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I.   SCHOOL COMMITTEES AND SCHOOL STAKEHOLDERS

COMMUNICATING WITH THE PUBLIC – THE BASICS

WHAT SCHOOL DISTRICTS WANT AND NEED FROM COMMUNICATIONS:

· Balance: 
a fair representation of the issues.

· Context:  
the story presented in proper perspective.
· Fairness: 
an opportunity to air your view and respond to others.
· Access:  
being at the top-of-mind for reporters to call.

· Volume:  
good coverage whenever you can get it. 


Balance, Context, and Fairness are frequently cited problems with reporters. 

HOW TO IMPROVE OUTCOMES WITH THE MEDIA AND CONSTITUENTS
· “Put a Face on the Story.”  

· Provide real life examples of how issues impact people in order to illustrate your story.  (However, do not exploit children or parents by using them as props.)

· Get to know your education reporters, bloggers, and other social media contacts and cultivate your relationships.

· Invite them to meet you and your staff.

· Open access to real experts on your staff.

· Be business-like.
· Avoid blocking access to the people they want to hear from
.

· If they make a mistake or treat you unfairly, be constructive in suggesting how the story was inaccurate, unfair, or out of context. 

· Reach out to specialized reporters for special stories to improve factual accuracy.

· Education Writers for general stories.

· Science Writers for STEM topics.

· Sports Writers to cover your athletic programs.

· Labor Reporters for collective bargaining stories or employee related matters. 

· Know the deadlines for every journalist.

· Have thick skin.  A newspaper is going to end up on the bottom of the bird cage eventually and broadcasts go into cyberspace. 
· Don’t turn a two hour story into a two week media event.
BE HELPFUL, BUT BE CLEAR ABOUT YOUR OPTIONS:

· Background

· Enlightens the reporter about the facts and issues surrounding a story..

· Deep Background

· Same as “background” except that you cannot be identified as the source, nor can facts be reported to give you away.

· Not for Attribution

· Reporter can use the information but not attribute it to you.

· Off the Record

· Not reportable, not attributable to you.

· Make sure you have reporter’s agreement before you start talking “off the record.”

TRY TO HELP THE REPORTER IN ANY WAY YOU CAN

· Suggest ways a reporter can expand their story by guiding him/her to other key issues.  (Remember: it’s always a more complicated story than it appears on the ground.)

· Send out the highest ranking spokesperson you can and, if you can’t give an answer, explain why.

· Avoid “No Comment” in favor of:

· “I can’t answer because I don’t have the facts”

· “I can’t answer because I don’t know.”

· Some appropriate alternative. (“Let me guide you to someone who may have the information you’re looking for.”)
TIP:

· Reporters will call each member of the school committee but won’t tell you they’re doing it, and, eventually, more parts of the story fall into place. They also want to see what the others will say. 
· How easy is it to find your contact numbers?  Does your district web page make it easy or difficult to find you? Don’t risk frustrating parents, reporters or others by hiding your phone number or address. 

· Don’t dodge reporters, and don’t hide.  
A SPECIAL WORD ABOUT BLOGS:

· Many constituents may be bloggers. They are highly unregulated and subject to “common carrier” rules when it comes to libel and slander.  A special challenge for someone who is targeted by a blogger or about whom bloggers have attacked.  Blog comments tend to have a shorter lifespan than formal news reports.  If you respond, you might generate a back and forth debate that continues the criticism directed at you.  Often ignoring the bloggers or the irresponsible critic is the best way to make them stop, especially if the reward they are seeking is attention. 
AND, ALWAYS REMEMBER:

· “There’s another paper, broadcast, or blog coming out tomorrow or next week.”  You may be able to respond from a fresh angle or through another venue that is not linked to someone who is attacking you. 
II.  PLANNING YOUR COMMUNICATIONS STRATEGY

SPECTATOR OF PARTICIPANT?

Many school districts do not have an active communications strategy to build visibility and enhance their credibility in their communities and with their constituents.

A well-crafted strategy can put plans and action steps in place that can:

· Make the positive parts of public education more visible to the community.

· Build support for the public schools.

· Make an override vote easier to win.

· Develop support for school building programs.

· Make your community an attractive place to work.

· Convince residents to select public schools over other options.

One element of a good communications strategy is to promote individuals associated with public schools and portray them in a positive light.

School Committee members are the people who put themselves on the line, before the voters every 2,3 or 4 years. They are the ambassadors for the public schools. They can be among the most important personalities for your communications strategy.

CREATING A PUBLIC RELATIONS FUNCTION WITHIN YOUR DISTRICT

Key steps to developing a public relations function within your community:

1. Make your communications strategy part of your strategic plan.

2. Identify a point person to act as the liaison between your district and the media. Even if you don’t have a master plan, you must respond from time to time to media inquiries. This may be a full time communications representative, a staff member in the central office, or a professional or para-professional point person who is capable of doing the work as an added responsibility.

3. Identify the authorized spokespersons so that you speak with one voice.

4. Inventory your experts so that your office can identify a spokesperson for many of the critical issues of the day: school activities, pedagogy, curriculum issues, MCAS issues, public policy, vouchers, charter schools, school financing, collective bargaining, etc.

5. Identify a “damage control” team headed by someone who is good with damage control or turning around a potentially bad story.

6. Inventory your media outlets.

7. Inventory various public relations tactics that you can deploy.

8. Plan your next three, six, nine, and twelve months.

A SAMPLING OF MEDIA STRATEGIES
Writing Op-Editorials on Key Issues in Public Education:

· Why School Committees are Critical to Success of Public Schools.

· Our Strategic Plan: A Master Plan for Our Community.

· What Our School District Needs.

· We Need A Rebuilding Plan Now!

· FICA vs. Property Taxes: You and Your Grandchildren.

· We’re Looking for a Superintendent: Here’s How You Can Help.

· Why MCAS, Common Core or PARCC are Good (or Not Good) and Why.

· Why Vouchers are a Bad Option.

· There are Charter Schools and there are Charter Schools.

· What Beacon Hill Must Do for Public Education.

· Why the school funding formula is unfair to our community.

· Recognizing our Local Heroes (Faculty and Students)

· (If Appropriate) Collective Bargaining Crisis
· National or Congressional issues in Education or Budget.
Pitching Stories to Local Media:

· Noteworthy Students.

· Faculty With Interesting Backgrounds/Talents/Skills.
· Lesser Appreciated Sports.

· Student Activities that Serve the Community.
· MCAS Scores, Student Improvement, or pitching your spin on adverse results.

· School Focus on a particular school.

· Send lots and lots of photos to local papers. (Photos sell papers and editors know it.)

Press Releases:
· Issuing a release gives you an opportunity to identify the key spokesperson and give your own description or spin on a particular issue.  Newspapers may reproduce the release exactly as presented or base a story on it.

· Developing a “School Talk” Feature in Your Local Weekly

Using Photography:
· Put photos of students and faculty at various places in communities.

· Public Libraries

· Town Hall

· Commuter Line Stations

· Other Appropriate Locations

Local Cable Television

· Develop a locally produced program focusing on students and faculty.

· Appear on local programs.

Special Strategies for Seniors

· Involve Student Volunteers in Senior Programs and Promote It

· Home Volunteer

· Snow Shovelers

· Drivers

· Foster Grandparents/RSVP

· Place Intergenerational Stories and Op-Editorials

· Provide Free Admission for Seniors to School Productions.

· Allow Seniors to use School Facilities Without Charge.

· Co-locate Senior Centers in Schools.

Other Parts of a Good Local Media Strategy

· Get to know your local reporters at the city/town, regional, metropolitan, and alternative press levels. 

· Inventory local talk radio and have callers in strategically planned. 

· Identify pool of parents who can write letters, draft op-eds, or call into talk shows.

Special Projects

· Consider an annual school report that provides to your community your version of how well their education dollars are spent. 

SOCIAL MEDIA FOR THE NEXT GENERATIONS

Many candidates have begun using social media very effectively.  Districts can do the same thing by using media sites and sharing information with the segments of the public who use it.

Some final words:

You can do wonders quickly with a good media strategy. However, it takes a long time to build favorable public perception. Think long term about your relationship with the media. 

Unity, while never required, is always advised after you make difficult or controversial decisions. If your community perceives you stand together, they will respond more confidently and supportively – especially during an override election. 

And, remember, never, ever abuse the local reporters who cover your district. They’re more perceptive than you think, they’re human, and their willing to change their minds as long as they’re not abused!

III.  “Facing the Media” - A Guide to Your Pending Interview

I.  Before Your Interview

Embed in your brain:

“Don’t get into a fight with anyone who buys ink by the barrel”

“Avoid a mud slinging contest with a pig. You both end up a mess, but the pig likes it.”

1. KNOW YOUR MESSAGE.  Remember why this interview is important and know your content and goals for the interview.

2. DO YOUR HOMEWORK. KNOW YOUR STUFF. Make sure you are comfortable with your talking points, background information, issue content, and knotty problems.

3. Make sure this interviewer is credible. Is this a real newspaper, internet or broadcast media reporter with access to a publication, credible site, broadcast outlet, or wire service? How wide an audience will see, hear, or read your comments?

4. Know something about who is going to interview you.  Have you ever interviewed with this person before? Does this person know you or the issues? Does this person have a reputation for fairness or surprises, accuracy or careless with the facts, or careful vs. sloppy work?

5. When you meet with or first speak to the interviewer, address them by name; cite your familiarity with their work if you know it.

6. Know the rules of the interview and how your interview might be used. For example, will you air live? Are there topics that are not to be discussed? Is the interview focused only on one or more specific points? 

7. ALWAYS remain courteous and calm. You are not the interviewer’s boss – so do not try to give orders to the interviewer. You may not like the consequences. 

8. If you are not the appropriate person for an interview, direct the interviewer to another source who is more appropriate. Sometimes, interviewers will seek out inexperienced people who will make mistakes and say things that make for a better story even if it damages the interviewees or their organizations.

9. If you have time, practice the answers you want to give. Take a walk and respond out loud to various questions; anticipate difficult questions; ask colleagues to help work out responses to difficult questions that you will not want to take but must.

10. Remember that the interviewer probably knows a lot less than you do about the subject and will be looking to you to educate not only the audience, but the interviewer. 

II. Interview Ground Rules

“On the Record”  -   Whatever you say is fair game and subject to print or broadcast. You can’t take back something you’ve said on the record.

“Off the Record”  - What you say is not for publication or attribution. Most reporters honor this statement, but they may reject your request to go off the record. If you must say something that cannot be printed or attributed to you,  make it clear that you are going “off the record” after each point. Inform the interviewer you are back on the record.  Your credibility may suffer if you decide to go off the record during any interview.

“Not for Attribution” – You allow the interviewer to use what you say but not to identify you as the source.

“On Background” – You and the interviewer agree that you are not to be cited as the source of information but may attempt to find others who can validate the information. “Highly placed sources’ that you find cited in news reports have provided information  “not for attribution,” “on background” or “on deep background” depending on the detail provided. 

III.  During Your Interview

1. Take advantage of any opportunity to repeat your message and present your issues the way you want to do.

2. Don’t necessarily wait for an opportunity to present your message – lead the discussion in the direction you want it to go.  Use the interviewer’s questions to build a track to your key points.

3. Listen closely to the questions you are asked.

4. Be clear and concise, confident and comfortable.

5. Be particularly careful choosing your words, especially at first. Listeners particularly will pay more attention to the first part of your answer before deciding to continue to pay attention to you.

6. Remember that your audience is not the interviewer but the reader, listener, or viewer. They do not know the issues, terms, lingo, or insider language that you do.

7. Remember that your attitude is just as important as the content of your answer. Remain positive and confident.

8. When you’ve made your point, stop talking. 

9. If you don’t know the answer, say so. DO NOT MAKE SOMETHING UP. Tell the reporter that you will get back to them with the correct information or a person who can provide it. 

10. Because the interviewer may not know what to ask, assist the interviewer by offering helpful information that advances your point of view.

IV. Interview Strategies and Techniques

Watch out for some of the following problems that interviewers can toss at you.

Loaded Questions
An interviewer asks you a loaded question such as “Aren’t you all just afraid of high standards because you can’t meet them?”


Respond with an affirmative rather than acquiescing to the negative. “We welcome high standards – we try to build them into all our collective bargaining agreements. This isn’t about high standards, it’s about treating students fairly.”
Loaded Preface
An interviewer prefaces a question with a longer set of assumptions masquerading as facts.  “Survey after survey has demonstrated that the public wants standardized testing in place. All over the country, people are demanding testing and it is the only way to get people’s attention, and you’re opposing them. What’s your problem?”


Remaining polite but firm, revise the statement to be factual. “Actually, the survey results depend on how people have asked the question, because just the opposite results turn up in may polls. In fact, there are plenty of ways to get people’s attention and we’ve got them now with school district accountability, declarations of underperforming schools, take-overs of districts, and publishing of bad scores in the local press. We don’t think you have to go further than that to get people’s attention.”

Out of Sight Source
A question cites someone who isn’t there or of whom you haven’t heard. “Professor Jones at Metropolitan University says that your policy is a bad one.” 


Don’t defend yourself from someone you can’t see or hear. Respond affirmatively and confidently with your information.

Sneaking Up on You
After some easy questions, a reporter surprises you with a hard or mean one.


Be very cautious if things look too easy. Prosecutors use the same tactic. Always expect a tough question next.

Cheap Shots
A reporter asks, “But you’re a business person, not an educator. How can you speak with credibility on these issues?”


Bring the response back to your experience with the issue. “I speak with parents, students, and teachers every week. I visit classrooms, and I keep up with breaking developments. I also know that my role is to make policy that educators support and implement.”

Bad Facts Questions
Reporters may ask questions based on bad data, often citing reports, laws, or statistics in general without being specific.


Ask where the information came from and say you believe it to be incorrect. You might respond truthfully, “I’m not aware of any information to back up a statement like that.”

Associative Question
An interviewer claims that a group just like yours feels one way or another. You are asked why you don’t agree. 


Differentiate yourself from that group constructively, explain why your organization would feel differently, and admit that your organizations might just have to “agree to disagree’ on this point. 

Personal Opinion
A reporter might ask, “Despite your association’s position against the proposed charter school, what do you think?”


You don’t have a personal opinion when you’re speaking for your group unless you agree with it.

Words in Your Mouth
A reporter might ask, “So you’re saying that there should be no graduation requirements..”


Make clear what YOU are saying. “That’s not what I said. I said we believe we have many valid ones right now and we can develop more, but not using a single high-stakes test.”

Baiting You
More often it would be radio hosts who would bait you with an exacerbating comment. One might ask, “Aren’t you people just the same old local hacks who want to get your friends jobs and don’t care about kids?”


Remain cordial, even play along to some extent.  “Now, ____, you know that isn’t true. We’re the people who face the community, work hard for high standards when we negotiate our union contracts, hold the line on spending, and fight for kids.”

REMEMBER:
You lose control of your words the moment they come out of your mouth.  
V.  Dos and Don’ts

DOs

· Do use your interview to control the flow of information and set your pace.

· Do make yourself comfortable.

· Do ask to have the question repeated if you don’t understand it or need a few more seconds to develop your answer.

· Do ask the interviewer to be more clear if you are in any way confused. 

· Do use the questions to get to your point, even if you have to change the subject.

· Do not say something that will come back to bite you. Remember that your words become part of the permanent record. Years from now, they will be retrievable on a web site or Nexis and can come back to haunt you.

DON’Ts

· Don’t take anything personally.

· Don’t be defensive.

· Don’t offend, insult, or patronize the interviewer. They can pay you back for years. 

· Don’t be argumentative.

· Don’t appear to be uncooperative.

· Do not criticize the reporter’s newspaper, web site, or station. 

· Do not try to grab a microphone when a reporter is holding it.

· Do not make up an answer.

· Do not be careless or economical with the truth.

V. What to Wear 

On radio and when interviewed for the print media, wear whatever you want.

On television, however: 

DO:
Solid colored shirt or blouse. Blue is best. 


Dark suits, blazers, or coats are best.


Leave your glasses on if you use them naturally


Make sure your socks don’t leave your calves exposed on camera.

DON’T:
Distracting stripes on shirts, coats, blouses, pants, etc.


White shirts, coats, or pants.


Reflective or large jewelry (ear rings), chains, or bracelets.


Clothing that distracts from your face (e.g., ruffles)

How to Appear on Television  (Local Cable and Major Outlets)
· Lean toward the interviewer to show interest and attentiveness

· Sit on your coat tails to avoid shoulder bulking.

· Do not slouch.

· Use your hands to make your point.

· Keep your legs together; do not cross at the knees (but you might cross at the ankles)

· ALWAYS assume the camera is on you. Don’t do anything during the interview that you are not prepared to have viewers see.

Added Value Tips

Try working your talking points into every sentence so the comments cannot be edited out. ( For example, end every sentence with, “…and that’s why we oppose the single, high stakes test graduation requirement.”)

You should always see an interviewer as a future interviewer as well. Build a good relationship today for a better one tomorrow. Be nasty to an interviewer and you might end up getting paid back for the rest of your career.

Today’s cub reporter or local cable host is tomorrow’s city editor, anchorperson, columnist, or media giant. They remember the people who helped them on the way up. They never forget the people who weren’t helpful.

You may assist interviewers by referring them to other credible sources. If reporters see you as helpful, they will call you back on other stories even if you didn’t help them on this one.

Talking to Yourself

Many people prepare in their cars or when they walk about by practicing answers to tough questions and polishing their responses. This will help you work out the bumps and prepare an accurate, powerful, and confident response to a complex or difficult question from a reporter or constituent. 

And Finally:

If you’re at the end in a group photo, if it is at all appropriate, put your arm around the shoulder of the person(s) next to you. They can’t crop you out if your hand is in the photo.
� Reporters tell us they would much rather speak with experts than with the PR spokespersons or a less knowledgeable staff person who is assigned to deal with the issue. 
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