staff members.
 Strong support for early childhood education programs.
One Thing to Improve
 Community’s perceptions about the schools; a negative vibe.
 Inequity between buildings. Obvious “wealthy schools” and “poverty schools.”
Playgrounds and school facilities are different.
 Retention of principals. “It’s our fourth principal in five years. Why?”
 Kids come and go in classrooms all the time. Can slow down learning for non-transient
students. Parents willing to help assess students as they are placed in a classroom rather
than making teachers take the time to do the assessment themselves.
 Cultural Navigators used for discipline, communication, etc. Losing them due to low pay
in a tough assignment.
 Big class sizes.
Current Image in Community
 Diversity fosters racist attitudes that become negatives for the district.
 Community attaches a stigma to poverty and projects hurtful attitude toward the poor.
 District has an unfair rap in community. Unfair to compare test results to surrounding
districts with vastly different student population. “If people compare apples to apples, the
district does just fine.”
 The newspaper helps foster negativity.
 Many see middle school as unsafe.
Describe the District to a New Neighbor
 “When I moved here, I was certain I wouldn’t send my child to the neighborhood school.
A neighbor sat me down and told me that would be a mistake because the school was so
awesome. She was right.”
 “If parents value the lessons taught by learning alongside people who are not just like
you, they will love it here.”
 Schools have a sense of community.
 Diversity is a strength, not a weakness.
Communication Strengths
 Lots of information available to parents, but it’s not always easy to find.
 Text messages, voicemail regarding important news or account information.
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Communication from school translated for all.

Communication Improvements Needed
 Better communication with parents when long-held practices are changed.
 Need better balance between safety and welcoming parents.
 New principal isn’t building relationships with parents.
 Higher standards for written communication from schools. It is wordy; font often
unreadable; looks sloppy. “I can’t imagine how difficult this is for immigrant parents to
decipher.”
 Parents frequently don’t understand homework assignments due to new curricular
approaches to subjects. Need information if they are to help students.
 Information on test scores delivered via four different methods, but school can’t get an
announcement out about a PTA fundraiser. “How is this possible?”
 PTA can’t afford to hire an interpreter for PTA meetings. Need help to involve nonEnglish-speaking parents appropriately.
Best Information Sources
 Word of mouth.
 Website.
 Other parents.
 Teachers.
 PTA Facebook.
 School newsletters.
 Monthly district newsletter.
District Website Evaluation
 Skyward is a positive tool to access student information.
 Nothing on Skyward for special education student information.
 Sites are never up-to-date. Staff list is inaccurate. Frustrating.
 Website seems to be a low priority for the schools.
 Community Backpack is good way to find community information but many don’t know
it’s available.
 Preferred community flyers on paper.
Social Media Evaluation
 District should use all communication tools. Just keep it current.
 Use Facebook and Twitter to promote good stories not found in the paper.
Best Way to Communicate with You
 Email. “My child doesn’t bring anything home.”
 Paper. “I like to see and touch information from school.”
 Facebook.
 District needs lots of options for parents because information is accessed in different
ways in different places during a typical day.
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Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 More listening recently.
 The World Café was a good listening effort.
 Would be nice to see a Board member at a PTA meeting occasionally.
 PTA struggles to get a response from the principal. Some principals seem unprepared
when they come to a meeting.
 District leaders should spend an entire day or week in buildings if they want to
understand what’s really happening. Base new ideas on real knowledge of what’s
working. “Teachers are doing a fabulous job, but they are overwhelmed by intense
pressure to change and improve.”
Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 Communicating in multiple languages through many communication vehicles. “How can
we handle the 13 languages spoken at my school?”
 Communicating when access to computers varies so greatly in homes.
 Improving the district’s image in the community.

Group: Parents
Strengths of School District
 Kennedy and St. Joseph schools.
 District 742 has green schools.
 Teachers are good.
 Employees do a good job in a challenging environment.
 Socio-economic diversity.
 Brand-new school; design.
 Lots of academic improvements.
 Talented and gifted students.
 Opportunities.
 Strong academics; math, language magnets are great.
 Spanish and Chinese immersion programs.
 Pleased with strategic planning process.
 Significant solutions.
 Leadership listens.
 Having an African-American superintendent is a plus.
 Lots of money in curriculum; a real plus.
 Tablets for sixth, seventh, and eighth graders.
One Thing to Improve
 Closing the achievement gap.
 Need to improve test scores.
 Need to improve socio-economically.
 Equity; district is helping those that are slow, but not the gifted students.
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Concerned about losing students to other districts, particularly in junior high.
Rate of suspended students is going up.

Current Image in Community
 Problems with image outside of the district; inside the district, image is good.
 The district with the most minorities.
 Senior citizens complain about taxes.
 Outreach program for pre-K, early childhood, is viewed positively.
Describe the District to a New Neighbor
 Too big, too spread out.
 Top-heavy administratively.
 Grossly outdated.
 Old facilities but very good teachers.
Communication Strengths
 The district tries.
 Skyward, although not convinced that many people are using it. It’s cumbersome.
 Reasonable effort to translate and accommodate non-English-speakers.
Communication Improvements Needed
 Found out about this meeting by accident.
 It took seven emails to find out when and where this meeting was taking place.
 Too many cooks in the kitchen; no professionalism and communication.
 No consistency.
 Mixed messages.
 Lack of clarity.
 Not concise; misleading.
 District needs standards for clarity, conciseness; an editor is needed.
Best Information Sources
 Local newspaper.
 School newsletters.
 Email newsletter. However, looks unprofessional, no consistent font used, grammatical
errors.
District Website Evaluation
 Hard to find things.
 Search engine doesn’t work.
 Use it sparingly.
 Sometimes good, sometimes not.
 Website needs to be managed consistently; right now, it looks and functions like a shell.
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Social Media Evaluation
 Do we have social media? Don’t know.
 Facebook and Twitter? Not important at all. Not everybody has it.
 More interested in emails; a concise email would be better.
Best Way to Communicate with You
 Email.
 One note that goes to everyone. Paper communication is best.
 Weekly communication is fine from the schools; monthly from the district. Should
include a section for district news and a section for school news.
 Good experience with communicating with individual teachers.
Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 People have always listened; they are respectful.
 Effort is good, especially in the last year because of strategic planning being
implemented.
 Improving efforts to reach out has to start at the Board level. Board meetings could be an
opportunity.
Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 Families that speak 54 different languages.
 Don’t trust what the district sends out or what they say.

Group: Non-Profit Agencies
Strengths of District 742
 Committed staff and administrators.
 Volunteer coordination.
 Inclusive nature of its mission.
 Diversity viewed as an asset.
 Committed community partnerships.
 Collaborative approach; decisions not made behind closed doors.
 Efforts to make education relevant; e.g., health careers initiative, WE day program.
 Strong academics including lots of AP classes.
 Lots of opportunities for students in school and after school.
 Good programs attract families that need help through services.
 Leaders in preschool education.
One Thing to Improve
 Community doesn’t get information directly from the district.
 Move to advance technology may leave out significant portion of population without
access.
 Large class sizes.
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Quantitative data drives conversation and it’s almost always focused on deficits, not
strengths. Weakens focus on needs of the whole child.
Community has a responsibility to know about its schools; most think it’s the district’s
responsibility to tell, but it’s also the community’s responsibility to listen.

Current Image in Community
 It’s scary to some people.
 People have the wrong idea about schools. Tech High is a great school. “I defend it every
single day.”
 Parents defend their own schools.
 Many choosing other districts for high school out of fear of problems associated with
diversity.
 Too bad message of preparation for global citizenship isn’t emphasized and maximized.
 People fear the unknown in race or economics. They want to be comfortable.
 Large class sizes.
 Tech High issue taking attention. Facilities issue there is huge; many don’t understand
changing needs.
 Perception is that academic rigor is down due to non-native speakers and poverty.
Misunderstanding and fear drive some decision-making on school choice.
Describe the District to a New Neighbor
 So many opportunities for students. Anything you can imagine: athletics, clubs, AP
classes.
 Excellent educators.
 “They should visit and see for themselves what great things are happening.”
 “The reality is that we have poverty in St. Cloud and that manifests in low achievement
scores at some buildings. All of us need to work on that.”
 “Compare this district to the competition. This district offers more.”
 This conversation differs according to where you live.
Communication Strengths
 Teachers are encouraged to connect with families. They have their own websites.
 Skyward is a great source of information.
 Strong volunteer leadership.
 Teacher gave home phone number to parents of a struggling child.
 Good relationship with the St. Cloud Times.
 “Partners for Student Success” provides a framework of including community in
communication.
 Superintendent is engaged in the community. “I have lots of contact with him.”
Communication Improvements Needed
 District communicates most when asking for money during a referendum. Need a more
consistent outreach.
 More district leaders should be active in the community.
 Invite the public in to talk about issues.
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Develop processes that truly offer shared decision-making with community.
Go out to businesses; talk to people where they are.
Board’s Community Linkages committee shows interest in connecting with community
but needs some tweaking.
What specific communication responsibilities do principals have?

Best Information Sources
 The website.
 Word of mouth.
 People I know.
 St. Cloud Times.
District Website Evaluation
 Use it as a parent for updates on activities schedules.
 Good to see a translation option on every page.
 Good training when parents were invited to schedule parent-teacher conferences online.
 Teacher contact information is available there.
 Information is easy to find.
 Concern that those without computer access miss out on information.
Social Media Evaluation
 The need for a social media presence will only grow.
 Important tool for parents who grew up using Facebook.
 Some follow the athletic director on Twitter. Many teachers use Twitter to remind
students when assignments are due.
 For what purpose? Social media can be a distraction. What resources are needed to keep
it going? Could students oversee this?
 It’s a tool, but not the only tool. Should be part of a larger communication effort.
Best Way to Communicate with You
 Email.
 Personal contact.
 Depends on topic.
 Phone calls.
Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 Intent to listen is strong, but actual practice lags. This needs to improve.
 Superintendent does reach out to non-profit groups. More groups would like to meet him.
 World Café used to involve students, staff, and community.
 The district will learn more by going out to people rather than inviting people into the
district.
 “Need to not only listen but to actually involve us in decision-making.”
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Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 How to communicate in light of so many schools and communities? How can
communication help us come together for the greater good of the children in this district?
 Need balanced message to communicate real needs without scaring people.
 Communicate to engage. Difference between communicating to inform and
communicating to engage.
 “We all do better if we all do better.”
 Frame communication around the district’s assets, not deficits.

Group: Civic and Community Leaders/Business Leaders (combined
summary)
Strengths of District 742
 Diverse student population.
 AP courses.
 Excellent teachers.
 Resourceful, adaptable, experienced teachers.
 Wide outreach to special needs students.
 Chinese immersion program.
 Neighborhood schools.
 Location; spread out through the area; draws from four counties.
 Having a Superintendent of color.
 Strong extra-curricular activities.
 Good advanced academic programs.
 Facing the challenge of including new immigrants and minorities with dignity.
One Thing to Improve
 Negative perception.
 Realtors steer people away.
 Needs workforce development.
 Career, tech, a vocational education. (Need qualified students, i.e., welding, etc.).
 Technical High School issue is going to be a major public discussion.
Current Image in Community
 Depends on who you ask.
 Inner city district that can’t keep up.
 Old, rundown, struggling to keep up with outer lying districts.
 Generally good.
 It suffers from poor test scores at some schools. Do people understand why?
 Large class sizes and multiple languages in classrooms are challenging circumstances for
teachers.
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Describe the District to a New Neighbor
 My children thrived. Lots of opportunities.
 District’s competition is the parochial schools.
Communication Strengths
 Each teacher has a website.
 Newsletter is good, but websites are better.
 Those interested can find information.
 Effort is growing to get good news out to the community.
 TV channel specific to the school district.
Communication Improvements Needed
 Lots of portability, however, needs to be communicated.
 Are you reaching everyone?
 Technical High School issue will dominate the community discussion this year.
 District needs to get in front of the Tech High issue and really communicate.
Best Information Sources
 St. Cloud Times newspaper (good and bad). Headlines written by outside folks who don’t
know the district.
 Radio commercials.
 School Board meetings.
 Televised meetings.
 eNewsletters.
 Word of mouth.
 Attend some school events and get a sense of what’s happening from that.
District Website Evaluation
 Website is good, but ads pop-up on screen.
 Lots of information, but hard to navigate.
 Needs to be updated more often.
Social Media Evaluation
 District should use social media. Everyone is connected. Families are tech savvy.
 Some didn’t know if the district is on Facebook and Twitter.
 Many other local school districts use Twitter. The Athletic Director uses it.
 District 742 must address the gap with social media that doesn’t exist in other districts.
 Use social media with caution. Next school bond won’t get passed using Twitter.
Best Way to Communicate with You
 Electronically.
 Mail.
 Communicate as needed via different messages.
 E-blasts.
 Direct mail if it’s a burning issue.
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Get people who don’t know much about the schools into the buildings to see the students
and what they are studying.

Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 District listens to stakeholders, but only for bonds and referendums.
 Listens to teachers through the Retired Teachers Association.
 District listens only when they want to.
 Selective when getting input.
 Listening has improved. Much better than in the past.
Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 Language difference. More than 20 spoken languages in the district.
 Communicating to ESL students and their families.
 Diversity is a challenge. Huge detriment. How do you reach the masses?
 20% of the population is getting 80% of the messages.
 Concerned that special education gets so much money. Out of a $160 million budget, $10
million is dedicated to special education.
 Solving the Tech High issue without alienating half the community.

Group: Equity Services Advisory Council
Strengths of School District
 Excited about new administration/direction.
 Strength in diversity.
 Rich with opportunity.
 Young teachers who want to work with new ideas; think outside the box.
 Lots of committed people. Really committed.
 People who work hard.
One Thing to Improve
 Diversity has come so fast, we haven’t been able to welcome it that well.
 Schools are all different.
 Open enrollment presents some significant challenges.
 Socio-economic division.
 Inadequate busing.
 Not enough sidewalks at the schools; could be a safety issue.
 Lack of good flow from top to bottom. Very tight organizational chart.
Current Image in Community
 Mixed bag. Some really like their school, others so-so.
 Tainted by what they read in the newspaper.
 Strong element of racism because of perceived threat from immigrant population. Media
plays a critical role in shaping the perception of District 742.
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Deep lack of trust.
Teachers feel overwhelmed.
Achievement gap; youth of color; suspensions. All these affect image of District 742.

Communication Strengths
 Website; information is good.
 Every school has a website.
 Just this year, more communication from the Superintendent.
 More digital communication is good.
 Skyward is a plus.
Communication Improvements Needed
 Navigation needs to be improved on the website.
Best Information Sources
 Website.
 Like the fact that it has a community side and a staff side.
District Website Evaluation
 Website is comprehensive.
 Takes too many clicks to get to the information.
Social Media Evaluation
 Don’t know how to feel about this; crosses the line between employee and personal.
 “If I ‘like’ the district Facebook page, people can see my profile. If kids ask to be my
‘friend’ it’s a slippery slope.”
 Twitter may be a more practical outlet since it is shorter.
Best Way to Communicate with You
 eMail.
 Text, especially on snow days.
 Weekly communication right now for staff. For parents, as needed.
 District should want to support the communication efforts that the schools are already
making.
Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 Feedback through staff development. No alignment yet. There’s a disconnect.
 There is a certain amount of frustration with the district. Overall, much more concerted
effort to reach out to parents. Result is frustration, without alienating existing groups.
Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 Various languages; permeates communication between teacher-student; district-parent;
and teacher-parent.
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Group: Strategic Planning Team
Strengths of District 742
 Teachers are incredible, Pre-K through high school. Very satisfied.
 Opportunities for all students, no matter where their talents or interests fall.
 District offers choices and differentiation within the system to meet specific student
needs.
 District staff and leaders don’t give up in the face of adversity.
 Staff takes risks; they are innovative, they keep plugging away.
One Thing to Improve
 People who don’t have children in school don’t have a clue about the strengths of the
district.
 Communicate better with the public.
 Communication plan needs to be developed; known by all and followed. Messaging is
important. How will messages be delivered?
 The St. Cloud Times sets the agenda for what people think. The district doesn’t have the
resources to communicate in response all the time.
 Need a focused agenda that is widely understood each year to encourage more risk
taking. Lots of success happening within the district, but don’t always feel that because
too many things are being juggled.
Current Image in Community
 Depends on who you ask and where you live. Rural versus urban.
 Some families are so uncomfortable that they won’t send their children here.
 Changing community makes some people happy while others are scared.
 Image is changing. Traditional Minnesota is in conflict with new cultures brought by
immigrants.
 Image depends on the individual schools and the perception of the success of their
students.
Describe the District to a New Neighbor
 Each school brings its own personality to the table.
 Teachers and staff are great.
 “I am so proud to send my kids to this district.”
 Children have more opportunities in District 742 than elsewhere.
 Forward-thinking district. Offers language immersion and AP classes.
 The local paper tries to control the conversation about the district. Look for other
information. Kids are achieving well if you compare apples to apples.
 District wants to partner with community organizations and businesses.
 Lots of opportunities for kids outside of the classroom after school.
 Ask them if they plan to be involved. Schools need involved parents to succeed.
Communication Strengths
 Capable of generating positive messages and quality communication pieces.
NSPRA Communication Audit

79

District 742







Improving presence on social media, but need to reach out to people who we don’t
normally connect to, like those who aren’t already visiting our website or liking our
Facebook page.
Getting more good news out.
In a better position to build confidence of the district’s supporters through good news.
Channel 6.
Skylert messages.

Communication Improvements Needed
 Need a proactive communication plan in place.
 District has the responsibility to see that its message is communicated and understood.
 People get lots of information during a levy election. Need resources to communicate at
that level more frequently.
 Don’t let newspaper set the agenda.
 Consider more aggressive public service announcements. Connect with National Public
Radio (NPR) for some stories.
 Identify the stakeholders we want to reach and create a message. Need to be assertive.
 What are the talking points for staff when a message is created?
 Need to offer a variety of ways people can access information.
 District needs to work with different businesses on how they can interact with the
community.
 District needs to deliver a message multiple times and in various ways.
 Make schools the center of the community. Sponsor community gardens to bring people
in and get them involved.
Best Information Sources
 Face-to-face.
 Videos. Need to show rather than tell. People remember the visual.
 Via email and phone.
 Word of mouth.
 SchoolMessenger system.
 Most non-parents get their information from the newspaper. Need a more productive
source than that.
District Website Evaluation
 Challenging layout. Hard to find information.
 Better than it used to be, but it should be simplified.
 It’s like a puzzle.
 It’s a mess. Has to be maintained.
 Should be standardized across sites.
 Make it user-friendly.
 Most people don’t go past two clicks if they are looking online.
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Social Media Evaluation
 Hugely important to be on social media.
 District needs dedicated resources to manage it well.
 “The wheels will come off the bus if schools all have their own Facebook page.”
Best Way to Communicate with You
 eMail.
 Face-to-face.
 Phone calls.
 Depends on the issue. Nuts and bolts are OK via email. If it’s an idea, it’s better to talk in
person.
Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 Leaders are very approachable.
 Some leaders seem proactive and others seem reactionary.
 Giving input is a waste of time if they already have an opinion and know what they are
going to do.
 People who offer input don’t hear how it was used or what the final decision was. District
should get back to us.
 District should be clear about the role of the feedback.
 Leaders are willing to listen and answer questions. Would be nice to get information
regularly so we don’t have to seek out people to find out what’s happening.
 Stand up for families that don’t speak English. District should be listening to the new,
large community, too.
 Leaders need training to address ethical and cultural challenges inherent in
communicating with non-English-speakers. Important to understand what is culturally
relevant to each community.
Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 Scope of communicating within such a large district.
 Define a message that resonates with many groups.
 How to help local news media understand the district and its challenges.
 Do the mission statement. Don’t just post it.
 Empower community leaders/key communicators to be advocates for the district.
 Identify the change agents and hand off communication to more people.
 What do people need to hear to come back to District 742?
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Group: Community Linkages Committee
Strengths of District 742
 Wide range of options for students.
 More AP classes here than any surrounding district.
 Diversity.
 Strong superintendent.
 Community more accepting of cultural differences.
 On the cliff to greatness. District is so close to being great.
 Board is getting stronger.
 Tools now in place to build for the next 10 years.
One Thing to Improve
 Communication. Not many people voted in Board election this year.
 Weak website.
 No representation of minorities on the Board.
 There are 1,700 employees and only one communicator. Everyone should feel the
responsibility to communicate.
 Address poverty impacting students.
 Disconnect between Board and community until they run for re-election or ask for
money.
Current Image in Community
 Image is of being over-crowded, unsafe.
 Neighboring towns think District 742 isn’t as good as their school districts, but anyone
involved in our district knows differently.
 Other schools’ advertising points out the district’s weaknesses.
 Need more diverse teaching staff.
 District has and “adequate” image. Many friends will not enroll children here.
 This is the real world. Many don’t like that.
 Overall image needs improvement.
 St. Cloud Times seems biased in its reporting.
Describe the District to a New Neighbor
 Strong student diversity.
 Many athletic opportunities for kids.
 Doing better in managing diversity; on the right track.
 Best teachers.
 District listens.
 In classrooms, big divide between kids who study and do the work and those who don’t.
Teachers end up paying more attention to needy kids than others.
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Communication Strengths
 Communication effort improving.
 High school websites are better.
 Tech High principal sends regular information to parents.
Communication Improvements Needed
 Nothing has been done well for a long time.
 Use social media to full advantage.
 Good news not communicated consistently enough to change negative perceptions.
 Need more than one person to be the district communicator.
Best Information Sources
 St. Cloud Times.
 Phone calls; text messages.
 Channel 6.
 Word of mouth.
 eMail.
District Website Evaluation
 Hard to use search function.
 Navigation is tough.
 The website needs to change. Look at what other districts are doing. No need to start
from scratch.
 Hard to find athletic events calendar.
 Skyward link is good.
Social Media Evaluation
 “Social media is my best source for all information.”
 Very important to be present on Facebook and Twitter.
 Digital communication changes quickly. Have to be involved now because district can’t
just “catch-up” later.
 Is there a way to feature the Board and its agendas on social media?
 Need someone assigned to social media to use it well.
 Not everyone uses social media. Age matters.
Best Way to Communicate with You
 eMail.
 Phone calls.
 Social media.
 Text messages.
 Would like a newsletter mailed to us. Could use City’s yearly mailing as a guide. Content
should highlight students, programs, and opportunities to be involved.
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Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 No real system in place to listen to stakeholders regularly.
 No way for community to contact individual Board members. Not accessible.
 “I feel like I could talk to anyone on the Board or administration if I wanted to.”
 District should go to the community to listen and not expect the community to come to
them.
Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 Dedicating staff to oversee communication. Principals need a dedicated communicator in
buildings.
 Website should change. “It’s a mess.”
 Communicating well in multiple languages.
 Need easy access to Board agendas and minutes.
 Improved communication between City of St. Cloud and the district. The City creates
problems for the district in the way it zones housing.
 Students need access to mental health support.
 Improve communication with area colleges on behalf of district students.
 Using the new communication director position well.

Group: Elementary Teachers
Strengths of District 742
 Large district with good group of colleagues.
 Good support systems. District-wide meetings keep people together.
 Diversity is a plus.
 Opportunities for every student. Students can find their personal niche.
 Teachers always looking to improve through best practices.
 More community support than some people think.
 Great teachers at all levels that work relentlessly. Board recognizes this from time to
time.
One Thing to Improve
 Instability of people at the top. A lot of turn-over.
 Need more trust between teachers and leaders. New administration is trying to address
this.
 Communication. Internal communication not what it should be. There are discrepancies;
one group knows and another group does not.
 Swings in expectations from leadership. We implement one thing only to be told to do it
differently the following year. Too many initiatives.
 Need more professional development time (e.g., need training on iPad initiative).
 “Take something off our plate. We are confused about priorities with so many new things
introduced so frequently.”
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Still a lot of top-down decisions being made.

Current Image in Community
 Not seen positively in the community; but figure “it has to get better.”
 Depends on the area in which you live and the school your neighborhood attends.
 There’s a perception that kids are running down the halls, fighting, using drugs, but
parents don’t have the time to investigate the truth.
 Have and have-not schools.
 Race is an issue for parents. Some are scared and some appreciate what diversity offers.
 More positive news about the district in the community may help. Need to ensure
positive news is out there regularly.
 Test scores are an issue in the community in framing perception of good or bad education
programs.
 People who live in poverty experience chaos and dysfunction. They appreciate the
district’s efforts to support their kids.
Describe the District to a New Neighbor
 Fabulous opportunities for every child.
 District 742 has the resources for any child in the spectrum from special education to
academic achievement.
 Programs address needs of special education students and also high achievers.
 Rich cultures reflected in diversity.
 Incredible teachers using best practice methods.
Communication Strengths
 Using technology to communicate better.
 New effort this year to get good news to community.
 External communication is OK.
 It’s OK to ask questions.
 New monthly newsletter
 Sports, drama, activities; that information is getting out.
 Open line of communication; questions getting answered.
Communication Improvements Needed
 Finding information can be hard. Website is difficult to navigate.
 Internal communication is non-existent.
 Need more opportunities for dialogue with administrators about issues. Consider open
forums before decisions are made. Need chance for conversations with leaders and each
other to process information.
 Need timely information. Teachers often implementing something without full
understanding and knowledge of its goals, significance, etc.
 Get to staff early about programs, issues, etc.
 When a decision is made, what is the process to share with staff?
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Best Information Sources
 Website.
 Other colleagues.
 Colleagues on committees. Committee minutes are not published for all staff to read.
 Parents want a text option for communicating with teachers and principals.
District Website Evaluation
 Skyward is excellent.
 Not user-friendly. Hard to find information.
 Staff trained last year on the system. A change to another system will require people to
start over. Expect a revolt.
 Schools want autonomy on their websites. Don’t want to have to go through the district to
post items.
 Lots of “junk” on the district page.
 Staff website should be password protected.
Social Media Evaluation
 Extremely important for the district to be on social media.
 Students on social media all the time.
 Twitter is big news source.
 Don’t want one more thing to update and manage.
 Staff needs to get good stories to the communication office to help keep it interesting.
 District has done a good job of updating Facebook within the past year. Astronaut photos
were on Facebook right away. Good to get the story out there.
Best Way to Communicate with You
 eMail.
 Monthly newsletter.
 Post minutes of committee meetings.
 Skylert messages.
Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 Seeing more effort to get staff input. Input meetings planned during the day.
 No real effort to listen or to offer conversations on how to improve.
 Some curricular areas have increased opportunities for input.
 Hard to know if input changes anything.
Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 As a large district, it will take a lot of work to keep everyone on the same page.
 Retaining employees. How to keep our best staff with all the change and movement of
staff members.
 Need a structure and framework for communicating change.
 Can’t continue to do new things all the time. Fix it; don’t change it.
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Group: Secondary Teachers
Strengths of District 742
 Comprehensive programs.
 Great diversity of students and families; not necessarily with staff but working on it.
 District has the clout to make change.
 There is a strong desire to be great.
 District technology is a strength.
 In pockets, the infrastructure is there.
 There is economic diversity. District has areas with ELL that have 90% free and reduced
lunch while other areas only have 30%.
 District is unique.
 District 742 is under the microscope more because of its size.
One Thing to Improve
 District is not as great now as it has been.
 Pride and morale within the district is low.
 More students are leaving the district.
 The district as a whole has no identity; need to think of ourselves as one.
 Need to think with a common vision; we’re fractured now, i.e., special education.
Current Image in Community
 Current image is bad.
 Bad reputation is believed.
 Seen as “This is where the bad kids are.”
 Behavior is out of control.
 Image is negative.
Communication Strengths
 Skylert has improved communication.
 The Notebook is a good effort.
Communication Improvements Needed
 The Notebook is good, but no one was told it was coming. There was no build up; no teaser.
 Better communication needed on what's coming.
 Cabinet-level and principals-level information needs to trickle down.
Best Information Sources
 eMail.
 Face-to-face communication.
District Website Evaluation
 Website is getting better, but you still have to find what you’re looking for.
 The website needs to be streamlined.
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Too many clicks to get to the information you need.
Is there a search button?
Website needs to be refined.

Social Media Evaluation
 Some in the group didn’t know if the district had a Facebook or Twitter account.
 Some did know social media is being used and felt that the district was doing a nice job
of promoting what it is doing.
Best Way to Communicate with You
 Once a week or biweekly.
Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 Not a lot of opportunities to provide input.
 Perhaps a suggestion box or an electronic suggestion box could be used to provide input
opportunities.
Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 Not being unanimous. It’s a splintered group.
 People don’t know what’s going on.
 People are not proactive in looking for information.

Group: School Secretaries
Strengths of District 742
 Open enrollment.
 Kids can come from different places to participate, i.e., AP classes.
 Programs are excellent.
 Great opportunities (e.g., Aerospace and Engineering classes).
 Diversity.
One Thing to Improve
 Lack of substitute teachers on a consistent basis; surrounding districts may pay more.
 Diversity of staff. More male teachers would be nice, especially when dealing with
immigrant families because of their patriarchal family structure. Some kids connect better
with male teachers.
 It would be great if the Superintendent and District Administration would come out more
to the schools. The School Board too. Some schools (Clearview and Kennedy) don’t get
the attention that they deserve.
Current Image in Community
 Class sizes are huge.
 Lack of support for the schools.
 Teachers not recognized like they should be.
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Communication Strengths
 Skylert is nice.
 Communication has improved.
 Communication with families is good.
Communication Improvements Needed
 Don’t rely on email. This is why the website should be up-to-date.
 Valid information could be included in the morning announcements.
Best Information Sources
 eMail is the number one source.
 Frequency should be weekly, promoting one week in advance.
District Website Evaluation
 Too many clicks to find information.
 Leave items up longer.
 Not updated enough.
 Staff information is out of date.
Social Media Evaluation
 Community is not computer savvy so not sure that social media would work.
 Not even aware if district has Facebook or Twitter.
Best Way to Communicate with You
 eMail. On a weekly basis.
Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 There’s always on opportunity to provide input, but afraid of retribution.
 Not comfortable providing input.
 Sending an email asking for feedback would be a start. It should go to all school and
district employees and administration.
 Opportunity is given once a year at the beginning of the school year.
 Regarding the Superintendent, the more you see him, the more comfortable one would
feel providing input.
Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 Getting information out to surrounding areas about good things that are happening in
District 742.
 Diversity will be a continuing communication challenge especially with a lack of ELL
teachers.
 The age of the schools, especially Tech and dealing with their alumni ties and tradition.
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Group: DAO Secretaries and Administrative Assistants
Strengths of District 742
 Dedicated teachers work hard to individualize for students.
 Nice, friendly staff.
 Diverse student populations.
 Everyone is approachable. You can talk to whoever you need to when you have an issue.
One Thing to Improve
 District-wide communication.
 “We read things in the newspaper before we’re told about it.”
 Introduce new staff.
 Test scores reflect challenge of diverse population but people don’t understand that.
 District stories in the newspaper often give wrong impression. Bad stories on page one
and good stories in Section B.
Current Image in Community
 Top heavy with administration.
 District keeps asking for money from community; community wonders why test scores
continue to be low when so much money is coming to the schools.
 Many are worried about the high schools and choosing other options to avoid it.
 Perception that the average child is not getting the same attention as children with unique
needs.
 Many choosing to open-enroll students to avoid problems.
Describe the District to a New Neighbor
 Diverse; high poverty.
 Many opportunities for students, including AP classes.
 “My kids and grandkids had a good experience. They do a good job.”
 Encourage a look at an immersion program.
 District offers more opportunities than smaller surrounding districts.
Communication Strengths
 eMail. Quick responses appreciated.
 Principals’ Playbook and The Notebook are new and really good.
 The Notebook listed staff anniversary months, which was cool.
 SchoolMessenger.
Communication Improvements Needed
 Website should be updated.
 Staff should know important things before the newspaper.
 Not all schools have the same rules or expectations about communication. What are the
rules we should be following?
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Best Information Sources
 The custodian.
 Staff grapevine. Lots of rumors out there all the time.
 The St. Cloud Times.
 The Notebook and Principals’ Playbook have the potential to be good, consistent sources.
 Direct contact with people involved.
District Website Evaluation
 Too many clicks to find information.
 All forms should be in one location.
 Search engine doesn’t work.
 Leave items up on the front page longer; e.g., election results.
 Not updated, which gives people a bad impression.
 Information in the staff section is out of date.
Social Media Evaluation
 Staff can’t access social media.
 “Not important to me; too busy to use it.”
 Please “like us” on Facebook but don’t do it at work.
 Coaches use social media to connect with students.
 Not sure the district should be using it.
Best Way to Communicate with You
 Phone calls.
 eMail. But not everyone has computer access.
Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 Everyone is approachable. “I could walk right into the superintendent’s office if I needed
to.”
 Used to do a climate survey, but not now.
 Staff would like to know what happens with the feedback we give.
 Consider an anonymous question section on the staff website.
Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 Diversity will be a growing challenge.
 Big split on the high school question.
 Money is an issue. Explain how the state funds schools and what changes from year to
year.
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Group: Support Staff
Strengths of District 742
 Able to serve large spectrum of students. Forces district to be more progressive.
 Ability to offer more opportunities.
 Keeps up-to-date with best practices in the classroom.
 District is ahead of neighbors in quality and quantity of programs.
 Strong athletic program.
 One of the best special education programs in the state.
 Talent development aimed at improving opportunities for talented learners.
One Thing to Improve
 Need better communication throughout the sites.
 Improve parent involvement and engagement, especially at elementary schools.
 Community outreach.
 Need a unified message.
 Equity of services between buildings. Students don’t get the same education at every
building.
 Facilities.
Current Image in Community
 Many don’t see diversity as a positive.
 Negative image, especially in outlying schools.
 Negative images that encourage people pulling out after elementary school.
 Image reflects results of high stakes testing. People made judgments based on those
numbers.
 Schools with low test scores don’t have enough resources.
Describe the District to a New Neighbor
 Many minorities in buildings are unwilling to learn.
 Willingness to learn is very apparent every day. Community Education has to turn away
people wanting to learn English and other skills. There are many more interested than can
enroll.
 Point to Spanish and Chinese immersion programs and the high number of AP classes.
 Changing demographics in community control the conversation. But good things are
happening every day in our classrooms.
Communication Strengths
 Website is useful.
 Online communication; used to have to print materials.
 Now get phone calls and emails explaining emergencies.
 Principal sends emails and makes phone calls to parents.
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Communication Improvements Needed
 Website is difficult to use. Can’t easily find information.
 Website not updated regularly.
 More direct communication from the superintendent. Videos from the superintendent.
 Relationship with St. Cloud Times. Collaborate more.
 Utilize radio more, i.e., WJON.
 More teacher involvement in decision-making. Involve the people who end up doing the
work.
 Need a structure to allow more time for DAO staff to meet with teachers.
 Internal communication. “If you want a good image in the community, you better start
with your staff.”
 As a new employee, there was no real “on-boarding” effort. “It was, ‘Here’s your desk.
Good luck.’”
 Adult students don’t get a phone call when there are snow days.
 Transparency in the district; why were decisions made? Explain.
 Lack of time to meet with teachers. Time has to be built into workdays. Allow early
release time.
Best Information Sources
 Website
 Co-workers.
 eMails from superintendent’s secretary on Board agendas.
 Used to catch-up on Channel 6, but it’s gone now.
District Website Evaluation
 Very useful.
 Fairly intuitive. Easy to navigate.
 Website is a good way to get information out.
 There is confusing information.
 School schedules on the website are good. Information at department levels on the
website, not so good.
 Process to get things changed on the website is cumbersome. Too many people in the mix
on how to change the website info.
 Glad it is the office homepage.
 Contact information is old and inaccurate. An effort has to be made to update at the
school level.
 Departments don’t update regularly. Some see updating as a responsibility and others
don’t take it seriously.
 Still don’t have current contracts available via website. Why? Makes us suspicious that
something is being held back.
Social Media Evaluation
 Facebook page is good.
 Social media is a way to reach younger parents.
 Rotate features on schools to give everyone equal coverage.
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Staff doesn’t have access to Facebook during the day. It should be available to staff.
Use YouTube for visual stories. People remember what they see.
Parents have expectations we can’t meet due to current technology policies. “Sometimes
it feels like I’m battling my own organization to do its customer service.”

Best Way to Communicate with You
 eMail is really the only system we have.
 Send a letter.
 People want printed pieces.
 More video.
Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 The “district” is the immediate supervisor for most employees.
 No general opportunities to offer feedback. Sometimes employees are asked for feedback
on specific issues.
 “Superintendent asked for my opinion.”
 Schools would like more visits from the superintendent.
 Personal contact is the best avenue to listen.
 Devote time to build relationships.
 Superintendent’s convocation needs to happen at the beginning of the school year and
include everyone, not just teachers. That way we all get the message and no one is
excluded.
Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 “Tell our story. Everyone else is telling our story.”
 Connecting with those who don’t have children in our schools.
 Unified messages all staff members know and understand.
 Next nine months will be divisive. Challenge will be to keep us all together.
 “Everyone needs to feel pride in what we do. Help us be proud. Don’t focus on the
negative.”

Group: Student Support Services
Strengths of District 742
 Diversity.
 Dedication of staff. Staff gives 100%.
 AP programs/Academic programs.
 Strong programs. District working with the three colleges, St. Cloud Tech and local
community colleges.
One Thing to Improve
 Communication between the district office and employees.
 Communication between the district and parents.
 The district doesn’t know how to engage parents.
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 Community responsibility to get involved with the schools.
Current Image in Community
 Tech High – image is not as pristine as it once was.
 St. Cloud is getting a lot more dangerous; some of it is reality. Kids are perpetuating bad
incidents (fights) through social media, Facebook, and YouTube.
Describe the District to a New Neighbor
 Strong academics.
 False information gets perpetuated; rumors.
Communication Strengths
 Skyward – parents can check academic record.
 Skylert – messaging to parents.
Communication Improvements Needed
 Consistency needed with crisis communication.
 Improve communications. Everyone needs to be on the same page.
 Quick response needed administratively.
 Need to be more consistent overall.
 Need more time to communicate about students.
Best Information Sources
 Face-to-face in person, then communicate out to employees.
 eMail.
 Superintendent’s newsletter; The Notebook.
 Website. Not the first place to go, takes time.
 Faculty meetings.
 Once a month Para Pro meetings.
District Website Evaluation
 Takes time to search.
 It’s easier to pick up the phone and call someone.
 Website is not consistently updated.
 Updating pages more frequently would be great; teacher websites especially.
Social Media Evaluation
 It’s the way of the world. District needs to get involved in social media.
 Good way to toot your own horn.
 Need to promote Facebook pages and Twitter.
 One person stated that they are more likely to use Facebook but not Twitter; more
training is needed.
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Best Way to Communicate with You
 eMail.
 Skylerts, as needed.
 For principals, frequency of communication should be weekly.
 For parents, frequency of communication should be weekly with a Friday newsletter from
the schools.
 Frequency of communication at the high schools should be monthly or weekly.
Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 Listen? Surveys are best, but people are afraid to answer them. Paper would be better
than electronic.
 Regarding surveys, most people won’t fill it out, because they feel things have been
decided already; feel like they would be going through the motions.
Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 Having and creating trust.
 Need more technology to access info. For kids and many families, they don’t have these
resources.

Group: Elementary Principals
Strengths of School District
 Cultural diversity.
 Increased focus on student achievement and getting systems in place to support it.
 Lots of opportunities for students no matter what their interests.
 The vision encompasses all students. District committed to meeting needs of every
student to be successful.
 Lots of support for schools from the district office.
 Safety and security protocols as well as communication with local law enforcement.
One Thing to Improve
 Align district calendar for professional development so that schools can find enough
substitutes when teachers are out on important committee work.
 More alignment and consistency across schools in the areas of curriculum and evaluation
of staff.
 Need a curriculum map aligned to trimesters.
 Frequent changes in programs after staff have been trained.
 Equity of services across buildings; e.g., paying for interpreters from school budget;
buying additional support staff.
 When principals are tasked with presenting new information from the district to teachers
and staff, they would welcome a prepared presentation from the district to ensure that all
staff gets the same message.
 Principals overwhelmed when implementing 7-10 new programs in one year.
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Current Image in Community
 Lots of opportunities for students here.
 Excellent program for special needs students.
 Parents are satisfied and happy with their own schools.
 Greater community not so positive; diversity is a negative to some in the community.
 The St. Cloud Times frequently portrays the schools negatively.
 Many without kids in school are vocally negative about schools here.
 All the changes in administration created the perception that things are not going well.
 Lots of change makes people uneasy.
 Parents see the work of great staff members who are passionate about their students.
Describe the District to a New Neighbor
 This is the Number 1 district for 21st century learning; no one does it better.
 High schools offer best electives, clubs, activities, and athletics in area.
 “I send my daughter and she loves her teachers.”
 Staff members feel real pride in what we offer students here.
 Growth in special education program designed to meet real needs of students.
Communication Strengths
 Online access for parents to their child’s information through Skyward.
 More effort into listening than other districts.
 Skylert system connects quickly with parents.
 Principals’ Playbook is a great source of information, although overwhelming at times.
 District administrators are available when needed.
 Monthly e-newsletter to community.
 Variety of methods used.
 District is working to generate lots of positive news for the community.
Communication Improvements Needed
 More thoughtful about what is included in the Principals’ Playbook.
 Better relationship with local newspaper. Concern that students start to believe the
negative comments generated there.
 Inconsistent messaging via instructional leaders. If a school doesn’t have an instructional
leader, it frequently doesn’t get important information on instruction. Is it a funding
equity problem?
 District instructional/professional development calendar needs updating to ensure too
many teachers don’t get pulled out of schools on the same day.
 Staff development communication needs a continuous loop so that new staff is always
trained when they begin teaching.
 Some teachers don’t use their websites, which creates inconsistency in a building or
across the district.
 Instructional leaders at the district office are good about getting out information to
principals; need a better way to ask questions and offer feedback.
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Best Information Sources
 The Principals’ Playbook helps layout the priorities.
 Principal meetings.
 Meetings with the superintendent are especially important. Would like more face-to-face
with superintendent.
District Website Evaluation
 Most information principals need is there but we can’t find it.
 Constantly out of date. Search option is useless.
 Forms are scattered all over the staff website making it hard and time-consuming to find
them.
 School district websites are not equitable. School websites depend on media specialists to
update and frequently it falls to the bottom of their list because they are very busy.
 School websites need more photos to be as interesting as the district website.
 Inconsistent look of school websites and inconsistent use of websites by schools and
teachers. What exactly are the expectations for school websites?
 Staff area is a good place to look for internal information.
Social Media Evaluation
 Important to have a district presence on social media.
 Social media is a first stop for school shopping parents.
 Some activities information currently goes out on Twitter.
 Remember that not all families have access to the web.
 Mixed messages on social media. It’s important but no staff access. Need consistent
management expectations.
 Talking to each other is still the best social media.
 Social media useful when district distributes information during a levy campaign.
Best Way to Communicate with You
 Meetings when questions can be asked. Conversations are best.
 eMail doesn’t cut it if there is something important principals must communicate to staff.
May not look at email until end of day.
Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 Top administration is always available.
 Strategic planning and World Café offered opportunities to provide input.
 Taking time right now to listen to people about planning for Tech High.
 Parents and community taken very seriously here.
 Processes include listening components.
 District needs to be out in the community more instead of inviting people in to talk to us.
 Wonder about the district connection to the business community. How do we listen to
that group?
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Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 Re-building bridges being burned in the community through negative coverage by the St.
Cloud Times.
 Getting out the district’s message in other ways beside the newspaper.
 Need clear, consistent, timely communication process internally.
 Addressing negative perceptions about schools and building better understanding and
involvement.
 Better connect communication to the vision and mission.
 Get out nuggets of good news on the website, in social media, etc., to better tell the story.

Group: Secondary Principals
Strengths of District 742
 Diverse community exceeds neighboring districts.
 Regional hub for Special Needs Services.
 More services can be provided.
 Dedicated staff and administration.
 Clear mission and strategic vision for the next four years.
 Strong partnerships with the local colleges.
 Structure to better support teachers.
One Thing to Improve
 Public perception could be improved.
 Opportunities for parent involvement.
 Understanding race and culture better.
 Substitute teachers don’t want to come here.
 Need resources to support diversity.
 Hiring qualified staff, i.e., math, chemistry, special education.
Current Image in Community
 Not positive.
 In dire need of improvement in test scores.
 What are the perceptions of some of our buildings, i.e., Alternative Learning Center?
 A district of haves and have not’s, i.e., North vs. South.
Communication Strengths
 Skyward and Skylert.
 Cultural Navigators.
 Website has new information, school web pages; challenge to get the public to use it.
Communication Improvements Needed
 There are ways for the district to do outreach; go to community events, supermarkets.
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Best Information Sources
 Website and social media. More familiar with navigating these as a district-level
administrator, but parents may have problems.
 Perhaps a video tutorial on how to use the website would be good.
 Homepage is easy to find the schools.
District Website Evaluation
 Like the website. Lots of content, but hard to navigate and get to information.
 Need to improve updates. Give site administrators more local control.
 Update district policies on the site.
 There should be expectation guidelines for what should be updated.
Social Media Evaluation
 Need to do more.
 Social media is blocked at the schools.
 Use social media to do more surveys.
Best Way to Communicate with You
 Skyward. Not social media.
 Monthly 742 newsletter.
 Channel 187, the district’s TV channel.
 Consistency needed in the use of technology.
 Text messaging.
 “We overuse email. Good communication method, but not useful when you are out in the
field.”
Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 New leadership is hearing us more than in the past.
 A little more top-down management than previously, but still listening pretty well.
 Opportunities exist in monthly principals meetings.
Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 Making sure you get that connection with the parents.
 Lots of parents don’t have access to the schools or aren’t connected.
 Getting public support for the necessary things we need to do.
 Show parents how the money is being spent.

Group: Directors and Supervisors
Strengths of District 742
 Student diversity.
 Loyal employees.
 Longevity of employees; very passionate about what they do.
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Size of the district; lots of opportunities.
Great resources; defining who we are as a district.
Great core values.
District has a mission and vision with its strategic planning.
Tech High School is a positive.
The district has the ability to adapt; the population has increased and District 742 has
evolved with the times.

One Thing to Improve
 Facilities could be improved, especially career and tech labs.
 Technology across the district could be better.
 Individual opportunities for staff need to be improved.
 Staff needs computer literacy to match the students.
 Student behavior across the board in all grades.
 Need better understanding of cultural issues from both sides, not just staff towards
immigrants.
 Professional development for all staff across the board.
Current Image in Community
 Pretty positive.
 District seen as going through trials and tribulations.
 Image is a “geographical thing”; depends on where you live.
 Not producing students that are career-ready.
 District is too big, too large, and too impersonal.
 Some people intentionally live outside of the district because of perceptions.
Describe the District to a New Neighbor
 District 742 can be a challenging due to poverty levels in some areas, which leads to
achievement gaps that are geographic in nature.
Communication Strengths
 Skylerts are good; messages to all employees and parents via phone, text or e-mail.
 Systems are in place to provide low-balance information on nutrition services.
 742 – Seven things for you to know; comes once a month and keeps people informed;
also has a public opt-in feature.
 Getting a Communications Department has been huge.
Communication Improvements Needed
 Things discussed at the administrative meetings don’t trickle down; the district is
“vertically and horizontally” challenged.
 Maybe pertinent information from the Principal’s Playbook can be emailed or included
in The Notebook which is sent out.
 While the district’s website is updated frequently and has good information, the school
websites lag behind.
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Best Information Sources
 742 e-newsletter.
 Website.
 eMails.
 The Notebook and Principal’s Playbook.
District Website Evaluation
 Group as a whole likes it.
 Easy to navigate.
 It was redesigned 3 years ago.
 Information is kept updated.
 Would be nice to have photos of staff members on the site so that staff knows who they
are dealing with.
 The site is helpful, internally and externally.
Social Media Evaluation
 District has a Facebook page.
 Other districts have social media, so District 742 needs to keep up.
 Not sure if there is a Twitter account.
 Facebook is a good cross-reference for information.
Best Way to Communicate with You/Frequency
 eMail as needed.
 Other sources of communication can be monthly; too frequent could be too much, weekly
is overkill.
Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 During employee orientation when a person is hired, information is presented on the
strategic plan, ways to provide input, especially if there is an issue.
 Climate survey was done; parent and students fill it out by school and focuses on issues
such as bullying, school issues. Goes out once a year.
Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 Consistency in communication and messaging; standing together, united.
 Technology is running behind everyone else.
 Email and phone systems could use an upgrade.
 Recruiting teachers because of the district’s image.
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Group: Cabinet
Strengths of District 742
 Employees and community genuinely care about kids.
 Ready for change through new strategic plan.
 Energetic, innovative leadership.
 Wide variety of programs offered to meet varying student needs.
 Strong community partnerships.
 Experienced staff, many with advanced degrees.
 Improving at using data for decisions.
 Fiscally responsible.
 Becoming more resourceful and purposeful in recruiting talented, more diverse staff.
One Thing to Improve
 Student achievement; current achievement gap requires constant vigilance.
 Losing students through open enrollment.
 Truly embracing diversity.
 Challenges around physical plan in some buildings.
 More staff development opportunities.
 Communicating with staff members.
 Salary disparity among staff.
 Start/Stop times determined by transportation system.
 Consistency in district-wide systems.
Current Image in Community
 Diverse enrollment is both a plus and a minus.
 Many misconceptions about how students handle diversity.
 Low test scores equal inadequate education for some.
 Misconceptions regarding student safety, especially at the high schools.
 Strong alumni connection through the high schools.
 Pride in partnering with schools.
 “Some love it; some don’t. It’s a very subjective thing.”
Describe the District to a New Neighbor
 Lots of opportunities for kids including many unavailable in surrounding districts.
 People who attended here are now teaching here.
 Dedicated staff.
 Welcoming to students and parents.
 District adapts to changing student needs.
Communication Strengths
 Getting closer now to a real communication strategy.
 Communication is improving and proactive. Working to improve our image.
 Website has improved; features students more now.
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PSA on radio and website.
New director position in place.

Communication Improvements Needed
 New emphasis on communication needs continuous refinement.
 Improve efforts to reach all families.
 Ensure equitable access to information.
 Increase outreach through social media.
 Website still needs a lot of work.
 Need to grow our ability to listen and then reflect what we hear into strategies.
 Need to listen more to students.
 Need more outreach to communities outside the district.
Best Information Sources
 Website.
 Welcome Center.
 eMail.
 Person to person.
 Board minutes and agenda.
 Principals’ Playbook.
 St. Cloud Times. Coverage does include positive stories.
 The Notebook.
 Cabinet meetings.
District Website Evaluation
 Lots of information there.
 It is colorful and visually appealing.
 Positive front page.
 Translation available on every page.
 Needs more frequent updates at both the school and district levels. Raise expectations for
this. Create a tickler system that reminds us what we need to update each year.
 Website is not intuitive. Difficult to find information. Frustrating.
 Staff area should be password protected.
 Search function isn’t working well.
 Better way to locate important announcements on the front page, e.g., school closing
information.
Social Media Evaluation
 It’s critical to be using social media well.
 Social media is the primary communication tool for younger families.
 This is a growth opportunity for the district.
 Challenge to use it when district filter’s social media.
 Someone needs to monitor and be prepared to manage it.
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Best Way to Communicate with You
 eMail. But having two systems for email creates problems. Email should be cloud-based.
 Personal, one-on-one conversations still meaningful.
 Consider multiple ways to reach people.
 Principals’ Playbook has lots of information.
Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 Listening has improved considerably. Need to evaluate whether we are listening to the
right audience.
 “We have conversations, but are we really open-minded about input? Need to think about
that.”
 Feels as if community trust in the district has increased.
 Community invited to participate in the strategic planning process and the two-high
school discussion. 80+ people involved in this week’s high school conversation.
 Community involved in selection of superintendent.
 Website used for feedback.
 Superintendent is out in the buildings.
 All district leadership went to schools for two days to listen.
Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 Communicating in multiple languages.
 Creating communication that honors multiple cultures.
 Assuring equitable access to communication.
 Getting our messages out clearly.
 Branding. Changing perceptions about our schools.
 Social media – how to leverage as a communication tool without being disruptive.

Group: School Board
Strengths of District 742
 Well-educated teachers who are passionate about their craft.
 Developing area with both economic strengths and weaknesses.
 Diversity.
 Located in an area with four colleges close by.
 Fullest array of challenging high school classes in area.
 Medical centers attract educated immigrants.
 Excellent programs in special education and early childhood education.
 Developing partnership with three districts and local organizations to address student
success.
 Bright students.
 Multiple articles in St. Cloud Times due to existence of an education reporter.
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One Thing to Improve
 Organizational culture. History of administrators not always working well together.
 Communication.
 Achievement gap. “It’s not new but continues to be news.” Must be willing to tell why
test scores are what they are.
 Facilities are clustered in one quadrant of the district. Making decisions now that will
position future boards for success.
 742 brand needs re-branding. Newspaper has been partly responsible.
 “We need to tell our own story. It’s not bragging if you’re doing it.”
Current Image in Community
 Comparisons with surrounding districts distort the facts. They have a different dynamic.
 Mixed image. Many people know we have great opportunities for students but some
don’t believe we can be successful when so many students are disadvantaged. Becomes a
self-fulfilling cycle that good students suffer by learning with “those kids.’
 More people choosing District 742 than in the past. Immersion programs helpful to
image.
 District image reflects county attitudes regarding immigrant population.
Describe the District to a New Neighbor
 Honors students do exceptionally well here.
 If your child wants to learn, there isn’t a better district in the area.
 District 742 has more opportunities than the area’s private schools.
 “My kids received a fabulous education.”
 Students who have parents interested and involved in their education will succeed.
 More work to do ensuring schools meet the needs of average students.
Communication Strengths
 Current superintendent and his predecessor have strong communication skills.
 Superintendent is in community talking to people.
 Skylert system connects quickly with parents.
 Schools send newsletters to parents.
 Standing Board committee, Community Linkages, is assigned outreach to community.
 Daily coverage in the local paper. However coverage can be negative. “I do believe they
care about education and the success of our schools.”
Communication Improvements Needed
 Over-arching communication plan and vision. What is the district’s direction for
communication?
 Develop a consistent brand. No two school webpages look the same. The look of
everything district does needs consistency. It’s chaotic now.
 Outreach to families currently enrolled in private schools or open-enrolled elsewhere.
 Past experience with communication was unsuccessful, creating reluctance to move
resources to communication again.
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Equity in communication from teachers across grade levels and schools. Need consistent
expectations and implementation.
Skyward system is great, but under-utilized.

Best Information Sources
 Superintendent communication provides accurate talking points for the Board to go out in
the community armed with great information.
 Committee system.
 Board workshops.
 Newspaper stories – good or bad, they create opportunities for discussion.
 Board meetings.
 Board agenda – although not always enough background included for some Board
members, while others find a thick packet less useful. Perhaps providing links to the
information so that it can be researched independently.
 It would be great if all sources of information were coordinated.
District Website Evaluation
 Hard to find anything even when you know it’s there.
 Constantly out of date. Old policies, etc.
 School district websites are challenging. “Haven’t ever seen a perfect school website.”
 Website doesn’t show the things school shoppers want to see in selecting a school.
Social Media Evaluation
 Important to have a district presence on social media.
 People reference the Facebook page, however Facebook is hard to maintain, just like a
website.
 Community Education blocked from using social media, as are school staff members.
 Necessary to be on social media, but not vital.
 Need to ask for what purpose would we put resources into social media.
 Talking to each other is still the best social media.
 Social media is useful when district distributes information during a levy campaign.
Best Way to Communicate with You
 eMail.
 Superintendent’s assistant.
Rate the District on Listening to Stakeholders
 District earns a 7.5 on a 10-point listening scale. Still room to improve.
 Listening with intent to understand is different that creating a perception that we listen.
 People who provide input need to know how we use that input.
 Need greater effort to close the information loop as Board hears from people. Board may
delegate a response to the superintendent but then no system is in place to tell us what the
superintendent did or said, or how the message was received.
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Greatest Communication Challenge in the Years Ahead
 Diversity…communicating the same message in multiple languages, cultures, and socioeconomic communities. Much better paradigm needed to communicate; translation isn’t
it.
 Involving and engaging parents and community in the challenges and successes of our
schools.
 Need a way to give everyone a voice in our schools.
 Helping parents understand new curriculum so they can help students at home.
 Communicate classroom level success stories consistently.
 Current community attitudes are demoralizing to teachers. Need effort to change our
image and raise awareness of student successes.
 “How do we get information to parents about their kids with all the technology and
devices that we have available in this day and age?”
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Appendix

Focus Group Questions
What is NSPRA?
Auditors’ Vitae
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NSPRA Communication Audit
St. Cloud Area School District 742

Focus Group Discussion Questions
1. What are the strengths of District 742?
 If you could pick one thing, what would you improve?
2. What’s the current image of the school district in the community?
 How would you describe the schools to someone new to your neighborhood?
3. What are the district’s strengths in the area of communication?
 What does it do well? What could be improved?
4. What are your best sources of information about the school district?
 How useful is the district’s website? What do you like and how could it be
improved?
 How important is it for District 742 to reach parents and community through
social media sites like Facebook and Twitter? How likely are you to use these
social media sites as a source of information?
 What would be the best way to communicate with you?
5. How would you rate the school district in its effort to listen to stakeholders?
 Describe any opportunities you’ve had in the last year to provide input or express
you own views to district leaders.
 How can the school district improve its efforts to reach out and listen to you?
6. What is the greatest communication challenge facing District 742 in the years ahead?
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What Is NSPRA?
Since 1935, the National School Public Relations Association (NSPRA) has been providing school
communication training and services to school leaders throughout the United States, Canada, and the U.S. Department of Defense Schools worldwide. NSPRA’s mission is to advance education through responsible
communication. We accomplish that mission by developing and providing a variety of diverse products, services
and professional development activities to our members as well as to other education leaders interested in improving
their communication efforts.
With over 75 years of experience, NSPRA is known for providing proven, practical approaches to solving
school district and education agency communication problems. We offer useful communication products and
workshops as well as an annual national Seminar, maintain best practice resource files, and conduct communication
accountability research. We also sponsor four national awards programs that recognize individuals, districts and
education agencies for excellence in communication.
NSPRA has 33 chapters across the United States that provide local professional development and
networking opportunities for members. We maintain collaborative working relationships with other national
education associations along with a network of contacts and resources among corporate communication
professionals and their companies.
In keeping with our mission, NSPRA provides school public relations/communications counsel and
assistance to school districts, state departments of education, regional service agencies, and state and national
associations. For many of these organizations, we have completed comprehensive communication audits to analyze
the effectiveness of their overall communication programs and recommend strategies for improving and enhancing
their efforts.
The NSPRA National Seminar, the most comprehensive school communication conference in North
America, is held each July. This four-day conference offers over 70 topics and expert speakers on a wide array of
school communication, public relations, marketing, and engagement topics.
NSPRA’s monthly membership newsletter, eNetwork, is a communication resource for all school leaders,
not just our members. Each edition tackles a major communication issue and offers proven strategies educators can
use to address it and other concerns. PRincipal Communicator is our monthly building-level print newsletter for
school principals that provides practical communication tips to help build relationships between the school, the
home and the community.
Our e-updates, NSPRA This Week, The NSPRA Counselor, and NSPRA Alert offer summaries of breaking
national education news, in-depth studies of issues and trends, and updates on Seminars, products and services
available to educators. Communication Matters for Leading Superintendents is an e-newsletter targeting issues and
topics related to communication for school leaders.
The NSPRA website at www.nspra.org offers a multitude of school communication resources on the public
site and more comprehensive, in-depth information in our Members Only section, including discussion forums and
article archives.
The Flag of Learning and Liberty is a national education symbol developed by NSPRA in its 50th
Anniversary Year. On July 4, 1985, the Flag of Learning and Liberty flew over the state houses of all 50 states to
launch the rededication of America’s commitment to education and a democratic, free society.
NSPRA is a member of the Learning First Alliance and the Universal Accreditation Board and works with
all major national organizations to help improve educational opportunities for the nation’s young people.
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Nancy Kracke
Nancy Kracke is an independent communications consultant, recently retired after 40+
years of school public relations experience. Most recently she served as the Director of
Community Relations for the Eastern Carver County Schools, Chaska, Minnesota. She was
responsible for all aspects of the suburban district’s public relations efforts including the design
and implementation of research-based communication strategies, both internally and externally.
She led her district’s communication and marketing/branding planning, aligning each effort to
the school board’s mission and strategic goals. Nancy’s responsibilities also included media
relations, writing and editing district publications, and creating processes designed for maximum
stakeholder input.
Nancy’s public relations experiences have focused primarily on public education. A
proud Cornhusker, Nancy graduated from the University of Nebraska with a degree in broadcast
journalism. She began her career in Omaha at the Westside Community Schools serving as
communications assistant. She has served as communications coordinator of the St. Louis Park
Schools in the Twin Cities, the director of public relations for the Park Nicollet Medical Center
and enjoyed several years of free-lance writing and editing before going back to serve public
education.
Nancy was the editor of the MSBA Journal, the magazine of the Minnesota School
Boards Association for several years as well as editor of Research/Practice for the College of
Education at the University of Minnesota.
She is a long-time member of the National School Public Relations Association, a
founding member of the Nebraska Chapter of NSPRA, and an active member of MinnSPRA, the
Minnesota Chapter of NSPRA. Nancy has served twice as MinnSPRA’s president and is the
recipient of its Professional Leadership Award and the Dawn Kay McDowell Leadership Award.
She was a co-facilitator of MinnSPRA’s highly effective Leadership Academy, a year-long
professional development seminar. She also served NSPRA as Vice-President of the North
Central Region and is a contributor to NSPRA’s member newsletters. She has been an auditor on
NSPRA’s Communication Audit team for three years.
Nancy’s work has earned several awards, including numerous publication and website
awards and the MinnSPRA “Award of Excellence for Outstanding Achievement in School
Public Relations” for successful referendum campaigns. She has guided more than 10 levy and
bond referenda to victory.
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Joseph Ortiz
Joseph Ortiz is director of public and community relations for the Roosevelt School
District in Phoenix, Ariz. Joseph has over 28 years of experience in public relations including
media relations, crisis communication, program promotion, public relations/communications
planning and development. Prior to this he served as Senior Vice President for the Arizona
Hispanic Chamber of Commerce.
Joseph spent 13 years in the public relations department of the Phoenix Union High
School District, the nation’s fourth largest high school district. He worked on a daily basis with
news media and beat reporters dealing with the tough issues of an inner-city urban school
district. During his tenure at Phoenix Union, he helped plan a year-long centennial celebration
for the district, assisted in promoting the district’s Magnet programs, and coordinated publicity
for the opening of a brand new school in 2000, the first new school in the district since 1972.
Issues such as overcrowding, state-mandated testing, charter schools and low-test scores were
also constant challenges that were met and dealt with.
While serving as the Communication Director for the City of Tempe, he continued to
work closely with that city’s three school districts. He found ways to collaborate with the schools
to promote their needs and activities through the city’s communication channels.
As part of his professional commitment to public relations and education, he has served
as president of the Arizona School Public Relations Association in addition to serving on the
board of the Tempe Impact Education Foundation, an organization that promotes and supports
Tempe, Arizona elementary schools. He was chair of the City of Phoenix’s Educational Access
Governing Board, the governing body of Phoenix’s education cable channel. Joseph also served
on the National School Public Relations Association’s (NSPRA) executive board as At Large
Minority Vice President.
He has presented at the NSPRA annual conference and served as a counselor on-call,
mentoring other school PR professionals on various issues. In addition, he has written articles for
NSPRA’s member newsletter, eNetwork, was an NSPRA Frontrunner and won several NSPRA
awards for various school PR programs. Joseph is also fluent in Spanish and has served as coauditor on a number of NSPRA communication audits.
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