




“Benchmarking is the practice of being humble enough 
to admit that someone else is better at something, and 
being wise enough to learn how to match them and even 
surpass them at it.” 

 Jack Grayson, founder  
American Productivity & Quality Center 

School Communication Benchmarking Project 

Rubrics of Practice and Suggested Measures 
Third Edition – February 2018 

In response to recent changes in the workforce climate where all 
organizations and professions are pressed to show evidence of quantifiable 
value, the National School Public Relations Association established the 
School Communication Benchmarking Project. 

Standardizing the quantifiable value of public relations has traditionally 
eluded our profession. In a survey conducted by the American Association 
for the Measurement and Evaluation of Communication and the Institute for 
Public Relations, 88% of practitioners believe measurement is an integral 
part of the public relations process. This is good news. The bad news  
there is no agreement on the best tools and methods. 

Acknowledging this, NSPRA began its approach by organizing the work into 
what we have titled Critical Function Areas, the primary areas of focus in a 
school communications program. We continued with a call to members to 
gather existing evaluative measures they were using in three of these Critical 
Function Areas:  

 Comprehensive Professional Communication Program, 

 Internal Communications, 

 Parent/Family Communications,  

 Branding/Marketing Communications, and 

 Crisis Communication. 

In the spirit of traditional benchmarking practice, our goal was to identify 
top performers in each of these areas based on results. Then we asked the 
top performers to share their best practices, to provide a benchmarking 
framework for members to use to assess themselves.

We shared these results and this approach with our members at the July 
2012 Seminar in Chicago and asked for their feedback. 

While members very much want to standardize and compare measures, they 
also asked for standardized definitions for the practice of public relations in 
the Critical Function Areas. As a result, we focused on developing rubrics of 
practice against which we could align suggested measures/survey questions.  

In this resource, we present to you the rubrics and suggested measures for 
the first three Critical Function Areas outlined above. We gathered research 
in each area so that our rubrics would be based on studied and proven 
practice, where available. 
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“If you can’t measure something, you can’t 
understand it. If you can’t understand it, you can’t 
control it. If you can’t control it, you can't improve it.” 

  H. James Harrington 

Acknowledgments and Focus 
This substantive contribution to school PR’s body of knowledge rests on the 
work of an NSPRA project team, key authors, a consultant, and the resources 
provided by NSPRA and SchoolMessenger. Without their contributions, this new 
milestone resource would not be available today. The “heavy lifting” to make it 
all happen rests on the shoulders of Barbara Hunter, APR; Kathy O’Hara, APR; 
Michelle Mueller; Barb Nicol, APR; and Shane Haggerty, along with NSPRA 
consultant Sandra Cokeley, APR. We also acknowledge the guidance of the 
project team members and NSPRA staff. Special thanks also to 
SchoolMessenger for providing the grant that funded a consultant to serve as 
the engine and coordinator for this project. 

We also wish to acknowledge that this type of project  much like a school 
PR professional’s job itself  is one that will never be completed. The “final 
say” on these three topics will continue to evolve as we move forward. Our 
profession continues to change, expand and adapt to meet the challenges of 
our local school systems. 

But one overarching component of our work should never change: that is 
the link between school communication and the support of teaching and 
learning in our school systems. Our best programs are built to do just that  
supporting the direct goals of our school districts’ programs. Often, it may seem 
difficult to list the links to instruction. But when you assess all that a strong 
communication program must do, you begin to clearly see the impact we have 
on teaching and learning in our schools. Just consider these attributes: 

 Increasing volunteers to assist with instruction 
 Developing parent resources to help them help their children 
 Creating professional development for teachers and principals to help 

improve communication with parents and others 
 Conducting attendance campaigns for students and staff 
 Devising new initiatives to build support for healthy children 
 Providing assistance in building active support in school budget 

deliberations and elections 
 Increasing partnerships for school district programs 
 Boosting the impact of local school foundations for more classroom resources 

The list goes on, but as our profession begins benchmarking the components 
of a great school communication program, we need to always remember our 
“raison d’etre”  to improve teaching and learning in our schools. 

Rich Bagin, APR Joe Krumm, APR 
NSPRA Executive Director  NSPRA 2012-2013 President 

Also in this guide, you will find a resource guide and a glossary of terms on 
the practice of benchmarking. Together, we expect our members will be able 
to use this resource in a variety of ways: 

 Assess the current status of your own program against the rubrics  
Emerging, Established, Exemplary; 

 Identify ways to evolve your program to the next level; 

 Assign quantifiable measures to your work; 

 Track your results against the status/evolution of your program; 

 Share and compare results with high-performing programs/districts, 
emulate their approaches. 

 Use the rubrics/measures to identify opportunities for improvement in 
your program; 

 Correlate your communications results with other key indicators in your 
district such as student performance results, staff engagement results, 
etc.; and 

 Use the rubrics/measures to support requests for additional resources 
for your program.  



 Rubrics of Practice and Suggested Measures    NSPRA © 2018 page 5 

While early in our process, NSPRA is excited about the new opportunities the 
School Communication Benchmarking Project brings to our members and to 
our profession. Long-term goals include: 

 Establishing rubrics for the other Critical Function Areas of our work, 
such as Finance Referenda Communications and Media Relations;  

 Organizing a repository for members to share and compare evaluative 
results;  

 Identifying top-performers in our profession to serve as benchmarks; 
and  

 Exploring opportunities to standardize correlations between effective 
school communication and high student performance  our ultimate 
bottom line.  

As always, we welcome your input on this first edition of our School 
Communication Benchmarking Project: Rubrics of Practice and Suggested 
Measures. We are committed to continuing this very important work in 
support of the essential role of school communications in our country’s 
education systems. 
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Project Objective  
For the School Communication 
Benchmarking Project 

To identify best-in-class practices and 
performance measures for the areas of 
critical functions within the school public 
relations practice that will guide the public 
relations practitioner, the superintendent 
and board members in the components of 
a successful public relations program that 
ultimately contributes to student 
achievement. This can be used as a tool 
for developing and launching a school PR 
program, enhancing an existing one or 
evaluating the program and practitioner. 
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School Communication Benchmarking Project 

Rubrics of Practices for Critical Function Areas 

Function 
Area:  

Comprehensive Professional Communication Program 

 

Function Area #1 is the basis for all communications deployed from a school 
district or component organization. It is rooted in the communications 
function residing at the executive management level of the district. 
Communications are systematic, transparent, two-way and comprehensive. 
They align with and support the district’s goals and objectives. Ultimately, 
they foster dialogue, collaboration, understanding, engagement and trust 
with the primary focus to support student achievement. 

A comprehensive professional communications program is supported by 
district policy and with the resources required to effectively operate the 
function. The program is based on the Research-Analyze-Communicate-
Evaluate (RACE) model of communications. It is embedded into the 
leadership of the organization with the PR professional serving as strategic 
advisor to senior leaders. Communication and relationship-building are 
integral to the overall planning process. 

The communications program seeks to engage students, staff and 
stakeholders in support of student achievement. Two-way communications 
foster student, staff and stakeholder commitment, involvement, 
engagement and support for student learning. The program fosters 
partnerships and shared responsibility for educating students among these 
key constituents. 

A comprehensive communications program is led by a trained 
communications professional. This leader possesses the qualifications of a 
public relations professional including education, training and experience. It 
is preferred that he or she hold Accreditation in Public Relations (APR) 
certification. In the absence of a designated public relations professional on 
staff, the administrator charged with communications is trained in effective 
public relations practice.  

The program is guided by the NSPRA Code of Ethics and Code of the North 
American Public Relations Council. 

The following program components have been identified through research 
and anecdotal evidence to be best practices in a comprehensive professional 
school communications program. Evidence of emerging, established and 
exemplary internal communications programs are outlined in the table that 
follows. 

Establishing Communication as Priority Through District Policy: Written board-
approved policies outlining the school communications program along with 
roles and responsibilities ensure and protect the school communications 
function. 
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Maximizing Communication with Trained Leadership at the Executive Level: Similar 
to other vital school leadership areas, communications are maximized when 
directed by a trained public relations professional. Placing the 
communications leader at the senior level in the organization with direct 
access to the school superintendent and other senior leaders also maximizes 
the capacity of the function through clear channels of information flow and 
strategic advisement. 

Supporting Communication with Sufficient Resources and Ongoing Training: For 
communications programs to be continuously effective, adequate resources 
in technology, equipment and supplies are essential with ongoing training to 
stay current with innovations and new developments in public relations 
research, implementation and evaluation. 

Ensuring Communication Effectiveness Through Adherence to Code of Ethics: The 
practice of public relations can present unique and challenging ethical issues. 
At the same time, protecting integrity and public trust are fundamental to 
the profession’s role and reputation. Successful public relations hinges on 
the ethics of its practitioners. 

Managing Communication Through RACE  Research, Analyze, Communicate, 
Evaluate: Effective school communications programs are rooted in research 
and developed to achieve specific and measurable goals. Strategies and 
tactics are implemented for specific audiences to achieve specific outcomes. 

Understanding Communication Needs and Requirements Through Research: 
Ongoing analysis on where the district stands in regard to all stakeholders it 
wishes to reach helps to inform relevant communications goals and 
objectives. 

Communication Effectiveness Embedded Across District and Building Operations: 
The responsibility for effective communication in a school district does not 
lie with the public relations office alone. Ensuring all district and building-
level leaders, faculty and staff are effective communicators maximizes 
service to its students and stakeholders. 

Deploying Multiple and Varied Communication Strategies, Including 
Accommodations for Diversity: With advances in technology and growth in the 
diversity of our communities, communications leaders are challenged to 
deliver messages via their audiences’ preferred media while respecting 
specific cultural requirements and priorities. 

Effectively Managing Communications Through the News Media: Ensuring the 
news media have access to accurate and timely information while protecting 
the privacy rights of students and staff is essential to a school 
communications program.  

Effectively Engaging Target Audiences Through Social Media: Successful school 
communications engage internal and external audiences with strategic, two-
way social media channels. Information shared through social media 
channels is relevant, interesting, timely, and when appropriate, entertaining.  

Effective Crisis Communication Plans and Procedures: Ensuring a safe 
environment for students and staff is a school district’s first priority. 
Effectively communicating with all stakeholders during a school crisis helps 
ensure safety and builds trust. 

Effective Finance Communications: Often, the school district is a community’s 
largest asset. Building trust through transparency in finance communications 
is essential for schools to thrive, especially when dependent on public votes 
for finance referenda. 

Supporting Constituent Involvement/Engagement through Communication: 
Effective programs to engage stakeholders embrace a philosophy of 
partnership. The responsibility for children’s educational development is a 
collaborative enterprise among parents, school staff, community members 
and business leaders.  

Evaluating Communication Effectiveness to Inform Strategy: Systematic 
evaluation to inform communication effectiveness is essential to the ongoing 
success of any communications program and supports the practice of 
deploying communications using the RACE model  Research, Analyze, 
Communicate, Evaluate.  
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Emerging Established Exemplary
Communications program is in the early 
stages of development, largely 
responsive to immediate needs or 
problems with minimal proactive 
planning. Communications goals, if 
articulated, are loosely defined with 
minimal alignment with district goals and 
objectives. 

Communications program includes series of defined 
approaches based on some research. Strategies, tactics 
and goals are defined. Communications align with 
district goals and objectives. Some evaluation may 
occur. 

Communications are conducted according to an articulated plan 
following the RACE (Research-Analyze-Communicate-Evaluate) model and 
are aligned and integrated into district strategic plans. 
Communications are supported through policy, training and resources. 
Ongoing evaluation to improve progress is embedded into operations. 

Establishing Communication as a Priority Through District Policy 

Communications policy loosely articulated 
and resides within communications 
department; minimal awareness of policy 
among senior leaders 

Communications protocols and 
regulations developed largely in response 
to issues or challenges 

Articulated communications policy shared with senior 
leaders; referred to regularly to guide communications 
actions 

Series of communications protocols and regulations 
developed with input and review by necessary parties 

Seeks input from senior leaders and other stakeholders on 
communications programming needs and expectations to guide policy 
development; researches communications policies in other districts for 
ideas and insight 

Robust communication policy adopted by the School Board with 
widespread buy-in from the district 

Communication policy consistently updated in response to latest 
research and aligned with goals and objectives of the district 

Policies address exceptions for potential communication (stemming 
largely from Human Resources, FOIA and FERPA) 

Maximizing Communication with Trained Leadership at the Executive Level 

Limited input from the communications 
department/professional into executive-
level decisionmaking; largely in response 
to isolated requests 

Staff member(s) responsible for 
communications have little or no 
professional training or experience in 
public relations and communications 

Activities conducted by communications 
department limited to results/outcomes 
of leadership decisions 

Ready access to some key management personnel on the 
part of the communications professional/department 
chair  

Representation of communications 
department/professional on some committees 

Communications staff sought for advice and insight on 
major issues 

Series of strategies to maximize communication 
effectiveness among senior leaders, i.e.: 

Gathers input from social media and public forums to use 
for executive-level decision-making 

Communications professional/department chair is a member of 
executive level team 

Superintendent and other senior leaders easily accessible by 
communications professional/department chair  

Communications staff input included regularly in executive-level 
decisionmaking; serves in advisory role to senior leaders 

School Board accesses resources in the communications department 
when needed 

Representation of communications department/professional on all 
relevant committees 
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Emerging Established Exemplary
Little or no communications training for 
senior leaders; limited largely in response 
to crisis or issues with no follow-up 

Drafts informational memos and talking points for various 
departments 

Some communications training for senior leaders such as 
media interviews, public speaking, etc. 

Ongoing comprehensive communications training for all senior leaders 

Role of communications office evaluated regularly to determine 
effectiveness of organizational relationship  

Supporting Communication with Sufficient Resources and Ongoing Training 

Minimal communications budget; 
resources to support communications 
projects elicited on an as-needed basis 

Technology to support communications 
not current, sometimes compromising 
capacity of the communications function 

Training for communications staff largely a 
function of their own initiative with 
constrained budget support 

Support for membership to professional 
associations limited 

Established communications budget developed with input 
from the communications department/professional; 
covers all planned communications programs 

Technology current and sufficient to support 
communications function 

Series of professional development activities, i.e.: 

 Webinars and other online training programs 
 Acquisition of publications and toolkits to inform 

communications function 
 Opportunities to meet with other school 

communications professionals to exchange ideas and 
share expertise 

 Formal professional development seminars and 
workshops offered by NSPRA, PRSA or like 
organization 

Established communications budget developed with input from the 
communications department/professional; process to acquire additional 
funds for projects/issues that arise unexpectedly 

State-of-the-art technology with built-in capacity for program expansion 

Planned professional development schedule in response to identified 
needs on the part of the communications staff and environmental 
scanning on new trends in school communications research, 
implementation and evaluation; support for communications 
professionals to attain Accreditation in Public Relations (APR) 

Regular evaluation of effectiveness of communications budget, 
technology and training 

Resources for communications function benchmarked with other high-
performing school communications programs 

Ensuring Communication Effectiveness Through Adherence to Code of Ethics 

Integrity of activities of communications 
staff limited largely to their own personal 
ethics rather than an articulated Code of 
Ethic 

Public relations staff aware of the NSPRA Code of 
Ethics/North American Public Relations Council Uniform 
Code of Ethics/PRSA and operates within its/their 
framework 

Public relations practice regularly guided by the NSPRA Code of 
Ethics/North American Public Relations Council Uniform Code of 
Ethics/PRSA; regularly relies on code to guide responses to questionable 
situations 

Communications staff evaluations aligned with Code of Ethics 

Code of Ethics included in school board policy; senior leadership 
knowledgeable of code as an operating framework for decisions 
regarding public relations challenges  
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Emerging Established Exemplary
Managing Communication Through RACE – Research, Analyze, Communicate, Evaluate 

Communications initiated largely on a 
reactive basis in response to questions or 
complaints 

Communications inconsistent across 
events/situations and from building to 
building, department to department, 
classroom to classroom, etc. 

Little or no formal communications 
planning; Communications minimally 
aligned with district/building goals, if at all 

Some research conducted to identify and clarify 
constituent needs and expectations regarding 
communication as well as opinions and attitudes 
regarding district and programs 

Some communications programs articulated through 
written plans containing some or all essential plan 
elements (overall goals, target audiences, objectives for 
each audience, strategies, tactics, messages, evaluation, 
materials, budget, timetable) 

Some evaluation of communication effectiveness through 
surveys, opinion polls, participation rates or other metrics 

Research systematically conducted to ascertain constituent needs and 
expectations regarding communications as well as opinions and attitudes 
about district and programs; includes balance of formal and informal, 
primary and secondary, and qualitative and quantitative research 

Comprehensive analysis of research to identify and understand needs, 
expectations, opinions and attitudes, and to inform communications 
planning 

Comprehensive written annual communications plan containing all or 
most of essential plan elements (overall goals, target audiences, 
objectives for each audience, strategies, tactics, messages, evaluation, 
materials, budget, timetable) and guides communications department 
programs; incorporated into district strategic/master plan  

Communications plan supported with adequate resources and budget 
for effective implementation 

Systematic evaluation of communications relative to goals and 
objectives; Evaluations inform program by standardized or adjusting 
approaches based on evaluation results 
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Emerging Established Exemplary
Understanding Communication Needs and Requirements Through Research 

Research into student and stakeholder 
perceptions and attitudes largely non-
existent or limited to hearsay/informal 
inputs 

Limited understanding of student and 
stakeholder expectations and 
requirements regarding communications; 
not necessarily valid and/or reliable 

Reliability on narrow channels of 
information for insight into 
communication needs and requirements 

Series of approaches in place to understand 
communication needs and requirements, i.e.: 

 Surveys of students, parents/families, faculty and staff 
and community members measuring perception and 
attitude, communication expectations, and 
communication effectiveness 

 Platforms to gather public opinion, such as social 
media outlets or custom email address for complaints 

 Third-party research such as census bureau 
information, Gallup poll, etc. 

 Focus groups to cull qualitative feedback 
 Formal structure for public input during school board 

and other meetings 
 System of informal channels to gather input and 

feedback such as participation in committees and task 
forces, attendance to PTA/PTA meetings, etc. 

Local and national trends in education and 
communication tracked to inform potential swings in 
perception and attitude 

Research systematically conducted to ascertain constituent needs and 
expectations regarding communications as well as opinions and attitudes 
about district and programs; includes balance of formal and informal, 
primary and secondary, and qualitative and quantitative research 

Research adequately supported through budget/district resources 

Communications staff trained in communications research; professional 
development keeps pace with new trends in research 

Research results regularly shared with senior leaders to inform 
decisionmaking 

Continuously benchmarks with local and national best-in-class in 
communication effectiveness 

Research approaches continuously evaluated for effectiveness; new 
trends routinely considered 

Communication Effectiveness Embedded Across District and Building Operations 

Communications to stakeholders comes 
largely from the communications staff 

Responsibility for community outreach 
limited largely to the communications 
staff 

Communications staff as spokespeople for 
any/all district/school issues 

Communications staff input sought only 
after individual schools’ or departments’ 
promotional efforts fail  

Series of approaches to embed communications across 
district and building operations, i.e.: 

 Prepared templates, memos, letters and other 
resources for principals and department chairs to use 
in their communications 

 Talking points developed and distributed on key issues 
as they arise to assist district personnel in 
responding/communicating about them 

 District and school webpage content managed for 
consistency 
 

District policy on communications includes expectation for all leaders 
and middle managers to actively support communications; 
communication effectiveness included in district and school leader 
performance evaluations 

Communication planning integrated into projects and strategic planning 
on all levels 

District communications plan incorporates robust and ongoing strategies 
and tactics to deploy building and department communications; district 
and school leaders consistently provide input into development of 
communications plan 
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Emerging Established Exemplary
Minimal input from district and school 
leaders into communications planning 

 Organized structure in place for principals and 
department chairs to communicate, including 
emergency outreach tools such as rapid alert systems  

 Communication planning integrated into 
project/program/event planning 

 Individual relationships between schools/departments 
and community organizations 

District and school leaders designated as spokespeople on 
specific issues are relevant; training on media relations 
and interview skills to support them in this role 

District and school leaders provide input into 
communications planning 

Organized plan for community outreach that encompasses all key 
community groups, aligning them with best-fit schools/departments 

District and school leaders trained and empowered as spokespeople in 
their areas of content expertise with coordination through 
communications department 

Building and department-level communications consistently evaluated 
for effectiveness; strategies and tactics added and/or revised accordingly 

Deploying Multiple and Varied Communication Strategies Including for Accommodations for Diversity 

Basic understanding of diversity of district 

Some differentiation on some levels for 
different audiences 

Solid understanding of the diverse makeup of the district; 
awareness of some cultural preferences for 
communications among different groups 

Varied series of approaches to reach different audience 
segments (multilingual, when needed), i.e.: 

 Press releases 
 Website updates 
 Parent newsletters 
 Social media 
 Rapid alert systems 
 Online gradebooks/parent portals 
 Letters home 
 Events (public hearings, parent gatherings, public 

forums, recognitions/celebrations, etc.)  
 Student communications 
 Community leader meetings 
 Text messaging 

Differentiation on essential communications for most or 
all audience segments 

Thorough understanding of the diverse makeup of the district; ongoing 
mechanism to track changes; comprehensive awareness of cultural 
preferences for communications among all audience segments 

Consistently adjust all communications to meet the needs/preferences 
of all audience segments 

Ongoing support for district and school leaders to deploy multiple and 
varied communications to audience segments 

Accommodations for diversity in communications consistently evaluated 
for effectiveness and adjusted accordingly 
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Emerging Established Exemplary
Effectively Managing Communications Through the News Media 

Interactions with news media largely 
limited to responding to inquiries with 
little proactive outreach on the part of the 
district 

Responses to media inquiries contain basic 
information only; little or no consideration 
of opportunity to fold in key district 
messages 

Inconsistent management of media 
relations; little or no centralized 
coordination of messaging and pitch 
opportunity 

Availability to media limited to during 
work hours; generally honors deadlines 

Culture may be adversarial with media 
depending on media’s needs and staff’s 
ability to produce 

Building and maintaining relationships with local media a 
priority 

Media relations across district and all schools flow 
through communications office; district and school 
leaders work in conjunction with communications staff to 
maximize media coverage 

Responds to media requests with requested information 
in a timely manner; aware of the restrictions and 
allowances of FERPA and FOIA 

Availability to media extended beyond school day to 
evenings/weekends/holidays 

Lawful consent process in place to protect staff and 
students in media interviews, photos, videos, etc. 

Local and national trends tracked for story opportunities; 
relevant pitches prepared with essential background 
information 

Media coverage monitored 

Overall culture of transparency; can vary among schools 
and departments 

Reciprocal relationships with neighboring districts for 
supplemental communications staffing support in times of 
crisis/large stories 

Media relations supported through district policy and written protocols 

Media coverage incorporated within overall communications plan 
complete with goals, strategies and tactics for maximum coverage 

Ongoing professional development for communications staff, district and 
school leaders in media interviews 

Availability of leadership/content experts for media interviews fostered 

Full compliance with restrictions and allowances of FERPA and FOIA; 
waiver policy to allow sharing of crucial information that otherwise 
would be contained 

Media coverage monitored; inaccuracies followed up to prevent repeats; 
appreciation extended for well-handled coverage 

Reciprocal relationships with neighboring districts includes ongoing 
sharing of resources and information as well as for supplemental 
communications staffing support in times of crisis/large stories 

Media relations regularly evaluated to identify opportunities to improve 
coverage  
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Emerging Established Exemplary
Effectively Engaging Target Audiences Through Social Media 

One or two social media channels (such as 
Facebook, Twitter, YouTube/SchoolTube) 
used with little monitoring 

Social media use limited primarily for 
announcements such as weather-related 
events and school/district events 

Multiple people in district have posting 
rights on different social media channels 
but little coordination is evident; Posting 
guidelines non-existent or unclear 

Two-way conversations limited; negative 
conversations not addressed in a timely 
manner 

Lack of board policies regarding social 
media usage 

No tracking of analytics of postings by 
channel  

Multiple social media channels used strategically for 
different audiences; monitored regularly  

Social media use includes broader scope of content 
beyond announcements such as student/staff recognition, 
professional development, student enrichment activities 
and promotion of programs  

Strategies in place to drive traffic to district website or 
other web-based information source 

Some coordination exists among people in district with 
posting rights; Posting guidelines easily accessible 

Growth in two-way conversation on social media channels 
evident; negative conversations addressed promptly 

Board policies in place regarding social media usage for 
staff and students 

Analytics by platform tracked and shared regularly with 
leadership team 

Usage, monitoring and strategies for social media channels incorporated 
within overall communications plan; coordinated by the school 
communications department 

Selection and usage of social media based on researched audience 
preferences and profiles, in accordance with RACE 

Social media use spans full range of district communications; audiences 
encouraged to interact with the district via social media  

Clear, ongoing proactive coordination exists among people in district 
with posting rights; team meets regularly 

Board policies regarding social media shared with students, parents, staff 
and public via multiple mechanisms (website, social media channel, 
students handbooks, employee manuals) 

Regular updates for students, staff and parents on best practices and 
staying safe while using social media channels 

Goals established for attaining views or interaction aligned with district 
communications plan; Leadership team tracks results and adjusts 
strategies accordingly 

Effective Crisis Communication Plans and Procedures 

Written crisis communications plan non-
existent or in early stages of development 

Little or no alignment of crisis 
communications with emergency response 
procedures 

Communications during crisis 
implemented on a case-by-case basis; 
inconsistencies and gaps exist from event 
to event and across 
buildings/departments 

Written crisis communication plan developed and 
includes varied series of approaches to reach target 
audiences, i.e.: official spokesperson designation and 
schedule of public notifications and updates; telephone 
and electronic messaging; website updates; news media 
coordination, etc. 

Plan aligns with emergency response procedures 

Periodic training in crisis communications for school 
leaders and communications staff 

Plan periodically reviewed for improvement typically in 
response to mandated updates 

Comprehensive written crisis communications plan aligns with 
emergency response plan; revisited and tested regularly, especially in the 
wake of school tragedies 

Regularly seeks police and city input for joint review and development of 
crisis communications plan 

Systematically benchmarks against other school/agency crisis 
communications efforts to identify best practices and incorporates into 
written plan 

Maintains an up-to-date emergency contact sheet and strong 
relationships with emergency departments’ point of contacts 
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Emerging Established Exemplary

Communications during a crisis largely in 
response to requests or complaints with 
little or no proactive approaches 

Little or no training in crisis 
communications for school leaders and 
communications staff 

Some support tools (e.g. up-to-date contact sheet) are in 
place and updated/checked periodically  

All necessary support tools in place (cell phones for staff, rapid alert 
systems, access to other staff to augment crisis communications team, if 
necessary, etc.) and reviewed/updated regularly 

Systematic training in crisis communications for all school leaders, 
communications staff and crisis response team members 

Crisis communications evaluated after each event and written plan and 
procedures updated based on evaluation results 

Effective Finance Communications 

Finance communications limited largely to 
minimum content and distribution 
mandated by law 

Responses to financial inquiries include 
only the information requested with little 
else to possibly increase understanding, 
expand awareness and build trust 

Little or no coordination of finance 
communications among key staff, 
resulting in possible duplication or gaps 

Communications contain finance office 
language with little or no translation into 
layperson’s terms, marginalizing message 
effectiveness 

Series of approaches to build trust through effective 
finance communications, i.e.: 

 Budget information complies with all legal and other 
regulatory bodies governing finance communications 

 Development of key messages regarding district 
finances and finance issues; written in layperson’s 
terms to foster understanding 

 Proactive outreach to faculty and staff with finance 
communications, preferably before external audiences 

 Timely and complete distribution of key finance 
information to key stakeholder groups 

 Effective use of graphs, tables, comparisons and other 
resources to increase understanding of financial 
information 

 Finance communications delivered via multiple 
platforms and media to ensure outreach, i.e. public 
presentations, print and electronic messaging, website 
resources, blogs, etc. 

Significant input from finance staff into communications 
plan and deployment 

Ongoing coordination of finance communications among 
key staff; finance staff available for interviews and 
comment 

Research into key stakeholder perceptions and attitudes regarding 
district finances used to inform finance communications 

Written formal finance communications plan or finance communications 
incorporated within overall communications plan complete with goals, 
strategies and tactics for maximum coverage; finance communications 
embedded into full-year calendar and not limited only to budget or 
referenda votes 

Ongoing professional development for communications staff and key 
district leaders in school finance regulations and communications 
requirements 

Ongoing opportunities for two-way communication between district and 
both internal and external audiences on finance information and 
questions; timely and thorough responses to inquiries; input used to 
monitor and correct rumor 

Support of community advocates harnessed, especially for high-profile 
reductions/cuts to education or large expenditures for 
facilities/programs 

Ongoing evaluation of finance communication effectiveness to foster 
transparency and build trust; results systematically used to inform 
improvement 



 Rubrics of Practice and Suggested Measures    NSPRA © 2018 page 17 

Emerging Established Exemplary
Supporting Constituent Involvement/Engagement Through Communication 

Opportunities for constituent 
involvement/engagement minimally 
posted, relying mostly on traditional 
media with little or no follow-up or 
reinforcement 

Communications efforts are largely one-
way (from district to constituent), 
compromising receptivity for authentic 
involvement/engagement 

Responses to offers of involvement 
handled inconsistently; few structures in 
place for constituents to participate in 
educational process 

Communications staff involvement in 
constituent engagement limited to high-
stakes issues 

Opportunities for constituent involvement/engagement 
consistently communicated across a wide variety of media 
including print, electronic, news media, social media and 
others 

Organized formal structures in place for constituent 
involvement to support student learning such as 
volunteer programs, task forces, advisory councils, 
booster clubs, community partnerships, advocates, etc. 

Successful involvement/engagement programs promoted 
throughout district and in local media 

Communications staff involved in many key community 
organizations; gleans some feedback through involvement 

Research into constituent personal priorities for engagement informs 
engagement opportunities, thereby fostering alignment with personal 
missions and those of the district and schools 

Community involvement strategically managed by communications 
department; feedback from relationships shared internally through an 
organized system 

Involvement/engagement opportunities align with district and school 
missions to foster authenticity and maximize involvement 

Engagement messages/outreaches are frequent and timely; focus on 
how opportunities align with constituent needs and priorities 

Comprehensive, ongoing, authentic two-way communications to foster 
involvement and engagement; includes blogs, social media outlets and 
designated email accounts to solicit feedback from constituents on 
programs, new initiatives, budget matters and topics of high interest 

Professional development to maximize constituent involvement and 
engagement; includes training for faculty and staff on how to effectively 
involve and engage stakeholders as well as training for constituents on 
district and school policies, procedures, etc. to support involvement 

Constituents recognized regularly for involvement and engagement 

Ongoing evaluation of effectiveness of constituent 
involvement/engagement in supporting student learning; results 
systematically used to inform improvement 

Advancing Identity/Brand of Your School District 

Brand/identity may not be reflective of 
school system’s current reality among key 
stakeholders 

Inconsistent use of district logo/slogan 
across district media (website, stationary, 
print materials, electronic messaging, etc.)  

Brand/identity generally accepted and considered 
reflective of school system’s current reality among key 
stakeholders  

District logo/slogan consistently deployed across district 
media 

Research into stakeholder perceptions and expectations about their 
district and schools supports brand/identity development; development 
further supported through competitive analysis and alignment with 
recent or evolving trends in education 

Communications plan incorporates use of brand/identity across all 
relevant strategies and tactics 
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Emerging Established Exemplary
Individual school logos/slogans with little 
or no coordination to a central theme; 
inconsistent use of logos/slogans across 
school media; inconsistent inclusion of 
district logo/slogan across school/media 

Brand management de-centralized with 
little or no coordination by the 
communications department 

District logo/slogan consistently deployed across 
individual school media; integration with individual school 
logos/slogans may or may not be consistent 

Brand management centrally coordinated by 
communications department 

Messaging consistently supports the school system’s 
brand/identity in most operational areas 

Individual school logos/slogans coordinate with and support one another 
as well as district logo/slogan 

Policy and guidelines outline use of district and school logos/slogans; 
generally supported by district and school staff 

Messaging consistently supports the school system’s brand/identity in all 
operational areas 

Brand/identity regularly evaluated for relevance and currency  

Evaluating Communication Effectiveness to Inform Strategy 

Evaluation is primarily anecdotal based on 
observation and “word of mouth” 
feedback from stakeholders 

Sporadic formal assessments 
occur, largely in response to 
widespread problems with 
communications 

Series of approaches to evaluate communication 
effectiveness, i.e.: 

 Surveys and other polls to determine satisfaction and 
effectiveness of district communications 

 Attendance and participation rates at 
programs/events 

 Evaluations of large-scale campaigns to ascertain if 
objectives, deadlines and budget goals were met 

 Open rates on electronic messaging 
 Website analytic metrics 
 Social media metrics 
 Response rates of direct email and marketing tracked 
 Focus groups representing key audience segments 
 Informal feedback gleaned through participation in 

committees, task forces, attendance at meetings, etc. 
 Media coverage monitored for frequency and tone  

Systematic schedule to comprehensively evaluate district and 
communication effectiveness across all key stakeholder groups and 
segments; supported by budget and other required resources 

All communications plans reviewed upon completion to ascertain if 
objectives, deadlines and budget goals were met 

Systematic approach for using evaluation results to revise/improve 
communications 

Systematic feedback loop to inform district and school leaders of 
communication effectiveness; includes recommendations for strategy 
revisions 

Comprehensive Communications Audit conducted by NSPRA or other 
reputable professional organization 

Results are used to modify communication outreaches, as necessary 
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Sample Measures:  

From NSPRA membership outreach and Baldrige Award recipients (collected 2011-12) 

 Top sources of information for learning about district/school issues (rank from a list) 
 How well district keeps stakeholders informed  
 Percentage of stakeholders agreeing that they receive the information they want/need from the district 
 Percentage of stakeholders agreeing they are informed in a timely manner of major decisions 
 How responsive district is to requests  
 Percentage of stakeholders agreeing that Board of Education makes good decisions that improve student achievement 
 Percentage of stakeholders agreeing that district is trustworthy/does a good job of building trust between district and stakeholders 
 Whether district is doing a good job/headed in the right direction  
 Whether district has safe schools  
 Whether district spends taxpayer dollars wisely  
 Overall grade (A, B, C, etc.) stakeholders would give teachers in the district 
 Overall grade (A, B, C, etc.) stakeholders would give the district as a whole 
 Percentage of stakeholders agreeing that district is important to them/household 
 Percentage of stakeholders agreeing that the district positively impacts property values and economic development 
 Student enrollment rates/private vs. public enrollment 
 Finance referenda passage rates 
 Percentage of stakeholders agreeing that they were well informed about the school district’s budget 
 Stakeholder ranking on communications regarding 

 Student performance 
 School finances 
 Accessibility to school leaders 

 Number/increase in school-business partnerships 
 Number/increase in number of volunteers/volunteer hours 
 Number/increase in donations to the district/educational foundation 
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Sources: 

Bagin, Don, Ferguson, Donald, Marx, Gary, Public Relations for Administrators, AASA, Arlington, 1985.  

Grossman, David, You Can’t Not Communicate, Little Brown Dog Publishing, Chicago, 2010. 

How Strong Communication Contributes to Student and School Success, Public Relations Society of America, 2006. 

Stern, Gary J., Mobilize People for Marketing Success, Amherst H. Wilder Foundation, Saint Paul, MN, 1977.  

Supporting Students, Supporting Communication: Helping Others See the Communication-Achievement Links, Public Relations Society of America, Financial Support 
Depends on Ongoing Communication, 2006. 
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School Communication Benchmarking Project 

Function 
Area:  Internal Communications 

 

The school communications program recognizes the invaluable role of all 
district personnel as representatives of the district/component organization. 
It includes a proactive program for providing them with the skills, 
information and resources they need to effectively serve as ambassadors. 

The employee communications program is based on the Research-Analyze-
Communicate-Evaluate (RACE) model for communications. Employee needs, 
expectations, opinions, attitudes and knowledge levels are systematically 
researched and analyzed. Communications are designed and delivered 
accordingly with desired outcomes aligned and evaluated. 

Employee communications are systematically embedded into the district’s 
comprehensive communications plan, maximizing on the opportunity for 
them to exponentially support external communications. Accordingly, 
employees are systematically informed early in the communication cycle. 
Ongoing two-way communications with employees help inform external 
communications.  

Employee communications support employee engagement. Employees are 
kept informed about the goals, objectives, plans, programs, finances, issues, 
events and incidents of the district and their school.  

The program is further supported through systematic dialogue and listening 
mechanisms for ongoing assessment of employee needs and expectations to 

inform senior leadership decisionmaking and to foster collaboration, 
transparency and trust. 

Employee communications focus on keeping faculty and staff informed and 
engaged to ultimately support student achievement. Communications foster 
a collaborative partnership and shared responsibility for student success 
between faculty and staff and the district leadership.  

Dr. Bruce K. Berger, organizational public relations leader, professor and 
author, notes that “employee communication is the formal communication 
in our organizations. Even more, it is communications that cross and connect 
work teams and groups. And most of all, it is the words, the listening skills 
and the behaviors of leaders and front-line managers.” In fact, research 
indicates effective internal communication helps increase job satisfaction, 
morale, productivity, commitment, trust and learning, and improves climate 
and the relationship with the organization’s publics. 

Research shows that employees who have positive relationships with their 
organizations help develop positive relationships with their organization’s 
publics. Further, publics assess organizations based on the quality of 
employee relationships with their organization. What does that mean for 
schools? Simply, happy employees translate into happy parents and 
students.  
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The following program components have been identified through research 
and anecdotal evidence to be best practices in internal communications. 
Evidence of emerging, established and exemplary internal communications 
programs are outlined in the table that follows.  

Researching and Understanding Employee Needs, Expectations, Opinions, 
Attitudes, Knowledge Levels: Without research, school systems are left to 
guess what their employees are thinking and feeling. The better school 
leaders understand their employees, the more able they are to provide 
better work environments, improved communications and effective ways to 
engage employees in the important work of a school district, namely student 
achievement.  

Employee Engagement: Engaging employees has been described as unleashing 
the full energy and talents of people. Organizations with engaged and 
committed employees show a 44% higher employee retention rate and are 
50% more productive than organizations that do not have engaged 
employees, according to research by Izzo and Withers (2000). 

Employee Alignment with the School District’s Vision, Mission and Goals: The 
International Association of Business Communicators says, “Alignment is an 
ongoing process that builds employee commitment to the organization’s 
vision, mission, and goals and ensures employees understand how they can 
help the organization achieve its vision, mission, and goals.” The bottom line 
is that every school district employee should be able to make the connection 
between their job and student achievement.  

Leadership and Management Communications: Research shows that 55% of 
employees form their perceptions about their organization based on what 
their leaders say and do; 30% on what employees experience in their 

organization; 15% on formal communications, such as the Internet, 
newsletters and emails. (Jim Shaffer, 2004). Thus, educating and engaging 
leaders and managers in their role in employee communications is critical to 
the school district’s success.  

Managing Information Overload: Employees receive hundreds of emails a day 
through many internal sources. The communications professional should 
strive to be not the gatekeeper of information, but the facilitator of 
information.  

Customer Service: The primary customers of a school system are families and 
students. In fact, your customer service can deeply impact the brand 
perception of your school system. For example, are your schools known to 
be friendly or difficult to interact with? Are school system leaders accessible 
to customers or hard to reach?  

Employee Ambassadors: Employees are the most credible sources of 
information about your school district to both fellow employees and the 
community. It’s critical that employees communicate accurately about the 
vision, mission, goals, new developments, issues and challenges of the 
school system. 

Communicating with Employees During a Crisis: Keeping all employees informed 
during a crisis is critical to ensuring their safety and security. Equipping them 
with the most current information during the progression, resolution and 
aftermath of the crisis helps support them in their role as ambassadors and 
helps manage accuracy and transparency during critical times. 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 
Communications program is in the early 
stages of development, largely 
responsive to immediate needs or 
problems with minimal proactive 
planning. Communications goals, if 
articulated, are loosely defined with 
minimal alignment with district goals and 
objectives. 

Communications program includes series of defined 
approaches based on some research. Strategies, tactics 
and goals are defined. Communications align with 
district goals and objectives. Some evaluation may 
occur. 

Communications are conducted according to an articulated plan 
following the RACE (Research-Analyze-Communicate-Evaluate) model 
and are aligned and integrated into district strategic plans. 
Communications are supported through policy, training and 
resources. Ongoing evaluation to improve progress is embedded 
into operations. 

Researching and Understanding Employee Needs, Expectations, Opinions, Attitudes, Knowledge 

Limited opportunities for employees to 
provide input; largely passive leaving onus 
on employee to initiate, i.e.: online 
comment opportunities or suggestion 
boxes 

Periodic staff surveys assessing 
communication effectiveness, largely 
reactive when issues surface 

Informal, casual meetings between 
leadership and employees (breakfasts, 
lunches, coffee breaks, water cooler 
conversations) 

Varied opportunities for employees to provide input, i.e.: 

 Designated times at school board and faculty/staff 
meetings 

 Representation on key district and school committees, 
task forces, etc. 

 Access to communications director, supervisor(s) and 
senior leaders 

 Written and online avenues 
Faculty and staff informed of opportunities to provide 
input during new employee orientation and/or hiring 
process 

Annual faculty and staff survey assessing communication 
effectiveness 

Employee advisory committees that meet regularly and 
advise the superintendent and/or school board on 
important issue 

Integration of faculty and staff listening approaches into Internal 
Communications Plan (research phase – RACE) 

Multiple and regular face-to-face opportunities to hold conversations 
among employees and leaders 

Listening mechanisms differentiated for faculty and staff segments as 
needed, i.e.: location, language, access to technology, schedules, etc. 

School board members, administrators, principals, department chairs 
and other managers trained in critical listening 

Systematic approach for responding to and integrating faculty and 
staff input 

Systematic review of employee satisfaction with opportunities to 
provide input, i.e.: surveys, focus groups, face-to-face interactions 

Comprehensive working conditions survey with results analyzed and 
action plan implemented at every school (and at the district level) 

Employee Engagement 

Emerging awareness of importance of 
engaging employees  

Employee communications are infrequent 
and irregular, and often in response to 

Series of communications approaches to foster employee 
engagement, i.e.: 

 Employee intranet page established with key 
employee content including human resources 

Regular and ongoing input from employees on preferred 
opportunities to be engaged with the district and school in support of 
student learning 

Comprehensive, integrated and aligned plan for engaging all 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 
crises or problems  

Little or no two-way dialogue with 
employees 

information, employee calendar, ways to contact 
school system leaders, etc.  

 Frequent, thorough and accurate employee 
communications through newsletters and email 
messages  

 Employee association or union representatives meet 
with school district leaders for two-way dialogue 

 Rationale for decisions made by school district leaders 
is shared with employees 

New employee orientation that includes an overview of 
the school district and the role of employees in the overall 
organization 

Employee recognition program and/or award program 
supporting employee contributions to the organization’s 
success 

parents/families to support student learning 

Comprehensive and ongoing development and provision of resources 
for district/school leaders to use in fostering employee engagement 
in student learning 

Sharing of best practices in employee engagement internally and 
benchmarking the same externally to drive improvement 

Ongoing feedback from employees and regular evaluation of 
employee engagement to foster student success 

Feedback is incorporated into communications action steps with 
evaluation component 

Employee Alignment with the School District’s Vision, Mission and Goals 

Unclear or poorly defined vision, mission 
and goals of the school district 

Sporadic communications about the 
vision, mission and goals by school district 
leaders/communications office, largely 
limited to start-of-year or new employee 
orientation 

Limited alignment of employee goals and 
actions with district vision, mission and 
goals 

Series of communications strategies to support alignment 
of employee goals and actions with district vision, mission 
and goals, i.e.: 

 Vision, mission and goals communicated consistently 
and regularly through pictures, slogan and collateral 
communication materials such as letterhead, 
brochures, website, telephone hold message, etc. 

 Core messages to employees making clear the school 
district’s vision, mission and goals; success stories 
include real examples and highlight employee 
contributions 

 Regular reporting on the progress of 
district/school/department goals 

New employee orientation that includes focus on mission, 
vision and goals 

Employee award programs that recognize and reward 
employee excellence in the areas that align with the 
district’s vision, mission and goals 

Research on employee levels of awareness and understanding of the 
district vision, mission and goals and their preferred methods to be 
informed about them 

Comprehensive, integrated and aligned plan for communicating 
district vision, mission and goals to employees and for fostering 
alignment of with employee goals and actions 

Ongoing professional development for senior leaders on how to raise 
employee awareness, understanding and alignment with vision, 
mission goals 

Employee feedback to continuously assess and monitor the level of 
awareness, understanding and alignment with the vision, mission and 
goals, and the areas in which employees need more training and 
communication 

Sharing of best practices in fostering alignment internally and 
benchmarking the same externally to drive improvement 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Leadership and Management Communications 

Emerging awareness of the importance of 
leadership and management 
communications with employees 

Little or no regular communication from 
leaders and managers; communications 
largely generated in response to requests 
for information; communications 
inconsistent from one manager to another 

Channeling all communications to 
employees through one gatekeeper 

Series of leadership and management communication 
approaches, i.e.: 

 Regular opportunities for face-to-face communications 
with school and district leaders such as faculty 
meetings, staff meetings, committee meetings, etc. 
where accurate, timely and thorough information is 
articulately shared; includes opportunities for two-way 
communication with leaders and managers 

 Regular email communications to employees from the 
superintendent, such as columns in an electronic 
newsletter or targeted messages directly to employees 

 Email addresses of leaders available to all employees 
for direct contact with timely response  

 Opportunities to hear directly from the 
superintendent, especially during critical times such as 
school year kickoff, budget proposals and adoptions, 
and crises 

 Content provided to district/building leaders on 
important and timely issues, such as FAQs, talking 
points, white papers, or online chat sessions in support 
of effective leadership and management 
communications 

Some professional development for leaders and managers 
on effective communications strategies, i.e.: public 
speaking, electronic messaging, “walking the talk,” etc. 

Regular research on leader and manager communication 
effectiveness; feedback used to update communication action plans 
and measurement components 

Comprehensive, integrated and aligned expectations for leader and 
manager communications supported by adequate resources and 
training 

Clear articulation of district’s communications expectations of 
schools, i.e.: school website guidelines; school media liaison and 
partnership liaison job descriptions; teacher website guidelines, etc. 

Comprehensive and ongoing professional development in effective 
communications for leaders and managers including workshops, 
classes and online resources; includes verbal and nonverbal 
communication 

Communications effectiveness included as a component of leaders’ 
performance evaluation 

Sharing of best practices in leadership and management 
communications internally and benchmarking the same externally to 
drive improvement 

Managing Information Overload 

Emerging realization of information 
overload with no overall plan to manage 

Few or no guidelines in place for 
communicating with employees resulting 
in disorganized, redundant and competing 
messaging 

Series of approaches to manage information overload, 
i.e.: 

 Limited and standardized official vehicles for internal 
communications at various levels deployed on set 
schedules 
 

Ongoing research to determine communication preferences of 
employees and effectiveness of existing communication information-
sharing vehicles 

Comprehensive, integrated and aligned plan for information sharing 
among internal audiences based on research of preferences and 
vehicle effectiveness 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 
Information sent out as needed without a 
plan or regular schedule to maximize 
communication effectiveness  

 A common internal calendar that holds important 
dates for school district deadlines, meetings, testing 
schedules, events, etc.  

 Limit email access to “all employees” to selected 
senior school district leaders  

Employee training on organizing email accounts and 
inboxes, use of folders, etc. 

Information and file-sharing software to minimize email 
and organize access to important information by project 
or issue 

Systematic review of information-sharing effectiveness; results used 
to inform improvements to plan 

Sharing of best practices in managing information overload and 
benchmarking the same externally to drive improvement 

Customer Service 

Varying levels of awareness of importance 
of customer service among school 
employees; generally dependent on 
individual employee or manager focus 

Spotty customer service training for school 
employees, generally in response to 
complaints 

Commitment to customer service non-
existent or minimally reflected in 
communications goals and/or district 
goals 

Commitment to customer service and customer service 
expectations clearly articulated 

Series of approaches to ensure responsive customer 
service by school employees; i.e.: 

 Customer service expectations outlined during new 
employee orientation 

 Training of frontline school and central office staff on 
excellent customer service 

 Printed and online resources on effective customer 
service delivery available to employees 

 Some cultural competency training to serve specific 
segments of families and stakeholders 

Some auditing of customer service levels; i.e.: 

 Unannounced visits where evaluators audit how 
friendly and welcoming the school environment is to 
families and stakeholders 

 Quick polls on how well customers are served 
 Some complaint tracking and resolution 

District policy supports clearly defined customer service commitment, 
expectations and goals 

Comprehensive annual assessment on the quality of relationships 
that families and stakeholders have with their school and the district; 
including but not limited to surveys, spot audits and complaint 
tracking 

Annual plan to ensure delivery of customer service based on 
assessment results with input of work team composed of employee, 
family and stakeholder representatives  

Sufficient resources and budget to support ongoing training and 
delivery of customer service including comprehensive cultural 
competency training for all segments within the school community 

Program to recognize and reinforce outstanding customer service 
throughout the school system; benchmarking and sharing of best 
practices 



 Rubrics of Practice and Suggested Measures    NSPRA © 2018 page 27 

Emerging Established Exemplary 

Employee Ambassadors 

Varying levels of employee awareness of 
school district materials including 
handbooks, newsletters, brochures, 
calendars 

Varying levels of employee understanding 
of current district and school goals, 
initiatives and issues 

Minimal access to resources to seek 
information 

Series of approaches to keep employees informed of key 
issues in support of their roles as district ambassadors, 
i.e.: 

 Access to school facilities, programs, events, meetings, 
etc. to gain first-hand knowledge and build 
understanding 

 Regular, comprehensive and timely summaries of 
school board actions immediately following meetings 

 Employee webpage with timely information on current 
issues including rumor busters and frequently asked 
questions 

 Principal and manager-led meetings and conversations 
among staff members on issues, programs, and 
district/school progress 

 Established protocol for sharing bad news with 
employees first before releasing externally 

 Inclusion of key staff members in a district Key 
Communicators program  

New employee orientation program includes expectation 
that faculty and staff serve as ambassadors; includes how 
district provides information to them to serve in that role 

Ongoing assessment of employee knowledge and understanding of 
district goals, initiatives and issues; ongoing assessment of employee 
preparedness to effectively serve as ambassadors 

Comprehensive, integrated and aligned plan for effective employee 
communications to support them in their roles as ambassadors 

Sufficient resource and budget to support effective employee 
communications 

Communications training for frontline and key employee leaders to 
maximize their effectiveness as ambassadors; i.e.; public speaking, 
answering questions, minimizing negativity, etc.  

Communicating with Employees During a Crisis 

Lack of or minimally defined crisis 
communications plan outlining 
steps/layers and strategies for 
communication during crisis and 
deployment of internal staff to support 
communications during crisis 

Minimal proactive outreach to faculty and 
staff during crisis limited to general 
information with few details 

Series of approaches to communicate with faculty and 
staff during crisis, i.e.: 

 Crisis communications plan outlining internal 
communications as priority and including steps/layers 
and strategies for communication during crisis and 
deployment of internal staff to support 
communications during crisis 

 Automated messaging capability including email, voice 
and text messaging to support swift and accurate 

Systematic approach to keeping faculty/staff informed during crises 
based on customized employee preferences  

District/school policy and clearly articulated crisis communications 
plan updated regularly with involvement from police and safety 
officials and supported by adequate technology and resources 

Plan for provision of emergency back-up and additional support for 
district communications office in the event of large-scale crisis or 
catastrophe 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Communications with faculty and staff 
during crisis delayed or inconsistent with 
regards to timing and coverage 

Details regarding crisis largely articulated 
on reactive basis typically in response to 
inquiries or complaints 

Reliance on news media to release 
information 

communications with faculty and staff during all 
phases of crisis 

 Online access to information such as dedicated web 
pages regarding crisis with accurate and timely 
postings 

 Series of standardized letters, notices and other 
communications to readily adapt and facilitate timely 
notification during crisis 

 Prepared talking points for administrators, principals 
and others to use throughout crisis 

 Articulation of relevant information and details 
regarding crisis through local news media 

Regard to protection of staff privacy as per federal and 
state legal requirements (FERPA, FOIL, etc.) 

Some tracking of crisis communication effectiveness 

Comprehensive and ongoing professional development in crisis 
communications plan, procedures and strategies for all district 
personnel 

Comprehensive and ongoing development and provision of crisis 
communications resources to administrators, principals and 
faculty/staff 

Deployment of tabletop crises at the school level and joint crisis drills 
with public safety agencies at the district level; systematic evaluation 
of drills to assess employee readiness in crisis response 

Sharing of best practices in crisis communications internally and 
benchmarking same externally to drive improvement 

Ongoing feedback and evaluation of communications to improve 
faculty/staff engagement and ensure student and staff safety 

Sample Measures:  

From NSPRA membership outreach and Baldrige Award recipients (collected 2011-12) 

 Percentage of employees feeling adequately informed about district/breaking news/non-emergency news 

 Percentage of employees feeling optimistic about the future of the district 

 Percentage of employees aware of/reliance on key sources of information 

 Percentage of employees agreeing that school leadership effectively communicates policies 

 Percentage of employees feeling comfortable raising issues and concerns that are important to them 

 Percentage of administrators agreeing district has effective process for making group decisions and solving problems 

 Percentage of employees agreeing there is atmosphere of mutual trust and respect in their school 

 Percentage of employees agreeing that teachers are respected as educational experts 

 Employee satisfaction with district’s community partnerships 
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 Percentage of employees agreeing that district/their school keeps them informed 

 Percentage of employees agreeing that district communications provide useful information 

 Percentage of employees feeling prepared to tell others about positive aspects of their district 

 Percentage of staff satisfied with their jobs 

 Percentage of staff who would recommend district as a good place to work 

 Staff satisfaction with empowerment 

 Staff satisfaction with working conditions 

 Staff rating on communication from site leaders 

 Staff rating on whether their ideas/suggestions are considered by site/district leaders 

 Percentage of staff satisfied with their participation in decisions 

 Trustworthiness of information in district website 

 Trustworthiness of superintendent 

 Ranking of specific communications vehicles 

 Employee perception of parents expectations for their children 

 Some data segmented by instructional/non-certified staff 

Sources:  

Berger, Bruce K. Ph.D., Employee/Organizational Communications, University of Alabama, Nov. 17, 2008. 

Gay, Christie, ABC, Mahony, Michelle, MA; and Graves, James, Ph.D., Best Practices in Employee Communications: A Study of Global Challenges and Approaches, 
International Association of Business Communicators, San Francisco, CA. 

National School Public Relations Association, 15948 Derwood Road, Rockville, MD 20855, www.nspra.org. 

Rhee, Y., The employee-public-organization chain in relationship management: A case study of a government organization, Institute for Public Relations, 
Gainesville, FL, 2003. 
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School Communication Benchmarking Project 

Function 
Area:  Parent/Family Communications 

 

The school communications program recognizes the relationship between 
parent/family involvement/engagement and student success. It includes a 
proactive program to keep parents/families informed about and involved in 
their children’s education with the ultimate goal of building collaboration 
and trust to support student learning. 

Parent/family communications are based on the Research-Analyze-
Communicate-Evaluate (RACE) model for communications. Parents’ and 
families’ needs, expectations, opinions, attitudes and knowledge levels are 
systematically researched and analyzed. Communications are designed and 
delivered accordingly with desired outcomes aligned and evaluated. To 
maximize engagement for all families, communications respect and 
accommodate cultural diversity. Communications are adapted for 
differences in language and custom. 

Parent/family communications directly support student success in school. 
Communications include information and resources on how parents/families 
can become and stay involved in their children’s education and how they can 
support and reinforce learning.  

The district’s communications program also supports teacher and building-
level communications and interactions with parents/families. 
Parents/families are regularly informed of academic and co-curricular 
offerings and requirements, as well as expectations regarding student 
conduct and consequences for discipline violations. 

Parent/family communications are two-way and include dialogue and 
listening opportunities such as face-to-face interactions with school leaders 
and methods to voice and resolve complaints. The communications program 
promotes opportunities to volunteer and become involved in school/district 
programs as well as systematic collection of feedback on communication 
effectiveness. The program also includes a comprehensive and responsive 
crisis communications plan with specific strategies and tactics for 
parents/families. 

The ultimate purpose of parent/family communications is engaging 
parents/families to value their children’s education and support student 
achievement. Parents/families are kept informed about the goals, 
objectives, plans, programs, finances, issues, events and incidents of the 
district and their children’s schools.  

The program is further supported through systematic listening mechanisms 
for keeping current with parent/family needs and expectations regarding 
engagement. Ultimately the school communications program fosters a 
collaborative partnership and shared responsibility for student success 
between parents/families and the district. 

The following program components have been identified through research 
and anecdotal evidence to be best practices in parent/family 
communications.  

Evidence of emerging, established and exemplary internal communications 
programs are outlined in the table that follows. 
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Researching and Understanding Parent/Family Needs, Expectations, Opinions, 
Attitudes, Knowledge Levels: Without research, school systems are left to 
guess what their parents/families are thinking and feeling. The better school 
leaders understand the opinions, attitudes, needs and expectations of 
parents/families, the better equipped they are to communicate effectively, 
foster transparency and build trust with this critical stakeholder group.  

Deploying Multiple, Varied and Targeted Communication Strategies, Including 
Accommodations for Diversity: With advances in technology and growth in the 
diversity of our communities, communications leaders are challenged to 
deliver messages via their audiences’ preferred media, while respecting 
specific cultural requirements and priorities. 

Communicating with Parents/Families on Student Progress/Success: The family 
provides the child’s primary educational environment. Keeping 
parents/families informed of their child’s progress and success in school is 
essential for parent/family support and involvement. Knowing when a 
student requires additional support and resources for success and 
advocating for and/or providing that support contributes to that student’s 
opportunity to succeed. 

Communicating Academic Programs and Expectations with Parents/Families: 
Parents/families are regularly informed of academic and co-curricular 
offerings and requirements, as well as ways they can support their child’s 
academic progress so their child can reach his or her potential.  

Communicating Student Conduct Expectations and Discipline Policies with 
Parents/Families: Strong communications is essential in helping 
parents/families clearly understand the school’s expectations regarding 
student conduct and consequences for discipline violations so that student 
learning is maximized in the classroom.  

Communicating Extra- and Co-Curricular Offerings and Requirements with 
Parents/Families: Parent/family knowledge and understanding of academic 
and co-curricular offerings and requirements, disciplinary expectations and 
policies are essential to their providing adequate support to their children. 
Parent/family support correlates positively with student success.  

Communicating School and District Goals, Plans, Programs, Finances and Issues 
with Parents/Families: Regularly communicating about school and district 
goals, plans, programs, finances and other larger issues helps keep parents/ 
families connected with the larger picture of student success. It is important 
that this important stakeholder group understands how these areas are 
directly related to teaching and learning. 

Communicating with Parents/Families During Crisis: Knowing their children are 
safe in school is consistently identified as the number one priority for 
parents/families. Effectively communicating with parents/families during a 
school crisis helps assure student safety and build trust. 

Supporting Parent-Teacher and Parent-Building Communications: The role of 
communicator does not lie with the public relations department alone. 
Effectively supporting communications between parents/families and their 
children’s school and teacher exponentially increases communication 
capacity and fosters understanding about academic, classroom and school-
related issues. 

Fostering Parent/Family Involvement and Engagement to Support Student 
Learning: Studies find that students with involved parents are more likely to 
pass their classes, earn higher grades and test scores; earn credits and be 
promoted; attend school regularly; have better social skills, show good 
behavior and adapt well to school; graduate and go on to higher education. 
Fostering parent/family engagement that is linked to learning impacts 
student outcomes. 

Involving Parents/Families in Decisionmaking to Support Shared Responsibility: 
Promoting a process of partnership with shared views and actions toward 
shared goals enhances understanding and builds trust. 

Supporting PTA/PTO Activity and Success: Acknowledging the valuable role of 
the PTA/PTO in encouraging student achievement, an effective school 
communications program forges cooperative and trusting relationships with 
parent organizations and their leaders, and provides support to their 
activities and success. 
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Fostering Parent/Family Involvement in Community Collaboration: Effective 
programs to engage families and the community embrace a philosophy of 
partnership. The responsibility for children’s educational development is a 
collaborative enterprise among parents, school staff and community 
members. 

Fostering Problem-Solving and Resolving Complaints: Effectively communicating 
during problems and managing complaints provides organizations with 
opportunities to recapture parent/family confidence. 

Evaluating Communication Effectiveness to Inform Strategy: A systematic 
evaluation of communication effectiveness is essential to the ongoing 
success of any communications program and supports the practice of 
deploying communications using the RACE model  Research, Analyze, 
Communicate, Evaluate.  
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Emerging Established Exemplary 
Communications program is in the early 
stages of development, largely 
responsive to immediate needs or 
problems with minimal proactive 
planning. Communications goals, if 
articulated, are loosely defined with 
minimal alignment with district goals and 
objectives. 

Communications program includes series of defined 
approaches based on some research. Strategies, tactics 
and goals are defined. Communications align with 
district goals and objectives. Some evaluation may 
occur. 

Communications are conducted according to an articulated plan 
following the RACE (Research–Analyze–Communicate–Evaluate) model 
and are aligned and integrated into district strategic plans. 
Communications are supported through policy, training and 
resources. Ongoing evaluation to improve progress is embedded 
into operations. 

Researching and Understanding Parent/Family Needs, Expectations, Opinions, Attitudes, Knowledge Levels 

Limited opportunities for parents/families 
to provide input; largely passive, leaving 
onus on parent to initiate, i.e.: online 
comment opportunities or suggestion 
boxes; complaint guidelines; calls or 
emails 

Understanding and assessing 
parent/family needs, expectations, 
opinions, attitudes and knowledge levels 
limited to anecdotal input 

Sporadic and random parent/family 
surveys assessing parent/family needs, 
expectations, opinions, attitudes and 
knowledge levels; largely reactive when 
issues surface 

Series of formal and informal assessments to listen and 
gain insights into parent/family needs, expectations, 
opinions, attitudes and knowledge levels; i.e.: 

 Written and electronic surveys 
 Focus groups 
 Representation on key district and school committees, 

advisory councils, task forces, etc. 
 Forums, town hall meetings, parent conferences, etc.  
 Opportunities for small-group interaction with 

parents/families such as coffee with the 
superintendent, grade-level parent meetings with the 
principal, etc. 

 Designated times at school board and faculty/staff 
meetings 

 Access to communications director, principal, 
supervisor(s) and senior leaders 

 One-to-one interactions including open door policy 
 Written and online avenues including forums, social 

media, etc. 
 Feedback through PTA/PTO and other organized 

parent/family groups 
 Exit interviews with parents/families transferring 

students out of district 

Integration of research and assessments of parent/family needs, 
expectations, opinions, attitudes and knowledge levels into 
Parent/Family Communications Plan (research phase  RACE); 
findings systematically analyzed to improve parent/family 
communications 
Comprehensive system of formal and informal listening posts and 
assessments for parents/families at all locations throughout district. 
Listening mechanisms and assessments differentiated for 
parent/family segments as needed, i.e.: language, access to 
technology, schedules, etc. 
Assessments span life of relationship with parent/families from 
entry-level of students in pre-school/kindergarten through 
graduation/alumnus status 
School board members, administrators, principals, department 
chairs, other managers and teachers trained in critical listening 
Systematic approach for responding to and integrating parent/family 
input 
Assessment findings systematically shared and analyzed by district 
and building-level leaders to inform and improve services to students 
and families 
Resources are made available to parents as a result of research and 
assessments. (For example: parent training, access to computers; 
web-based resources, etc.) 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 
 Exit polls following bond and finance referenda  

Parents/families informed of opportunities to provide 
input during new family orientation and/or registration 
process 

Annual parent/family survey assessing communication 
effectiveness 

Some tracking on effectiveness of assessments 

Deploying Multiple, Varied and Targeted Communication Strategies, Including Accommodations for Diversity 

Communication strategies largely one-
size-fits-all with little or no differentiation 
for varied segments of parents/families 

Communications limited to more 
traditional media, i.e., memos, 
print/electronic newsletters, 
announcements at meetings, news 
releases, websites, emails, etc. 

Communications random and inconsistent 
across schools and classrooms 

Series of communication strategies to address varied 
parent/family segments; i.e.: 

 Written correspondence including memos, printed 
newsletters, letters, flyers, brochures, etc. 

 Electronic correspondence including email, electronic 
newsletters, websites, etc. 

 Automated messaging including voice and text 
messaging 

 Face-to-face and interpersonal correspondence 
including meetings, presentations, forums, office 
hours, etc. 

 Social media including Facebook, Twitter, blogs, 
forums, chats, etc. 

 Articulated policy on minimal reply timelines for 
electronic and voice messaging 

Some accommodations for parent/family segments, i.e.: 
school/grade levels, geographic location 

Some accommodations for language and cultural 
diversity; Programs to build cultural awareness  

Some accommodations for varied family structures 

Some tracking of effectiveness of communications for 
diverse audiences 

Communications tailored for key parent/family segments based on 
assessments of parent/family needs, expectations, opinions, 
attitudes and knowledge levels 

Communications tailored for key parent/family segments based on 
assessed preferences for media, messaging and scheduling 

Accommodations for language and cultural diversity for all 
parent/family segments represented in district; i.e. translators 

Sharing of best practices for diverse parent/family communications 
internally and benchmarking the same externally to drive 
improvement 

Ongoing feedback and evaluation of effectiveness of communication 
with diverse audiences 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Communicating with Parents/Families on Student Progress/Success 

Report cards and progress reports that 
meet minimum state requirements 

Little or no proactive outreach from 
teachers to parents/families 

Parental/familial access to teachers 
limited, i.e.: bi-annual or annual parent-
teacher conferences; teacher email 
addresses and voicemail extensions not 
easily available; delayed teacher response 
time to parent/family email and voicemail  

Little or no involvement from 
parents/families on preferred teacher 
communications 

In addition to meeting minimum state requirements for 
report cards and progress reports, series of approaches to 
further inform parents/families, i.e.: 

 Online gradebook portal 
 Online parent/teacher log 
 Parent/family visitation days to classrooms 
 Ongoing access or regularly scheduled opportunities 

for parents/families to meet with teachers 
 Focused parent/family involvement program for 

students at risk 
 Homework hotlines available online or by phone 

Teacher response time to email and voicemail varies with 
individual teacher practice 

Expectations of updating online gradebook with 
assignments and grades left to individual teachers and 
buildings 

Some involvement from parents/families on preferred 
teacher communications 

Some professional development in parent/family 
communications strategies for teachers and building-level 
staff 

Some parent/family communications resources provided 
to teachers and building-level staff 

Some tracking of effectiveness of communications student 
progress 

Systematic approach to keeping parents/families informed of student 
progress in school based on researched parent/family preferences 

Ongoing involvement from parents/families on preferred teacher 
communications, i.e.: calendar of regular inputs and evaluations of 
teacher communications 

District/school policy re: minimum response time for teacher email 
and voicemail supported by adequate technology and resources 

District/school policy for updating online gradebook with 
assignments and grades across all schools/teachers 

Comprehensive, integrated and aligned plan for communication with 
all parents/families on student progress/success 

Comprehensive and ongoing professional development in 
parent/family communications strategies for teachers and building-
level staff 

Comprehensive and ongoing development and provision of 
parent/family communications resources to teachers and building-
level staff 

Sharing of best practices of parent/family communications of student 
progress internally and benchmarking the same externally to drive 
improvement 

Ongoing feedback and evaluation of parent/family communications 
of student progress to improve parent/family engagement and foster 
student success 



 page 36  NSPRA © 2018   Rubrics of Practice and Suggested Measures 

Emerging Established Exemplary 

Communicating Academic Programs and Expectations with Parents/Families 

Minimal proactive outreach on academic 
programs and expectations largely limited 
to annual listings with little or unclear 
detail 

Specifics regarding academic programs 
and expectations largely articulated on 
reactive basis only with onus on 
parents/families for inquiry 

Inconsistent and random communications 
regarding academic programs and 
expectations with parents/families 

Series of approaches to outline academic programs and 
expectations with parents/families, i.e.: 

 Details by class/teacher outlined at the beginning of 
each school year during Back-to-School/Meet-the-
Teacher events  

 Printed and online access to class requirements 
(classroom/teacher web pages), grading structures, 
homework assignments, project schedules, etc., by 
class/teacher 

 Ongoing opportunity for clarification and information 
from teacher via email/voicemail/face-to-face 

 Presentations/meetings with principals, teachers and 
curricular staff to educate and inform parents/families 
on academic expectations, new curricula, etc. 

 Announcements and coverage of new programs or 
program changes through local news media 

 Reinforcement of academic expectations through 
coverage of student success in local news media 

Communications vary by building based on principal 
practice 

Some professional development in parent/family 
communications strategies for teachers and building level 
staff 

Some parent/family communications resources provided 
to teachers and building-level staff 

Some tracking of effectiveness of communications on 
academic programs and expectations 

Systematic approach to keeping parents/families informed of 
academic programs and expectations based on researched 
parent/family preferences 

Ongoing involvement from parents/families on preferred 
communications about academic programs and expectations 

District/school policy re: minimum academic program and 
expectations communications including schedule and media 
supported by adequate technology and resources 

Comprehensive, integrated and aligned plan for communication with 
all parents/families on academic programs and expectations 

Comprehensive and ongoing professional development in 
parent/family communications strategies for teachers and building-
level staff 

Comprehensive and ongoing development and provision of 
parent/family communications resources to teachers and building-
level staff 

Sharing of best practices of communications about academic 
programs and expectations internally and benchmarking the same 
externally to drive improvement 

Ongoing feedback and evaluation of communications about 
academic programs and expectations to improve parent/family 
engagement and foster student success 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Communicating Student Conduct Expectations and Discipline Policies with Parents/Families 

Minimal proactive outreach on conduct 
and discipline expectations and policies 
with parents/families largely limited to 
annual notices with little or unclear detail 

Specifics regarding conduct and discipline 
expectations and policies largely 
articulated on reactive basis, typically in 
response to incidents or violations 

Inconsistent and random communication 
regarding conduct and discipline 
expectations and policies with 
parents/families 

Series of approaches to outline conduct and discipline 
expectations and policies with parents/families, i.e.: 

 Handbook outlining expectations, policies and 
consequences for violations distributed to 
parents/families annually with parent-signed 
acknowledgement form returned to school/teacher  

 Online access to expectations, policies and 
consequences for parents/families 

 Presentations/meetings with principals and 
administrators to educate and inform parents/families 
on expectations, policies and consequences 

 Ongoing opportunity for clarification and information 
from principal/administrators via email, voicemail, 
face-to-face 

 Periodic reminders to parents/families about 
expectations and policies, including related incidents 
or current events 

Communications vary by building based on principal 
practice 

Some communications resources provided to principals 
and administrators regarding conduct and discipline 
expectations and policies 

Some tracking of effectiveness of communications on 
conduct and discipline expectations and policies 

Systematic approach to keeping parents/families informed of 
conduct and discipline expectations and policies based on researched 
parent/family preferences 

Ongoing involvement from parents/families on preferred 
communications about conduct and discipline expectations and 
policies 

District/school policy re: conduct and discipline expectations and 
policy communications including schedule and media supported by 
adequate technology and resources 

Comprehensive, integrated and aligned plan for communication with 
all parents/families about conduct and discipline expectations 

Comprehensive and ongoing professional development in 
parent/family communications strategies for communicating and 
enforcing conduct and discipline expectations and policies for 
principals and administrators 

Comprehensive and ongoing development and provision of 
parent/family communications resources on conduct and discipline 
to principals and administrators 

Sharing of best practices of communications about conduct and 
discipline expectations and policies internally and benchmarking the 
same externally to drive improvement 

Ongoing feedback and evaluation of communications about conduct 
and discipline expectations and policies to improve parent/family 
engagement and foster student success 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Communicating Extra- and Co-Curricular Offerings and Requirements with Parents/Families 

Minimal proactive outreach on extra- and 
co-curricular offerings and requirements 
largely limited to annual listings with little 
or unclear detail 

Specifics regarding extra- and co-curricular 
offerings and requirements largely 
articulated on reactive basis only with 
onus on parents/families for inquiry 

Series of approaches to outline extra- and co-curricular 
offerings and requirements with parents/families, i.e.: 

 Details by program/club/team outlined at the 
beginning of each school year during Back-to-
School/Meet-the-Teacher events  

 Printed and online access to program/club/team 
offerings, eligibility expectations, schedules, etc. 

 Ongoing opportunity for clarification and information 
from advisors/coaches/program directors via 
email/voicemail/face-to-face 

 Presentations/meetings with principals, program 
directors, advisors and coaches to educate and inform 
parents/families on offerings, requirements, changes 
in program, etc. 

 Announcements and coverage of new programs or 
program changes through local news media, 
district/school website and social media (Facebook, 
Twitter, blogs, YouTube, etc.) 

 Reinforcement of extra- and co-curricular involvement 
through coverage of student success in local news 
media 

Some professional development in parent/family 
communications strategies for program directors, advisors 
and coaches 

Some parent/family communications resources provided 
to program directors, advisors and coaches 

Some tracking of effectiveness of communications on 
extra- and co-curricular offerings and requirements 

Systematic approach to keeping parents/families informed of extra- 
and co-curricular offerings and requirements based on researched 
parent/family preferences 

Ongoing involvement from parents/families on preferred 
communications about extra- and co-curricular offerings and 
requirements  

District/school policy about minimum extra- and co-curricular 
requirements communications, including schedule and media 
supported by adequate technology and resources 

Comprehensive, integrated and aligned plan for communication with 
all parents/families about extra- and co-curricular offerings and 
requirements 

Comprehensive and ongoing professional development in 
parent/family communications strategies for program directors, 
advisors and coaches 

Comprehensive and ongoing development and provision of 
parent/family communications resources to program directors, 
advisors and coaches 

Sharing of best practices of communications about extra- and co-
curricular offerings and requirements internally and benchmarking 
the same externally to drive improvement 

Ongoing feedback and evaluation of communications about extra- 
and co-curricular offerings and requirements to improve 
parent/family engagement and foster student success 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Communicating School and District Goals, Plans, Programs, Finances and Issues with Parents/Families 

Minimal proactive outreach on school and 
district goals, plans, programs, finances 
and issues with parents/families largely 
limited to annual or one-time notices with 
little or unclear detail 

Specifics regarding school and district 
goals, plans, programs, finances and issues 
largely articulated on reactive basis 
typically in response to incidents or 
complaints 

Inconsistent and random communications 
regarding school and district goals, plans, 
programs, finances and issues with 
parents/families 

Series of approaches to outline school and district goals, 
plans, programs, finances and issues with 
parents/families, i.e.: 

 School and district goals, plans, programs and finances 
outlined annually in meetings, printed and online 
communications 

 School and district issues communicated in a timely 
manner via meetings, printed and online media, and 
covered through local news media 

 Online access to information and details on school and 
district goals, plans, programs, finances and issues 

 Ongoing opportunity for clarification and information 
from school and district administrators via 
email/voicemail/face-to-face 

 Reinforcement of school and district goals, plans, 
programs and finances through coverage in local news 
media 

 Key Communicator program to extend flow of 
information about school and district goals, plans, 
programs, finances and issues with trusted and reliable 
sources 

 Town Hall meetings offered to provide information on 
updated goals, plans, programs, finances and other 
important issues. 

 PTO/PTAs meetings include a short update from an 
administrator or staff liaison about any changes or to 
solicit feedback to district goals, plans, programs, 
finances and other important issues 

Some internal communications on school and district 
goals, plans, programs, finances and issues with district 
faculty and staff in their roles as ambassadors 

Some resources provided to teachers and building-level 
staff on school and district goals, plans, programs, 
finances and issues 

Systematic approach to keeping parents/families informed of school 
and district goals, plans, programs, finances and issues based on 
researched parent/family preferences 

Ongoing involvement from parents/families on preferred 
communications about school and district goals, plans, programs, 
finances and issues  

District/school policy about school and district goals, plans, 
programs, finances and issues communications, including schedule 
and media supported by adequate technology and resources 

Comprehensive, integrated and aligned plan for communication with 
all parents/families about district goals, plans, programs, finances 
and issues  

Comprehensive and ongoing professional development in 
parent/family communications strategies for communicating and 
enforcing school and district goals, plans, programs, finances and 
issues for all district personnel 

Comprehensive and ongoing development and provision of 
parent/family communications resources on school and district goals, 
plans, programs, finances and issues to administrators, principals and 
faculty/staff 

Sharing of best practices of communications about school and district 
goals, plans, programs, finances and issues internally and 
benchmarking the same externally to drive improvement 

Ongoing feedback and evaluation of communications about school 
and district goals, plans, programs, finances and issues to improve 
parent/family engagement and foster student success 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 
Some tracking of effectiveness of communications on 
school and district goals, plans, programs, finances and 
issues 

Communicating with Parents/Families During a Crisis 

Minimal proactive outreach with 
parents/families during crisis limited to 
general information with little detail 

Communications with parents/families 
during crisis delayed or inconsistent with 
regards to timing and coverage 

Details regarding crisis largely articulated 
on reactive basis typically in response to 
inquiries or complaints 

Reliance on news media to release 
information 

Series of approaches to communicate with 
parents/families during crisis, i.e.: 

 Crisis communications plan to support parent/family 
communications 

 Automated messaging capability including email, voice 
and text messaging to support swift and accurate 
communications with parents during all phases of 
crisis 

 Online access to information regarding crisis with 
accurate and timely postings 

 Current and accurate emergency contact listing in the 
event parents need to be reached personally 

 Current and accurate lists of persons authorized to 
pick up students during early dismissals/emergencies 

 Series of standardized letters, notices, talking points 
and other communications to readily adapt in support 
of timely notification during crisis 

 Prepared talking points for administrators, principals 
and others to use throughout crisis 

 Articulation of relevant information and details 
regarding crisis through local news media 

 Regular meetings between school district and local 
first responders (fire departments, law enforcement , 
health dept. and other government agencies) to 
discuss, plan and update procedures of how 
information will be coordinated and released to 
parents/public during a different crises (plans in place 
and updated for communicating natural disasters, 
mass shootings, epidemics/pandemics, etc.). 

Systematic approach to keeping parents/families informed during 
crises based on researched parent/family preferences  

Ongoing involvement from parents/families on preferred 
communications during crises 

District/school policy and clearly articulated crisis communications 
plan updated regularly with involvement from police and safety 
officials and supported by adequate technology and resources 

Plan for provision of emergency back-up and additional support for 
district communications office (personnel, equipment and other 
resources) in the event of large-scale crisis or catastrophe 

Comprehensive and ongoing professional development in crisis 
communications plan, procedures and strategies for all district 
personnel 

Comprehensive and ongoing development and provision of 
parent/family crisis communications resources to administrators, 
principals and faculty/staff 

Sharing of best practices in crisis communications internally and 
benchmarking the same externally to drive improvement 

Ongoing feedback and evaluation of communications to improve 
parent/family engagement and ensure student safety 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Some internal communications with district faculty and 
staff during crisis in their roles as ambassadors 

Regard to protection of student/staff privacy as per 
federal and state legal requirements (FERPA, FOIL, etc.) 

Some tracking of crisis communication effectiveness 

Supporting Parent-Teacher and Parent-Building Communications 

Minimal proactive support to building-
level administrators and teachers on 
effective communications with 
parents/families largely limited to 
responding to requests for assistance and 
materials 

Inconsistent and random support for 
parent-teacher and parent-building 
communications 

Series of approaches to support effective parent/family-
teacher and parent/family-building communications, i.e.: 

 Prepared memo, letter, newsletter and other printed 
correspondence templates for principals and teachers 
to support effective parent communications and 
facilitate consistency in messaging 

 Prepared electronic text and templates for principals 
and teachers to support effective parent 
communications and facilitate consistency in 
messaging 

 Prepared talking points and presentations for 
principals and teachers to use in parent presentations 
and meetings 

 Prepared talking points for principals and teachers to 
use regarding building/classroom issues and incidents 

Some professional development for principals and 
teachers on effective parent/family communication 
strategies 

Some tracking of parent-teacher and parent-building 
communications effectiveness 

Comprehensive parent/family communication plans for each building 
based on researched preferences of parents/families 

Ongoing involvement from parents/families on preferred 
communications from the school building and the classroom teacher 

District/school policy about parent-teacher and parent-building 
communications that is supported by adequate technology and 
resources 

Comprehensive and ongoing professional development for principals 
and teachers on effective parent/family communication strategies 

Comprehensive and ongoing development and provision of resources 
to support effective parent-teacher and parent-building 
communications  

Sharing of best practices in parent-teacher and parent-building 
communications internally and benchmarking the same externally to 
drive improvement 

Ongoing feedback and evaluation of parent-teacher and parent-
building communications to improve parent/family engagement and 
foster student success 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Fostering Parent/Family Involvement and Engagement to Support Student Learning 

Minimal proactive support for 
parent/family involvement and 
engagement to support student’s learning 
with onus left largely to parents/families 
to initiate and navigate 

Limited opportunities for parent/family 
engagement to support student learning 
with most at early stages of involvement 
and less opportunity for engagement 

Random approaches to fostering 
parent/family involvement and 
engagement 

Series of approaches to cultivate an inviting environment 
that fosters parent/family engagement to support student 
learning, i.e.: 

 Printed and online articulation of parent/family and 
school expectations and how parents/families can 
become involved and collaborate with district and 
school personnel to consistently support student 
learning 

 Printed and online resources about curriculum, 
instructional strategies, student expectations, etc. to 
strengthen parent/family understanding and capacity 
to support student success 

 Online access to current and future homework and 
classroom assignments to engage parent/family 
support in on-time and satisfactory completion by 
students 

 Communications between school personnel and 
parents/families on student’s progress and how 
parents/families can advocate for and support learning 
at home and in the classroom to ensure achievement 

 Programs to increase parent/family understanding and 
skills in support of student learning, i.e. family 
resource center, workshops and seminars on parenting 
skills, student learning styles, time management, etc. 

 Scheduled events and opportunities for 
parents/families to visit school and classroom and gain 
insight into teaching and learning processes, i.e., Open 
Houses, Back-to-School/Meet-the-Teacher Nights, 
Visitation Days, Family Reading/Math/Science Nights 
at school 

 Opportunities for parents/families to provide input 
into and collaborate with teachers and school staff 
about student’s progress 
 

Regular and ongoing input from parents/families on preferred 
opportunities to be engaged with the district and school in support of 
student learning 

District/school policy and plans about parent/family engagement in 
student learning that are supported by adequate technology and 
resources 

Comprehensive, integrated and aligned plan for engaging all 
parents/families to support student learning 

Professional development programs for faculty and staff on effective 
parent/family engagement strategies in support of student learning 

Comprehensive and ongoing development and provision of resources 
to support parent/family engagement in student learning 

Sharing of best practices in parent/family engagement internally and 
benchmarking the same externally to drive improvement 

Ongoing feedback and evaluation of parent/family engagement in 
student learning to foster student success 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 
 Opportunities for parents/families to advocate on 

behalf of district/school to better support delivery of 
programs and services 

 Teacher/home visit program to improve trust and 
relationships between teachers and parents/families 

 Programs for heightened parent/family involvement 
for at-risk students 

 Parent liaison program to facilitate parent/family 
communication and involvement 

Some tracking of parent/family engagement effectiveness 

Involving Parents/Families in Decisionmaking to Support Shared Responsibility 

Minimal proactive support for 
parent/family involvement in 
decisionmaking with onus left largely to 
parents/families to seek avenues 

Series of approaches to involve parents/families in 
decision-making to support shared responsibility, i.e.: 

 Representation and participation of parents/families in 
district and school committees and task forces 
developing policies and programs 

 Representation of parents/families on the board of 
education and opportunities for parents/families to 
address the board with input related to board 
decisions 

 Opportunities for parents/families to provide input 
into district and school policies and programs via 
printed and online opportunities such as surveys, polls, 
etc. 

 Regular input from parents/families on school and 
district finance and budget decisions 

 Parent/family-led advocacy groups to lobby and work 
for school reform and improvements 

Some tracking of parent/family involvement effectiveness 

Ongoing input from parents/families on preferred opportunities to 
be involved in decisionmaking 

District/school policy about parent/family involvement in 
decisionmaking that is supported by adequate technology and 
resources 

Comprehensive and ongoing development and provision of resources 
to support parent/family involvement in decisionmaking 

Sharing of best practices in parent/family involvement internally and 
benchmarking the same externally to drive improvement 

Ongoing feedback and evaluation of parent/family involvement in 
decisionmaking to support shared responsibility 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Supporting PTA/PTO Activity and Success 

Minimal district/school support for 
PTA/PTO activity and success with onus 
left largely to PTA/PTO to initiate and 
secure 

Series of approaches to support PTA/PTO activity and 
success, i.e.: 

 Involvement of PTA/PTO leaders in development of 
annual school and district calendar to ensure 
coordination of programs and events and minimize 
conflicts 

 Communications support of PTA/PTO programs and 
events through district and school channels such as 
automated messaging services, backpack flyers, 
bulletin boards, school websites, social media, etc. 

 Involvement and support of PTA/PTO through faculty 
and staff attendance to meetings and participation in 
program development and delivery 

 Where allowable by policy/law, provision of district 
and school resources such as meeting and event 
space, copying and mailing services, equipment and 
supplies to support PTA/PTO programs 

Some evaluation of PTA support effectiveness 

Regular and ongoing input from PTA/PTO representatives on 
preferred support mechanisms from district and school  

District/school policy about provision of support to PTA/PTO, 
including adequate technology and resources 

District-wide PTA/PTO Leadership Council; Meets regularly with 
district leaders 

Deploy and support PTA/PTO leaders as key communicators to larger 
parent constituency 

Sharing of best practices in PTA/PTO support internally and 
benchmarking the same externally to drive improvement 

Ongoing feedback and evaluation of effectiveness of PTA/PTO 
support from district and school 

Collaborative efforts are in effect (Examples: joint volunteer 
guidelines, co-sponsored events, etc.) 

Collaborative efforts in setting policies and procedures for volunteers 
in schools – i.e., sign-in procedures, background checks, guidelines 
when working directly with students and/or staff, etc. 

Providing orientation meetings and materials for all parent 
volunteers and PTA/PTO groups that includes best practices for 
volunteers (see above) 

Fostering Parent/Family Involvement in Community Collaboration 

Minimal collaboration between 
parents/families and community members 
on district and school- related issues with 
onus left largely to parents/families to 
initiate 

Series of approaches to foster parent/family involvement 
in community collaboration, i.e.: 

 Involvement of parent/family representatives 
alongside district and school representatives and 
community representatives on school and community 
committees, task forces and forums 
 
 

Ongoing input from parents/families on preferred opportunities to 
be involved in community collaboration 

District/school policy about parent/family involvement in community 
collaboration that is supported by adequate technology and 
resources 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 
 Educational foundation and/or other fundraising 

efforts involving parents/families and community 
members to support district and school programs 

 Advocacy programs involving parents/families and 
community representatives collaborating to support 
district and school programs, such as lobbying efforts, 
letter-writing campaigns and legislative forums 

 Coordination of events and dissemination of 
information about community activities that link to 
and/or support learning 

 Community service programs for students/families 
 Active alumni association to support school programs 

Some tracking and evaluation of parent/family 
involvement in community collaboration 

Comprehensive and ongoing development and provision of resources 
to support parent/family involvement in community collaboration; 
i.e., parent leadership development programs 

Sharing of best practices in parent/family involvement in community 
collaboration internally and benchmarking the same externally to 
drive improvement 

Ongoing feedback and evaluation of parent/family involvement in 
community collaboration 

Fostering Problem Solving and Resolving Complaints 

Minimal proactive communication with 
parents/families regarding how and where 
to direct complaints with onus left largely 
to parents/families to navigate 

Problem-solving and complaint-resolution 
inconsistent across district and buildings, 
and varies with individual handling issue 

Little or no support provided to faculty 
and staff on effective customer service 
strategies 

Series of approaches to foster problem solving and 
resolve complaints, i.e.: 

 Articulation of where and how parents/families should 
direct concerns and complaints 

 Articulation of successive channels for problems and 
complaints not resolved 

 Some involvement of parents/families in development 
of problem solving and complaint resolution 
approaches 

 Some tracking of complaints to determine key causes 
and support corrective actions to improve service 

 Some follow-up with parents/families following 
complaint resolution to track and ensure satisfaction 

Some professional development for faculty and staff on 
effective customer service strategies, problem solving and 
complaint resolution 

Some evaluation of problem solving and complaint 
resolution effectiveness 

Comprehensive complaint resolution and problem-solving processes 
standardized across district and each building based on researched 
preferences of parents/families 

Ongoing involvement from parents/families on preferred problem 
solving and complaint resolution processes 

District/school policy about problem solving and complaint resolution 
supported by adequate technology and resources 

Comprehensive and ongoing professional development for faculty 
and staff on effective customer service strategies, problem solving 
and complaint resolution  

Comprehensive and ongoing development and provision of resources 
to support effective customer service strategies, problem solving and 
complaint resolution  

Ongoing feedback and evaluation of customer service strategies, 
problem solving and complaint resolution to improve parent/family 
engagement and foster student success 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Evaluating Communication Effectiveness to Inform Strategy 

Minimal approaches for evaluating 
communication effectiveness largely 
reactive in response to problems/issues 

Reliance on anecdotal examples or limited 
sampling, i.e., talking only to friends or 
those you know, specific constituent 
group 

Series of approaches to evaluate communication 
effectiveness to inform strategy, i.e.: 

 Annual or periodic surveys of parents/families on 
communication effectiveness 

 Focus groups with parents/families on communication 
effectiveness and opportunities for improvement 

 Online forums and suggestion boxes for 
parents/families to provide input regarding 
communication effectiveness 

 Involvement of parents/families on task forces and 
advisory committees where focus is on 
communication 

 Monitoring and tracking of parent/family complaints 
and concerns regarding communication 

 Exit interviews with parents/families departing from 
district on communication effectiveness 

 Exit polls on finance and bond referenda on 
communication sources and effectiveness 

 Periodic communications audits performed by external 
evaluators 

Comprehensive plan for regular and ongoing evaluation of 
communication effectiveness 

Regular review and analysis of communication evaluation results to 
inform changes and improvements in communication plan and 
strategies 

Tracking of communication effectiveness results with improvement 
targets and timelines 

Regular communication audits performed by external evaluators 

Benchmarking with best-in-class performers on parent/family 
communication effectiveness to improve results 
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Sample Measures: 

 From NSPRA membership outreach and Baldrige Award recipients (collected 2011-12) 

 Top sources of information for learning about district/school issues (rank from a list) 

 Parent awareness of key information media 

 How well district keeps parents informed 

 NSPRA CAP Survey; Percentage of parents who feel… 

 Informed about events, activities, issues at school 
 There are adequate opportunities to express concerns and opinions about important school issues 
 Concerns and opinions expressed by parents and the community are seriously considered by the principal and district administration 
 Informed about issues impacting education 
 There are adequate opportunities to express concerns and opinions about important issues impacting schools 

 Whether school/district is doing a good job/headed in the right direction 

 Percentage of parents aware of district’s performance in key areas 

 Whether district has safe schools 

 How responsive district is to requests 

 Percentage of parents agreeing there is good communication from the school to parents 

 Percentage of parents agreeing that school staff responds to their needs/concerns in a timely manner 

 Whether district spends taxpayer dollars wisely 

 Percentage of parents agreeing that they trust the Board of Education to make good decisions that improve student achievement 

 Percentage of parents agreeing that they receive the information they want/need from the district 

 Percentage of parents agreeing they are informed in a timely manner of major decisions 

 Percentage of parents agreeing that district is trustworthy 

 Percentage of parents agreeing that their opinions/input is valued/used when making decisions 
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 Percentage of parents agreeing that they feel comfortable expressing their ideas or concerns 

 Percentage of parents agreeing they are treated with dignity and respect 

 Percentage of parents satisfied with opportunity to be involved in their child’s education 

 Percentage of parents agreeing that the overall public image of the school is good 

 Parent grading of district (A, B, C, etc.) 

 Percentage of parents that would recommend district to a friend 

 Student enrollment rates 

 Reasons for disenrollment (exit survey); tracked for real vs. perception 

 Attendance/participation in parent-teacher conferences 

 Percentage of parents feeling valued as partners in their child’s education 

 Parent e-newsletter open rates and click-through rates 

 Parent awareness of district strategic plan and motto 

 Percentage of parents aware of different ways they can support their child’s education 

 Help with homework 
 Communicate with teachers 
 Be involved with school 
 Encourage child 
 Know what they are studying 
 Make sure they get enough sleep 
 Be there when needed 
 Ask child about day 
 Observe in classroom 
 Listen to them 

 Percentage of parents agreeing their school encourages parent involvement 

 Parent satisfaction with teachers communicating expectations 

 Percentage of parents agreeing that they participate with the school in their child’s personal plan of study 

 Percentage of parents agreeing National PTA Standards for Family-School Involvement 
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 Understand the rules and their responsibilities 
 School keeps families informed about important issues and events 
 School communicates in multiple ways 
 School communicates timely alerts on health/safety issues 
 School connects them with somebody who can help if school cannot 
 School provides information on other learning opportunities outside school 
 Teachers communicate with them regularly 
 Teachers help parents understand how to best work with their child at home to improve academic progress 
 School considers parent input before making important decisions 

Sources:  

Communications Survey: Results and Analysis, NSPRA, Rockville, MD, July 2011. 

Epstein, Joyce L, Ph.D., et al, Epstein’s Framework of Six Types of Involvement, Partnership Center for the Social Organization of Schools, Baltimore, MD. 

Henderson, Anne T. and Mapp, Karen L., Engaging Families to Improve Achievement: Advice from the Research, “A New Wave of Evidence: The Impact of School, 
Family and Community Connections on Student Achievement,” Southwest Educational Development Laboratory, 2002. 

Houtenville, Andrew J. and Smith Conway, Karen, Parental Effort, School Resources and Student Achievement, The Journal of Human Resources, XLIII, Board of 
Regents of the University of Wisconsin System, 2008. 

How Strong Communication Contributes to Student and School Success, NSPRA, Rockville, MD, 2006. 

How Well Is Your District Engaging Your Publics? Danforth Forum for the American School Superintendent, May 2000. 

Mapp, Karen, Ed.D., Why and how do you link family engagement practices to Learning? Harvard Family Research Project, Cambridge, MA, 2012. 

Pate, P.E. and Andrews, P.G., Parent Involvement Research Summary, National Middle School Association, August 2006. 

Supporting Students, Supporting Communication: Helping Others See the Communication-Achievement Links, NSPRA, Rockville, MD, 2006. 

Western States Benchmarking Consortium, May 2000. 

Whitmire, Tyler, Engaging Families to Improve Student Achievement, Stand for Children Leadership Center, June 2012. 

Wherry, John H., Ed.D., Selected Parent Involvement Research, The Parent Institute, Fairfax Station, VA, September 2003. 
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Function 
Area:  Marketing/Branding Your Schools 

 

Increased competition, declining resources, changing demographics, news 
media scrutiny and the importance of public perceptions are just a few 
reasons schools and school districts need an effective marketing program. 
Having a well-defined and authentically experienced brand promise as part 
of the marketing strategy helps position the school district in the 
community’s mind and supports the district’s vision. 

Effective marketing programs are based on the Research-Analyze-
Communicate-Evaluate (RACE) model. They are designed to achieve specific 
and measurable goals, include audience-specific strategies and tactics and 
have feedback loops for continual evaluation and improvement. They are led 
by a school communications professional or marketing manager who serves 
as champion and team leader. 

Marketing plans are sensitive to and based on both the internal and external 
environments within which the school district operates. As such, they are 
responsive, adaptable and outcome oriented. They support relationship 
building and rely on staff to serve as loyal brand ambassadors. 

The best marketing plans use a mix of communication channels, from pot-
luck suppers, school newsletters, electronic and social media, one-on-one 
communication, and community events to full-blown campaigns that 
combine websites, paid advertisements, and well-placed news and feature 
stories. 

Brand standards and guidelines are integral to upholding and protecting the 
district’s brand, building trust, and ensuring a consistently conveyed image 
in the marketplace. 

Ultimately, effective marketing programs that support a strong brand can 
improve employee retention and morale, stabilize or increase enrollment, 
build community support and help the school district accomplish mission-
critical and tangible goals. Ideally, marketing programs are deployed as part 
of a comprehensive, planned communications program. 

The following program components have been identified through research 
and anecdotal evidence to be best practices in a comprehensive professional 
marketing program. Evidence of emerging, established and exemplary 
marketing/branding programs is outlined in the table that follows. 

Conducting thorough market research to understand demographics, products and 
services, competition, market trends and market segments: Without research, 
school systems are left to guess what the internal and external environments 
are that they are operating within and how to effectively and efficiently 
target their marketing efforts. The better school leaders understand the 
environment within which they operate, the better equipped they are to 
market effectively and deliver a brand experience that is both authentic and 
resonates with target markets. 

Developing your school district’s brand position, attributes, points of pride, 
promise and traditions: Effective school brands are focused and inclusive. The 
brand is built on the internal and external environment within which the 
district operates. 

Defining brand experience for target audiences: Effective school branding 
programs incorporate significant engagement of each target audience to 
achieve specific and measurable goals with each group. 
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Developing a comprehensive and effective marketing plan in support of the brand 
and district marketing goals: Effective marketing plans, based on research, are 
developed to achieve specific and measurable goals that support the 
district’s vision. Strategies and tactics are implemented for specific 
audiences to achieve specific outcomes. Regular evaluation ensures that 
effective strategies are continued and others modified as appropriate to 
maximize district resources and remain responsive to audience needs. 

Providing standards and guidelines for consistent use of adopted brand assets 
(logo, slogan/tagline, home-base district message/mission) through a brand 
standards guide: Establishing and maintaining the consistent use of a school 
district’s logo, slogan and message protect the district’s brand. Consistent 
branding increases public awareness of what the district does and builds 
support, trust and confidence in the district’s mission. Consistent use of 
branding standards ensures that the district’s identity is professional and 
clear for all audiences. 

Fostering brand ownership and loyalty among staff and district leadership in their 
roles as ambassadors: Effective school marketing programs are rooted in a 
strong brand promise that is executed and upheld at the school and district 
level.  

Measuring/evaluating impact of marketing plan/brand: Effective brands are 
supported by effective marketing plans that are developed to achieve 
specific and measurable goals. Measurement methodology and tools are in 
place to consistently measure and evaluate strategies and tactics. 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 
Branding and marketing program is in 
the early stages of development, largely 
responsive to immediate needs or 
problems with minimal proactive 
planning. Goals, if articulated, are loosely 
defined with minimal alignment with 
district goals and objectives.  

Branding and marketing program includes series of 
defined approaches based on some research. 
Strategies, tactics and goals are defined. Program aligns 
with district goals and objectives. Some evaluation may 
occur. 

Branding and marketing are conducted according to an articulated 
plan following the RACE (Research-Analyze-Communicate-Evaluate) 
model and are aligned and integrated into district strategic plans. 
The program is supported through policy, training and resources. 
Ongoing evaluation to improve progress is embedded into 
operations. 

Conducting Thorough Market Research to Understand Demographics, Products and Services, Competition, Market Trends, Market Segments 

Understanding and assessing district and 
school markets and target audiences 
limited to anecdotal input  

Sporadic and random surveys assess 
district issues; rarely include questions 
targeted to support marketing efforts  

Leadership ideas for marketing shared 
sporadically with communications staff, 
largely reactive when issues surface 

Series of formal and informal assessments to understand 
demographics, products and services, competition, 
market trends, and market segments: 

 Target audiences identified  
 Annual or bi-annual surveys completed to identify 

values, perceptions and desires of community relative 
to schools; some segmentation of survey results by 
target audience  

 List of neighboring districts and nearby competitive 
schools such as charter schools and private schools 
with relevant demographics 

 Competition defined and compared/contrasted with 
district 

Situation or other analysis developed by communications 
office that outlines key points learned from assessments, 
surveys and relevant data 

Comprehensive research conducted to identify target audiences and 
ascertain target markets’ needs and desires; includes balance of 
formal and informal, primary and secondary, and qualitative and 
quantitative research 

Demographics of district and target markets continuously defined 
and monitored  

Enrollment trends into and away from competitors regularly 
reviewed and analyzed 

Comprehensive audit of district’s brand conducted; all touchpoints 
assessed and outlined; analysis of faculty and staff knowledge of and 
support for brand completed 

Comprehensive analysis of all research conducted to identify and 
understand district’s baseline position, markets’ desires, district’s 
strengths/weaknesses/opportunities/threats (SWOT), and internal 
and external opinions and attitudes  

Integration of research into marketing plan (research phase – RACE); 
findings systematically analyzed to improve market/brand position 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Developing Your School District’s Brand Position, Attributes, Points of Pride, Promise and Traditions 

Brand position, attributes, points of pride, 
promise non-existent or not reflective of 
district’s current reality among key 
stakeholders 

Vision and mission statements non-
existent or not updated to reflect district’s 
current reality among key stakeholders  

Communications professional/brand 
manager not designated, leading to 
inconsistencies in use of brand elements 

Brand position, attributes, points of pride and promise 
developed and largely accepted among key stakeholders 

Vision and mission statements updated to reflect the 
district’s current reality among key stakeholders; 
positioning statement established 

Communications professional/brand manage designated  

Deployment of brand position and messaging across the 
district’s internal and external audiences; possible 
variations and inconsistencies of deployment 

Limited budget to effectively grow brand and district 
traditions 

Elements of storytelling included in communications plan 
to support the brand’s promise, attributes, points of pride 
and positioning statements 

Input from senior leaders and other stakeholders considered in 
developing measurable vision and mission statement, district’s 
positioning statement, attributes, points of pride and brand promise 

Communications professional/brand manager member of the 
executive level team and serves as brand manager for the district; 
superintendent and other senior leaders are accessible to 
communications professional/brand manager  

Ongoing training for district staff to effectively develop the district’s 
brand position, attributes, points of pride, promises and traditions 

Adequate resources and budget to effectively develop brand position, 
attributes, points of pride, promise and traditions 

Comprehensive analysis of research to define myths and 
misperceptions associated with the district brand to inform 
communications planning; ongoing cycles of evaluation to ensure 
relevance to marketplace 

Organized brand standards and guide that encompasses all defined 
messages and design elements for use by communications 
professional/brand manager, senior leaders, staff and other 
stakeholders (See Providing Standards and Guidelines for Consistent 
Use of Adopted Brand Assets on page 54) 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Defining Brand Experience for Target Audiences 

Communication efforts largely one-way 
(from district to target audience), 
sometimes compromising authentic 
involvement/engagement 

Little to no tailoring of brand messaging to 
target audiences  

Stories mainly about process and 
procedure rather than impact on 
audiences 

Some district involvement in the 
community. 

Staff trained as brand ambassadors 
limited to district administrators, if any 

Some research conducted to understand priorities and 
communication preferences of target audiences. 

Series of events, communications and partnering 
opportunities to create brand involvement and 
engagement, i.e.: 

 District bands, choruses and other student groups 
participate in community events such as parades and 
tree lightings 

 Focused events such as senior citizens day to engage 
target audiences. 

 Key target audience leaders members of budget or 
other key district advisory committees  

 District leadership members of local chamber of 
commerce or other community organizations. 

 Social media presence with some level of response to 
posts 

 Ongoing communications to support target audiences 
awareness of district projects and priorities 

 Some storytelling to help target audiences emotionally 
connect to the brand  

Some training of district staff in effectively representing 
the brand 

Evaluation of target audience involvement and 
engagement with the brand in early stages 

Research systematically conducted to ascertain each target 
audiences’ customs, subdivisions, expectations, priorities and 
preferred language, methods and mediums for communication (RACE 
– Research) 

Delineation between primary and secondary target audiences based 
on marketing goals and objectives 

Comprehensive, integrated and aligned plan for engaging all target 
audiences by tailoring messages specifically to them 

Established key communicator network to comprehensively address 
cultural, socio-economic, geographic or other diversity in different 
stakeholder groups 

Clear, concise and memorable brand promise story to exemplify the 
desired brand attributes. 

Communications that emphasize emotional connection, not process 

Effective use of visuals – photography, video and/or illustration – to 
depict brand attributes 

Involvement/engagement opportunities aligned with and support the 
district’s desired brand attributes; ongoing efforts to give back to the 
community through recognition, events and use of facilities 

Comprehensive, ongoing and authentic two-way communications to 
foster involvement and engagement through preferred target 
audience mediums, including blogs, social media outlets, forums and 
events 

District personnel at all levels trained and empowered to act as brand 
ambassadors (see Fostering Brand Ownership and Loyalty among 
Staff and District Leadership on pages 8-9) to ensure the brand 
experience is consistent 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Ongoing evaluation of effectiveness of target audience involvement 
and engagement with the brand; results systematically used to 
inform improvement 

Developing a Comprehensive and Effective Marketing Plan in Support of the Brand and District Marketing Goals 

Marketing tactics random and developed 
by communications office in isolation; 
efforts not aligned with district vision or 
strategic plan 

No additional communications staff or 
budget allocated for implementation of 
marketing tactics 

Key messages used sporadically, not 
strategically 

District values and vision may help guide 
faculty and staff behavior 

Outputs tied to periodic marketing efforts 
tracked sporadically 

Marketing efforts incorporated into overall 
communications plan and aligned with goals developed 
jointly by communications office and leadership; some 
budget allocated 

Desired brand experience and overarching key messages 
included in plan 

Objectives included but may be difficult to measure 

Range of tactics listed and organized in some way; 
deadlines included for most tactics; tactics may indicate 
which audience they are designed to reach 

Brand standards and expected usage distributed to faculty 
and staff 

Plan outcomes by goals and/or objectives may be 
reviewed periodically 

Storytelling supports the brand’s promise, attributes, 
points of pride and positioning statements 

Marketing plan follows RACE model and aligned with district’s overall 
vision and strategic plan; plan has full support of leadership with 
adequate financial resources as defined by communications 
professional/brand manager  

Overarching key messages designed to address issues identified 
through research included in plan 

Specific and measurable goals and objectives outlined along with 
clearly identified faculty and staff responsibilities, timelines, budgets 
and both intermediate and final intended outcomes 

Plan’s strategies and tactics organized by audience, goal and/or 
objective 

Tactics designed to achieve goals, and include a blend of responsive, 
two-way, transparent and accessible marketing strategies by target 
audience that could include advertising, online marketing, social 
media marketing, publicity/PR, direct marketing, experiential 
marketing, community relations and relationship marketing; based on 
best practices and research 

Plan includes key messages that support the district brand while 
appropriate for each target audience 

All school board members and district faculty and staff aware of and 
trained in marketing plan goals and expectations, as well as in brand 
standards; informed of updates on marketing plan regularly 

Brand standards aligned with the actual experience stakeholders 
have with the district 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Faculty and staff receive regular support such as training, information 
and other resources to uphold the brand experience 

Entire plan evaluated regularly to assess progress toward goals and 
response to specific tactics; modifications made based on evaluation 
results (See program component Measuring/Evaluating Impact of 
Marketing Plan/Brand on page 56) 

Providing Standards and Guidelines for Consistent Use of Adopted Brand Assets (Logo, Slogan/Tagline, Home-Base Message/Mission) Through a Brand Standards Guide 

Emerging awareness of inconsistencies 
across district and within schools of logo 
usage, slogan/tagline and mission on 
various communication pieces 

Schools within district 
rarely/inconsistently identify with district 
logo, slogan/tagline and/or mission 

Usage of brand assets is inconsistent on 
marketing materials 

Usage of brand assets is inconsistent on 
social media platforms 

Standardization of guidelines addressing 
consistent usage of adopted brand assets 
is in infancy stage 

Published guide that addresses brand standards for 
proper usage of some of the following:: 

 School/district logo (color palette, minimum size, 
placement on materials), slogan and mission for paper 
and electronic, publications, social media and other 
marketing materials 

 Formatting for letterhead/stationary (electronic and 
paper) 

 Formatting for letters, memos, forms and 
presentations (electronic and hard copy) 

 Interior and exterior signage 
 Business cards, name plates, nametags 
 Editorial style and any local/district acceptable style 

changes 
 Photos and graphics 
 Email signatures 
 Branding on apparel and other marketing items 

Key school/district personnel receive training on using 
published guide 

School/district personnel largely following guidelines for 
external marketing materials and communication pieces  

School/district personnel largely following guidelines with 
electronic and published communications and social 
media  

Published comprehensive guide that addresses brand standards for 
proper usage of all items listed under “established” program (see left) 

Trained brand coordinators designated at the district level, school 
cluster level or at each building who ensure quality control of brand 
on all communication pieces 

Staff in all buildings follows guidelines consistently in all internal and 
external communication pieces, social media and marketing 
materials. 

Ongoing training on guidelines to key staff members and brand 
coordinators 

District logo, name and slogan/tagline trademarked 

Brand guide reviewed annually and updated as needed 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 
 

School/district personnel inconsistently following 
guidelines with some internal communication pieces 

Process initiated to trademark district logo, name and 
slogan/tagline 

Fostering Brand Ownership and Loyalty Among Staff and District Leadership in Their Roles as District Ambassadors 

Varying levels of awareness of importance 
of brand promise 

Inconsistent brand training for school 
employees often in response to brand 
violations 

Commitments to brand promise non-
existent or minimally reflected in 
communication goals and/or district goals 

No channel audits of brand promise 
conducted at the school level 

Series of approaches to ensure staff and district 
leadership own and promote brand:: 

 Brand promise expectations outlined during new 
employee orientation  

 Training of frontline school and central office staff on 
brand promise 

 Printed and online brand style guide available to 
employees (See Providing Standards and Guidelines for 
Consistent Use of Adopted Brand Assets on page 54) 

 Staff communications include examples and reminders 
of how to promote brand  

Some audits of brand promise conducted:: 

 Unannounced visits where evaluators audit literature, 
logos and signage 

 Periodic reviews of district and school communications 
(print, electronic, social media) for brand consistency 

School district strategic plan supports clearly defined brand promise, 
expectations and goals.  

Sufficient resources and budget support ongoing training, executing 
and upholding of brand promise at the school/district level 

Brand ownership and loyalty among district leaders and staff 
permeate the district’s culture 

Fostering and executing brand promise and adhering to brand style 
guide integrated into key employee evaluations 

Comprehensive annual evaluation on the effectiveness of school 
board members and faculty/staff in their roles as brand ambassadors; 
evaluation aligned with Measuring/Evaluating Impact of Marketing 
Plan/Brand on page 56 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Measuring/Evaluating Impact of Marketing Plan/Brand 

Evaluation largely anecdotal based on 
observation and “word of mouth” 
feedback from stakeholders 

Insufficient resources for communications 
professional/brand manager to evaluate 
the marketing plan/brand 

Specific and measurable goals and 
objectives, staff responsibilities, timelines 
and budgets loosely defined with no 
coordination to final intended outcomes 

Brand touchpoints and messaging loosely 
utilized and inconsistently integrated into 
tactics 

Some evaluation conducted that may include: 

 Informal surveys/polls to determine satisfaction and 
effectiveness of district communications 

 Response rates of various online campaigns 
 Website analytics metrics and social media metrics 
 Informal focus groups representing various key 

stakeholders 
 Media coverage monitored for frequency and tone 

Messaging consistently supports the brand/marketing 
plan in most tactics and operational areas 

Specific and measurable goals and objectives, staff 
responsibilities, timelines and budgets in place with most 
tactics tied to final intended outcomes; some methods 
and tools of measurement and evaluation included in the 
marketing plan 

Adjustments to the marketing plan/brand based on 
available budget 

Brand/identity regularly evaluated for relevance and currency 
through a systematic schedule that measures effectiveness with all 
key stakeholder groups; evaluation includes assessment of all brand 
touchpoints as well as effectiveness of faculty/staff and school board 
members in their roles as brand ambassadors 

Evaluation results systematically used to revise/improve 
communications 

Professional development opportunities identified through 
marketing/program weaknesses 

Adequate budget and other required resources available to support 
marketing plan/brand revisions 

Marketing/branding program benchmarked against top performers to 
inform improvement 

 

Sources:  

Alberico, Debbie, Ondrey, Ellen, Sheatzley, Sheryl, Branding Your School District, Presentation from OHSPRA Members, 2009.  

Banach, William J., The ABC Complete Book of School Marketing, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2001. 

Banach, William J., ABC Marketing Primer, http://banach.com/School_Resources.html.  

Beckwith, Harry, Selling the Invisible: A Field Guide to Modern Marketing, Grand Central Publishing – Hachette Book Group (reprint edition), New York, NY, 2012. 
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Carr, Nora, “Courting the Middle Class,” American School Board Journal, December 2006. 

Carr, Nora, “Promoting Public Education,” American School Board Journal, July/August 2013. 

Carr, Nora, Telling Your Story: A Toolkit for Marketing Urban Education, National School Boards Association Council of Urban Boards of Education, Alexandria, VA, 
2003-04. 

DeWitt, Peter, “Why Leaders Should Brand Their Schools,” Education Week, December 4, 2013. 

Hardy III, Samuel B., Ed.D., Marketing Plan for Public Schools, Augusta State University, http://www.powershow.com/view/3ae6f4-
jBlZ/Marketing_Plan_for_Public_Schools_Samuel_B_Hardy_III_powerpoint_ppt_presentation. 

Hastings, Justine, Neilson, Christopher and Zimmerman, Seth D., The Effect of School Choice on Intrinsic Motivation and Academic Outcome, National Bureau of 
Economic Research, Cambridge, MA, 2012. 

Hastings, Justine and Weinstein, Jeffrey, “Information, School Choice, and Academic Achievement: Evidence from Two Experiments,” Quarterly Journal of 
Economics, Vol. 123, Issue 4, National Bureau of Economics, Nov. 1, 2008. 

Life Skills, “Cloud Technology and Branding: K-12 Trends for 2014 --Part I,” The Huffington Post, January 1, 2014. 

Lockhart, Johanna, How to Market Your School, iUniverse, 2005. 

Miami-Dade County Public Schools Graphic Standards Image Branding & Style Guide, February 2010. 

Neumeier, Marty, The Brand Gap, New Riders, Berkeley, CA, 2005.  

Rantz, Zac, “Trademarking 101,” NSPRA This Week - Tip of the Week, Feb. 14, 2014. 

Ries, Laura, Seven Steps to Building a Strong Nonprofit Brand, http://www.marketingprofs.com/6/ries1.asp, Nov. 28, 2006. 

Rozan, Maghrabi, Carr, Nora, Heath, Donald and Reitzug, Ulrich, Implications of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) for School-Home 
Communication, AMCIS, 2012, http://aisel.aisnet.org/amcis2012/proceedings/ISEducation/5. 

Six Steps to a Winning 2013 Branding Initiative, http://www.siegelgale.com/white_paper/six-steps-to-a-winning-2013-branding-initiative/, 2013. 

“Tennessee District Re-Brands Middle Schools to Compete with Others,” The Tennessean, October, 2013. 
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Function 
Area:  Crisis Communication 

 

Perhaps no better opportunity exists for school districts to show the 
effectiveness of their leadership and communication than during a crisis. All 
eyes and attention will be focused on how the district handles and responds 
to the crisis at hand. Effective crisis communication will instill confidence 
that the school district is doing everything possible to address the situation 
and prevent reoccurrences. Conversely, leaders can lose the confidence of 
their communities, not because of the crisis but because of how they 
responded to it.  

Crisis communication is the foundation of any crisis planning, 
implementation, management, training, and recovery effort. Crisis 
communication is the process by which school leaders manage the strategy, 
key messages, timing, and communication channels to communicate 
effectively with media, employees, students, families, and community 
stakeholders.  

A crisis communication plan should effectively manage communication 
through formal, clearly defined channels to mitigate the crisis or serious 
repercussions for the school district as well as to maintain the reputation of 
leadership and transparency on vital issues and breaking news. The 
communicator’s job is to inform stakeholders about what happened, what is 
going to happen, and why, as well as to keep leadership aware of what those 
stakeholders are thinking and saying.  

The following program components have been identified through research 
and anecdotal evidence to be best practices in crisis communications: 

Ensuring Communication Effectiveness Through a Crisis Communication Plan: 
Without a formal communication plan, communication can be haphazard 
and random in a crisis. With a well-prepared plan, school leaders have a 

roadmap to ensure that all stakeholders will receive critical information in a 
timely manner that ultimately builds trust and confidence in and positive 
relationships with the school district. 

Maximizing Communication Effectiveness with Trained Staff and Leadership: 
Training of district staff and leaders is essential to understand the 
implementation of the crisis communication plan components. No plan can 
ever cover every crisis scenario, but an understanding of the plan 
components is foundational to delivering high-quality communication during 
a crisis. 

Effectively Engaging Target Audiences Through Electronic Tools in a Crisis: 
Communicators have more tools in their toolbox than ever before to use in 
reaching their stakeholders. In a crisis, it is critical that all of these tools are 
used effectively to deliver consistent and reliable messages.  

Continuously Improving Through Post-Crisis Communication Processes and 
Procedures: No two crises are the same and each provides unique learning 
opportunities to improve communication when the next crisis emerges. To 
maximize learning and ensure continuous improvements, debriefs should be 
formal, scheduled, and represent all impacted audiences.  

Engaging the Community on Safety and Crisis Communication: Positive, two-way 
engagement helps families and communities understand school leaders’ 
efforts to ensure schools are safe learning environments as well as the 
protocols for communicating during a crisis. 

Incorporating Cultural Competency with Crisis Communication: Non-English 
speakers, especially families, understand school safety protocols and receive 
the same information at the same time as English speakers during a crisis to 
ensure student safety and build trust.  
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Emerging Established Exemplary 
Communication program is in the early 
stages of development, largely 
responsive to immediate needs or 
problems with minimal proactive 
planning. Communication goals, if 
articulated, are loosely defined with 
minimal alignment with district goals and 
objectives. 

Communication program includes series of defined 
approaches based on some research. Strategies, tactics 
and goals are defined. Communication aligns with 
district goals and objectives. Some evaluation may 
occur. 

Communications are conducted according to an articulated plan 
following the RACE (Research-Analyze-Communicate-Evaluate) model 
and are aligned and integrated into district strategic plans. 
Communications are supported through policy, training and 
resources. Ongoing evaluation to improve progress is embedded 
into operations. 

Ensuring Communication Effectiveness Through a Crisis Communication Plan 

Written crisis communication plan non-
existent or in early stages of development 

If exists, plan lacks measurable goals and 
evaluation component 

Written crisis communication plan developed and includes 
a series of approaches to reach target audiences; for 
example, official spokesperson designation, schedule of 
public notifications and updates, key messaging through 
multiple channels (telephone, electronic, website, social 
media, news media, etc.) 

Plan identifies members of the crisis communication 
team, their roles and responsibilities 

Comprehensive written crisis communication plan aligns with 
Emergency Response Information Plan (ERIP)/National Incident 
Management System (NIMS) and procedures 

Crisis communication plan consistently updated in response to latest 
research and aligned with goals and objectives of district 

District leadership seeks input from law enforcement and municipal 
officials for joint review and development of plan 

If exists, crisis communication plan 
occasionally reviewed during crisis by 
communication staff and generally not 
involving leadership, administrators, or 
external stakeholders or agencies 

Crisis communication plan annually reviewed as part of 
the communication office’s overall strategic planning 
process 

Review occasionally involves cabinet and external 
stakeholders and agencies, including law enforcement 

Crisis communication plan reviewed both annually and post-crisis 
with input from first responders and local, state, federal agencies and 
in conjunction with a districtwide drill annually with communication 
staff and district leaders 

Plan incorporates evolving expectations of community, analysis of 
changing information landscape (for example, social media, where 
influential conversations are happening) 

Plan systematically benchmarked against other school or agency crisis 
communication efforts to identify and incorporate best practices 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Crisis message templates (for example, 
response statements, message mapping) 
are scant and available only to 
communication department 

Crisis message templates (for example, response 
statements, message mapping) are developed for multiple 
channels (website, electronic, social media, phone, news 
media) 

Training on use of crisis message templates occasionally 
takes place 

Crisis message templates (for example, response statements, 
message mapping) for a multitude of incidents have been vetted by 
school or district leaders and used regularly 

Training on how messages are shared with different audiences is 
provided annually to all district and school leaders 

Templates are available to access by all communication staff and 
selected district leaders identified as back-ups 

Parents and families are unaware of 
school or district emergency response 
plans unless a crisis occurs or following its 
conclusion 

District and building emergency response plans are shared 
with parents annually through multiple communication 
channels 

District annually reviews crisis communication plan with a team of 
stakeholders that may include parents, emergency responders, public 
information officers and school or district leaders 

Communication practices are adjusted using the RACE model for 
continuous improvement 

Minimal or no preparation for an adverse 
event that wipes out organization’s 
traditional communication systems, 
including establishing communication 
systems and networks, and redundancies 
in the event of a loss of power 

Comprehensive crisis communication plan includes back-
up systems and network to communicate critical 
information relevant to district staff, families and 
stakeholders 

Redundant communication systems established and tested in 
simulated disaster and in collaboration with responding agencies 

Crisis communication plan does not 
contain scalability, and drills focus on a 
single crisis scale (for example, only large-
scale crises involving multiple agencies, or 
only mid-level crises requiring internal 
response only)   

Crisis communication plan contains some features that 
can be scaled to the scope of a crisis, but lacks clear 
direction as to how this scaling process occurs or the team 
members responsible for activating components of the 
response team 

Drills typically focus on a single-scale crisis response 

Crisis communication plan contains processes that allow for 
scalability based on the complexity of the crisis 

Team members are clear on the process by which to assess level of 
deployment needed and execute plan accordingly 

Training drills include exercises that require an evolving scale of 
response, and team members are very familiar with the process used 
to expand and decrease response 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Maximizing Communication Effectiveness with Trained Staff and Leadership 

Communication leader not part of the 
district leadership circle (superintendent’s 
cabinet) or advisor on crisis planning and 
response 

Communication leader works with district leadership 
team during times of crisis, but only occasionally advises 
on preparation or planning outside of an active crisis 
situation  

Communication leader an integral part of superintendent’s cabinet 
and District Emergency Response Team  in all aspects of crisis 
planning, response and recovery 

No plans in place when communication 
team members are not available to fulfill 
designated roles during an emergency 

Some communication team roles lack back-up and cross-
training happens occasionally 

Cross-training and back-ups identified for each member of the 
communication team and embedded in training procedures 

Communication staff has limited 
knowledge of applicable laws (FERPA, 
TCPA, FOIA, ADA) which are only 
referenced during a crisis or in response to 
news media or stakeholder queries 

Communication staff has general knowledge and 
proficiency of applicable laws (FERPA, TCPA, FOIA, ADA) 
and needs minimal legal consultation 

Communication staff fluent in applicable laws (FERPA, TCPA, FOIA, 
ADA) and seen as expert; potential application of laws in various 
scenarios are embedded in crisis communication message drafts 

Communication staff and district leaders 
have limited or no understanding of a 
crisis communication lifecycle 

Communication staff and district leaders have knowledge 
of a crisis communication lifecycle and plan some 
messages accordingly to meet the district’s information 
goals 

Communication staff and district leaders internalize the crisis 
communication lifecycle and use it regularly to guide district 
responses 

Minimal or no training in crisis 
communications for key school and 
district leaders and communication staff 

Communications staff reviews key elements of crisis 
communications annually with school and district leaders, 
but no tabletop or scenario training is offered and no 
cross-training is conducted 

Systematic training in crisis communications for all school leaders, 
communication staff and crisis response teams 

Media training provided to school and 
district leaders and communication staff 
during an emergency and rarely outside of 
a crisis 

Media training occasionally carried out with district-level 
leaders only (superintendent, cabinet) 

Media training program conducted at least annually and includes 
multi-level approach to train all district leaders and management 
team (directors, supervisors, principals) 

No joint training activities occur with local 
agencies and no coordination of training 
efforts 

Some involvement of local agencies in district-planned 
training efforts 

Joint training activities conducted by district and other emergency 
responders who also collaborate with planning training efforts 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Limited knowledge of the Joint 
Information Center (JIC) protocol for 
managing information dissemination and 
relationships 

General knowledge of the Joint Information Center (JIC) 
protocol and established relationships with potential JIC 
members 

Fluency in Joint Information Center (JIC) protocol, established 
relationships with potential JIC members, and, participates with other 
JIC agencies in joint exercises and drills 

Limited knowledge of area emergency 
management or life safety Public 
Information Officers (for example, law 
enforcement, fire, public health) and 
related agencies, and no established 
mutual aid relationships 

Developing relationships with area Public Information 
Officers includes informal assistance agreements; Public 
Information Officers group meets occasionally to discuss 
cross-agency support 

Well-established relationships and reciprocal support or mutual aid 
agreements with area emergency management or life safety Public 
Information Officers; regularly participates in collaborative meetings 
to establish crisis response protocols 

Limited knowledge of support available 
through county, regional or area 
education agency, state department of 
education, NSPRA or NSPRA chapter, and 
no relationships developed 

Developing relationships with county, regional or area 
education or state agencies and NSPRA or NSPRA chapter; 
school district communication leader attends occasional 
trainings and has general knowledge of support available 
to district in a crisis 

Well-established relationships with county, regional or area 
education or state agencies and NSPRA or NSPRA chapter; school 
district communication leader regularly converses with members of 
these groups on crisis response, mutual aid and preparation 

Established process for how and when these support systems are 
accessed 

Loosely defined crisis communication 
standards and protocols established but 
only understood by top district leaders   

Crisis communication standards clearly defined and 
understood by district and site leaders 

Occasional trainings occur for district and site leaders but 
do not include department directors and managers 

Well-established and district-wide standards and protocols for crisis 
response understood by district, site and department leaders 

Regularly scheduled trainings for site and department teams on crisis 
protocols, including process by which to train new employees hired 
between regularly scheduled trainings 

Communication strategies and materials 
largely developed during a crisis 

Key stakeholders and objectives identified 
after a crisis emerges and as situation 
evolves   

Communication staff activates comprehensive crisis 
communication plan and deploys all relevant materials 
during crisis duration 

Key school system staff play minimal role and have limited 
knowledge of elements in crisis communication plan 

Key school system staff, in addition to communication staff, activate 
comprehensive crisis communication plan and deploy materials 
based on knowledge of roles and emergency 
response/communication training 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Staging areas for news media, parent-
student reunification, etc., identified after 
crisis incident has occurred 

Staging areas for news media, parent-student 
reunification, etc., determined at onset of crisis, and 
communicated within first or second wave of initial 
information releases 

Staging areas established as part of comprehensive crisis 
communication or emergency operations plans before any incident 
necessitating their use 

No substitutes identified to relieve key 
communication staff during crisis 

At least one substitute identified to relieve key 
communication staff during a crisis 

A district-designated staff member may be assigned task 
of monitoring key response team staff to ensure self-care 
and effectiveness of team over time 

Multiple substitutes or potential shifts identified in advance of crisis 
so that key communication staff can be relieved during crisis 
response activities  

Predetermined district-designated staff member is assigned task of 
monitoring key response team staff to ensure self-care and 
effectiveness of team over time 

Emerging Established Exemplary 

Effectively Engaging Target Audiences Through Electronic Tools in a Crisis 

Notification system in place but rarely 
used to communicate with stakeholders 

Phone, text and email database of 
stakeholders not updated regularly 

Notification system in place and serves as the primary 
communication tool for both regular and emergency 
messages 

Stakeholder database updated annually 

Notification system in place and used strategically to communicate 
emergency messages 

Stakeholder database updated frequently and easily by stakeholders 

Limited or no use of social media during a 
crisis; no change in pre-scheduled or 
automated social media messages during 
a crisis; plan does not contain multi-media 
resources 

Limited knowledge and use of social media during a crisis 
but not fully integrated as a tool in a crisis communication 
strategy; haphazard use results in some communication 
during a crisis, but not viewed by audiences as a reliable 
source of information 

Some social media posts linked to resources and updates 
on district website 

Minimal or no effort in place to develop social media 
following to expand reach in a crisis 

Indepth knowledge of social media; active and responsive on 
stakeholder-generated social media during crisis; team members 
assigned to monitor and respond to social media 

Official district social media platforms broadcast frequent updates 

If available, multimedia resources (video, audio, photo, statements) 
pushed out through social media to increase engagement and expand 
audience reach 

Use of pre-scheduled, automated social media content paused during 
crisis 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 

Few social media channels (for example, 
Facebook, Twitter, YouTube) used with 
little monitoring 

Multiple social media channels used strategically for 
different audiences and monitored regularly 

Comprehensive social media plan that includes procedures for use, 
monitoring and frequency in the event of an incident or emergency is 
incorporated into the comprehensive communication plan; 
coordinated by the district communication office 

Social media use limited primarily to 
school, district and weather-related 
events 

Social media use includes some communication during a 
crisis or emergency 

Social media is used as a key vehicle for disseminating information 
about a crisis (during and after); monitoring systems allow schools or 
district to accurately adapt emergency response strategies and 
tactics, as well as information shared 

Two-way conversations limited on social 
media channels; no protocols exist to 
address negative conversations 

Evidence of two-way conversations on social media 
channels; protocols established to address negative 
conversations 

Clear, ongoing proactive coordination exists among district staff with 
posting rights; social media team meets regularly 

No district webpage exists that outlines 
crisis or emergency protocols, terms, and 
standards 

District webpage exists with limited information on crisis 
or emergency protocols, terms, and standards 

District webpage exists with complete information on crisis or 
emergency protocols, terms, and standards  

Crisis webpage ready to take over all or part of district home page if 
needed 

No tracking of analytics of social media 
posts, homepage or emergency page 
visits, or notification alerts during a crisis 

Analytics by each platform tracked during a crisis and 
analyzed by communication team 

Analytics are shared with district leaders and school board; provide 
basis for communication staff to reinforce or revise use of social 
media, webpage, and notification alerts during a crisis 

Continuously Improving Through Post-Crisis Communication Processes and Procedures 

No or minimal debriefing held among 
district leadership, communication team, 
and responding agencies to analyze and 
evaluate crisis communication 

District-level discussions take place 
following local or regional incidents or 
small-scale crises, but all impacted staff 
members may not be included 

Regular review and debrief of crisis response with key 
school system staff (including cabinet, school 
administrators, impacted staff) and responding agencies 
to analyze and evaluate crisis communication 

Notes from debrief summarized and communicated to 
school administrators and district leadership  

Findings communicated to collaborating agencies 

Comprehensive formal review and debrief of crisis with all impacted 
stakeholders, including analysis of successes, opportunities to 
improve, challenges, and necessary revisions to emergency 
operations and comprehensive crisis communication plans 

Formal report created for leadership in all participating agencies 
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Emerging Established Exemplary 
Debriefs, when they do occur, lack an 
intentional focus on assessment of the 
crisis response plan, process, and roles 

No formal communication shared with 
partnering agencies about debrief findings  

Minimal or no revisions made to crisis 
communication plan 

Comprehensive crisis communication plan revised based 
on review and debrief with key school system staff 

Updated plan communicated to district leadership 

Comprehensive crisis communication plan revised based on formal 
review of incident 

Updated plan communicated to all stakeholders including district 
leadership, staff, and multiagency collaborators 

Any applicable board policies and administrative regulations 
reviewed and revised, if necessary 

Informal sharing of notes from incident 
debrief 

Case study professional development session offered to 
district leadership using findings from formal incident 
review and crisis communication plan revisions 

Ongoing professional development trainings for leadership and 
school staff updated to reflect findings from most recent incident and 
revisions to crisis communication plan 

No formal assessment of incidents or 
events taking place outside of the district 

No adjustment of plans takes place after 
incidents or events outside of the district 

Discussion of local or national incidents or events occurs 
irregularly, or without an intentional effort to evaluate in 
the context of the district’s own crisis preparedness 
planning 

Plans may not be updated in the wake of local or state 
incidents 

Regular discussion of incidents or events that occur outside of district 
to assess potential impact to district emergency plans and 
procedures, and adjustments made accordingly 

Engaging the Community on Safety and Crisis Communication 

Minimal or no awareness by stakeholders 
of school and district safety and crisis 
communication procedures and protocols 

Basic understanding by stakeholders of school district 
safety and crisis communication procedures and protocols 

School site and district safety and crisis communication procedures 
and protocols with stakeholder groups, especially parents, are 
regularly shared 

Stakeholders’ expectations are regularly assessed and incorporated 
into crisis communication planning  



 page 68  NSPRA © 2018   Rubrics of Practice and Suggested Measures 

Emerging Established Exemplary 
Key communicators informed through media statements, press 
releases, and electronic tools as part of crisis communication 
response 

Emergency management, crisis response, 
and crisis communication policies adopted 
by school board 

School board receives briefing after each emergency by 
superintendent, communication director or designee, and 
provided talking points, if necessary 

School board observes, participates in or receives summaries of 
tabletop drills and after incident debriefing sessions so they are 
prepared to respond to stakeholders 

Minimal outreach to and engagement 
with stakeholders on safety issues 

Town hall, summit or community forum on school safety 
or specific issue held in response to and following a crisis  

Prevention and intervention strategies published in school 
newsletters and on district and school websites in 
response to and following a crisis 

Parent and community forums on prevention and intervention 
strategies for a variety of possible crises held at least annually 

Parents and community members serve as expert sources who can 
speak to media on school district crisis communication plan and 
preparation 

Minimal or no understanding of student, 
parent, family, and staff perceptions of 
crisis communication preferences and 
satisfaction 

Student, parent, family, and staff survey on crisis 
communication conducted regularly on preferences and 
satisfaction; results shared widely with stakeholders 

Crisis communication survey results regularly analyzed and integrated 
into current plan and practices 

Incorporating Cultural Competency with Crisis Communication 

Crisis communication plan largely devoid 
of addressing needs of English language 
learner (ELL) families 

English language learner (ELL) families, interpreters or 
translators, community agencies that serve immigrant 
families are occasionally or rarely consulted for input on 
crisis communication plan 

English language learner (ELL) families, interpreters or translators, 
and community agencies that serve immigrant families review 
district’s crisis communication plan annually to ensure cultural 
responsiveness 

Crisis communication reflects understanding of cultural rituals and 
norms of ELL families when responding to a crisis involving ELL 
students (how to respond to family in mourning, respect for religious 
rituals, etc.) 

Interpreters or translators for ELL families 
used as-needed, if available, to translate 
or interpret communication during 
emerging crises 

Interpreters or translators are contracted with and 
available during crises to communicate with families but 
may not have thorough understanding of families they 
serve or may not be continuously connected with district 

Interpreters or translators are trained in crisis communication, 
district, and school safety protocols and emergency procedures 

Interpreters or translators meet with families they serve at least 
annually to share crisis communication protocols and resources 



 Rubrics of Practice and Suggested Measures    NSPRA © 2018 page 69 

Emerging Established Exemplary 

Translation of crisis messages for ELL 
families is inconsistent and dependent on 
time of crisis and availability of translators 

District communication staff works with schools regularly 
and knows which families and languages are needed for 
translation in a crisis 

Messages are translated consistently during crises for ELL 
families for rapid notification calls, emails, and texts 
regardless of time of crisis 

Translated crisis messages are provided during all crises in a timely 
manner and interpreters or translators are available by phone or in 
person to respond to questions from non-English speakers 

No translations available of parent 
manuals on student safety, security, 
emergency procedures, and 
communication 

Parent manuals on student safety, security, emergency 
procedures, and communication are translated only if 
requested 

Translated parent manuals on safety, security, emergency 
procedures, and communication are disseminated at the start of each 
school year  

Onsite interpreters help new parents understand safety, security, 
emergency procedures, and communication material and annually 
thereafter as needed 

Some informal opportunities for ELL 
families to ask questions and learn more 
about school or district safety protocols 
and emergency procedures and 
communications, but no districtwide 
streamlined process exist 

Interpreters available at start-of-school open houses or 
ELL events that help explain school or district safety 
protocols and emergency procedures and communication 

District or school offers ELL families multiple opportunities 
throughout the year to learn and understand district and school 
safety protocols and emergency procedures, as well as how the 
district will communicate with them during a crisis  

Feedback from ELL families refine crisis communication practices and 
plan 

Few crisis messages templates are 
developed in multiple languages 

Key crisis message templates are developed in multiple 
languages and available to multiple communicators, staff 
members, and key district leaders 

Message templates are translated for parent emails, texts, 
phone scripts and website 

Templates are reviewed and updated by communication staff with 
translators at least annually 
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Sample Measures: 

 SCoPE (School Communication Performance Evaluation) Survey 

 Percentage of parents, employees and community members who perceive communication to be open and transparent 

 Percentage of parents, employees and community members who perceive communication to be timely 

 Percentage of parents, employees and community members who perceive communication to be accurate 

 Percentage of parents, employees and community members who perceive communication to be trustworthy 

 Level of satisfaction with the quality of communication during a crisis 

 Level of satisfaction with the quality of communication about school safety 

 Level of agreement on whether parents, employees and community members feel well informed during a school or district emergency) 

 Preferences on receiving communication during a crisis 

 Communication platform analytics during a crisis vs. non-crisis (social media, website, notification alerts) to include visits as well as engagement levels 

 Media coverage analysis during crisis and post-crisis 

 Results of post-crisis debriefing 

 Number of attendees at community forums on school safety  

 Number of trainings for school site and department teams on crisis communication plan and protocols 

 Evaluation results of staff training on crisis communications 

 Number of school district safety publications or information translated into multiple languages 

Sources:  

After a Suicide: A Toolkit for Schools, American Foundation for Suicide Prevention, 2011. 

A Leader’s Guide to After-Action Review, Department of the U.S. Army. 

Coombs, Dr. W. Timothy, Crisis Management and Communications, Institute of Public Relations, September 2014. 

Crisis Communication Guidelines, Los Angeles County Office of Education, Los Angeles, CA. 
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Crisis Communications Plan, San Diego County Office of Education, San Diego, CA, July 2014. 

Crisis and Emergency Risk Communication Resources, Centers for Disease Control, Atlanta, GA. 

The Complete Crisis Communication Management Manual for Schools, 4th edition, NSPRA, Rockville, MD. 

Kaufman, APR, Rick, Crisis Management: Plan, Prepare and Practice for the Unthinkable Emergency,” Presentation at MoSPRA Fall Conference, November 2015. 

Nassau BOCES, Communications Before, During and After a Natural Disaster, Presentation, NSPRA Seminar, July 14, 2015. 

Steele, Beth Anne, Law Enforcement Best Practices for Social Media Use and Monitoring During a Crisis, FBI Public Affairs, Portland, OR. 

Tips for Teachers and Parents Following School and Community Violence, National Association of School Psychologists, Bethesda, MD. 

Watson, Music, APR, 10 Things to Do Before Disaster Strikes, Presentation, San Diego County Office of Education, San Diego, CA. 
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School Communication Benchmarking Project 

Benchmarking Tip Sheet 

What is benchmarking and how can you use it in a school communication program? 

Benchmarking is a structured process for comparing your organization’s work practices and performance results to the best similar practices and results you can 
identify in other organizations and then incorporating the best practices into your own processes in order to improve your results. Both practices and results can 
be benchmarked. 

The Benchmarking Process 

While the process of benchmarking can vary widely, there are basic common 
approaches and steps.  

1. Begin with clearly articulating exactly what it is you are seeking to 
evaluate or improve. It is easier to measure and compare a well-defined 
outcome over one that is vague, subjective or nebulous. i.e., 
“Percentage of parents satisfied with communication” vs. “Support for 
my district.”  

2. Identify best-in-class or superior performers among other similar 
schools/organizations. Gather their performance results. 

3. Compare your performance against these superior or best-in-class 
performers. 

4. Identify gaps, if they exist. Use your comparative benchmarked 
measures to set your own performance targets. 

5. Develop an improvement plan to reach your performance targets. This 
may include your benchmarking practice with superior or best-in-class 
performers. Benchmarking practice involves the sharing and comparing 
of approaches, strategies and tactics, ideally those that resulted in high 
performance or best-in-class results. 

6. Implement your improvement plan. Evaluate for effectiveness against 
your original performance results and your benchmarked targets. If your 
results improved, standardize your new practice. If not, revise your 
improvement plan. 

Ten Insights into Benchmarking 

1. Benchmarking supports data-based decisionmaking through the use of 
reliable, defined measures upon which to plan and implement school 
communications programs that achieve targeted results. Process results 
measure the effectiveness of specific strategies and tactics (i.e., 
readership on a finance publication) while outcomes results measure 
the overall effectiveness of the approaches (i.e., support on a finance 
referenda). 
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2. Although primarily intended to foster improvement, benchmarking 
results can also serve to inform or justify the effectiveness of current 
practice. (i.e., when performance results are similar to those of your 
benchmarked best-in-class results) 

3. Benchmarking superior results and corresponding best practices can 
also support the case for increased resources for your program (or 
protecting existing resources). It is easier to defend a program “with 
96% satisfaction from parents on district communications” than one 
that” does a good job.” 

4. Benchmarking is a learning experience. At its roots are research and 
identification of best performance and of best practice to improve your 
own performance. 

5. Benchmarking is both a science and an art. Tracking and comparing 
evaluative measures and research practices are scientific. Determining 
how those benchmarked practices apply to your school district and your 
school communications program is an art. 

6. Look beyond the school yard! It is not uncommon for organizations to 
benchmark outside their sector. For example, if your goal is to improve 
the open rate on your staff e-newsletter, consider comparing your open 
rates with those of well-respected employers in your region. 
Organizations are often more willing to share results and practices with 
organizations they view as “non-competitors.” 

7. The success of benchmarking is not contingent on absolute certainty 
that you have found the ultimately highest performer. This is almost 
impossible to ensure. An ethical, thorough, good-faith effort that 
produces respected and solid performance results against which you 
can evaluate your own is the goal. 

8. Consider the evaluative method used by your benchmarked performer 
in your comparison. Drastically different evaluative measures can 
compromise the comparative and evaluative power of the results. At 
the same time, the evaluative tools do not have to be identical to be of 
value in benchmarking results. Again, this is where both the science and 
art of benchmarking come into play. 

9. Sometimes those originally not willing to share results and practices 
change their minds when the sharing becomes two-way. Offer to 
become a benchmark partner. Some organizations struggling with 
obtaining comparative data have found success in establishing 
benchmarking groups who collectively agree to share and compare. 

10. Benchmarking is a continuous process. New and better results are 
continuously being realized by organizations everywhere. What was 
best-in-class yesterday may not be superior today. Make benchmarking 
a part of your standard practice to ensure your success. 

Be the Benchmark!  

Ultimately, the goal is for your results to be those that others aspire to achieve!  

Sandra Cokeley, APR 
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Glossary 
APR: Accreditation in Public Relations: Voluntary certification program that 
measures a public relations practitioner’s fundamental knowledge of 
communications theory and its application; establishes advanced capabilities 
in research, strategic planning, implementation and evaluation; 
demonstrates a commitment to professional excellence and ethical conduct. 
Administered and granted by the Universal Accreditation Board. 

Benchmarking: A structured process for comparing your organization’s work 
practices and performance results to the best similar practices and results 
you can identify in other organizations and then incorporating the best 
practices into your own processes in order to improve your results. Both 
practices and results can be benchmarked.  

Benchmarking practices maximize resources and energy by eliminating the 
“reinvention of the wheel.” 

Benchmark results are one form of comparative data. 

Organizations engage in benchmarking to understand the current 
dimensions of world-class performance and to achieve breakthrough (non-
incremental) improvement. 

Brand: The sum total of how someone perceives a particular organization. 
Branding is about shaping that perception to create a powerful and lasting 
emotional connection with your customers and stakeholders. Originally 
considered to be simply the organization’s name, term, logo, slogan or 
promise, branding has evolved to encompass much more. 

A brand is created and influenced by people, visuals, culture, style, 
perception, words, messages, PR, opinions, news media, social media and 
interaction. It is the total of all experiences that students and stakeholders 
have with a school district. 

Brand Ambassadors: A marketing term for a person employed by an 
organization to promote its products or services within the activity known as 
branding. The brand ambassador is meant to embody the organizational 
identity in appearance, demeanor, values and ethics.  

Organizations may consider all of their employees as potential brand 
ambassadors and provide training and other resources for them to be 
effective in this role. Brand ambassadors typically excel at customer service 
and communicating key messages. 

Brand Assets: A brand comprises a set of elements or brand assets that in 
combination create the perception of the organization in the eyes of its 
customers and stakeholders. Brand assets include visual, written, vocal, 
recorded and interpersonal representations in support of the brand identity 
and marketing/communications goals. 

Direct Marketing: When an organization communicates directly with its 
customers, often including a call for action and usually targeted to a specific 
audience. Examples of direct marketing include email, text messaging, direct 
mail, etc. Direct marketing allows for the tailoring of messaging to specific 
target audiences and the tracking of measurable results. 

Emergency Response Information Plan (ERIP): Steps to take to prepare for a 
crisis as outlined by the Department of Homeland Security at 
www.ready.gov. 
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Engagement: The extent of commitment, both emotional and intellectual, to 
the district/organization. Student and stakeholder engagement refers to 
their investment in your organization, characterized by a desire to work 
collaboratively for change and improvement, a sense of ownership and 
responsibility, and a willingness to work on behalf of and actively advocate 
for the organization.  

Faculty and staff engagement refers to their investment in accomplishing the 
work, vision and mission of the organization through collaborative efforts 
that promote change and improvement. It is characterized by high-
performing work environments where people have a voice in 
decisionmaking and are motivated to do their utmost for the benefit of the 
students and stakeholders and for the success of the organization. 

Experiential Marketing: Connecting customers and stakeholders with an 
organization through live face-to-face experiences, creating lasting 
perceptions. Experiential marketing considers quality of the interaction over 
quantity of the number of people reached. Examples of experiential 
marketing for a school district can include open houses, classroom visitation 
days, teacher or administrator shadowing programs, etc. 

In-Process Measures: Process measures track the progress of a 
communication process. They help determine the effectiveness of a 
strategy/tactic and identify opportunities for improvement. i.e.: Number of 
hits to website, percentage of parents attending parent/teacher 
conferences, content analysis of press coverage.  

(There will be many more process measures than key outcomes measures, 
as there are typically multiple tactics for goals/objectives.) 

Joint Information Center (JIC): A central location that facilitates operation of 
the Joint Information System and where personnel with public information 
responsibilities perform critical emergency information functions, crisis 
communication, and public affairs functions. JICs may be established at 
various levels of government or at incident sites, or can be components of 
Multiagency Coordination (MAC) Systems (for example, MAC Groups or 
EOCs). A single JIC location is preferable, but the system is flexible and 
adaptable enough to accommodate virtual or multiple JIC locations, as 
required. (See www.fema.gov) 

National Incident Management System (NIMS): The Federal Emergency 
Management Agency released the refreshed National Incident Management 
System (NIMS) doctrine on October 17, 2017. NIMS provides a common, 
nationwide approach to enable the whole community to work together to 
manage all threats and hazards. NIMS applies to all incidents, regardless of 
cause, size, location, or complexity. 

Outcomes Measures: General end-result evaluative measures that track the 
overall effectiveness of the communications program. Outcomes measures 
should align with and/or support the district/organization goals and 
objectives. i.e.: Percentage of employees reporting feeling informed about 
district priorities, parent satisfaction with teacher communication, plurality 
vote on finance referenda, etc. 
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RACE: The desired model for the public relations practice. It includes 
Research, Analyze, Communicate and Evaluate in its overall plan as well as in 
the plans for its program components. Communications are developed in 
response to researched and analyzed needs, attitudes, opinions and 
expectations. Communications are delivered via mechanisms conducive to 
their message and their audiences in a timely and cost efficient manner.  

Communications are systematically evaluated for their effectiveness to 
inform improvement.  

Exemplary public relations programs follow this basic four-step process: 
Research – up front analysis on where the district stands in regard to all 
publics it wishes to reach  
Analyze – using research in developing public relations goals, objectives 
and strategies that go hand-in-hand with the district’s overall mission and 
goals  
Communicate/Implement – carrying out the tactics necessary to meet the 
objectives and goals  
Evaluate – looking back at actions taken to determine their effectiveness 
and what changes are needed in the future 

Relationship Marketing: A strategy designed to foster customer loyalty, 
interaction and long-term engagement. It is designed to develop strong 
connections with customers and stakeholders by providing them with 
information directly suited to their needs and interests and by promoting 
open communication.  

Relationship marketing focuses on working hand-in-hand with prospects and 
customers to co-create a more meaningful, personalized and lasting 
experience.  

Examples of relationship marketing include follow-up surveys with 
customers and stakeholders following an interaction to determine 
satisfaction and opportunities for improvement; maintaining a customer 
relationship management system whereby the organization tracks and builds 
on interactions with customers; and maintaining open channels for customer 
and stakeholder input with timely acknowledgement and response. 

Target Audience: The intended group for which something is performed or 
marketed; the specific group to which advertising or communications is 
directed. For schools, examples include: parents and families; faculty and 
staff; district residents/taxpayers; parents of preschoolers; civic and 
community group leaders; etc. Determining target audiences is a key step in 
an effective marketing/communications plan. 

Touchpoint: Any point of contact between a buyer and a seller, or the 
organization and its customers and community. For school districts, 
touchpoints span a wide spectrum due to the many varied interactions that 
faculty and staff, students, schools, parents and other stakeholders have on 
any given day. Touchpoints include interactions with both existing customers 
as well as potential customers.  

Examples include: building signage; school/district websites; telephone 
greetings and conversations; emails; print materials; building/grounds 
appearance; school entryways; voice mail greetings; social media posts; 
parent-teacher conferences; school events. 

SWOT Analysis: A structured method used to evaluate the strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats involved in a project or an 
organization. It involves specifying the objective of the project or 
organization and identifying the internal and external factors that are 
favorable and unfavorable to achieve that objective. Organizations typically 
use a SWOT analysis as part of their strategic planning process. SWOT is also 
a common tool used during the development of communications and 
marketing plans.  

Use of SWOT helps organizations identify achievable goals and objectives. 
Strengths – characteristics of the project or organization that give it an 
advantage over others 
Weaknesses – internal characteristics that place the project or 
organization at a disadvantage relative to others 
Opportunities – elements in the external environment that the project or 
organization could exploit to its advantage 
Threats – elements in the external environment that could cause trouble 
or pose barriers for the project or organization 
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