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While	a	district’s	fundamental	job	is	to	meet	the	academic	needs	of	its	children,	several	critically	
important	pieces	can	influence	a	district’s	long-term	success:		(1)	whether	the	community	has	
confidence	in	the	schools	and	believes	progress	is	being	made;	(2)	whether	a	district	and/or	
individual	schools	are	able	to	effectively	communicate	their	value	proposition	to	families	and	the	
public	at	large	in	a	way	that	enables	them	to	compete	in	a	fiercely	competitive	marketplace;	and	(3)	
whether	schools	can	effectively	leverage	community	partners	and	parents,	drawing	them	directly	
into	the	individual	academic	plans	of	their	children.	These	things	highlight	the	imperative	of	strong	
communications	and	community	engagement	functions	within	a	district.	
	
In	some	cases,	the	work	of	these	departments	is	deeply	misunderstood.	They	tend	to	be	viewed	as	
“PR”	(public	relations)	departments	whose	main	function	is	to	put	out	press	releases	and	organize	
press	conferences.	While	they	do	those	things,	that	is	a	very	small	piece	of	what	a	modern	
communications	and	outreach	office	does.	Imagine	if	a	company	invested	all	its	time	and	resources	
into	building	great	products	but	there	was	no	infrastructure	to	communicate	the	company	or	its	
products	to	customers.	That	company	would	almost	surely	fail.	And	if	a	company	was	trying	to	
compete	against	other	similar	products	in	the	marketplace,	communications,	branding,	and	
customer	engagement	would	be	triply	important.	An	urban	school	system	as	large	as	Metro	
Nashville	Public	Schools	(MNPS)	must	do	a	better	job	communicating	to	and	with	families,	
educators,	policymakers,	influencers,	and	the	public	at-large.		
	
The	reality	is	that	today,	MNPS’	success	is	deeply	rooted	in	its	ability	to	articulate	a	clear	vision	for	
improvement	that	the	public	understands	and	sees,	help	schools	compete	in	an	increasingly	
crowded	and	competitive	landscape,	and	extend	a	relentless	focus	on	academic	achievement	
beyond	the	four	walls	of	individual	classrooms	to	include	parents	and	community	partners	–	united	
in	the	responsibility	and	capacity	to	help	kids	learn.	While	the	district	communicates,	and	engages	
with	many	–	for	which	they	should	be	commended	–	the	messages	lack	alignment	and	do	not	
appear	strategic.	The	result	is	that	communications	seems	to	become	noise.	
	
It	is	against	this	backdrop	that	the	Communications	and	Community	Engagement	Committee	did	its	
work.		
	
Committee	Charge	and	Scope	of	Work	

Our	charge	was	four-fold:	

• Assess	the	district’s	strategic	communications	plan	to	ensure	that	it	aligns	with	district	
goals	and	priorities	and	includes	strategies	to	improve	the	image	of	the	school	system.	

• Review	current	organizational	structures,	staffing,	and	roles	and	responsibilities	in	the	
communications	office	and	determine	whether	additional	positions	or	resources	are	needed	
to	support	the	implementation	of	the	district’s	communications	plan.	

• Review	communications	and	engagement	functions	that	live	outside	of	the	communications	
office	to	identify	areas	of	alignment	and/or	need.	
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• Evaluate	resource	needs,	including	current	technology,	to	ensure	the	department	has	the	
capacity	to	communicate	as	a	modern	school	system	to	key	partners.	

Our	committee	completed	the	following	as	part	of	our	work:	

• Reviewed	the	existing	strategic	communications	plan.	
• Reviewed	all	public	opinion	research	and	community	feedback	obtained	through	focus	

groups	with	educators,	parents,	and	the	public	over	the	last	two	years.	This	included	
research	conducted	by	MNPS	as	well	as	independent	research	conducted	during	the	
Superintendent	search	process	as	well	as	research	conducted	by	the	Nashville	Area	
Chamber	of	Commerce	and	by	the	Nashville	Public	Education	Fund	(NPEF)	through	Project	
RESET.	

• Reviewed	all	community	feedback	obtained	through	Dr.	Shawn	Joseph’s	administration	
early	outreach	(i.e.	Listen	&	Learns)	

• Conducted	additional	survey	research	to	gain	deeper	insights	from	principals	and	parents.	
• Interviewed	and	solicited	feedback	from	Central	Office	staff	and	principals.	
• Interviewed	and	solicited	feedback	from	community	partners.	
• Benchmarked	MNPS’	approach	to	and	investment	in	communications	and	family	

engagement	against	other	like-sized	or	situated	urban	school	districts.	
• Interviewed	communications	and	engagement	leaders	from	other	districts	about	different	

approaches	to	communications	and	engagement	efforts.	
• Completed	an	audit	of	the	communications	office	staff	structure	and	related	functions,	

including	the	Family	Information	Center,	Office	of	Family	Engagement,	and	government	
relations	staff.	This	included	reviewing	job	descriptions,	reporting	structures,	salary,	and	
budget	schedules,	etc.	

• Reviewed	national	research	re:	effective	family	engagement	and	parent	involvement.		
• Reviewed	news	coverage	of	MNPS	over	the	last	two	years.	
• Reviewed	all	existing	communications	channels,	technology	and	resources	used	to	

communicate	with	families,	stakeholders,	and	the	public.	
	
System	Strengths	

Throughout	our	review	of	the	district’s	communications	efforts	to	date,	we	found	many	bright	spots	
worth	highlighting	that	provide	sound	building	blocks	for	a	more	rigorous	communications	effort:	

• The	new	website	is	a	tremendous	improvement.	While	we	would	like	to	see	it	further	
enhanced	and	its	content	simplified	in	subsequent	updates	(including	eliminating	separate,	
competing	websites),	the	current	site	marks	a	sea	change	from	the	last	version	of	the	site.	
Simplifying,	making	it	more	visual	and	mobile-accessible	is	reflective	of	an	understanding	of	
the	importance	of	and	best	ways	to	communicate	with	the	families	the	district	serves.		

• The	existing	communications	plan,	while	only	in	place	18	months,	has	already	led	to	some	
significant	improvements.	

• Content	of	some	of	MNPS	blogs	is	good	and	helps	to	build	a	stronger,	positive	case	
statement	about	the	schools.		

• We	were	particularly	impressed	with	the	Family	Information	Center.	It	is	a	well-run	
division	with	deeply	dedicated	staff.	Data	reflect	a	relentless	vigilance	to	quickly	respond	to	
constituent	interests	and	moreover,	to	resolve	issues.	
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• Lowering	the	ratio	of	Executive	Lead	Principals	in	schools	and	ensuring	they	are	
responsible	only	for	supporting	schools	seems	as	though	it	will	go	a	long	way	toward	
streamlining	communication	and	helping	the	district	be	more	strategic	with	partner	
engagement.	

• There	are	many	resources	dedicated	to	family	engagement	and	some	innovative	work	in	
place	that	could	be	strong	building	blocks	to	helping	schools	create	a	more	welcoming	
environment	for	families	and	the	community.		

• There	are	many	community	partners	committed	and	willing	to	help	MNPS	address	its	needs	
–	perhaps	more	so	than	is	the	norm	in	other	districts.	

• The	MNPS	staff	members	we	encountered	are	hardworking	and	passionate	about	serving	
children	and	families	at	a	higher	level	than	in	the	past.	

	
System	Challenges	

• Whether	we	were	talking	to	parents,	educators,	Central	Office	staff,	or	partners,	etc.,	we	
found	an	overarching	lack	of	clarity	around	the	direction	of	the	district,	measures	of	
success,	and	quality,	etc.	Sometimes	that	is	born	out	of	a	lack	of	clarity	around	priorities.	
Other	times,	that	comes	from	a	sense	that	the	priorities	often	change.	Still	other	times,	it	
comes	from	a	sense	there	are	so	many	priorities	that	it’s	hard	to	know	what	the	“North	Star”	
is.	This	lack	of	clarity	has	created	a	cultural	breakdown	that	leads	to	confusion,	lack	of	
consistency/unity,	and	the	build-up	of	silos	within	the	organization	and	even	within	
departments.	Communications	by	itself	can’t	create	the	“North	Star”	for	the	district,	but	as	
the	administration	works	to	define	its	vision	through	its	strategic	planning	process,	it	is	
imperative	that	communications	be	firmly	at	the	table	insuring	it	is	digestible,	measurable,	
transparent,	and	understandable	to	the	public.	This	is	a	critical	and	urgent	need	without	
which	little	else	will	be	successful.	

• While	communications	are	often	blamed	for	negative	impressions	about	the	school	system	
publicly,	it	is	also	clear	that	there	are	deep,	systemic	cultural	challenges	that	must	be	
addressed	for	communications	efforts	to	be	successful.	Concerns,	about	a	culture	that	lacks	
customer	service,	are	pervasive	in	the	district.	That	must	be	addressed	–	not	only	within	
different	divisions	of	the	Central	Office	but	also	in	the	creation	of	more	welcoming	schools.	

• Much	of	the	communications	of	the	district	is	reactive.	There	is	not	nearly	enough	focus	on	
delivering	a	proactive	vision	of	the	district’s	direction	or	successes/good	news.	More	
generally,	the	amount	of	public	attention	going	to	issues	of	School	Board	functionality	and	
Board	politics	often	seems	to	eclipse	larger,	district	communications.	

• Good	news	about	schools	or	the	district	is	hard	to	find	(buried	on	blogs	that	may	not	be	
widely	seen	or	regularly	accessed).	In	addition,	there	doesn’t	seem	to	be	a	larger	strategy	
around	leveraging	“ambassadors”	of	the	district	(i.e.	students,	parents,	and	partners)	in	a	
methodical	way.	Indianapolis	Public	Schools	have	done	some	interesting	things	in	this	
regard	that	are	worth	further	review	by	the	district.	

• There	is	no	clear	marketing	strategy	or	frankly,	meaningful	resources	or	expertise	to	create	
or	deliver	on	it.	If	there	is	a	genuine	interest	in	making	MNPS	a	stronger	choice	for	families	
and	the	brand	identity	of	the	district	significantly	improved,	it	is	imperative	not	only	that	
more	staff	time	and	resources	are	dedicated	to	this	and	more	importantly,	that	staff	and	
resource	decisions	be	driven	by	a	sound,	professional	marketing	plan.	We	worry	that	in	the	
absence	of	expert	help,	the	small	amount	of	money	the	district	spends	on	marketing	will	be	
squandered	and	in	general,	we	are	concerned	about	the	lack	of	funds	dedicated	to	this	
purpose.		
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• The	direction	of	the	Communications	Office	is	very	much	in	flux,	with	confusion	about	roles	
and	responsibilities	as	well	as	expectations.	Staff	and	divisions	lack	individual	strategic	
plans	and	Key	Performance	Indicators	(KPIs).		

• More	broadly,	there	seems	to	be	larger	organizational	confusion	related	to	the	purpose	of	
the	Communications	Office.	Districts	are	increasingly	evolving	how	they	view	the	role	of	
communications.	What	was	once	seen	as	a	more	rote	media	relations/PR	function	is	
increasingly	seen	as	the	home	base	for	communicating	a	district’s	vision,	advancing	
organizational	culture,	and	coordinating	engagement	across	the	system.	MNPS	has	not	fully	
evolved	in	this	regard.	

• Director	of	Schools	Dr.	Shawn	Joseph	has	made	community,	stakeholder	engagement	a	
hallmark	of	his	early	efforts;	but	the	district	lacks	clear	structures	to	support	ongoing	
engagement	and	solicitation	of	feedback	with	key	groups	(i.e.	families,	teachers/staff,	
community	partners,	policymakers/elected	officials).	

• There	is	considerable	tension	between	what	should	be	communicated	centrally	vs.	what	
individual	schools	should	be	able	to	determine	how	to	communicate/handle.	The	move	to	
centrally	controlling	websites	and	marketing	materials	has	been	met	with	frustration	at	the	
school	level.	

• While	Dr.	Joseph	has	been	very	clear	about	the	importance	he	places	on	communications,	
customer	service,	and	community/family	engagement	–	those	values	are	not	reflected	in	the	
way	the	district	evaluates	principals	and/or	schools.	

• Despite	a	great	deal	of	attention	around	the	need	for	family	engagement,	there	does	not	
appear	to	be	a	consistently-held	belief	that	parent	engagement	is	an	essential	part	of	
improving	student	academic	achievement.	There	is	also	no	consistent	definition	of	what	
good	family	engagement	is	or	how	one	would	measure	or	manage	to	it.	In	addition,	much	of	
the	district’s	investment	to	date	in	family	engagement	has	focused	on	optional	training	for	
staff	and	very	little	on	providing	tools	for	families	to	engage	as	partners	in	their	children’s	
educational	pursuits.		

• While	the	Family	Information	Center	is	generally	well	deserving	of	commendation,	it	is	also	
clear	that	their	ability	to	be	maximally	effective	is	dependent	on	other	Central	Office	
departments	being	responsive.	Yet,	there	appears	to	be	no	accountability	for	responding	in	
a	timely	or	satisfactory	way.	For	example,	there	is	no	unified	tracking	system	to	manage	all	
constituent	issues	with	guaranteed	response	times,	etc.	In	addition,	some	constituent	issues	
seem	to	be	handled	totally	outside	the	FIC	process	(i.e.	Board-level	constituent	issues).	

• The	district	does	not	have	a	sufficient	means	of	measuring	family,	employee,	or	public	
satisfaction	year-over-year.	

• There	are	many	community	partners	willing	and	able	to	support	needs	of	schools	(other	
city	agencies,	nonprofits,	business	partners,	etc.)	but	sometimes	matching	partners	to	needs	
is	challenging	for	both	sides.	This	can	lead	to	some	needs	not	being	addressed,	an	
unnecessary	duplication	of	services,	and	dissatisfaction	on	the	part	of	the	school	and/or	the	
community	partner.	

• School	leaders,	in	general,	struggle	to	appropriately	staff	meaningful,	ongoing,	school-based	
engagement	efforts,	with	many	highlighting	the	need	for	dedicated	staff	to	support	this	
work	(it’s	usually	handled	voluntarily	by	someone	already	on	staff	and	is	therefore,	not	a	
priority	function	in	many	schools).	

• Compared	to	other	urban	school	districts,	MNPS	is	not	consistently	using	more	modern	
tools	for	communicating	(i.e.	video/multi-media	capacity,	text-message	delivery	options,	
etc.).		
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• The	Communications	Office	is	under-resourced	both	for	the	job	it	is	intended	to	do	and	in	
comparison	to	other	districts	that	have	prioritized	stronger	communications	and	
engagement.	

	
	
Priority	Areas	and	Recommendations	

We	are	recommending	four	focus	areas	to	guide	immediate	and	medium-term	improvement	efforts:	

1. Articulate	clear	vision	and	put	in	place	a	framework	for	consistently,	transparently	
communicating	it.		

2. Build	a	stronger	internal	culture	that	is	customer-centered.	
3. Re-imagine	parent/family	engagement	and	better	leverage	and	coordinate	community	

partners.	
4. Strengthen	organizational	structure	for	communications	and	engagement.	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
MNPS	suffers	from	two	driving	challenges:	an	internal	and	external	lack	of	clarity	around	its	
strategy	or	vision	of	success,	and	lack	of	a	strong	internal	culture	committed	to	customer	service.	
For	a	strong	culture	to	take	root	in	an	organization,	employees,	stakeholders,	and	the	community	at	
large	must	first,	clearly	understand	what	the	priorities	and	measures	of	success	are.	From	there,	it’s	
possible	to	build	an	internal	culture	that	marshals	every	facet	of	the	organization	in	the	drive	
toward	excellence	and	realization	of	those	goals.	Trying	to	build	a	culture	in	the	absence	of	clarity	
of	direction	and	vision	is	next	to	impossible.		
	
Communications	and	engagement	play	a	central	role	in	building	that	long-term	vision	and	in	
sustaining	it	in	people’s	minds.	To	get	there,	MNPS	must:		a)	create	better	tools	designed	to	
consistently	communicate	that	“big	picture	vision”	and	continuously	bring	focus	back	to	a	finite	set	
of	priorities,	b)	strengthen	efforts	to	spotlight	“success	stories”	and	better	articulate	what	is	
happening	day-in	and	day-out	in	classrooms	and	schools	across	the	district,	and	c)	create	structures	
to	ensure	communication	with	and	feedback	from	key	stakeholders	is	more	systematic.	Good	
communications	have	a	rhythm.	It	does	not	happen	once	or	twice	but	rather	is	replicated	over	and	
over	across	events,	announcements,	speeches,	and	initiatives.	Communications	must	not	be	treated	
as	the	promotional	arm	of	an	organization,	but	embedded	deeply	into	the	decision	making	of	the	
district	so	that	every	action	is	understood	by	the	public	and	stakeholders,	and	seen	as	connected.	
That	requires	a	highly	functional	Communications	&	Engagement	Office	and	a	suite	of	modern	tools	
for	carrying	information	to	the	public	and	key	audiences.	
	
	 	

Priority	Area	1:	Communication	of	Vision	
	
Articulate	a	clear	vision	and	put	in	place	a	framework	for	consistently,	
transparently	communicating	it.	
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Short-Term	Recommendations	
1. Put	in	place	a	consistent,	well-publicized	way	for	securing	public	input	into	the	district’s	

strategic	plan,	using	community	partners	to	help	rally	community	voices	where	appropriate	as	
sometimes,	that	additional	level	of	independence	from	the	district	can	bring	about	greater	
participation	and/or	candor.	Coming	out	of	the	strategic	planning	process,	create	and	publicly	
promote	a	branded	digital	scorecard	to	track	district	goals	outlined	in	the	strategic	plan.	
Intentionally	tie	more	routine	announcements	about	new	initiatives	or	successes	to	the	
scorecard	metrics	and	strategic	plan	goals	(as	a	means	of	constantly	reminding	people	of	the	
district’s	priorities	and	showing	progress	in	meeting	them).	

2. Create	and	execute	an	editorial	plan	that	regularly	showcases	district	and	school	activities	and	
accomplishments	and	authentic	stories	of	educators,	students,	and	community	members	using	
mainstream	media,	social	media,	video,	and	website.	This	will	necessitate	a	change	in	the	staff	
structure	of	the	department.	In	addition,	the	district	needs	to	more	proactively	engage	media	
around	positive	news	opportunities.	Two	districts	doing	particularly	interesting	work	in	this	
area	include	the	Indianapolis,	Indiana	and	St.	Paul,	Minnesota	public	school	systems.		We	would	
call	attention	to	St.	Paul’s	“I	am	St.	Paul	Public	Schools”	campaign	which	seeks	to	showcase	
teacher	and	student	voices	more	systemically.	Houston	Independent	School	district	(ISD)	also	
has	done	a	similar	campaign.			

3. Streamline	good	news	blogs	and	proactively	send	a	weekly	digest	to	a	“Friends	of	Public	
Schools”	list	to	ensure	key	influencers	are	seeing	what	is	on	elective	social	media	channels.	The	
district	should	look	at	what	The	Nashville	Business	Journal	does	as	a	potential	model.	Create	an	
Ambassadors	effort	to	better	leverage	high-profile	third	party	voices	on	major	issues	(i.e.	guest	
columns/op	eds,	etc.).	This	should	include	faith	leaders,	community	leaders,	business	leaders,	
etc.	who	are	close	partners	with	the	district	and/or	the	Administration.	

4. Strengthen	proactive	communications	with	the	city	and	state.	This	should	include	establishing	
bi-annual	legislative	briefings	for	members	of	the	Davidson	County	legislative	delegation,	
hosting	quarterly	breakfasts	with	Metro	Council	leadership,	and	having	the	director	of	schools	
participate	in	the	monthly	department	head	meetings	hosted	by	the	Mayor.	This	will	help	better	
synchronize	the	work	of	the	school	system	(the	largest	recipient	of	taxpayer	funding)	with	the	
work	of	the	city	and	the	mayor.	

	
Long-Term	Recommendations	
1. Produce	an	annual	report	to	the	community	that	candidly	and	transparently	outlines	

achievements,	areas	of	focus,	challenges,	and	progress	toward	the	larger	vision	and	strategy.	In	
tandem	with	the	release	of	the	annual	report,	consider	making	an	annual	State	of	the	Schools	
address.	Communicate	in	greater	depth	the	details	of	the	annual	report	and	“State	of	the	
Schools”	to	key	stakeholders	(i.e.	educators,	parents,	students)	and	partners	so	there	is	clearer	
communication	and	direction	coming	from	the	district	about	where	there	are	needs	for	
stronger	partnership	and	community	assistance	and/or	expectations	for	faculty	and	staff.	
Following	the	annual	report	format,	quarterly	public	updates	might	be	considered.	This	would	
enable	the	district	to	drive	its	message	and	maintain	a	highly	transparent,	regularly	
communicated	“progress	report”	that	would	be	front	and	center	in	the	public’s	minds.	One	
model	the	district	should	explore	in	this	context	is	Houston	ISD’s	annual	State	of	the	Schools	
address,	annual	report,	and	related	activities:	http://www.houstonisd.org/stateoftheschools.	

2. Retain	outside	help	to	develop	a	robust	marketing	strategy	and	staff/resource	it	effectively.	
Both	the	marketing	budget	and	the	staff	resources	dedicated	to	it	are	insufficient	based	on	our	
review	of	other	districts’	efforts.	We	would	caution	against	low-level	staff	hires	when	there	is	
not	an	effective	marketing	strategy	which	they	can	implement.	

http://www.houstonisd.org/stateoftheschools
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3. Better	measure	satisfaction	and	perceptions	of	schools	and	the	district.	This	should	include	
administering	annual	parent,	staff,	and	student	surveys.	Parents	should	be	asked	how	they	feel	
about	their	child’s	school,	communication	from	teachers,	and	welcoming	culture	of	the	school	as	
well	as	about	perceptions	about	the	district.	Employees	should	be	asked	to	rate	the	efficacy	of	
central	services,	job	satisfaction,	impediments	to	success,	and	measures	to	assess	building	
culture.	The	results	should	be	transparently	reported.	Separately,	the	district	should	administer	
an	annual	community	public	opinion	survey	to	gauge	public	perceptions	of	the	school,	identify	
gaps	in	public	awareness,	and	measure	how	attitudes	are	changing	in	the	public	views	of	the	
schools.	We	strongly	urge	the	district	to	use	an	independent,	outside	research	firm	and/or	
leverage	community	partners	to	lead	this	work	so	that	it	has	an	added	air	of	credibility	and	
efficacy.	

4. Strengthen	the	ongoing	feedback	loop	with	parents	and	teachers.	Consider	hosting	regular	
telephone	Town	Halls	with	parents	and	virtual	faculty	meetings	with	teachers.	We	would	
suggest	these	should	occur	at	least	quarterly.	Similarly,	consider	some	additional,	
complementary	efforts	such	as	partnering	with	a	local	media	outlet	to	host	regular	“ask	the	
Director”	call-in	programs.	Mayors	and	others	have	used	this	format	to	give	the	public	
consistent	ways	to	get	questions	answered	and	maintain	the	highly	accessible	reputation	that	
has	been	so	positive	in	these	first	few	months.	In	addition,	a	Parent	Partner	Leadership	
Network	should	be	formed	that	can	serve	as	a	distribution	and	information	sharing	network	
with	parent	leaders	in	each	school.	Build	specific	educator	and	principal	advisory	groups	into	
the	planning	process	around	major	district	initiatives	to	guarantee	front-line	educator	voices	
are	consistently	at	the	table.	

	
	
	
	
	
	
A	strong	vision	without	deep	and	systemic	improvements	to	the	culture	of	the	district	may	limit	Dr.	
Joseph’s	ability	to	meet	and	exceed	academic	expectations.	When	executing	that	vision	faces	
bureaucratic	resistance	or	the	organization	does	not	share	the	same	sense	of	urgency	for	action	or	
imperative	for	service,	the	vision	may	not	take	hold	systemically.		
	
Short-Term	Recommendations	
1. Communicate	clear,	specific	customer	service	values	and	expectations	for	all	divisions	and	

schools.	This	should	include	target	turnaround	times	for	constituent	inquiries,	etc.	The	
electronic	tracking	system	managed	by	the	Family	Information	Center	should	be	upgraded	to	
provide	real-time	information	so	that	management	can	see	where	there	are	“hot	spots,”	
repeated	complaints	or	issues,	and	division	or	school	response	times,	etc.	The	district	should	
consult	with	Metro’s	Government’s	Information	Technology	(IT)	Department	on	this	as	Metro	
IT	has	some	experience	in	this	area	and	are	in	the	process	of	a	further	upgrade	to	their	system	
along	these	same	lines.	There	are	other	tools	districts	are	utilizing	in	a	similar	fashion.	One	
example	suggested	by	some	of	the	districts	with	which	we	spoke	was	Let’s	Talk.		

2. Take	immediate	steps	to	train	front-office	school	staff	on	customer	service	and	to	evaluate	(and	
where	necessary,	overhaul)	front	offices	to	make	them	more	welcoming	of	parents	and	
community	partners.	Supplement	these	efforts	with	stronger	promotion	of	the	customer	service	
hotline,	Family	Information	Center,	and	enrollment	centers,	etc.		

Priority	Area	2:	Customer	Service	Culture	
	
Build	a	stronger	internal	culture	that	is	customer-centered.	

http://www.k12insight.com/lets-talk/
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3. Consider	augmenting	the	work	with	the	Arbinger	Institute	and	Gallup	by	designating	someone	
as	a	senior-level	“culture	czar”	in	the	district1.	If	culture	is	going	to	be	a	major	component	of	the	
Joseph	Administration,	someone	must	be	accountable	for	making	sure	it	is	fully	embedded	in	
every	aspect	of	the	organization.	In	addition,	we	urge	the	creation	of	robust,	ongoing	customer	
service	training	and	culture	protocols.	The	district	should	seek	help	from	organizations	like	
Southwest	Airlines	or	Nordstrom’s	–	known	worldwide	for	their	highly	ingrained	positive	
customer	service	cultures.	It	is	essential	that	the	customer-service	culture	is	deeply	embedded	
into	all	aspects	of	the	organization,	including	employee	onboarding	(both	for	the	district	and	
individual	schools),	principal	training,	professional	development,	principal	evaluations,	Central	
Office	staff	work,	school	visits,	and	evaluations,	etc.		
Culture	is	not	a	one	and	done	thing.	It	becomes	the	lifeblood	of	an	organization	–	a	key	
component	to	what	employees	you	recruit,	how	you	measure	employees’	effectiveness,	how	
you	judge	success	of	buildings	or	departments,	etc.	Getting	help	driving	the	new	culture	deeply	
into	the	organization	is	money	well	spent	and	will	enable	taxpayer	investments	in	the	public	
schools	to	go	further	in	truly	serving	kids	and	families.	Two	critical	notes:		(1)	It	is	imperative	
that	there	is	buy-in	from	staff	at	all	levels	as	well	as	stakeholders	in	the	development	of	these	
protocols.	Staff	should	be	part	of	and	comprise	a	group	working	with	outside	entities	so	that	
when	protocols/training	are	developed,	they	are	not	just	coming	from	the	Director,	but	rather	
coming	from	a	working	group	made	up	of	the	staff	that	will	need	to	follow	them.	(2)	Customer	
service	expectations	should	be	part	of	every	job	description,	school	improvement	plan,	and	
departmental	mission	statement.	If	stronger	customer	and	family	service	is	the	ethos	of	the	
district	it	must	be	deeply	embedded	into	not	just	training/onboarding	of	new	staff,	but	also	in	
the	evaluation	of	staff,	schools,	and	departments	on	a	day-in/day-out	basis.	

4. Take	additional	steps	to	promote	the	positive	culture	early	and	often.	Use	the	new	weekly	
employee	newsletter	and	Principal’s	Digest	to	continually	promote	the	culture	and	expectations	
as	well	as	to	celebrate	employee	successes.	(One	note	–	the	district	should	investigate	sending	
the	weekly	employee	newsletter	electronically	to	save	money	and	deliver	the	information	in	a	
timely	fashion.	A	limited	print	run	could	be	done	to	cover	staff	who	does	not	have	ready	access	
to	an	online	or	email	version.).	Work	with	the	Human	Resources	(HR)	Division	to	celebrate	and	
promote	the	work	of	employees	(i.e.	Employee	of	the	Month	Service	Employee	of	the	Year,	
Principal	of	the	Year)	as	a	means	of	growing	and	rewarding	the	culture	shift.	Of	note,	the	district	
should	learn	more	about	San	Francisco	Public	Schools’	RAVE	Program.	The	RAVE	program	
allows	anyone	inside	or	outside	the	district	to	nominate	people	at	any	level	of	the	district	for	
above-and-beyond	customer	service.	Employees	are	recognized	every	month	at	Board	of	
Education	meetings	and	highlighted	on	the	website	and	through	other	employee	publications	
and	outreach	efforts.	
	

Long-Term	Recommendations	
1. Conduct	a	‘culture	asset	mapping’	of	all	schools	to	provide	school	leaders	with	candid,	

independent	feedback	that	will	help	them	strengthen	the	culture	of	buildings,	better	engage	
families	and	community	partners,	and	grow	faculty	and	student	satisfaction.	If	we	are	saying	
culture	is	important,	we	must	start	with	a	clear	measure	of	culture	in	buildings	–	whether	the	
building	is	welcoming	of	families	and	community	partners	and	is	a	place	our	best	teachers	want	

																																																								
1	This	is	not	necessarily	saying	this	is	a	new	hire	or	a	new,	full-time	position.	It	may	well	be	possible	to	
repurpose	an	existing	position	or	combine	these	responsibilities	with	some	other	responsibilities.	What	we	
are	saying,	however,	is	that	someone	needs	to	be	100%	responsible	for	driving	and	managing	to	the	culture	of	
the	organization.	If	that	responsibility	is	too	diffuse	or	shared	by	too	many,	we	fear	everyone	will	see	it	as	
someone	else’s	job.	
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to	be.	A	model	for	this	was	created	three	years	ago,	but	was	never	fully	executed.	That	can	serve	
as	a	base	but	ultimately,	this	assessment	should	give	school	leaders	candid,	independent	
feedback	that	will	help	them	strengthen	the	culture	of	buildings,	better	engage	families	and	
community	partners,	and	grow	faculty	and	student	satisfaction.	This	culture	asset	mapping	
should	evaluate	things	such	as:	how	welcoming	the	school’s	front	office	is,	how	easy	it	is	for	
parents	or	others	to	access	information	about	the	school,	the	experience	of	volunteers	and	
partners	in	the	school,	how	active	parents	and	community	partners	are	in	the	school,	what	tools	
and	technologies	are	used	to	engage	parents	and	the	community,	and	how	faculty	feels	about	
their	involvement	and	engagement	in	the	school,	etc.	Growth	in	building	culture	should	be	more	
intentionally	incorporated	into	principal	evaluation	and	school	performance	measures.		
We	are	heartened	that	the	district	has	designated	a	full-time	person	to	work	with	schools	to	
improve	the	customer-facing	culture/communications	abilities	of	schools.	This	staff	member’s	
planned	effort	to	work	with	school	secretaries	around	some	of	these	issues	is	a	positive	step	
forward.	That	said,	one	person	may	not	prove	sufficient	to	meaningfully	execute	this	larger	
customer-focused	culture-building	in	169	schools.	The	district	may	want	to	consider	
augmenting	that	effort	by	mobilizing	expertise	from	the	private	sector	to	help	conduct	these	
culture	assessments.	Strengths,	Weaknesses,	Opportunities,	and	Threats’	(SWOT)	teams	that	pull	
in	professional	help	from	local	hospitality,	customer	service,	and	communications	experts	could	
lend	vital	capacity	and	infuse	new,	“third	way”	thinking	and	ideas	as	well	as	provide	some	
independent	credibility	to	the	process.	

2. Review	the	district’s	policies	regarding	faculty	access	and	use	of	technology,	Internet	and	social	
media.	This	has	been	raised	repeatedly	as	an	impediment	to	better	customer	relations,	family	
and	community	engagement	and	internal/employee	communications.	Teachers	spoke	about	
not	being	able	to	access	their	MNPS	email	on	their	phones	due	to	district	rules,	etc.	Others	
complain	that,	while	the	methods	parents	most	want	to	communicate	via	are	things	like	
Facebook,	the	rules	prevent	access	to	websites	like	that	from	within	school	buildings.	These	
problems	get	in	the	way	of	stronger,	customer-focused	communications.	

3. Conduct	an	expansive	audit	of	existing	parent	communications	around	critical	areas	to	
determine	if	they	exist	and/or	if	they	need	updating/improving	so	they	are	more	family-
friendly.	Some	target	areas	include:	communications	to	Special	Education	parents,	regarding	
English	Language	services,	about	school	choice,	and	about	registering/transferring	students,	
etc.	A	key	to	conducting	this	type	of	audit	is	to	secure	detailed,	specific	feedback	from	parents	
about	what	exists	today	(i.e.	professionally-run	parent	focus	groups),	what	is	not	clear,	what	is	
missing,	and	what	is	hard	to	find	online,	etc.		
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Per	national	experts	Anne	Henderson	and	Karen	Mapp,	more	than	40	years	of	research	shows	that	
“involving	families	and	the	community	contributes	to	children’s	academic	and	social	success.	When	
schools,	families	and	community	groups	work	together	to	support	learning,	children	tend	to	do	
better	in	school,	stay	in	school	longer,	and	like	school	more.”2	There	is	further	research	that	
indicates	that	students	in	neighborhoods	with	high	concentrations	of	poverty	could	see	immediate	
achievement	score	gains	with	ongoing	parent	involvement	–	even	starting	as	late	as	high	school.3	
And	indeed,	our	research	with	parents	in	Nashville	indicates	a	desire	to	be	engaged	differently	–	as	
partners.	Yet,	family	engagement	efforts	are	disconnected	from	the	larger	academic	goals	of	the	
district.	They	are	optional	or	elective	by	many,	and	little	is	in	place	to	help	parents	become	stronger	
advocates	for	their	children	(much	of	our	efforts	are	geared	toward	staff).	From	what	we	saw,	there	
is	frequent	talk	about	the	importance	of	family	engagement;	but	we	saw	little	in	terms	of	holding	
anyone	accountable	to	that	talk	and	disjointed	and	under-resourced	implementation	from	school	to	
school.	Likewise,	we	were	heartened	to	see	so	many	community	partners	ready	and	willing	to	assist	
schools,	but	there	was	a	pervasive	sentiment	–from	both	principals	and	partners	–	that	there	
needed	to	be	a	more	methodical	means	of	identifying	school	needs	and	matching	partners	
accordingly.	We’ve	seen	the	power	of	these	intentional	matching	efforts	in	our	high	school	
academies.	Where	that	happens,	the	school	and	the	students	get	more	out	of	it	and	so	does	the	
partner.	As	we	look	ahead	to	communicating	a	stronger	narrative	about	our	schools,	re-imagining	
the	role	of	families,	and	strengthening	our	engagement	of	them	alongside	better	communicating	
with,	leveraging,	and	coordinating	with	community	partners	could	play	vital	roles	in	accelerating	
the	district’s	success.	
	
Short-Term	Recommendations	
1. Resolve	Infinite	Campus	implementation	issues.	Parents,	teachers,	and	principals	alike	are	

deeply	frustrated	with	Infinite	Campus.	It	is	imperative	that	parents	have	an	easy	way	to	
monitor	student	grades	and	access	information.	An	effective	tool	will	be	mobile-friendly	with	a	
simple,	intuitive	interface.	It	is	imperative	that	solutions	be	tested	in	parent	and	educator	focus	
groups	and	that	proper	training	and	roll-out	be	in	place.	Determine	quickly	if	the	problems	with	
Infinite	Campus	can	be	remedied;	if	they	cannot,	the	district	must	quickly	look	for	viable	
alternatives	or	make	additional	tools	available	to	schools.	

2. Explore	bringing	in	outside	expertise	(e.g.,	Karen	Mapp	of	Harvard	University	and	former	
deputy	superintendent	for	family	engagement	in	Boston	Public	Schools)	to	design	a	more	
family-focused	engagement	program,	including	resources	and	tools	for	parents.	The	idea	here	is	
for	family	engagement	efforts	of	the	district	not	to	be	centered	only	on	faculty	training,	but	
tangible	means	of	growing	parent/family	involvement.	

3. Consolidate	various	positions/offices	within	the	Central	Office	that	coordinate	partnerships	to	
create	one	position	dedicated	to	overseeing	the	process	districtwide	for	needs	assessment	and	

																																																								
2	Henderson,	A.,	&	Mapp,	K.	(2002).	A	new	wave	of	evidence:	The	impact	of	school,	family,	and	community	
connections	on	student	achievement.	Austin,	TX:	Southwest	Educational	Development	Laboratory.	
3	Epstein,	J.	(2005).	Developing	and	sustaining	research-based	programs	of	school,	family,	and	community	
partnerships.	Retrieved	from:	http://www.csos.jhu.edu/p2000/pdf/research%20summary.pdf 

Priority	Area	3:	Parent/Family	Engagement	
	
Reimagine	parent/family	engagement,	and	better	leverage	and	coordinate	
community	partners.	
	



 

 11	

partner	engagement.	Hold	trainings	with	school	staff	on	how	to	effectively	manage	and	utilize	
partners.		

4. Initiate	monthly	partner	coordination	meetings	with	key	groups	to	forge	stronger	relationships	
with	the	many	district	nonprofit	partners	and	better	align	their	work	with	the	district’s	
strategic	plan.	Key	groups	include,	the	PENCIL	Foundation,	Alignment	Nashville,	the	Nashville	
Public	Education	Foundation,	and	the	Chamber	of	Commerce,	etc.	Designate	someone	within	
the	Chief	of	Staff’s	Office	whose	job	it	is	to	maintain	day-to-day	coordination	with	the	district’s	
major	partners.		
	

Long-Term	Recommendations	

1. Clearly	communicate	district	expectations	re:	family	and	community	engagement,	
communications,	and	school	culture.	This	includes	–	in	word	and	deed	–	the	district’s	
being	clearer	in	valuing	family	engagement	as	a	critical	part	of	improving	student	
academic	achievement.		
	
Every	school	should	have	a	clear,	specific	family	and	community	engagement	plan.	This	
should	flow,	in	part,	from	the	culture	asset	mapping	outlined	above	and	align	directly	to	
the	school’s	School	Improvement	Plan.	Performance	against	this	plan	should	be	part	of	
a	principal’s	evaluation.	The	research	department	should	also	look	at	additional	ways	to	
measure	for	authentic	family	engagement	within	the	context	of	the	Academic	
Performance	Framework	or	any	other	school	performance	management	system.		
	
As	these	changes	are	made,	the	structure	and	staffing	of	the	Family	Engagement	Office	
should	be	re-evaluated.	Rather	than	having	it	function	in	isolation	from	other	key	facets	
of	the	district,	you	should	consider	creating	an	Office	of	Communications,	Outreach	&	
Engagement	where	all	these	services	are	streamlined.	If	the	administration	elects	not	to	
do	that,	you	might	consider	moving	Family	Engagement	within	the	Office	of	School	
Performance	as	it	is	a	direct	lever	in	raising	the	overall	success	of	individual	schools.		
	
Working	hand	in	hand	with	this	point,	the	district	needs	to	create	better	tools	that	
provide	information	parents	need	to	understand	the	educational	process	and	
support/advocate	for	their	children.		Creating	these	kinds	of	tools	and	addressing	
staffing	needs	in	schools	to	bolster	engagement	seem	to	be	a	more	effective	strategy	
than	things	like	Parent	University	that	only	reach	a	few	hundred	parents.	Three	
examples	of	the	kinds	of	resources	being	developed	and	used	by	other	districts	include:	
− Parent	Curriculum	Guide	–	so	that	parents	can	understand	in	plain	language,	what	to	

expect	their	child	to	learn	in	each	grade.	(SAMPLE:	
http://dcps.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/dcps/publication/attachments/5th
%20Grade%20Guide%202016-2017.pdf).	We	urge	the	district	to	leverage	
public/private	partnerships	to	help	develop	these	resources.	The	risk	with	materials	
of	this	nature	is	that	they	are	often	not	presented	in	a	way	that	is	approachable	for	
the	parents	and	families	we	serve.	Partnering	with	organizations	like	Conexion	
Americas	who	has	a	track	record	in	this	area	can	be	invaluable.	

− Parent/student/teacher	agreements	–	when	these	are	clear	and	specific	and	align	to	
MNPS	goals	they	could	be	powerful.	We	would	urge	the	district	to	explore	ways	to	

http://dcps.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/dcps/publication/attachments/5th Grade Guide 2016-2017.pdf)
http://dcps.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/dcps/publication/attachments/5th Grade Guide 2016-2017.pdf)
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use	technology	to	personalize	them	by	student.	For	example,	if	the	district’s	goal	is	
to	have	all	students	reading	proficiently	at	or	above	grade	level	by	the	end	of	the	3rd	
grade,	where	is	a	given	student	in	meeting	that	goal?	What	efforts	can	the	school,	the	
family	and	the	student	pursue	to	reach	that	goal?	We	recognize	this	would	be	a	large	
undertaking,	but	perhaps	we	could	pilot	an	effort	of	this	nature	in	a	cluster	as	a	
starting	point.	

− Academic	Parent-Teacher	Team	(APTT)	or	similar	effort	--	This	model,	developed	by	
Marla	Paredes,	Director	of	Community	Education	at	Creighton	School	district	in	
Arizona,	has	been	recognized	as	a	highly	effective	way	of	engaging	parents,	
particularly	low-income	parents,	in	the	academic	success	of	their	child.	It	provides	a	
formal	framework	that	can	give	parent	involvement	efforts	and	parent	conferences	
more	meaning	and	specificity.	Combining	this	with	clearer	parent/school	
compacts/agreements	and	a	student	dashboard	could	be	a	“game	changer”	for	
family	engagement	in	the	district.	

	
As	part	of	a	larger	effort	to	improve	parent	engagement	resources,	the	district	should	
conduct	a	comprehensive	audit	of	all	existing	parent	communications	around	critical	
issues	to	determine	if	the	right	resources	exist	and/or	if	they	need	updating	or	
improving	to	make	them	more	family-friendly.	This	should	include	an	exhaustive	
review	of	parent	communications	around	special	education,	school	choice,	
registering/transferring	a	student,	etc.	The	key	is	making	sure	that	the	foundational	
pieces	are	in	place	in	a	highly	family-friendly	format,	that	helps	parents	and	caretakers	
understand	how	to	navigate	the	system	and	take	advantage	of	their	rights	as	parents.	
This	audit	must	include	sizable	input	from	actual	parents	to	be	effective;	it	cannot	and	
should	not	be	done	solely	by	Central	Office	staff	who	is	not	the	intended	audience.	

2. Address	staffing	and	training	needs	associated	with	more	rigorous	family	and	
community	engagement	efforts.	Family	involvement	specialists	appear	to	be	well	
regarded	by	school	leaders,	but	principals	continue	to	underscore	the	lack	of	staff	
support	to	carry	out	more	assertive	engagement	efforts.	The	work	today	is	done	by	
many	different	people.	Sometimes	the	family	involvement	specialist	leads	it,	yet	they	
are	spread	across	many	buildings	which	makes	meaningful	work	in	any	one	building	
more	challenging.	In	other	buildings,	the	Community	Achieves	coordinator,	academy	
coordinator,	Title	I	coordinator,	Communities	in	Schools	coordinator,	principal	or	
assistant	principal,	school	secretary,	or	instructional	coach	takes	the	lead.	The	
execution	is	highly	inconsistent	and	generally	under-resourced	for	a	more	assertive	
effort.	If	community	engagement	is	going	to	be	a	top	priority,	there	must	be	someone	
who	“owns”	this	job	in	every	building.	If	it	is	not	the	family	involvement	specialist,	very	
clear	protocols	and	a	strong	training	program	must	be	in	place.	

3. Conduct	an	annual	needs	assessment	(district-wide	and	school-level)	aligned	with	
school	improvement	plans	to	identify	gaps	and	partners	needed	to	address	those	needs.	
Consider	a	technology	component	that	enables	teachers	and	other	school	leaders	to	
update	their	needs	throughout	the	year.	Executive	lead	principals	should	review	each	
school’s	needs	assessment	and	troubleshoot	where	necessary.	Use	the	information	to	
connect	with	community	partners,	either	through	an	annual	Partner	Summit	and/or	as	
part	of	an	RFP	process	to	identify	smaller/niche	organizations	that	meet	school	needs.	
Annually	evaluate	the	quality	and	results	of	these	partnerships.	Leverage	relationships	
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with	Pencil,	Alignment	Nashville,	NPEF,	etc.	to	expand	awareness	of	needs	and	match	
with	community	resources/funders.	

4. Evaluate	the	impact	of	community	partners	on	student	success	and	link	partner	efforts	
to	each	individual	school’s	School	Improvement	Plan.	This	should	include	expanding	
access	to	the	Data	Warehouse	(and/or	provide	other	academic	measurement	tools)	for	
community	partners	that	enable	them	to	track	the	impact	their	programs	are	having	on	
students,	as	the	district	has	done	with	NAZA	in	the	past.	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Finally,	the	organizational	structure	for	communications	and	engagement	is	critical	to	
success.	As	we	looked	at	how	other	districts	approached	their	communications	and	
engagement	needs,	it	became	immediately	clear	that	MNPS	is	operating	at	a	distinct	
disadvantage	compared	to	others.	We	want	to	stress	that	we	found	the	staff	to	be	deeply	
committed	and	exceptionally	hard	working.	Indeed,	the	MNPS	staff	and	budgetary	
resources	dedicated	to	these	efforts	are	considerably	smaller	than	many	other	districts.	But	
for	the	district	to	be	effective	in	communicating	with	the	public,	its	employees,	families	and	
partners,	the	communications	functions	of	the	district	must	be	dramatically	improved.	That	
will	require	changes	within	the	existing	Communications	Department;	but	also,	larger	
organizational	changes	in	the	way	communications	and	engagement	are	prioritized	and	
viewed	and	a	substantial	modernization	of	communications	assets.	Today,	we	fear	it	is	seen	
largely	as	the	department	that	drafts	press	releases,	helps	with	presentations	or	writes	
publications,	rather	than	a	hub	for	proactive	communications	and	authentic	community	
engagement.	Much	of	the	staff	time	is	spent	reacting	to	day-to-day	media	inquiries	rather	
than	driving	any	sort	of	proactive	message	to	the	public.	The	office	lacks	some	of	the	basic,	
modern	tools	to	communicate	with	a	more	digitally-driven	parent	population	and	public.		
	
All	the	while,	schools	are	operating	in	an	increasingly	competitive	environment.	Their	need	
to	tell	their	story	and	engage	their	communities	has	increased	exponentially,	but	the	
district	has	struggled	to	figure	out	how	to	help	them.	The	district	centralized	these	efforts	
due	to	schools	struggling	to	complete	these	tasks.	While	there	are	some	benefits	to	that,	
there	are	other	downsides	and	frustration	at	the	school	level.	Somehow,	these	issues	must	
also	be	addressed	–	positioning	the	Communications	Office	to	better	support	schools,	but	
also	enabling	schools	to	better	customize	their	efforts	to	meet	unique	needs	and	assets.	
	
Short-Term	Recommendations	
1. Revisit	organizational	structure	of	the	Communications	Office,	considering	the	model	

many	districts	have	pursued	of	having	one	office	of	Communications	&	Engagement.	
This	would	get	all	efforts	to	communicate	and	engage	(with	the	public	at	large,	
parents/families,	employees,	key	stakeholders)	in	one	place.		

2. Address	staffing	deficits.	To	make	certain	the	district’s	communications	is	less	reactive,	
separate	the	communications	planning	and	press	secretary	functions.	Right	now,	there	

Priority	Area	4:	Organizational	Structure	
	
Strengthen	the	organizational	structure	for	communications	&	engagement.	
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are	too	many	people	with	overlapping	responsibilities	leading	to	a	focus	only	on	
reactive	news.	There	should	be	a	senior	level	communications	
director/communications	planning	position	that	focuses	predominantly	on	overarching	
messaging	of	the	district	and	proactive	communications.	There	should	be	a	separate,	
appropriately	seasoned	and	staffed	press	secretary	and	deputy	press	secretary,	whose	
jobs	are	to	manage	the	day-to-day	media	relations	and	reactive	communications	needs.	
This	model	exists	and	works	well	in	many	other	districts	and	elsewhere	in	government	
(for	example	various	gubernatorial	or	mayor	administrations).	Likewise,	we	
recommend	designating	someone	whose	job	is	to	more	intentionally	liaise	with	
community	partners	(i.e.	Director	of	Strategic	Partnerships	or	Community	Liaison).	This	
could	be	placed	either	within	Communications	&	Engagement	or	within	the	Chief	of	
Schools	division,	with	a	dotted	line	relationship	to	C&E.	

3. Ensure	all	divisions	of	the	Communications	Office	have	comprehensive	strategic	plans	
in	place,	with	specific	key	performance	indicators	(KPIs),	and	that	in	turn,	each	position	
has	a	clear	job	description	with	individual	KPIs	that	are	reviewed	and	measured	
regularly.		

4. Regularly	track	and	report	data	re:	coverage	of	the	district	and	communications	staff	
time	to	insure	a	greater	focus	on	proactive	vs.	reactive	communications,	and	a	stronger	
public	narrative	about	the	district.	It	is	important	to	understand	what	is	driving	the	
coverage	of	the	school	system	if	we	wish	to	change	the	public	narrative.	For	example,	if	
we	are	seeing	month	over	month	that	school	board	politics	is	driving	public	attention,	
that	should	trigger	efforts	to	tackle	the	problem	and	lessen	the	distraction.		

	
Long-Term	Recommendations	
1. Strengthen	multi-media	capacity,	tools	and	resources.	Video	and	photographic	

mediums	must	be	greatly	strengthened	and	modernized	to	effectively	reach	MNPS’	key	
audiences	and	to	deepen	the	impact	on	family	and	community	engagement.	It	is	also	
worth	noting	that	principals	prioritize	access	to	graphic	and	creative	services	for	
school-based	communications	and	engagement	efforts.	Finding	a	way	to	lend	these	
services	to	schools	is	also	important	–	be	that	in	training	building	staff	how	to	do	some	
of	it	in	house	and/or	giving	schools	access	to	better	centralized	services.	

2. Rather	than	a	one	size	fits	all	approach	to	school-level	marketing	needs,	recognize	
individual	schools’	circumstances	and	needs	are	unique	and	different.	Rather	than	
mandating	that	all	marketing	materials,	school	websites,	etc.	must	be	centrally	dictated,	
it	would	be	better	for	the	Central	Office	to	assume	an	advisory	or	consulting	role	to	
schools	–	providing	them	with	a	menu	of	options	so	that	they	can	pick	the	best	website	
template	for	their	needs,	tailor	marketing	materials	to	their	specific	competitive	
circumstances,	determine	which	family	communications	technology	will	work	with	
their	student	demographic,	etc.	There	should	be	some	consistency	across	schools	as	
there	are	things	that	must	be	communicated	consistently,	but	the	district	needs	to	be	
clearer,	in	consultation	with	school	leaders	what	those	things	are	and	where	there	is	
greater	latitude.	In	addition,	when	tools	are	developed	for	the	express	purpose	of	being	
used	at	the	school-site	level	(i.e.	website	templates,	school	fact	sheet	templates,	school	
promotional	materials),	a	working	group	of	principals	should	be	assembled	to	review	
and	provide	input	so	that	materials	consider	not	only	Central	Office	intentions,	but	
school	based	practical	realities.	
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3. It	is	imperative	the	district	address	other	IT	needs	larger	than	the	Communications	
Office,	but	that	significantly	impede	their	ability	to	succeed.	That	includes	technology	
upgrades	that	would	enable	text	messaging	to	parents	or	other	more	effective	
alternatives	that	require	computer	access,	addressing	specialized	web	services	help	for	
schools,	and	reviewing	IT	protocols	that	limit	faculty	and	staff’s	ability	to	communicate	
with	families,	partners,	and	the	community.		
In	addition,	the	district	should	look	for	technology	solutions	to	solve	the	information	
gap	that	exists	between	schools	and	the	district’s	school	choice	information.	As	school	
websites	are	updated,	there	should	be	a	backend	connection	to	these	sites	and	products	
the	district	maintains	such	as	schoolfinder.org	so	that	things	like	availability	of	
before/after	care,	current	listings	of	extracurricular	activities,	key	achievement	points,	
etc.	are	consistent	and	up-to-date,	and	easy	for	schools	to	keep	updated.		

4. Revisit	the	function	of	internal	communications.	This	should	be	more	focused	on	
growing	and	embedding	organizational	culture	rather	than	on	helping	Central	Office	or	
school	staff	with	one-off	documents.	Once	KPIs	are	developed	for	this	division,	there	
should	be	a	re-evaluation	of	the	staff	structure	needed	to	support	that	work.	


