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Introduction
Lake Washington School District (LWSD) has established an excellent reputation as a high-performing
school system known for quality teaching and programs. The district benefits from active parent and
community involvement and staff members who are deeply committed to helping all students succeed.
LWSD has a solid communication program in place that is based in good public relations practice and is
using a variety of communication tools to reach stakeholders. It is fortunate to have a respected and
experienced team in the Communications Office that does a commendable job managing a complex
program that must continually balance rapid response needs in crisis or breaking news situations with
substantive, informational and timely ongoing communication with multiple audiences.
The LWSD School Board and Superintendent Traci Pierce, Ed.D., are committed to effective
communication throughout the school system and the communities it serves, and have made engagement
and communication components of the Strategic Plan goals. This communication audit was contracted
for, approved, and supported by the Superintendent and Board. It demonstrates the willingness of LWSD
leaders to address communication challenges and continue to create and strengthen educational
opportunities for all students.
The goal of this communication audit was two-fold – to seek data, opinion and perceptions, and from
these to assess the effectiveness and management of communication, public relations and engagement
efforts throughout LWSD; and to provide recommendations on strategies that will allow the district to
continue to build and enhance its overall communication program while strengthening the relationship
between LWSD and its internal and external audiences.
The observations and recommendations included in this report should be reviewed carefully. Whether
they pertain to the work of the Communications Office or any other department or individual school, they
are presented with the intention of helping LWSD to not only improve, expand and enhance current
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efforts, but to continue incorporating new components that will allow the district to take the
communication program to a premier level that serves all its stakeholders.
It is difficult to measure public relations overall. However, individual elements can be assessed. It can be
determined whether specific program goals and objectives have been met. The real measure of success for
any program, however – including a communication program – is to determine whether it is helping the
district move forward on its stated mission. Accordingly, in developing the recommendations, the
auditors reviewed the perceptions of the focus groups and review materials in light of LWSD’s mission,
goals and objectives.

Opinion research as a foundation
A communication audit of LWSD provides an important foundation for continuing to implement and
expand a strategic communication plan for the school district. The audit provides information about
attitudes, perceptions, and the effectiveness of current communication, engagement and marketing efforts
and offers recommendations to expand or enhance the overall communication program. The audit also
provides a benchmark for continuing to measure progress in the future. The development of any effective
communication strategy begins with opinion research.

Scope and nature of the study
This report presents findings and recommendations based on a series of focus groups and interview
sessions representing a variety of LWSD’s internal and external publics. Participants in the focus groups
were invited by district officials to represent a broad range of opinions and ideas. The focus group
sessions were approximately one hour in length and were held December 8 & 9, 2014, with the following
groups:


Parents (four groups)



ESL Families & Staff



PTSA Council Officers



Business/Civic/Interfaith Community Partners



Education Foundation Board



Volunteers/Seniors/Empty Nesters



Teachers (three groups – two elementary and one secondary)



School Building Office Managers/Secretaries



Central Office Administrative Assistants
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Support Staff (Assistants/Maintenance/Custodial/Transportation/Food Service)



Department Directors



Principals (two groups – elementary and secondary)



Cabinet



School Board

Processes and procedures
A communication audit conducted by the National School Public Relations Association (NSPRA) enables
a school system to view its communication from an “outside” perspective. The consultants for this
communication audit were Karen Kleinz, APR, NSPRA associate director and Steve Mulvenon, Ph.D.,
NSPRA consultant and retired director of communications for Washoe County School District in Reno,
Nev. Their vitae are included in the Appendix of this report.
The first step in the NSPRA communication audit involved the Communications Office submitting
samples of materials used to communicate (i.e., newsletters, print publications, reports, program
information, etc.) with various audiences. The auditors also reviewed the district and school websites,
Facebook page and Twitter posts. In addition, supplemental surveys of principals, department
administrators and communications office staff were conducted.
These materials and websites were all examined for effectiveness of message delivery, readability, visual
appeal, and ease of use. In addition, the auditors reviewed news clippings, demographic data, strategic
plans, communication budget information, etc.
The core of the communication audit is the onsite focus group component designed to listen to and gather
perceptions from the district’s internal and external audiences. In our audit of LWSD, the auditors met
with 20 focus groups and conducted several interviews with district leaders and communication staff.
Each focus group was guided through a similar set of discussion questions. Participants were assured that
their comments would be anonymous and not be directly attributed to them.
This communication audit was designed to:
 Assess the effectiveness of LWSD’s current communication programming.
 Elicit and evaluate key facts, opinions, concerns, and perceptions of focus group participants

representing various internal and external stakeholder groups important to the success of the district’s
communication effort.
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 Suggest strategies and tactics for enhancing communication with key audiences and to improve the

management of public relations, communication, and engagement activities for LWSD.
Following the review of materials and focus group comments, the auditors prepared the recommendations
presented in this report. The recommendations focus on strategies LWSD can use to organize and
prioritize key communication resources and activities to deliver key messages as effectively as possible
and improve and enhance overall communication practices.

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

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

Recommendations
In response to the key findings, this Communication Audit Report contains recommendations for
improving communication and engagement with LWSD’s internal and external stakeholders and
becoming more strategic and effective with outreach and messaging efforts. The recommendations are
based on proven strategies used in successful communication programs by similar school systems around
North America. The final report was carefully reviewed by NSPRA Executive Director Richard D. Bagin,
APR.

Copies to participants
Focus group participants were extremely interested in sharing their thoughts and ideas in the focus group
sessions. They were also interested in finding out the results of the communication audit. Because of their
high level of interest and involvement, along with the importance of closing the communication loop to
build trust and credibility, we recommend that this report be shared with focus group participants as well
as all stakeholder audiences.
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Key Findings and Observations
The auditors identified several common themes that emerged from the focus group discussions. In
addition, the review of current materials and the assessment of what needs to be done to improve the
communication effort led to the following key findings and observations:


LWSD is widely perceived as being as being a high quality, high performing school system.

Across the focus groups, both external and internal, participants noted LWSD’s reputation as an
excellent school district with high expectations and quality teaching staff. They also believe LWSD is
committed to helping all kids succeed and noted that the district enjoys great parent and community
support and involvement in the schools. Employees clearly take great pride in their schools and
described LWSD as being “fast-paced” and progressive. Parents noted that LWSD provides a “good
value” for their investment.




District strengths noted across all focus groups include:



Quality teaching and programs.



High expectations set by schools and parents.



High performing and achieving – students are college-ready.



Strong parent and community support and involvement.



Technology.



Nice buildings.



Choice schools and opportunities for students.



Strong special education program and resources.

Stakeholders recognize that LWSD is growing and changing. While a number of focus group

participants felt LWSD is seen as being an affluent or wealthy school district, the groups also noted
its increasing diversity, in both cultural demographics and socio-economics. They recognize the fact
the LWSD is growing and changing along with the community.


The overall communication program is effective and evolving. LWSD has had a long-standing

commitment to the communication function and has maintained a solid communication program even
through difficult budget years. The communication program is based in sound public relations
practice supported by research and is managed by a competent and dedicated team in the
Communications Office. Across the focus groups, the work of the Communications team is respected
and appreciated, and Superintendent Traci Pierce, Ed.D, is praised for her responsiveness to parents

NSPRA Communication Audit

9

Lake Washington School District

and staff. She maintains good visibility in the community and people recognize that district leaders
are trying to be more transparent with communication.
Crisis communication related to school closings and the support the Communications Office provides
to schools on campus incidents are appreciated and were cited as communication strengths by the
focus groups. Engagement efforts around the budget process and boundary realignment are noted and
have been fairly well received. Focus group participants also felt that the surveys LWSD conducts
provide helpful research on a variety of topics.


Communication efforts need strengthening in outreach to constituents without children in the
schools. Focus group participants who did not have students in LWSD felt that they have very

limited direct communication from or with LWSD. Many of them are not sure how or where to go to
access information, and this includes non-parents that volunteer in the schools. The auditors heard
repeatedly from these stakeholders that the district is “not on their radar.” Given a limited media
presence and an over-reliance on technology to deliver information, this important group of
stakeholders falls into a communication gap.


An increased focus on internal communication is needed to improve message consistency
and procedures across the district. Internal focus groups noted a lack of consistency in both the

dissemination and timeliness of information and the messages shared, which contributes to uneven
building communication and confusion about actions required. Aside from Cabinet members, other
LWSD administrative groups did not seem to have a clear sense of their communication roles and
responsibilities. Communication protocols and expectations are needed at all levels to ensure key
messages and critical information cascade effectively and efficiently so that all employees are able to
communicate in “one clear voice.” The parent focus groups also noted inconsistencies in messaging
and procedures among schools.
Participants indicated they receive mixed messages from the district and schools and felt messages
are at times unclear because they do not contain enough specifics. At the same time, they said district
publications are too long (see next bullet) so it may be that specific information is being overlooked if
it is buried within the newsletters.


Current communication vehicles need to be reassessed and evaluated. Although LWSD

employs a variety of delivery vehicles to distribute information, no primary news sources emerged
from either the internal or external focus groups. For staff, meetings, email, the LWEA Update and
their peers were the most mentioned sources; for parents, the PTSA and school newsletters appear to
be the best read and most consistently used source of information. There is a real need to target and
streamline the communication effort to deliver messages and information relevant to each audience
group.
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School Newsletters – Schools could benefit from a set of common expectations and standards

along with ongoing training in producing newsletters. Clarifying expectations will help
improve consistency and decrease parent confusion around who is responsible for sending out
school newsletters and determining the publication schedule.



Connections e-News and Focus e-News – While the majority of focus group participants

were familiar with these publications most indicated they just scan for interest if they have
time. Across the focus groups, participants consistently noted that district publications contain
too much information in a single issue, are too long, too complex and written at too high a
reader level. They want bullets and links, not “books,” and would prefer to be told what they
need to know and what they need to do with the information. Participants commented that the
newsletters are graphically appealing, but the need to constantly scroll up and down reduces
user-friendliness contributing to a drop in readership.



Superintendent’s Message – Focus group participants appreciate that the superintendent

makes the time to communicate on a regular basis, but felt that her messages combined with
additional updates from Cabinet members fall into a “just too much” category.



Social Media – Neither Facebook or Twitter were mentioned by focus group participants as a

news source, and at present social media is not playing a big role in disseminating
information, except to small groups of users.



District Digest – This administrative memo received mixed reactions from administrators.

They rely on it, but as with the newsletter, felt it is too much information to easily process.



Reader Surveys – LWSD needs to conduct reader surveys and focus groups on publications

to better target and streamline content to effectively reach audiences.


The current website platform needs revision. Although participants mentioned the LWSD website

as an information source, they also noted it is not particularly user-friendly and the search engine
doesn’t work well, so it is difficult to find what they need. Content is buried too deep and is difficult
to find, causing them to abandon the search after spending time that doesn’t yield the information
they are seeking.
Staff members indicated they tend to bypass the website and use it only for a gateway to the Staff
Portal, but they have the same issues with the Portal – the search engine is poor, it is difficult to find
things and there is a lot of outdated information on it that often gets pulled up when they try to search
the site.
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Across the focus groups, participants expressed strong interest in being given choices of RSS feeds to
the specific type of information they are interested in receiving, such as budget and boundary
realignment updates, school daily announcements, sports schedules, lunch menus, calendars, etc.


The volunteer program and business partnerships effort needs to be assessed and refined.

LWSD’s volunteer program has grown in terms of numbers of participants, requiring a substantial
amount of staff time in simply processing security clearance paperwork. From the program side
however, focus group participants were confused about available volunteer opportunities and the
difference between the LINKS program and the general program. Several participants felt their skills
were not taken advantage of in their placements and that the schools were not clear on how to best
use volunteers in a meaningful way. While there is an informal business partnership program, LWSD
could benefit from a coordinated effort to engage local businesses and corporations in the schools and
district initiatives.
There is an opportunity with the new Volunteer Coordinator position in place to provide more
direction and expand the program. LWSD has yet to tap the potential resources and talent available in
the communities it serves, from businesses as well as retirees, to create a more robust program that
focuses on student academic success.


LWSD must rebuild trust and simplify bond-related communication. A major theme that

emerged from the focus groups was some distrust about how and where the district spends its money,
particularly bond funds. Some participants cited specific examples of what they perceived to be waste
and poor oversight, and others posed vague questions about “where all that money goes.” Focus
group input indicated that complicated components of the last bond measure were not understood by
the public or staff. Many felt information is written and presented in a difficult to understand format
and needs to be simplified to explain critical needs that must be addressed.
Given the size of the district and the different municipalities served, there is not a sense of unity when
it comes to needs and priorities; each area of the district fights for itself. There is a need to build
stronger relationships with community leaders and get people into the schools to see the needs
firsthand.


Authentic engagement opportunities need to be continued and expanded. Focus group

participants felt that LWSD has improved its efforts to be both transparent and more inclusive in
decision-making, particularly around boundary realignment and facility needs planning. There are
still areas however where staff and parents do not feel that they have an authentic voice and they
would like opportunities for greater involvement.


More focus is needed on improving customer service, particularly from the Resource Center.

Focus group input indicated there is a pronounced divide between the schools and the district
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departments in the Resource Center, and the connection is not as strong as it needs to be. Buildinglevel staff tend to refer to LWSD and its leaders as “The District” in an “us vs. them” manner, instead
of seeing themselves as part of a bigger team of “we.” Many principals felt Resource Center staff are
often non-responsive to them (i.e., calls and emails go unreturned). Some issues also surfaced in how
parents are treated in their interactions with LWSD staff. There is a need for some customer service
training, especially in how Resource Center staff serve the schools.


LWSD is well-positioned to raise its profile as a leading school system in Washington. LWSD

has the leadership and communication team in place to effectively meet its communication goals and
build strong support for the schools. The district has a solid reputation as an excellent school system
with quality teachers and programs. The strong commitment to effective communication that exists in
LWSD will provide the foundation for success as it continues to grow and move forward.
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Recommendations
LWSD is fortunate to have an experienced and respected Communications Director in Kathryn Reith,
APR, who leads the Communications Office in providing a great deal of communication support to the
schools, administrative team and School Board. She and her staff are an extremely capable team, and
given the necessary resources to support program expansion are well-positioned to implement the
recommendations provided here. Strategic, two-way communication leads to better understanding,
stronger relationships with key audiences, and increased community support for LWSD’s vision of
“Every Student Future Ready.”

Major
Recommendation – 1

Continue to implement and update the communication plan to clearly connect objectives and
action steps to LWSD’s vision and the 2013-18 Strategic Plan.

The 2014-15 communication plan has outlined the work of the Communications Office for the year and
provided some strategic direction for communication efforts to ensure they are aligned with the district’s
2013-18 Strategic Plan. The Communications Office is to be commended for having a plan in place to
guide their work as we find this is not the case in many school districts. The 2014-15 communication plan
and related project plan includes solid communication objectives and action steps related to LWSD goals
and initiatives for the year. A well thought-out plan that relates to the district’s stated mission, vision and
goals serves as the framework for determining communication priorities, driving the work of the team,
and demonstrating how all of the department’s projects, tasks, and responsibilities align with the Strategic
Plan. LWSD’s plan has provided clear direction for prioritizing the communication effort, and many of
the action steps have been accomplished.
Continuing to chart a clear course for current and future communication needs will help to ensure that
LWSD leadership is communicating critical messages effectively to key stakeholder audiences. An
important function of a strategic communication plan is to guide the development and dissemination of
key messages related to the district’s mission, goals and special initiatives, such as a bond election. One
significant finding of this communication audit was that although information is shared regularly by top
leadership, there is often a breakdown in communication as the information works its way through all
levels of the school district. The communication plan should clarify the role of all administrators in
helping to disseminate key information and explain the process and rationale behind important decisions
and initiatives.
A comprehensive communication plan provides transparency and accountability for the implementation
of all Strategic Plan goals, not just those specific to the communication program. It is a vehicle for
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reporting on progress and demonstrating accountability across the system through established evaluative
criteria. This plan should guide LWSD’s communication activities; however, it is important to remember
that school districts exist in an ever-changing environment, impacted by community, state, and federal
factors. Creating a flexible and dynamic plan that allows for the impact of these factors and mandates will
benefit LWSD and the families that it serves.
A thorough review and comparison of the current communication plan and the Communication Audit
Report may also indicate areas that need to be strengthened as well as where strategic abandonment of
projects and programs might best be employed. It is often difficult to release work that is familiar and for
which we feel ownership, but may no longer be effective. A strategic communication plan can provide a
measure of the value of all projects and programs under the Communications Office’s purview.
Not only will this help in focusing the communication effort, it will also help to ensure that
Communications does not become a “catch all” for tasks that might better belong in other departments.
Once priorities are determined, staff can begin to update and revise the communication plan and identify
the timelines and resources needed for implementation.

Action Step

Update and expand the comprehensive communication plan.

As planning begins for the 2015-16 school year, the communication plan should not only be updated but
also expanded to identify communication objectives and action steps related to each of the five Strategic
Plan goals. This does not mean the Communications Office is solely responsible for implementing all
strategies. As we indicate in recommendations throughout this report, all LWSD staff have a
communication role to play and responsibility for ensuring that the district is reaching its stakeholders and
meeting their communication needs. Including all communication objectives in the plan will help to
ensure accountability and ownership of the overall communication effort and provide a frame of reference
for staff.
Given the pace of change in LWSD and the incorporation of new communication tools, the
communication plan is an important tool for clearly defining and outlining strategies that will be
employed to support the Strategic Plan implementation. The bond communication plan and any other
specific communication initiative (i.e., a social media plan) should be components of the comprehensive
communication plan along with individual communication plans for each Learning Community (see
Recommendation 5).
As part of updating the communication plan and any related project plans, we recommend that along with
identified timelines, responsible staff, and target audiences, goals and objectives include specific desired
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outcomes and behaviors for each action step as well as evaluation measurements. This will provide a
more complete picture of the work to be done and the status of each component.

Action Step

Incorporate strategies and changes recommended in the Communication Audit Report.

The recommendations in this Communication Audit Report are intended to offer suggestions that serve as
a framework and “road map” for building and strengthening the communication program. As LWSD’s
communication plan is updated and refined, we encourage the Communications Office to consider
incorporating some of the recommended strategies and also to make changes and updates throughout the
year to keep the plan on point and dynamic. A strategic communication plan can provide a measure of the
value of all projects, programs and activities under the purview of Communications and paint a more
vivid picture of the department’s essential role while building understanding of the value of effective
communication.

Major
Recommendation – 2

Focus the vision and priorities for the communication program.

The Communications Office attempts to be responsive to a myriad of internal and external audiences and
the staff is involved in a multitude of communication, public relations and engagement activities, both
strategic and tactical. The day-to-day communication demands alone of a large and complex school
system can easily consume staff time. Such demands can leave little time or resources for strategic
planning and evaluation. This can result in a great deal of general and reactive communication being
produced at the expense of focusing efforts on delivering key messages and engaging stakeholders in
meaningful relationships with the schools. Communication programs, when not driven by a clear strategic
vision, can easily fall victim to the latest communication crisis or priority request. When “urgent
communication” becomes the focus, proactive communication opportunities that support the district’s
overall mission and goals can easily be overlooked.
Because the Communications Office has a written communication plan to help guide its work, it has been
able to keep core functions and initiatives on track and with some strategic outcomes in mind. This
Communication Audit Report, in conjunction with the Strategic Plan, should be used to determine critical
communication and engagement priorities and outline the related roles and responsibilities for all
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administrators and staff. The key to a successful communication program is ensuring everyone
understands the driving vision, what the district is trying to accomplish, and how they can contribute and
support the effort.
The Communications Office is staffed with a skilled group of professionals that handle the official
communications for LWSD and support the schools’ efforts, but communication is ongoing on multiple
levels in a large district so more direction is needed to ensure accurate and effective two-way
communication is taking place. It is now time to increase the focus on organizing and stabilizing a
consistent foundation for effective communication that includes all district leaders. For example, just as
the Business Services Office is responsible for creating the official district budget, it also develops
capacity for central office and school administrators to prepare department and building budgets as
components of the official district budget. Budget expectations and responsibilities are part of each
administrator’s job. This same goal should apply to the Communications Office – to increase the
communication capacity of all district leaders. Effective leadership and effective communication go hand
in hand and should be viewed as an integral part of administrators’ roles.

Action Step

Set communication expectations for all administrators.

Effective communication starts at the top in any organization and a school district is no different. In a
district the size of LWSD, it is critical that the Superintendent lay out a set of clear expectations for the
entire administrative team that includes an accountability component. Communication expectations
should be articulated in writing and distributed and discussed at District Leadership Team (DLT) and
other administrative meetings so that there is no question about each team member’s communication role
and responsibility. In order for principals and department heads to serve successfully as the lead
communicators for their schools and offices, LWSD leaders must 1) Define expectations for
communication; 2) Clarify what it means for administrators; 3) Remind them regularly of their role and
expectations; and 4) Evaluate their efforts and results.
The role and responsibilities of the Communications Director and her staff should also be delineated,
along with the support the department will provide to individual administrators as needed. The same
accountability should apply to the Cabinet in modeling communication for other administrators and staff.
Successful communication efforts depend on LWSD leaders setting very clear expectations for
administrators and staff.
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Action Step

Clarify communication responsibilities and define guidelines for administrators.

One of the findings that emerged from the internal focus group discussions is that administrators did not
have a clear sense or understanding of their specific communication roles, which contributes to the
inconsistency in messaging and information dissemination throughout the district that was noted by the
focus groups. While some administrators are effective in managing communication in their departments
or schools, others are not following through in closing the communication loop or they see that function
solely as the responsibility of the Communications Office.
There does not appear to be a clearly defined process for message dissemination, so that instead of
important information cascading throughout LWSD in a timely manner, bottlenecks are created when
administrators don’t know when, how and what to communicate and who is responsible for ensuring
messages are delivered. As noted in the prior Action Step, communication responsibilities should be
clarified for administrators at all levels.
In order to improve the communication infrastructure and ensure timely and consistent information
delivery, clearly define guidelines that:


Outline procedures for how and when important information should be shared;



Designate specific target audience responsibilities (internal and external);



Provide tips and strategies for effective inter-department and department to school communication;



Identify specific communication vehicles to maximize effectiveness and efficiency; and



Provide forms for noting key messages and reporting the outcomes of meetings.

By expanding the communication responsibilities of district administrators, LWSD can broaden its reach
and create more capacity for the Communications Office to focus on overarching strategic
communication priorities.
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Action Step

Provide training and support for administrative leaders to become effective communicators.

As communication takes on a greater priority for LWSD leaders, the Communications Director can assess
what support is needed to assist administrators with their communication efforts. In order to increase
communication capacity, appropriate training opportunities and support materials must be provided for
leaders to be effective communicators. New principals in particular noted that they are still getting
accustomed to their roles and would welcome more guidance and assistance. Conducting a needs
assessment of individual administrators should be the first step to see what type of training should be
offered in the future.
Areas of need may range from media relations to face-to-face communication and engagement, to
marketing, to crisis communication, but once expectations are set, the district must provide the support
administrators need to improve their communication skills. Providing regular communication skills
training for administrators (veterans as well as new hires) in areas that include media relations, crisis
communication, staff and parent communications, cultural competency, and advocacy will help them feel
comfortable and confident in their important communication role.
Given the size of LWSD, we believe it is particularly important to train principals in media relations so
that they can serve as the spokesperson for their campuses on routine issues rather than depending on the
Communications Office. As lead spokesperson for the district, the Communications Director serves as the
point on crisis-related communication, but at the building-level her role should be to provide support and
guidance for principals as needed on the positive stories and routine events that occur on school
campuses. Since people generally relate most readily to their neighborhood school, it is critical that those
leaders at the building-level accept and succeed in the role of “chief campus communicator.”

Action Step

Strengthen the communications component in the evaluation process for administrators.

LWSD has a component in the evaluation system for administrators that relates to “engaging
communities.” This is an important step in ensuring timely and consistent communication in a large
district. We encourage LWSD to revisit this component to strengthen its focus and clarify understanding
of its purpose among the administrative team. Assess current practice to ensure that the tools and
professional development that administrators need to be successful in this area are provided. One way to
approach this is to create rubrics for communication that allow an individual administrator to focus on the
skills he or she may still need to be a successful communicator in LWSD. (NSPRA’s Rubrics of Practice
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and Suggested Measures benchmarking resource could be useful for this purpose.) Additional training
may be required or a successful administrator in this area may be assigned to serve as a mentor for a peer
in a similar position in the district.
Another way to address evaluation is to assign a yearly goal around one particular aspect of
administrators’ communication responsibilities. An example of this might be: the school website or part
of the district website is up-to-date with content; the crisis plan is up-to-date and staff training has been
held; or communication about the Strategic Plan or boundary realignment process has increased and
reached a broader audience. This goal can then be discussed and evidence of progress shared in the
evaluation conference because the expectation was set at the beginning of the school year. This approach
to monitoring is helpful when a communication gap has been identified and there is a need to focus on
closing it across the district.

Major
Recommendation – 3

Improve message consistency and frame issues for clarity and transparency.

While LWSD’s Strategic Plan provides a strong foundation for communicating specific messages around
a dynamic set of goals and objectives, it is also essential to identify issues and projected solutions
inherent in this work and build them into the plan. Proactive communication can be fostered by
implementing an issues-framing process that breaks down the communication elements to provide a clear
framework for articulating and targeting key messages. This involves:


Identifying key issues impacting the district as well as challenges and opportunities related to
accomplishing the Strategic Plan;



Determining what different stakeholder audiences need and want to know about each issue as well as
the best vehicle for delivering the information;



Framing choices and options in language the public can understand; and



Engaging stakeholders in helping to realize positive outcomes.

A major challenge LWSD faces as a large school system serving three different communities is ensuring
consistency in the communication of key messages and information. Improving message consistency was
a major theme across the focus groups. Focus group participants not only noted the need to improve
message consistency across the district, the timeliness of delivery was also a concern.
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LWSD has made positive progress in improving transparency and expanding engagement opportunities. It
must continue to work on rebuilding trust around bond expenditures. Ensuring that important issues are
clearly framed and delivered consistently will help to strengthen the overall communication effort and
forge more productive community relationships.
Identifying and framing key issues, developing key messages and talking points, and ensuring that
administrators and staff are able to articulate the district’s position will continue to foster better
understanding and increased transparency around leadership decisions. Preparing leaders at all levels of
the school system with background information, rationale, key messages, and strategies for inviting input
from staff, parents and others and engaging them in dialogue about outcomes will help to “close the loop”
on critical communications.

Action Step

Use communication planning and assessment questions to guide decision-making.

Communication – how, when, and what to share with others – is often an afterthought in the decisionmaking process of many organizations. By incorporating several planning questions into discussions of
major decisions, communication is integrated into the process and not overlooked or added on at the end.
These questions help raise awareness about important communication issues, highlight the importance of
“closing the communication loop,” and are also helpful in shaping decisions. This process can be used as
a regular component of Cabinet and DLT meetings and adapted for department or school-level meetings.
It can be used at School Board meetings as well. Planning and assessment questions include the
following:
 What is the issue or problem? Discuss and clearly identify the core issue or problem. Identify the
specifics that stakeholders need to know about the issue.
 How will the issue be framed? Consider how to outline the issue or problem from the district’s
perspective, and how to present it to stakeholders.
 How does this issue/problem affect stakeholders or impact other concerns? Consider how a
particular issue or problem will affect various stakeholder groups or impact other issues or
concerns facing the district and community.
 Which stakeholder groups need to know about this issue? Identify the internal and external
stakeholder groups that are the primary audiences for the issue.
 What are the key messages that must be communicated about the issue? Identify the key
points that stakeholders need to know about the issue, including the rationale behind decisions to
date. Focus on three to five key statements or “talking points.”
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 What are the potential objections or issues that might be raised? Identify questions, objections
or concerns in advance, and address them proactively.
 How will this issue be communicated? Identify the methods and strategies that will be used to
communicate with identified stakeholders, as well as who is responsible for communicating with
each stakeholder group.
 What is the timeline for responding to and communicating about this issue? Develop a timeline
for response and communication efforts.
 Who is the main spokesperson on this issue? Identify who will serve as the main spokesperson
on the issue with the news media, staff and other stakeholder groups.
 What “talking points” need to be shared with LWSD employees? Identify critical information
items that all staff should have in order to speak in “one clear voice” and be positive ambassadors
for the school system.
In the early stages of using these questions, it is helpful to distribute printed copies of the questions for
use in the discussion. Over time, these questions will become routine and an integrated part of LWSD’s
communication protocols.

Action Step

Add a “How will this be communicated?” section to agendas for Cabinet, Strategic Advisory
Leadership Team (SALT), DLT, advisory council and School Board meetings.

This suggestion is simple, but can help to create a culture that encourages people to think about
communication. Such a reminder on all agendas will stimulate discussions about decisions and issues, and
will lead to better and more timely communication with key stakeholder groups.
Applying this simple process will help district leaders articulate the messages around LWSD’s primary
goals and will also help guide communication activities for all administrative staff.
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Action Step

Use a Communication Responsibility Grid.

One way to address inconsistencies and improve communication follow-through after meetings is to
consider using a responsibility management grid for each meeting where decisions are made or
responsibilities set. It helps with closing the communication and responsibility loop. The ambiguity of
“who does what” for each agenda item can be resolved by creating a grid that carries the discussion item,
the action taken, the name of the responsible party for next steps, and the deadline established. The grid
can be an e-template that can be sent to all administrators and their assistants so everyone is on the same
page. This type of grid can also be used with any councils and committees to ensure information is
disseminated. Rotate the responsibility for completing the grid when possible to engage administrators in
the process.

Agenda Item

Action Taken

Who Is Responsible

Timeline/Deadline

for the Next Step

Another simple way to incorporate communication planning is to add check boxes – “FYI,” “To Be
Shared” and “Confidential” – to each agenda item. The person facilitating each topic should clarify what
others in the meeting are to do with the information. If it is marked “To Be Shared,” then a discussion will
be needed to decide “to whom, when and how” the information is to be distributed. The Communication
Grid could then be employed. Noting what is to be done with specific agenda items will help ensure that
the right people are informed in a timely manner.
LWSD may have developed a similar process, but the point is to identify steps for communicating
important information so that everyone is in the loop. Time is valuable to everyone, especially in
meetings. Making communication a priority on meeting agendas aligns with the communication
expectations set for LWSD administrators.
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Action Step

Communicate the rationale behind decisions and report the outcomes on all issues and projects.

Clarity and transparency are facilitated by communicating the rationale behind decisions and reporting the
outcomes on all issues and projects. Although it is understood that district leaders always strive to make
good decisions on behalf of LWSD students, negative perceptions and misunderstandings can emerge if
information or background materials used to make a decision on an issue are not shared with the staff and
community. Explaining to staff and the public the genesis and rationale behind decisions that impact
specific schools, programs, projects and procedures, and then reporting back to them on results will help
to close the information loop and build trust in leadership. A critical role for the Communications Office
is ensuring that the rationale for decisions is communicated, along with the outcomes.
As LWSD continues to grow and face critical facility needs, it is imperative to keep parents, staff and
taxpayers informed and involved in every stage of the decision-making process. Communication should
be designed not just to provide information but to build community pride and ownership of the schools
along with understanding of what is required to provide a 21st Century education. This will be key as
LWSD guides families and staff through the challenging process of redrawing school boundaries and
shifting neighborhood loyalties to new or different schools.
This strategy also extends to any committees, improvement teams and advisory councils. These groups
should always receive feedback on what was done with any studies, recommendations or reports so that
group members don’t think their time has been wasted or their input wasn’t valued. Communication
follow-through is critical to involving stakeholders in a meaningful way. This is particularly important for
employee groups as focus group participants indicated they often feel their input is sought for
appearances but not given real consideration.
One simple tactic the School Board can employ to ensure the communication loop is complete is to
incorporate regular updates into meeting agendas. Reporting on the status of decision-making processes
as LWSD moves forward with the Strategic Plan or another bond is a more effective communication
strategy than waiting to announce final outcomes. It also allows stakeholders to ask questions and offer
input throughout the process, rather than just at the beginning and end, leading to more buy-in and a
better-informed public.
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Action Step

Continue to provide talking points on important topics and critical issues.

To ensure that district leaders and staff speak in “one clear voice” on breaking news and important issues,
it is important that they be provided with talking points that target the messages LWSD wants to deliver.
For example, as boundaries are realigned, it will be especially important to ensure that frontline
employees can clearly articulate the changes and respond to questions from parents. Another example
would be making sure staff can describe the options available at the Choice schools when questioned by
parents or community members who may have moved to the area from another state or country and don’t
understand the differences. In the event of a crisis, basic response statements and messages should be
provided to district and school front office personnel and teachers because they will be fielding questions
from parents and the public.
This strategy can also be applied to more routine activities that take place during the year. Create a
calendar of times when schools are likely to be holding events that bring parents into the schools – open
houses in the fall, parent-teacher conferences, holiday and spring concerts, etc. Provide talking points for
principals and teachers to use as they are meeting with parents. This is also an ideal time to distribute
information to parents. For example, at a parent-teacher conference, the teacher can deliver one or two
key messages about goals or a new academic initiative, and then offer a related one-page fact sheet.
Board members and administrators should work with the Superintendent and Communications Director
prior to making public statements to ensure the accurate and consistent delivery of key messages.
In addition to talking points related to a specific issue or topic, whenever Board members or
administrators are asked to provide a general overview of the district at meetings of parent or community
groups, they should have a list of programs and initiatives that highlight the Strategic Plan goals as well
as information on progress toward those goals. In whatever format the information is provided, we have
found that school system leaders appreciate having it in order to feel confident that they are truly voicing
the district’s position and key messages.

Action Step

Create internal “toolkits” for introducing new policies, initiatives, boundary realignment and bond
information.

Whenever a new policy, program, or initiative is introduced, each school should not have to “reinvent the
wheel” in order to explain and roll them out. Provide a toolkit with resources such as the following:
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Related background, research, and articles;



PowerPoint visuals and scripts for presenting information to staff;



Templates;



Effective practices;



Teaching and learning resources (as applicable) – videos, lesson plans and interactive materials; and



Tips for collaborating with colleagues from other schools.

This type of toolkit would ideally be posted in a Staff Portal page where resources can be added as they
are developed and staff at different sites can upload examples of what they are doing, discuss issues they
are facing, share ideas, etc. By being proactive in getting complete and accurate information into the
hands of those who are on the frontline of communication, LWSD can ensure clarity and consistency in
its messages. It is important to remember that in the absence of solid, timely information, others will seek
to fill the gap, thus co-opting the district’s ability to manage its message and communicate effectively.

Major
Recommendation – 4

Work to rebuild taxpayer trust by continuing efforts to involve stakeholders and improve budget,
bond and boundary communication.

LWSD has been challenged in recent years by the failure of two bond measures. While it is clear there is
an urgent and growing need to fund the construction of new schools and complete the modernization of
existing buildings, unresolved questions and concerns among stakeholder groups have impacted the
district’s ability to obtain approval for needed projects.
An undercurrent of distrust was apparent in a number of focus groups about how and where LWSD is
spending voter approved funds. Participants questioned why new schools built weren’t designed for
anticipated future growth and felt the district has not done a good job explaining what “modernization”
means for students. As one participant said, “I don’t want hear about lighting and heat. Talk to us about
class sizes and space issues.” The other major theme that emerged from the groups was the need to
simplify information to address the most critical needs. One parent suggested framing the need as, “We
don’t have enough seats for kids, and they’ll be sitting in the dirt if we don’t pass a bond.” Participants
also were confused about how the number of portables added to a campus is decided, as some schools
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have more than others. It is equally important to help parents understand how the realignment of school
boundaries is related to the outcome of the failed bond as well as to growth.
With so many variables related to the addition and improvement of facilities across LWSD, it will take a
concerted effort to simplify and “demystify” the complicated components that must be communicated in
order to build understanding and support among stakeholder groups. Until these concerns are resolved in
the minds of voters, LWSD will continue to face challenges in ensuring the successful passage of a bond
measure.
LWSD has engaged stakeholders in the strategic plan, budget and bond processes in a variety of ways,
and continues to seek out new engagement tools so that all interested constituents can have a voice. We
encourage the district to continue its outreach and efforts to gather direct input from parents, staff and the
community at large.
Action Step

Present bond and budget information in lay terms and easy to understand formats accessible to
all stakeholders.

In terms of transparency, LWSD has made available a tremendous amount of detailed information for
stakeholders on its budget and around the bond and boundary realignment process. But from a user
perspective, the sheer volume and complexity of the materials is overwhelming. This was a major theme
that emerged across the focus groups, and pertains to all publications and information vehicles.
For example, the Budget Summary is 192 pages, and the Executive Summary section is six pages long.
While stakeholders expressed a high interest in understanding how the district spends its funds, the
prospect of tackling such lengthy explanations is daunting for most people. The same is true of the bond
and boundary information provided on the website. What is needed is a “less is more” approach that
summarizes key points in a short and succinct manner. Think infographic, not encyclopedic.
Focus on how you can distill critical information into a one-page summary that is easy to digest and
includes bullets, pie charts or graphics to break up the “gray blocks” of type. Rather than trying to
combine a comprehensive review of information into a single document, break it into specific topic items
and produce more short summaries that can be disseminated on a strategic schedule.
Consider using more formats like the Boundary Blog to deliver one or two key points at a time and
include a specific call to action so readers understand what they can do get engaged, be it attend a
meeting, post a comment or volunteer for a committee. Consider shortening blog posts to no more than
three paragraphs to capture readers. Once readers discover they can get interesting information in a brief
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format that only takes a couple of minutes of their time, you should be able to build regular readership.
Track blog analytics on a regular basis to see what style is working best.
Action Step

Convene a facilities/bond communication review team to test understanding and provide feedback
to improve messaging relevance and effectiveness.

Educators often frame issues very differently from the public, and in order to better connect with and
engage stakeholders around facility needs and the importance of passing a bond, LWSD needs to
understand the public’s perspective and present messages in a way that is clear and simple, and that
resonates with target audiences. A common theme among focus group participants was that the
information presented about the bond and how monies are spent is too complicated and difficult to
understand, in addition to being longer than most readers are willing to wade through.
A communication review team composed of parent, community and staff representatives from each of the
Learning Communities could provide assistance in assessing and framing messages around facility needs
and a bond election. LWSD has a Long-Term Facilities Planning Task Force in place that is working with
staff to assess options and identify recommendations for the Board. We suggest that the Communications
Office convene a separate review team whose task would be to help frame messages for the district’s key
stakeholder audiences and critique and revise language and presentation formats to increase
understanding and create a sense of urgency. While a sub-group of the Task Force could be used for this
purpose, we believe the review team would be more effective if it is an objective group of stakeholders
who have not been deeply involved in facilities planning. The review team should be more reflective of
the average voter across the system so that they can offer an unbiased opinion of what messaging
connects with them and what garners no response.
It may also be helpful to tap the expertise of those business, civic, faith and city leaders who are interested
and willing to assist the LWSD with its strategic communication efforts. Along with their insight, they
may also bring some professional expertise and resources that can assist LWSD in other areas, such as
improving the website, building the use of social media or providing customer service training for staff.
These individuals could become strong allies and advocates for LWSD if they are more closely involved
with issues impacting the schools.
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Major
Recommendation – 5

Expand communication through a multi-channel effort.

LWSD has shifted most of its direct communication with stakeholders to electronic vehicles, driving
people online for information. But as noted across the focus groups, the website is difficult for users to
navigate and find the specific information they are seeking. Once they do access it, the length, detail and
readership level of the content is often overwhelming, and as a result they look for alternate sources of
information or simply skip over it.
No single channel of communication reaches every member of the community, but given focus group
feedback on some of LWSD’s key vehicles and how they would like to receive information, it is
especially important that LWSD take a multi-channel approach to communication. The challenge is in
how best to target specific audiences, making sure interesting and important information is regularly
available in a variety of convenient formats, ensuring people know where to find it, and creating
opportunities for positive interaction and feedback.
LWSD should consider conducting a survey of families to determine what digital services and
communication vehicles (i.e., computers, smartphones, tablets, etc.) they do have access to and of those,
which is their preferred source. This is also important as there are expenses associated with some delivery
sources that may be an issue for some families. Surveys can be emailed or mailed home or distributed at
parent-teacher conferences and open houses, and questions can be included with school enrollment
paperwork. Because high-tech, high-touch, mobile communication is how the majority of today’s young
parents communicate, this will be important information for LWSD to collect on an ongoing basis.
The advent of social media and a wealth of new communication technology tools have greatly expanded
how stakeholders can get information, but it also presents a challenge in determining which tools are used
most effectively with which audiences. LWSD has a Facebook page and Twitter account that are slowly
being integrated into the communication effort, and it is investigating the addition of a YouTube channel.
In order to deliver information to parents and community members more proactively, it is important to
balance print and electronic communication and address publications from a reader perspective.
Consideration should also be given to how publications can be used to support marketing efforts. We
encourage LWSD to not only look at how information can be “pushed” to parents and community
members more proactively, but how the school system can more effectively “pull” stakeholders in by
becoming the go-to source for “what they want, when they want it.” Lack of access to information is not
the problem. The key in a world where the public is saturated with communication from multiple entities,
both at home and in the workplace, is getting stakeholders to read our materials.
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In addition to delivering key messages and important information to parents and community members, it
is important to address communication vehicles from a reader perspective as well. If an e-publication or
social media site is not delivering the information they need, people will hit “delete” and seek other
sources. Annual readership/user surveys should be conducted to ensure publications and online offerings
stay on target and remain a valuable source of information.
A consistent management system for all of the communication options for internal and external audiences
should be established and communicated so that families and staff understand how and where to access
specific information as needed. Develop a list of all communication vehicles for internal and external
audiences that outlines the purpose and intent of each vehicle and how to access the information. This will
help guide users to the appropriate communication option to meet their needs. This reference list should
be available on the website and be distributed in other communication vehicles and at school sites so that
users are aware it exists.
The following suggestions offer strategies for addressing external communication efforts:

Action Step

Emphasize direct communication with stakeholders.

Part of the transition from information delivery to strategic communication is increasing LWSD’s ability
to tell its own story well. As news media outlets, particularly newspapers, find the business climate
increasingly challenging and difficult to sustain, their ability to cover education in-depth has significantly
diminished. As a result, it is more important than ever that LWSD establish direct lines of communication
with its key stakeholder audiences.
This does not eliminate the need for LWSD to be responsive to media needs. It is important to maintain a
solid working relationship with reporters and editors. However, this focus needs to be balanced with
effective point-to-point communication efforts. A strategic communication program should focus on
developing and maintaining transparent two-way communication designed to reach stakeholders directly
in a myriad of ways. By continuing to build strong relationships with key stakeholders, LWSD will be
more successful in delivering its message and communicating in “one clear voice.”


“Hyper-target” audience groups. Just as the days of mass marketing products to the public with a

“one size fits all” sales pitch are gone, so are the days of sending out general information to all
stakeholders via a newsletter or website and expecting it to be read. We have all become much more
savvy consumers – of information as well as products and services – and in the interest of time will
seek out and spend our valuable time on only those sources that are most relevant to us personally.
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Focus group feedback indicates it is time for LWSD to become more strategic and targeted in
determining the communication preferences of its audiences as there was definite interest by
participants in having an opt-in menu (via RSS feeds, etc.) for specific information (i.e., school
announcements, lunch menus, etc.) and delivery vehicles, such as text or email. We strongly
encourage LWSD to begin investigating how communication can be streamlined by delivering
information of specific interest and relevance to each stakeholder audience.
Once key audiences have been identified, more in-depth research will be needed into their specific
topics of interest, along with the analytics of the various LWSD digital and print vehicles to
determine the demographics and user-patterns for content development and format. These are likely
to vary from parents to business/civic leaders to volunteers, “empty nesters” and staff, and the more
these preferences can be broken down to match audiences and vehicles, the more effective and
efficient the overall communication effort will become. Developing a database management system to
support this level of audience differentiation will be an important component, but once it is set up
should help ensure information delivery is timely and on target.


Consider regionalizing the communication effort. Another approach to breaking down audiences

into manageable target groups is to regionalize communication to each Learning Community zone or
to the three municipalities within LWSD’s boundaries. Given the size of the district and the different
needs and demographics of each community, this would allow LWSD to diversify the communication
effort in a logical pattern that can help build local connections and increase engagement in the
schools. For example, each region would receive a Connections e-News customized to the area,
primarily featuring good news stories and updates related to modernization, boundary realignment,
etc., that is focused only on schools within the Learning Community or on student activities in the
city. All editions would continue to include one or two key messages around district-wide concerns or
initiatives.
To be most effective, each region would be supported by a communication specialist responsible for
identifying and coordinating relevant local news, working with the principals in the region to enhance
their communication efforts, and assisting with building local community and business connections.
(See Recommendation 13 on future staffing suggestions.) A communication plan should be created
for each Learning Community or region as part of an effort to “hyper-target” communication to
specific audiences in order to better meet needs and expectations and ensure key messages resonate.
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Action Step

Evaluate and revamp district publications to maximize impact.

The “real time” nature of social media is forcing a rethinking of how to effectively use e-newsletters in
the communication mix. There is still a need and a role for more structured news delivery, especially as a
vehicle for providing substantive information about important topics and district initiatives. LWSD faces
a challenge however in that its two primary e-newsletters, Connections e-News and Focus e-News, are not
garnering the readership expected, so important information is often not reaching parents and staff as
intended.
The reason most often cited by focus group participants is that the newsletters are too long, too complex
and contain too much information per issue. Some also felt they are more marketing-focused or “fluff”
over substance. LWSD readers are looking for brief news updates with bullets, short descriptions and
links to more information for those who are interested. They also were very clear in stating that they want
the district not only to tell them what they need to know, they want to be told what they should do with
the information. So a key consideration for the future is issuing a clear “call to action” as it relates to
specific news and updates.
While the auditors agree that the newsletters need to be shortened to focus on no more than three to five
key messages or topics per issue, we also feel the design of Connections e-News is clean, easy to use and
delivers what readers indicated they want – short news blurbs with links to more in-depth information.
This disconnect tells us that LWSD must do more audience research to determine how information can be
written and formatted so that it becomes a “must read” update for stakeholders. Every audience is
different, and ultimately the effective delivery of relevant and desired content must drive the function of a
publication over graphic design. This is also true for the employee newsletter, Focus e-News. Staff
participants thought it is graphically appealing, but complained that the need to continually scroll up and
down to read an article was annoying.
Employee focus groups indicated that the one publication they do read regularly is the LWEA Update. It is
important that LWSD take note of this and assess the components and qualities that make this publication
more appealing to staff. Unless the district is able to attract comparable readership, it will have effectively
allowed the LWEA to fill a communication void and co-opt the district’s messages.


Continue to use multiple vehicles to communicate but consider how best to target to a
specific purpose. The advent of social media allows for the sharing of more “soft news” and

positive success stories on the district and school Facebook pages and via Twitter. This opens the
door for the e-newsletters to take on a harder-hitting approach that informs stakeholders about the
work driving educational innovation and what is being done to ensure students are Future Ready and
prepared for the global workplace. Begin incorporating more short videos in Connections e-News and
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Focus e-News to illustrate progress on the Strategic Plan and emphasize key messages. This will help
to shorten copy and better engage readers.



Connections e-News should serve as the dynamic news feed for the community (both parents

and community members), maintaining a timely and future-focused perspective by addressing
current and emerging issues facing LWSD. Invite community members who do not have
children in school to subscribe via links on the district and school websites. News articles,
advertisements, TV and radio announcements, and postcards can be shared with community
members in each Learning Community to promote the newsletter and encourage online
subscription. Strive to keep stories short and continue using links to provide additional
information to interested readers. Stakeholders want pertinent information but they tend to want
it in “small bites” that can be scanned quickly for critical points.



Focus e-News for staff covers a range of information items, from district updates, school

highlights, and benefit information to tech updates. Some participants weren’t sure if it is
supposed to be a news recap or an informational tool. Many said they scan it, but again, find it to
be too long to read through. While they think it looks nice graphically, they don’t find it readerfriendly in design. Focus group participants expressed interested in receiving more news and
information directly related to their jobs. All employees should receive Connections e-News,
eliminating the need to duplicate information in Focus e-News and enabling LWSD to keep it
focused on internal updates and items of specific interest to staff.





The Superintendent’s Message is one of the better-read internal news publications, although it
received the same critique as other publications of being much too long and “wordy.”
Participants in the staff focus groups liked this column and felt that it would receive higher
readership if the messages were short and succinct. We believe there is an opportunity to
maximize this communication vehicle by transitioning it to a shorter, more frequent blog (see
Recommendation 8).

Conduct focus groups and reader surveys on publication content, format and style.

Reader surveys and focus groups should be conducted to determine the strategic focus for
Connections e-News and Focus e-News. In order to improve readership levels, LWSD needs
to drill deeper to determine not only what content is relevant to each audience, but what
design format and writing style will best serve their information needs. This may require the
Communications Office to think out of the box and come up with a non-traditional format,
but the focus should be on delivering the specific information target audiences want and then
finding creative ways to insert key messages the district wants them to receive.



Evaluating Connections e-News. Initially we would recommend conducting several focus groups

on Connections e-News as that will allow you to ask additional questions and come to a more
detailed understanding of what parents and community members are truly interested in. These

NSPRA Communication Audit

34

Lake Washington School District

findings can then be used to help frame questions for a broader K12 Insight survey to parents and
volunteers. Once publications are revised and rolled out, conduct short reader surveys on a
regular basis to test effectiveness and gather input to continue refinements.



Evaluating Focus e-News. Conduct a staff survey on Focus e-News also and consider convening

an “editorial panel” of employees to give periodic feedback about the publication and advise the
Communications Office on current topics and content of greatest interest. While some message
overlap is necessary and useful in ensuring key messages connect with staff, if they are inundated
with redundant communication that is not particularly relevant or useful to them in their jobs, you
will reduce rather than improve the flow of information.


Raise the profile of the Strategic Plan. The 2013-18 Strategic Plan is designed to set the

direction and drive the work of LWSD for the next several years. This is an important
reference document for both staff and the public, and as such should be clearly accessible on
the homepage of the LWSD website. Regular updates and status reports on positive progress
toward Strategic Plan goals should be included on Board meeting agendas and continue to be
posted to the website to raise the profile and demonstrate accountability, transparency and a
commitment to the district’s mission. Consider creating short videos highlighting classroom
activities and lessons that demonstrate how a specific goal is being accomplished, explain the
outcomes or anticipated outcomes, and describe the next steps that will be implemented.

Action Step

Maximize the value of school newsletters and websites to deliver key messages and important
district-level news.

School newsletters and websites should be viewed as an important component of the overall
communication effort and be used to help deliver key messages and operational information about LWSD
to parents. Including a short LWSD news section in school newsletters and on websites is an effective
way of getting important information in front of parents. Some principals in the focus groups mentioned
that the Communications Office sends news updates for school newsletters, but a review of sample school
websites and publications found only a few that are incorporating this information on a consistent basis.
We know from our work in school districts, as well as from research, that school newsletters continue to
be a primary source of information for families, so LWSD should use them to ensure key messages reach
parents on a regular basis.
Information that is relevant to all schools should be added to school publications and websites so that
parents don’t have to go to multiple sites to find it. Parents typically want to be able to use a single
source, be it the school website or Parent Access portal, to obtain all the information they need. LWSD
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has website templates for the schools which provide a standard look and basic core information and links
that make for easier use by families with students in several schools.
Use school newsletters strategically to reinforce key messages about the Strategic Plan and other
initiatives rather than repeat information already available on the district and school websites. These
should be framed in the context of how they impact each child’s education to catch parents’ attention. The
Communications Office should continue to prepare short messages and status reports for the principals
that can be copied and included under an “LWSD News for Parents” heading on the school website and in
the newsletter, making it easy for the school and ensuring message consistency across the district.
The “LWSD News for Parents” section could include topics such as:


Brief updates on progress toward goals;



Facility updates;



Decisions particularly relevant to the Learning Community (i.e., transportation or boundary
changes; modernization plans; etc.);



Reports on student achievement and safety concerns;



Reports on policy/curriculum decisions and Board action items;



Advocacy and legislative news;



Budget updates; and



Updates on other issues impacting the schools.

Keep length and readability in mind and focus on only two or three timely district updates for each
newsletter issue.


Seek ways to target information about students that is meaningful to parents. Parents in the

focus groups expressed a strong interest in receiving more information from the schools and teachers
directly related to what their children are supposed to be learning and how they will be graded.
Parents appreciate information about grade level expectations along with tips and advice to help their
children navigate the challenging transitions, such as primary to third grade, elementary to middle,
and middle to high school. Another topic that is usually of high interest to parents and high school
students is information from guidance counselors on the college application process, i.e., course
requirements, application timelines, etc., so they do not miss critical windows. Consider adding a
page to the website specifically for college-related information. An example of a district that is doing
this is Guilford County Public Schools’ College and Career planning webpage at:
www.gcsnc.com/pages/gcsnc/Parents_Students/College_and_Career_Planning.
What NSPRA knows from our work in school systems across the country is that parents want useful
and timely information about what their children should be learning throughout the year. With this in
mind, it is very important to frame information and messages whenever possible in the context of how
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it impacts their children. If you want to get parents’ attention fast, target your communication at a
personal level and how it directly relates to their child’s education. Encourage teachers to point
parents to the Common Core information online in their classroom newsletters and websites. School
newsletters should reference them regularly to build awareness and understanding. Create a regular
column for Connections e-News and develop short videos of teachers explaining grade level learning
targets in simple terms. Focus on presenting information from the perspective of how parents can help
their children succeed in school.


Set expectations and standards for school newsletters. As previously noted, school newsletters

are a valuable communication tool that could benefit from more thoughtful planning to maximize
their use across the district. School newsletters in LWSD cover a broad spectrum from non-existent to
fair to good, but there is great inconsistency at this time in the quality and content focus. Focus group
participants wondered why in some schools the newsletter is sent out from the principal, but in others
it comes from the PTSA, which shifts the focus on what is deemed important for parents to know.
They also noted that there is a great variance in frequency from weekly to monthly.
We believe the schools would benefit from having an established set of common expectations
and standards for publishing campus newsletters. There is a need to improve consistency and
better control messaging so that it meets parent expectations and is aligned with LWSD’s
overall communication effort. PTSA newsletters are valuable and an asset to the schools, but
they should not be the “official” publication for a campus.
Convene a work group of principals, assistant principals and school office staff or others
involved in producing newsletters, to meet with Communications Office staff to develop a set
of standards and content features (which should include district news as noted above).
Publishing calendars might vary between elementary, middle and high school levels as needs
are different, but all schools should adhere to the standards once they are determined.
It is also important to provide inservice training in preparing effective newsletters, so plan for
incorporating time for newsletter workshops into the professional development schedule.
Provide principals with several newsletter template choices to ensure an attractive and userfriendly design with appropriate district “branding” and simplify the layout process for them.
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Action Step

Continue to build the use of video and social media as communication vehicles to tell the LWSD
story.

Video and social media are now important components of effective communication programs. Visual
storytelling and social engagement networks are the most compelling ways to reach today’s tech savvy
families and should continue to be integrated into LWSD’s communication efforts to help build
connections and support in the community. A video/multimedia specialist position has been added to the
Communications Office this year, which now enables the office to produce a variety of informative
videos that feature teaching and learning in action, programs, recognitions, special events and more. By
incorporating short video messaging into the overall communication program, LWSD will be able to
expand its audience reach on a variety of platforms that include social media.


Incorporate video into all major electronic communication platforms. Video can become a

critical tool for LWSD by putting viewers in the middle of compelling stories about staff and
students. Seeing the impact of growth and facility limitations on classrooms via video can be more
powerful than a newsletter or webpage description. Videos should be promoted widely through social
media, driving people to the website for more information. LWSD is investigating the creation of a
YouTube channel for the district, and we encourage you to move forward with this now that staff is in
place to produce videos on a regular basis. A YouTube channel will help LWSD build its audience
and put a personal face on public education in the communities it serves.
Develop short video segments for a variety of platforms and publications (i.e., websites,
Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, e-newsletters, the Strategic Plan and Annual Report etc.)
targeted to parents, staff and others in your communities. These videos should primarily show
teaching and learning in action vs. interviews and last no longer than three minutes.
Videos are also a great way to ensure message consistency on important topics. For example,
a short video message from the Superintendent can personalize outreach to staff and ensure
that everyone is getting the same information within a set time window. The video of Dr.
Pierce introducing the “Your Voice Counts” section of the website is very effective and
engaging and we strongly encourage you to capitalize on her ability to deliver a strong verbal
message by making video a major message vehicle for her.
Videos can be archived on a YouTube channel, but they also should be integrated throughout
the website to support key messaging, showcase the schools, highlight progress on the
Strategic Plan goals and illustrate how Common Core State Standards are being
implemented. A district that is doing an excellent job using video to showcase progress on its
strategic plan is Lewisville (Texas) ISD, http://strategicdesign.lisd.net/.
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In order to build viewership, we encourage LWSD to find creative ways to use videos in addition to
placing them on the website. Some ideas for using video that NSPRA has seen implemented in other
school systems include:





Creating recruitment videos to attract teachers, administrators and support staff;



Highlighting special projects and achievements at Board meetings (i.e., classroom activities,
an employee of the month in action on the job, etc.);



Looping videos on monitors at the central office building or in school reception areas;



Creating video updates on the status of district goals and special initiatives for presentations
at business/civic groups;



Creating information videos for non-English-speaking families;



Developing inservice training for staff and parenting skills sessions for families;



Using video for interactive town hall meetings or forums; and



Featuring videos on social media platforms.

Develop an integrated social media engagement strategy. More and more emphasis is being

placed on the use of social media to communicate in our daily lives and these platforms are now
staples in the communication toolbox. LWSD has a Facebook page and a Twitter account, although
focus group participants did not cite either as a major source of information at this time. However, we
believe that as the Communications Office works to make these sites more robust, use will build
among stakeholders. Unless social media sites are continually fed and refreshed, they won’t attract
regular followers, so a supplemental social media plan should be developed to keep this effort on
track.
Create an editorial calendar that incorporates the various platforms so that the right messages are
consistently being posted on the right channels at the right time. This will help to expand the reach
and impact of LWSD’s social media communication. A helpful new resource book for establishing an
effective social media program is Embracing Social Media: A Practical Guide to Manage Risk and
Leverage Opportunity, available in the NSPRA Online Store at www.nspra.org/products.
At this juncture, only a limited number of LWSD schools have implemented Facebook sites. As the
Communications Office builds use of its site, it will be better positioned to assist and support the
schools in developing effective campus sites as well.
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With so many digital channels available today, it is more important than ever to develop them
holistically and not silo each platform as a stand-alone effort. Since each platform has its own unique
features, strengths and weaknesses, it is important to have a plan for using them collectively to
improve LWSD’s social media and digital communication.
LWSD has begun investigating the possibility of developing a district app to meet the needs of its
stakeholders who are active on mobile platforms. In order for the app to be most effective however,
revisions will be needed to the website to make it more mobile-friendly and useful.


Conduct digital research, and monitor and measure online activity on an ongoing basis. As

with other forms of communication, digital research can help LWSD improve its reach, monitor
online conversation and increase online engagement with key stakeholders. Use research to:



Identify the most popular topics being discussed and hashtags being used for LWSD online and
focus on those particular tags.



Measure the level of online mentions or posts, including those that do and do not include tags
over a 1-3 month period to use as a benchmark of online activity moving forward.



Identify spikes and dips in conversation over time, looking for trends due to triggering events and
content that resonates at the highest levels. The goal is to raise the ongoing level of conversation
based on a well-developed digital editorial calendar and real-time responsiveness to conversation.



Analyze “fan churn” on Facebook pages. Are you gaining fans faster than you are losing them?



Look at the “people talking about this” analytic on Facebook to find out how many individuals
are liking, commenting, sharing, tagging or mentioning LWSD’s page based on particular types
of posts.

Action Step

Develop a formal Key Communicator Network.

A Key Communicator Network is a formal program designed to expand and build relationships with
influential members of the community and staff and can be a powerful communication tool. Although
current technology has made it easy and convenient to communicate directly with large numbers of
people in a timely fashion, it does not replace the value and effectiveness of face-to-face communication
with a small group of influential community and staff opinion leaders. We recommend that LWSD
consider extending its outreach by developing a formal Key Communicator Network that focuses on
expanding existing relationships and building new ones with key stakeholders within the community and
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district. These individuals, in turn, can help deliver key messages and serve as an extended force of
“ambassadors” in advocating for the schools.
What makes this type of group effective is that they are respected and influential members of a specific
group of constituents, they are perceived as having access to “inside” information, and they are
considered a believable and credible source of accurate information. You can use this group as a sounding
board to test new ideas, a conduit to deliver key messages to constituents, and an early warning system on
emerging issues and concerns. This group could be jointly facilitated by the Superintendent and
Communications Director to elevate the level of participation by positioning it as an important
community connection group for city and community leaders. Steps for creating a Key Communicator
Network include:


Identify influential opinion leaders who represent diverse community groups and
perspectives. The individuals invited to participate should be credible members of target audiences

identified by the district; people that others go to for “the real story.” The group should be a
manageable size to allow for productive face-to-face meetings and relationship-building.
Ask principals, Cabinet members and Board members to recommend two or three people – parents or
community members – who are well-known, respected in their neighborhood or specific community,
and who have an interest in the schools. Some names are likely to be suggested multiple times. To
add depth to the network, ask those individuals who they consider to be opinion leaders in the
community. PTSA leaders play a very important communication role throughout the district and
should be engaged as allies and advocates and included in the Key Communicator Network.
LWSD’s network should also include veteran and retired teachers and support staff, and senior
citizens in the community. Add the names of elected officials from the three municipalities, plus local
leaders of well-known civic organizations, businesses, and churches within the district. The total
group should be representative of as many segments of the community as possible.


Hold an orientation meeting with invited leaders. During this meeting, the Superintendent and

Communications Director should discuss the vision for the district and the participants’ role as
important conduits for information. Review with them the Strategic Plan as well as any pertinent
studies and reports, such as the Long-Term Facilities Plan. Depending on the number of leaders
identified, it may be more effective to break them into smaller groups that meet at different times. A
strategy used in some districts is to invite different small groups in every month or every other month.
This can help to build more personal relationships with these important stakeholders.


Encourage key communicators to report concerns they hear in the community, especially
examples of inaccurate information or misinformation about LWSD or individual schools. Key

communicators should be given a “hot line” number or email (usually the Communications Office) to
contact if they need information or hear about erroneous statements or rumors that need correcting.
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Whenever such information is reported, district leaders should determine the validity of it, take action
if appropriate, and inform the Key Communicator Network of the district’s response.


Develop a regular e-update specifically for the Key Communicator Network. Once opinion

leaders agree to participate in this type of communication network, it is important to keep them
updated with current information. A short, bulleted e-update sent on a regular schedule (monthly or
quarterly) can serve this purpose well and ensure key communicators have solid talking points on
priority issues. In addition to disseminating information, updates can alert the group to breaking news
(i.e., crisis situations) and help dispel rumors and provide accurate information and key messages
about critical LWSD initiatives. Key communicators also should receive any regular publications
such as Connections e-News and the Annual Report.


Conduct an annual evaluation of the program. It’s important to ascertain whether the Key

Communicator Network is functioning effectively and meeting the district’s needs as well as those of
the participants. Questions that might be asked of key communicator participants could include:
 How satisfied are you with the operation of the Key Communicator Network?
 Is the information LWSD provides you accurate and timely?
 How frequently should we meet?
 Are the e-updates serving your needs?
 Who else should be invited to join the Key Communicator Network?
 How can we improve the Key Communicator Network?


Hold an appreciation event at the end of each school year. Invite key communicators to a

breakfast or luncheon at the end of the year to thank them for their support and involvement. This
event should be hosted by the Superintendent and attended by the School Board. Celebrate the year’s
successes in LWSD.
Many school systems utilize the power created by Key Communicator Networks to create knowledge and
understanding, and prepare both internal and external participants as ambassadors to deliver key
messages. LWSD has several advisory councils and task forces that are very involved in the district and
the schools. We recommend that in addition to engaging these groups in their specific charges and tasks,
LWSD also use them as a core group of “key communicators.” These groups also should receive updates
and key messages about important initiatives, crisis situations, and progress on the Strategic Plan on a
regular basis. Share talking points about specific issues with these groups and include opportunities
during their regular meetings for them to meet and ask questions of the Superintendent, School Board
members, and other district leaders. By helping these key stakeholders become effective advocates for
LWSD, the school system can tap into a powerful resource for expanding its message to the broader
community.
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Action Step

Create connections and expand communication with “empty nesters.”

“Empty nesters” and senior citizens are a growing and important resource for today’s schools. Not only
can they provide a variety of services as volunteers, tutors, and mentors, as voters they also have a great
impact on the district. LWSD already has an active volunteer program, but some additional ideas for
engaging this important group of constituents include:


Create a team of “parent mentors,” once-active parents whose children are now grown, to assist new

parents in navigating the school system and to mentor them in how to work effectively as partners
with teachers and the school. This could possibly be incorporated into the volunteer program as a
specialized activity.


Promote involvement opportunities in community newspapers and publications.



Have students publish a newsletter containing articles on teaching and learning in today’s schools.

Distribute it to senior and community centers and post it on the website.


Include “empty nester” representatives on advisory councils and committees.



Create a “News of Interest for LWSD Patrons” section on the website homepage that with short

items of specific interest to taxpayers, such as budget information, facility issues, and events open to
the community, as well as important updates on LWSD initiatives. Keep the site fresh by posting new
information weekly and rotating more static information on how to volunteer, or how tax dollars are
used.


Tap influential citizens to mentor student leaders or to design a “Future Leaders” program for high

school students.


Encourage student groups with an interest in technology to teach interested community members
new communication skills (i.e., using digital photo and video software or social media sites).



Make annual presentations at senior and community centers on what schools are teaching and

include students from different grade levels in the presentation.


Send extra yearbooks and school publications to senior and community centers.



Contribute school information to senior residence and community center newsletters.
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Provide informational materials for doctor/dental offices or other businesses where people sit and

wait for services.

Major
Recommendation – 6

Continue engagement efforts and the integration of open feedback loops.

LWSD leaders are committed to engaging the public in important decisions about the schools and
ensuring honest and transparent communication. The Superintendent and Board have several task forces
and advisory councils in place, such as the Long-Term Facilities Planning Task Force and Curriculum
committees, to ensure stakeholders are involved in decision-making. Input meetings have been held on
the boundary realignment process and LWSD has been working to expand engagement opportunities
through open houses, surveys and online engagement tools such as the “Your Voice Counts” webpage.
District leaders recognize the need to continually nurture open communication and earn the public’s trust
by their willingness to listen directly to parents, staff and taxpayers and ensure their voice is heard. We
applaud LWSD for these efforts and encourage district leaders to continue integrating a variety of
feedback loops into the communication plan and strive to invite participation from a broad spectrum of
stakeholders.
We also encourage the Board and administration to offer opportunities for authentic engagement via open
dialogue on issues and concerns. A strategy that has worked well in some school systems to broaden the
engagement effort is to add a “listening” and dialogue session prior to the start of a Board work session or
regular meeting several times a year. The purpose of this session is to allow Board members and the
administration to have a conversation with interested members of the public on pending decisions or
issues and concerns that may not be on the regular agenda. These sessions should be structured to allow
Board members to ask questions and respond as appropriate. The Board would need to check with legal
counsel to make sure that open meeting law guidelines are followed, but this may be an option worth
investigating.
To be most effective and promote more interaction, we recommend that Board members and
administrators pair up and sit at round tables with constituents rather than at the dais, which can be
intimidating to parents and members of the public. We would also suggest that the Board consider
holding such sessions in the Learning Community zones to make them more convenient and comfortable
for parents and interested community members.
Provide a structure for these conversations by designating topics – for example, one session might focus
on the budget, another on the impact of community growth on the schools, or on what a “future ready”
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education means for students, etc. Open-ended “venting” sessions are not particularly useful, and it also is
important to honor the district’s chain-of-command for solving individual problems related to the schools
or personnel. The key is to meet with parents and community members face to face and listen to concerns
they may have about issues affecting LWSD.
It should be clearly stated that these dialogue events are just that – no decisions will be made based on
conversations that take place. They should be positioned as opportunities for the Board and administration
to gather opinion research and information.

Action Step

Increase leaders’ visibility and build relationships with parents and community groups.

Building trust in LWSD leadership should continue to be a priority, both internally and externally. By
maintaining open communication about decision-making processes, the Board and administration can
clearly demonstrate their commitment to a “transparent” style of leadership that allows stakeholders to
monitor and participate in the educational process. This not only helps to foster trust and credibility in the
school system, but also encourages all stakeholders to assume responsibility for the success of their
schools.
Focus group participants said that they appreciate being able to interact with Dr. Pierce at school and at
committee meetings and events. Face-to-face interactions are the most effective way to build strong
relationships and should be a high priority strategy for district administrators and the Board. Clearly Dr.
Pierce cannot be in all places at all times, so the strategic communication plan should tie her to the critical
communication venues where she can have the most impact. The development of other key district
leaders as “issue or initiative-specific” spokespeople should be advanced. Developing rapport with key
audiences and creating a personal face for LWSD and public education should be a key role of every
administrator. Some additional strategies to consider include:


Increase the accessibility of Board members and administrators at meetings. Board members

and administrators can create positive interactions with the public by being available in the lobby or
meeting room prior to the start of a public meeting as well as afterwards. Having Board members
available to welcome and interact with constituents and staff is a powerful public relations tool.


District leaders should visit schools and attend parent group meetings as often as possible.

While this is time-consuming, employees appreciate any efforts by district administrators and Board
members to visit schools and spend time in classrooms and lunchrooms. When leaders are visible in
the schools, it helps build staff morale and counteract the perception of the Resource Center as an
isolated “ivory tower” that is disconnected to the schools. Administrator visits should not be strictly
limited to business meetings or problem-solving. Efforts also should be made to visit food service,

NSPRA Communication Audit

45

Lake Washington School District

transportation and maintenance support staff. Board members should try to visit schools when their
schedules allow.
We recommend that all visits be reported on in some fashion as a follow-up. For example, the
Superintendent, Cabinet and Board members could report on visits or attendance at special events as a
regular part of the Board meeting agenda. Other avenues include adding brief notes in school and
district publications or websites and sharing impressions at staff meetings. In a district as large as
LWSD, administrators may only be able to visit a limited number of schools every month, so
something as simple as a “Who’s Where This Week” box on the Staff Portal or in Focus e-News that
lists the dates and sites visited will demonstrate that administrators are not locked behind closed
doors. Not only do regular site visits raise the visibility of school leaders, it also gives them “bragging
rights” about the school system, which builds pride and staff morale.


Encourage district leaders to become active in local civic and service organizations.

Community and business leaders are regularly asked to become involved in education and the
schools. It is equally important for administrators and Board members to play an active role in the
community and demonstrate their commitment to those who support the schools on a regular basis.
This also provides ongoing opportunities to share information about LWSD with influential
community leaders. Cabinet members should be encouraged to get involved in various agency and
foundation boards and commissions, either at the city level or with local businesses and corporations.
With three cities in the district’s boundaries, it is important to have representatives active in each.
One or two administrators should not be expected to cover all, so think strategically and encourage
local participation of principals and central office staff in those cities in which they reside or have a
special interest in. This type of active community involvement will help to position LWSD as a
leading school system and ensure that it is well-represented with important constituency groups in
Redmond, Kirkland and Sammamish.


Increase collaborative efforts and LWSD involvement in community projects and development
initiatives. Another important consideration is to ensure that LWSD is “at the table” when major

community issues are being considered by key community leaders. Given the projected growth within
the district’s boundaries, LWSD leaders should maintain a visible presence and have a prominent
voice in decisions that impact the cities it serves.


Investigate opportunities for the superintendent to write a regular column for the local
editions of the Reporter. Dr. Pierce has written some guest editorials for local newspapers, and it

may be advantageous to see if any might be interested in having the Superintendent provide a regular
column or update on the schools and answer questions about how LWSD is preparing students for the
future.
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Consider a video edition of the Superintendent’s Message in place of a written publication. As

noted in this report, we believe LWSD has an excellent opportunity to shift Dr. Pierce’s message to a
video format that can be featured on the district and school websites and in social media posts. Focus
group participants indicated they appreciate direct communication from the Superintendent and a
regular video message would be an engaging way to expand her outreach and raise visibility about
specific issues across the district. Video messages can be used to highlight progress toward Strategic
Plan goals, celebrate student and staff successes, and deliver key messages.

Action Step

Continue outreach to real estate agents.

Maintaining strong relationships with local real estate agents enables them to promote the merits of the
district and accurately respond to questions about the schools. Real estate agents are often among the first
points of contact a family or individual has in a community and they play an important role in creating a
positive “first impression” of the schools. It is important for them to present accurate information about
LWSD in their discussions with prospective buyers. In addition, real estate agents have a vested interest
in helping to promote Redmond, Kirkland and Sammamish, and quality schools are a positive sales
commodity. This should be of particular interest due to the modernization and new construction underway
across LWSD. LWSD makes information available and has offered a bus tour of the district in the past.
Given the changes occurring with growth in the district, we encourage LWSD to think of real estate
agents as a key group of stakeholders who should receive regular updates from the district.
Create a “Welcome” page on the website targeted to new and potential families that highlights why they
should choose LWSD schools. Include information about special programs and Choice options, school
tour videos and video testimonials, a welcome message from the Superintendent and Board President, and
links to community, city and county information sites. An example is the Minnetonka (Minn.) Public
Schools’ web page for New Families at www.minnetonka.k12.mn.us/enroll/Pages/default.aspx.
Video testimonials from new parents and students stating “I chose LWSD schools because…” or “I love
my new school because…” could be created and incorporated as a branding/marketing feature on the
website. This type of webpage can provide the district and real estate agents with a valuable marketing
tool for LWSD schools.

NSPRA Communication Audit

47

Lake Washington School District

Action Step

Develop guidelines for offering school tours.

It goes without saying that people who have recently been inside a school building have a better
impression of schools than those who have not. LWSD should consider developing guidelines for offering
school tours to community members, and particularly parents of preschoolers and new residents. A school
tour and visit is a tremendous opportunity to connect with neighborhood residents and prospective
families to promote the benefits of LWSD schools. School tours are an excellent way to showcase
successful programs and demonstrate fiscal accountability to taxpayers. Along with developing
guidelines, train student leaders along with key staff members to serve as tour guides.

Action Step

Implement a “VIP Day” or “Principal for a Day” program.

Programs that bring business and community leaders into the schools help build greater understanding of
district efforts and the challenges facing education. One of the most effective ways of demonstrating the
quality of the educational program is to let people see it in action.
Opportunities that allow business and community leaders to spend a couple of hours or a day shadowing a
principal or teacher in the schools make a powerful impression and provide a new perspective for people
who have not been in a school in many years. Leaders whose children are grown are often surprised at the
scope and sophistication of the educational program offered in today’s public schools. The goals of a VIP
or Principal for a Day program are to provide a greater understanding of today’s schools and educational
program; expose principals and school staffs to different ideas and perspectives; and begin a dialogue
between school leaders and business/community leaders on the needs and challenges of 21st Century
schools.
An option to consider is how LWSD might partner with the Lake Washington Schools Foundation in
creating an annual program to invite business leaders and influential community opinion leaders to be
“VIPs” in the schools for a morning or school day.
Hold a debriefing at the end of the day for participants or invite them to a follow-up breakfast to discuss
their observations and ask questions. Videotape their comments about the experience. These can later be
used in marketing materials or on the website as testimonials about the schools.
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Major
Recommendation – 7

Move forward with a redesign of the LWSD website.

A school district’s website is one of its most important communications tools. The site serves as the first
point of contact for many prospective students and families. The site also serves as an information source
for current school families and employees regarding activities, policies and important announcements. It
is also the most common information source for outside organizations such as the news media, education
agencies, associations and business groups seeking facts about the district and its school campuses.
Most school websites were created in the 1990’s as a place to post data and information that was mostly
static and also available in print. As the emphasis on print communications has waned, the expectation
that school districts maintain more robust and dynamic websites has increased.
An effective district website and app become even more important as the number of parents and students
with mobile devices increases. Even families that do not have a home computer can use smartphones and
tablets to stay connected to their schools.


Focus Group Observations. The focus groups were each asked questions about their preferred or

primary source of information about the district. While participants indicated they use it, on only a
few occasions did anyone cite the website as one of their primary information tools. That was
surprising given the importance of the website and the amount of staff time spent keeping it current.
When pressed for reasons why they don’t use the website frequently, most participants said it is not
user-friendly, difficult to navigate and find specific information, and information is buried too deep in
the site. A recurring theme was that the search engine pulled up old and outdated material, frustrating
users.


Audit Team Observations. During our onsite visit, the Communications Office staff noted that a

redesign of the district website is needed and under consideration. We agree and recommend that it be
initiated sooner rather than later if the budget will allow. The redesign should be undertaken with core
users in mind. A basic tenet of a redesign should be for critical content to drive the design structure
vs. trying to force content into a template that doesn’t meet the needs of LWSD users. Over time,
websites can become “electronic file cabinets” with virtually every department and office clamoring
for its material to be on the homepage. It appears that has happened in LWSD and it is time review
and rethink the primary purpose and address functionality of the website.
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Action Step

Assess the website navigational structure and consolidate content to improve functionality and
make it “communication central.”

The LWSD website should be everyone’s go-to communication tool. Based on the responses of focus
group participants, the challenge is ensuring that the content they are looking for on the site is easy to find
and quickly accessible. The greatest disadvantage to having an information-rich website is overwhelming
users with too much content that may not be relevant to them. A thorough review of the website analytics
will provide insight on what is and is not relevant to LWSD audiences and how to integrate key messages
into the most visited pages. Some suggestions for continued improvement include:


Continue to assess and consolidate content. The tabs on the LWSD homepage segment audiences

well, but the entry pages for each of the audience tabs (i.e., parents, community, students) require
significant scrolling to see all the content. For example, the Parent landing page has 71 clickable
elements. Continue to work on making those entry pages less intimidating by breaking them down
and reducing copy density with links, graphics and videos.


Use the website to deliver key messages. Information placed on the website should be considered

in the context of how it delivers key messages. Borrowing from a tactic many morning television
news shows are now using, create a “Four Things to Know This Week in LWSD” carousel box that
focuses on what people should know if they don’t have time to scan the website for any other news.
Make sure that it includes an RSS feed. To make the website more interactive, site visitors should be
asked to suggest the types of information they find most useful by responding to an online survey or
by emailing responses. Feedback links that let users offer comments could be made available in most
sections. Comments collected from these links can offer valuable insights into the information needs
of users – and how well the current site is meeting them. This will also add to the expansion of
LWSD’s engagement efforts.


Continue to review website analytics to direct the integration of key messages. The website

offers a great deal of information for target audiences. However, most people head to a website for
very specific information, such as school listings, the district calendar and event information,
transportation updates, job postings or the staff directory. The most accessed topics should be
prominently featured and easy to find. For example, LWSD parents have a high interest in
Transportation updates on the bus schedules, yet the link to the Transportation Department webpage
is at the very bottom of the list on the Parent page.


Add a “Frequently Asked Questions” section to the homepage. A “Frequently Asked Questions”

(FAQ) section in the “About Us” menu on the homepage would be a useful resource for the public
and staff. Keep it current by asking Resource Center and school secretaries and other staff to track the
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questions they are most often asked by callers. These can then be compiled and added as updates.
LWSD offers a “How do I…?” section with useful information related to static questions such as how
to register for school and update lunch money accounts. An FAQ would be used to address questions
that arise related to current issues, changes or breaking news and should be updated on a regular basis
to reflect timely topics.
FAQs can also be used for “myth busting” and to counter the rumor mill. Whenever an important
issue is up for discussion, or district leaders learn of misinformation that is being propagated in the
community, accurate, factual information should be posted in the FAQ for easy access. School and
district publications should promote the website as a source of information when people have
questions. To be effective, the FAQ feature should be accessible within no more than one “click” and
not buried deep within the website.


Strengthen the marketing components of the website. The redesign of this important

communication tool also is an excellent opportunity to rethink how the website fits into the overall
marketing and public relations efforts for LWSD. In fact, a growing number of districts are shifting
some content to individual school websites allowing the district site to feature more marketing
elements. One avenue we urge the district to consider is the addition of a “Why Choose Lake
Washington?” section. Many of the district’s unique features and “bragging points” could be
included. A number of parents in the focus groups felt that information about the Choice schools on
the website is minimal and they would like to see more detailed explanations of what makes each
program different.


Make the “Your Voice Counts” section much more prominent. LWSD is to be commended for

reaching out to its communities with this interactive online survey feature. However, it is easily
overlooked on the homepage because it looks like a header for the items underneath it rather than a
separate feature. Add a line underneath the logo that explains is purpose and invites people to follow
the link. In a redesign of the homepage, this is an important element that should be more prominently
featured.


Incorporate video into the redesign. The recent addition of a video/multimedia specialist gives

LWSD the opportunity to give district residents direct view into the schools. Short videos should be
integrated into key news articles and information pages to illustrate teaching and learning in action.
The website has a “News From the Schools Videos” section under the “News” tab, which serves as an
archive site, but to be most effective, these news clips should be seeded throughout the website to
engage visitors whether they read the articles or not. For empty nesters and others without school-age
children, this “inside look” can also help tell the district’s story in a much more vivid manner.


Design with the mobile user in mind. While the digital divide continues to challenge school

districts, recent research demonstrates that smartphones are becoming nearly universal. Although a
low income family might not have a home computer with high-speed broadband access, research is
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showing that they are likely to have a smartphone. With this in mind, a redesign should be done with
the mobile user in mind. This will also be important as LWSD considers the development of a district
app.

Action Step

Add department webpages and include mission and function descriptions.

In reviewing the LWSD website, a notable absence was the lack of department webpages. There is a
District Administration Directory and organizational chart, but there are no pages that outline what each
department does and explain their function and relationship to the schools. Clearly articulating the direct
role Resource Center personnel play in supporting the schools and student achievement is an excellent
strategy for making a direct connection between administrative support functions and the classroom. It
can be difficult for the general public to understand the function of various central office departments,
hence the often heard criticism that school districts are “top heavy” with administrators.
Explaining the mission and function of each department and how each supports students and staff would
help build greater understanding of the scope of work involved in educating students today. We
encourage LWSD to create webpages for all departments that include mission and support statements.
Setting a standard format will make it easy for departments to follow as well as providing a consistent
style for site visitors to read. A good example of this is Clarksville-Montgomery County School System’s
department pages (www.cmcss.net/departments/communications) which describe each department, how it
supports students and how it supports staff. We suggest visiting their website and scanning through the
departments to see how they have positioned each.

Action Step

Research effective district and school websites.

Review websites of neighboring school district, scan school websites in systems similar to LWSD and
check out recent winners in the NSPRA’s Publication and Electronic Media Awards for Internet/Intranet
sites. The following links to the websites of several medium to very large size school districts
demonstrate different approaches to presenting similar information:
Cleveland Heights City Schools (Ohio)
/www.chuh.org/
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Toledo Public Schools (Ohio)
www.tps.org/
Dayton Public Schools (Ohio)
http://home.dps.k12.oh.us/
Montgomery County Schools (Maryland)
www.montgomeryschoolsmd.org/info/neighbor-to-neighbor/
West Des Moines Community Schools (Iowa)
www.wdmcs.org/
Houston ISD (Texas)
www.houstonisd.org/site/default.aspx?PageID=1

Action Step

Conduct focus group research and user-testing to determine future enhancements to district and
school websites.

Design by committee is never an effective way to create a website but gathering input from users is
helpful before reworking the existing site, especially when users have indicated that they have trouble
navigating the site. Ongoing evaluation of the effectiveness of the websites is important to ensure that
they meet the needs of stakeholders and LWSD is maximizing their value as communication tools.
Conduct several focus groups that include representation by administrators, teachers, support staff,
parents and community members, such as real estate agents. Ask specific questions about information
they access online, how content might be organized and how frequently they access the district or school
sites. Consider asking some participants to send links of school websites they feel are effective or would
better meet their needs.
Gathering user feedback by hosting “hands on” sessions for site users to evaluate first-hand how they
navigate the website to find information is an excellent way to determine how to improve the userfriendliness of the site and what information to emphasize. We encourage LWSD to consider this kind of
assessment, as many of the focus group participants noted that the website was not “intuitive” and they
often have trouble locating information. Continue to use web analytics to track the number of visitors to
each site, how long they spend on the site, which pages they visit most often, how they move through the
site, and other useful information.
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Action Step

Evaluate and improve functionality and content of the Staff Portal.

Staff focus groups reported similar navigation and use issues with the Staff Portal that they have with the
LWSD website. The search engine is problematic in pulling up outdated information and they also felt a
“How to Use This Portal” page is needed. Participants reported that some staff are using Haiku instead of
the Staff Portal because it easier. As you begin plans for redesigning the LWSD website, the Staff Portal
also should be assessed to determine how functions can be improved and content designed specific to
staff needs.
Conduct focus group research with different staff groups to identify priorities and unique content areas.
The Staff Portal should include current news and updates that staff should be aware of in addition to
forms and documents. Content can include advisory committee meeting minutes, announcements, talking
points on current issues and Superintendent’s Messages. Post time-specific “news to know” and
reminders at least weekly, and as the site is improved over time, consider adding interactive components
that will allow staff to submit ideas or comments, ask questions, share documents and communicate with
each other. The Staff Portal can become a dynamic and valuable internal communication vehicle given
the time and attention it deserves.

Major
Recommendation – 8

Improve internal communication.

Internal communication is a critical component of success for every organization. Everyone wants to feel
connected and that they have a mission and a sense of purpose as part of a team. An intentional
communication effort inspires employee buy-in and loyalty. LWSD uses a variety of channels to
communicate with employees, including Focus e-News, the website, extensive email, the Staff Portal and
the SchoolMessenger system. The challenge lies in serving the broad spectrum of employee information
needs while ensuring communication is timely and relevant for different employee groups.
One of the themes that emerged from the staff focus groups is the need to deliver information in a timelier
manner. They noted that not all employees receive information at the same time, and some requests that
require a response are sent with little advance notice. A number of participants said they receive
information more quickly from LWEA than they do from the district.
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As addressed in Recommendation 3, staff in the internal focus groups talked about inconsistency in
messaging and noted that information is not always shared effectively with all buildings and throughout
all levels in LWSD. In part, this is likely the result of busy administrators assuming that employees
already know the outcomes of decisions and they also may be simply forgetting to share information.
Timeliness, message consistency and relevance are critical to developing a strong, effective internal
communication program. When employees feel as though they are “the last to know” or information
comes to them through non-district channels (such as the news media or parents), they do not feel they are
valued members of the team, and it makes it difficult for them to embrace their roles as ambassadors for
the schools.
To communicate effectively and credibly in “one clear voice,” all employees must understand that good
communication and public relations are not solely the responsibility of the Communications Office and
administrators. Everyone in a school system is a communicator and must accept some of the
responsibility for this role, from the School Board to part-time employees. They must understand the
power and influence that they personally and collectively hold over public perception of, and satisfaction
with, LWSD schools. It is important to note that internal buy-in of key messages is critical before they
can successfully be delivered to the public. Some suggestions for disseminating key messages internally
include:


Make the timeliness of communication to staff a high priority. Communicate with staff before

messages are disseminated to external audiences and the media.


Increase opportunities for face-to-face meetings at the building-level that allow school staff to

ask questions and discuss the issue or initiative being addressed. While regular meetings are held with
teaching faculty, support staff have limited opportunities to attend these meetings, so alternative
options should be explored to provide them with valuable face time with school and district leaders.
When employees understand the rationale and process being used to address an issue or problem, they
become more effective advocates and ambassadors for the district.


Continue to share key messages with employee groups and LWSD leaders. By recognizing the

important role employees play as communicators and ambassadors for education and supporting them
in this effort with timely information, key messages, and training when appropriate, LWSD can
exponentially expand its communication outreach in the community.

NSPRA Communication Audit

55

Lake Washington School District

Action Step

Close the loop on communication by keeping staff apprised of the outcomes of surveys, task
force and committee reports, Board decisions and actions that impact them and the schools.

LWSD leaders can continue to increase transparency by “closing the information loop” and explaining to
staff the genesis and rationale behind decisions and initiatives and then keeping them informed about
progress and results. Post reports from task forces and committees, survey results and other important
studies and assessments (such as this Communication Audit Report) in the Staff Portal, and share key
findings in Focus e-News. This will also help to address the perceived divide between the Resource
Center and the schools and build understanding of how decisions that may at first seem removed from the
classroom impact employees at all levels.

Action Step

Keep school and Resource Center office managers and secretaries in the communication loop on
issues and requests.

Research and practice have shown that school and central office personnel can be an effective part of a
school district’s public relations efforts. While they are not a prominent part of the organizational chart,
they can influence the climate of a building almost as much as the school principal or department
administrator.
Office managers and secretaries interact daily with parents and the public, as well as with most employees
on a campus. They also communicate regularly with central office departments, so they become a trusted
source of information about the school system, regardless of whether they are privy to first-hand
information. School office staff often have long tenures on campuses and are usually strong supporters of
the school and district.
LWSD managers and secretaries who took part in the focus groups indicated that they are not always
informed of changes or actions that come from central office to the principals that may be important for
them to know. It is embarrassing for frontline staff when parents and others ask questions that they don’t
know how to answer. The management style of each principal determines what information is shared with
their office managers, but setting some communication protocols can help to address this issue (see
Recommendation 2).
For these frontline employees to function effectively, it is critical for administrators and principals to
funnel information to them on a regular basis. Participants in the focus groups felt that they are often not
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included in critical communications that directly impact their jobs and those of their supervisors. Sharing
District Digest with office managers and allowing them access to important administrative documents
will assist them to better support their principals and supervisors and ensure that paperwork is completed
in an expedient manner.
The following steps can be taken by principals and administrators to ensure that their key office personnel
have the information they need to field calls, dispel rumors and do their jobs well:


Provide scripts and Q & A documents for frontline staff on key LWSD initiatives or breaking news
(i.e., school lock-downs, boundary changes, etc.).



Review daily and weekly schedules so that office staff are aware of activities going on in their school
or department, as well as major events across the district.



Review deadlines for reports and other information required by the central office or the Washington
State Department of Education.



Review the major issues being discussed in LWSD so that they feel comfortable answering basic
questions from parents.



Ensure they have current copies of any LWSD publications (i.e., Connections and Focus e-News,
agendas of School Board meetings, the Strategic Plan, information brochures on programs, choice
schools, etc.) and other key materials so that they can answer questions and share information.



Include them in planning meetings and discussions, when possible.

Action Step

Consider a Superintendent’s blog and/or video message to connect with staff.

As noted in our findings, staff members like and respect Dr. Pierce and greatly appreciate her personal
outreach. Although they feel the Superintendent’s Message needs to be shorter, they appreciate receiving
it and like the content. As mentioned in Recommendation 5, Dr. Pierce has an effective video presence
and engaging style that would lend itself well to a regular video message to staff. Video messages from
Dr. Pierce to staff on a variety of topics can be featured in the Staff Portal and sent out via email.
A short blog or video update on the “Superintendent’s Message” webpage would also be a simple way to
keep it current and relevant, extend Dr. Pierce’s visibility and personalize her leadership style. A short
blog sharing her thoughts on school visits, legislative developments, student and staff achievements, etc.,
would demonstrate that she and the administrative team are in the schools, actively involved in the
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education process, and understand the daily challenges staff face in the buildings each day. A blog or
video message would provide an excellent opportunity to expand Dr. Pierce’s outreach and direct
connection to employees across the district.

Action Step

Provide employees with opportunities to play an active role in decision-making and the
implementation of the Strategic Plan.

LWSD staff in the focus groups expressed a great deal of pride in the schools and the work they do
serving students. In order to retain and attract talented employees, it is important to acknowledge and
celebrate the contributions of staff and empower them to participate fully in determining the future of
LWSD.
As LWSD moves forward in implementing the Strategic Plan goals, we believe it will be important to
build a sense of personal responsibility and ownership among all employee groups. For this to happen
staff need be directly involved in innovation efforts beyond just being charged with implementation –
they need to play an active role in generating creative ideas for effective implementation as well as in
creating tools and resources. In order to energize LWSD’s vision statement of “Every Student Future
Ready” and empower staff to truly own it, authentic engagement opportunities are needed.
An example of an award-winning internal employee engagement plan that would be an excellent model
for LWSD to investigate is Minnetonka Public Schools’ “Minnetonka Innovates Campaign.” Information
about the campaign can be accessed at www.nspra.org/gold-medallion.

Action Step

Use orientation sessions to remind staff of their communication role.

New staff orientation sessions should contain a component on communication. Orientation programs
typically review required forms and cover employment-related topics such as insurance and benefits, and
often overlook the need to provide an overview of the district’s history, culture and key initiatives. Staff
members should learn the sources of information and be reminded that as employees of LWSD, they have
a responsibility to read key communications (i.e., Focus e-News, Superintendent’s Message, email
updates, memos, etc.) sent out by the district, departments and their schools. They should also be given
guidance on how to be responsive to parent and staff requests. Consider preparing a summary sheet of
“communication responsibilities” to distribute to all employees.
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New employees should learn about the Strategic Plan goals and any major programs as well as about
their role related to each. The focus should be on generating excitement about the innovative programs
going on in LWSD and providing the talking points and support that tap into the enthusiasm of new
employees and empower them to become positive messengers and ambassadors for the district.
Orientation for support staff is many times an afterthought, but these employees are also key
communicators who are often seen as credible sources of information by the community.
When all staff are provided with training and the resources to answer questions and share information
with the public, it will create a strong foundation that instills trust and confidence among stakeholders,
help to counter misinformation, and promote transparency.

Action Step

Consider convening a work group of administrators to revise the format for District Digest to
make it more time efficient to produce and use as a valuable information tool.

The District Digest is a useful information and task tool that attempts to consolidate information and
requests from the various Resource Center departments into a single weekly email publication for
administrators. From the auditors’ perspective the intent of this publication is good, and in fact NSPRA
often recommends that districts compile similar management memos to keep from inundating principals
with separate, uncoordinated requests from departments. While DLT members in the focus groups said
they rely on the District Digest to keep them on track, they also struggle to stay on top of all the weekly
tasks and information they have to review, so they gave it very mixed reviews. As with so many of the
publications LWSD produces, the District Digest is very long for a weekly “to do” list on top of the daily
responsibilities of managing a school. It is also a time-consuming task for the Communications Director
to compile and edit each week.
We strongly encourage LWSD to convene a work group of administrators to work with the Cabinet and
Communications Director to consider how the District Digest can be revised and or/redesigned (consider
format, frequency, delivery timing, topics, etc.) to better meet the needs of DLT members as well as
Resource Center departments so that it remains a valuable tool that helps everyone accomplish their work
in a timely manner.
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Action Step

Manage email so it doesn’t manage staff.

LWSD attempts to provide an ongoing flow of communication to staff, but it can become overwhelming
in terms of the number of emails and the depth of information provided. Determining who needs to know
what (see Recommendation 3) is the first step that should be taken to ensure the correct people have the
information they need to do their jobs. For example, non-confidential actionable information provided to
school principals should also be shared with school office managers and others directly involved in
responding to a request. This will eliminate the assumption at the central office level that communication
has been shared with all building staff that “need to know.”
Developing a priority “triage” system for email communication can provide principals and staff with the
ability to handle critical information in a more immediate manner. Use the email subject line to tag
messages with an agreed upon code (i.e., Urgent or Time Sensitive, Response Needed, By Next Week,
etc.) which can assist staff in sorting and prioritizing information. Also consider creating guidelines for
when email should be used for messaging vs. other communication vehicles. Without a standardized
system, critical communications can easily get lost in the ongoing email stream and guidelines can help
ensure consistent email protocols and understanding across the district.

Major
Recommendation – 9

Assess the structure of the LINKS and Volunteer programs to improve effectiveness and
volunteer experience and incorporate a business partnership component.

When properly recruited, screened, trained and placed in the schools, volunteers can become public
school advocates and ambassadors to the larger community, helping to tell the district’s story. LWSD
recognizes the value derived from a strong volunteer force and has devoted a significant amount of
staffing and resources to managing the volunteer program. However, focus group participants reported
some issues with the placement process and several did not feel that their talents were being fully utilized.
This has caused some to question whether or not they will continue to volunteer.
There does seem to be some confusion about the differences between the LINKS program and other
volunteer opportunities. It was also unclear to the auditors why there are two parallel programs. Although
the LINKS Volunteer Coordinator position is funded by the Lake Washington Educational Foundation,
LWSD’s Communications Manager has oversight and supervisory responsibilities for both that position
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and the new Volunteer Coordinator position in the Communications Office. It would seem that some of
the volunteer activities overlap and might be better coordinated.
Absent from this overall community involvement effort is a structured business partnership program.
With such major employers in the area as Microsoft, Costco, Waste Management, Google and hundreds
of smaller ones, LWSD is missing a potentially valuable opportunity to immerse those businesses and
their employees in the life of the district, its schools, teachers and students.

Action Step

Evaluate volunteer placement procedures to ensure appropriate matches.

We heard concerns from focus group participants that the process of placing volunteers at specific schools
and of matching the volunteer’s skills to the needs of the schools was not well organized. The form that
potential volunteers are required to fill out does not ask them exactly what they would like to do or at
which school they want to volunteer. While we understand that typically the volunteer program is for
parents, this ambiguity creates confusion. By comparison, the LINKS process and forms are much more
specific. Consider ways to set more specific goals for the general volunteer program and provide a menu
of the types of opportunities available at each school, similar to the LINKS webpage.
People who choose to volunteer do so because they want to make a positive contribution and feel they
have something of value to offer. It is incumbent upon the district to ensure that volunteer experiences are
not only safe for students but also meaningful to the volunteers or they will choose to offer their time and
skills to another organization. In order for the volunteer program to be truly effective, program standards
and expectations should be developed so that principals and teachers are prepared to maximize the
volunteer’s time and talents. Evaluate the assignment process to ensure that volunteers are not being
placed randomly without advance preparation on the part of the schools.
An equally important component of an effective volunteer program is training, both for the volunteers and
the school staff. There is evidence of an effort in the LINKS program of school-level training, but not in
the general program. Using volunteers is not a skill that most teachers have when entering the profession
and they should be required to attend an orientation session if they want to tap the expertise of volunteers.
The orientation should offer guidelines on what type of tasks and assistance is appropriate to request for
their classroom, how to use their volunteers effectively, and how to assess whether the volunteer activity
has been beneficial.
With the addition of the Volunteer Coordinator to the Communications Office, LWSD should be able to
refine and improve the overall volunteer program to increase its benefits to the schools.
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Action Step

Evaluate the process for conducting background checks and seek efficiencies to streamline steps
and reduce time and labor.

An inordinate amount of staff time seems to be focused on the legally required screening process for
volunteers. Given the volume in LWSD, it has become very labor intensive and involves several staff
members. Some focus group participants who are volunteers in the district said that they felt the district
spent more time on their background checks and clearing them to participate than it did to find an
appropriate placement that made full of use of the their talents.
While screening applications is a necessary component of a successful program, we recommend that
LWSD reassess the process and seek out more efficient options to complete this step. Investigate whether
volunteer screening can be contracted out, or done by supervised interns or others. We encourage the
district to seek ways that professional staff time can be reallocated to important program elements such as
placement, training and evaluation.

Action Step

Analyze current staff responsibilities for the two volunteer programs to determine if it is possible
to merge them into a single program.

We recommend having a “tough conversation” about how staff time is now spent on coordinating the two
volunteer programs – LINKS and the general volunteer program. There are now two full-time staff
positions managing what appear to be two arms of the same program, although the mission of LINKS is
better defined. We understand that the LINKS program position is funded by the Lake Washington
Schools Foundation, but it may be worth discussing whether a single program with a single point of entry
for parents and the public, along with a consistent method of placing volunteers, would serve LWSD
better than the current arrangement. This might allow for any duplication, overlap or redundancy in time
and tasks to be eliminated.
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Action Step

Give serious consideration to formalizing a business partnership program.

With the addition of a full-time Volunteer Coordinator position, and assuming that some efficiency in
staff time can be gained by streamlining the screening process and possibly consolidating some program
aspects, LWSD is better positioned to develop a formal business partnership program. There are a number
of programs in place at individual schools, but with a position in place to oversee recruitment and
development efforts, the district can significantly increase participation and benefits to students and the
schools. A business partnership program should not focus solely on monetary donations (although they
would be welcome) but on supporting student academic success through expanded mentoring and tutoring
programs, business internships and job shadowing, as well as supplemental professional development
opportunities for teachers and support staff.
Start small. As with any major initiative, it is advisable to find one or two schools and a few businesses to
pilot this new program. There are many school districts across the country from which to draw inspiration
and examples. An excellent overview can be found at
www.educationworld.com/a_admin/admin/admin323.shtml.
Three school districts with well-recognized programs are:
Richmond Public Schools (Virginia)
http://web.richmond.k12.va.us/Departments/SchoolCommunityPartnerships.aspx
Broward County Public Schools (Florida)
http://browardpartners.com/index.htm
Winston-Salem/Forsyth County Schools (North Carolina)
www.winstonsalem.com/education-programs/partnerships-volunteer-opportunities/workforcedevelopment/school-business-partnerships/


Involve area Chambers of Commerce in the business partnership program. You will notice that

the Winston-Salem/Forsyth County Schools program is actually administered by the local Chamber
of Commerce. While that is an unusual arrangement, the active support of the business community is
vital to the program’s success. Redmond, Kirkland and Sammamish all have active Chambers and
they should be approached and recruited as collaborators from the outset.
Although this suggestion has focused on businesses, we urge LWSD to also include civic and service
organizations in the program as well. Lions, Rotary, Optimist, Soroptimist and other groups are
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valuable partners in schools across the country and have the potential of providing support for
students and families to meet a variety of needs.


As this effort gets underway, be prepared to tell potential partners what the schools can do for
them. True partnerships are not one-way streets. Some benefit must accrue to the business or

organization as an active partner. In some communities, schools provide entertainment during special
events and holiday parties. Student artwork is featured in businesses and offices and students take part
in community service projects sponsored by business partners. Consider convening an advisory panel
of business leaders to assist in developing a mutually beneficial partnership agreement that clarifies
the roles and responsibilities of each partner, on the business and school or district side.

Major
Recommendation – 10

Emphasize the importance of customer service.

The image and perceptions of any organization are driven by the personal interactions and experiences
people have with its employees. Poor customer service can do irreparable damage to the reputation of a
business or school district, even one with an outstanding communication program. Focus group feedback
indicated that customer service is an area that can be improved across LWSD.
A number of parents in the focus groups had concerns about their interactions with some Resource Center
departments, citing unreturned calls and emails and what they felt is a lack of respect toward parents. The
experiences they have had with the Transportation Department were of particular concern to a number of
parents in the groups.
As noted in the Findings, employees in the schools see their relationship with Resource Center
departments as an “us vs. them” relationship, referring to central office leadership and administration
departments as “The District.” Refocusing Resource Center staff on improving how departments support
the schools can help bridge this divide and strengthen teamwork at all levels.
Another service issue of concern to school principals was what they perceive to be non-responsiveness on
the part of Resource Center staff. When calls and emails are not returned by central office department
personnel in a timely manner, it creates a high level of frustration at school campuses because it makes it
difficult for staff to complete tasks. As was noted by one central office administrator, “Schools are
moving a lot faster. For them ‘ASAP’ means the end of the day and ‘working on it’ means by Friday. At
the central office level, ‘ASAP’ means next semester and ‘working on it’ means ‘look at the Strategic
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Plan.” Setting common expectations and defining service standards (see next Action Step) for how
Resource Center staff serve the schools can help decrease stress and improve productivity for everyone.
Good customer service plays a very important role in the schools. In today’s competitive school
environment where families can take advantage of choice alternatives as well as charter and
private/parochial school options, first impressions are extremely critical and can make or break a district’s
image. A friendly voice on the phone, a warm and solicitous tone, and a welcoming environment are all
important to creating positive connections and productive interactions with families.
Employee “customers” are just as important. Each staff member at the Resource Center and at each
school has other employees who depend on them for information or assistance to help them do their jobs
in a timely and efficient manner. Each school, department, and employee is a component of a system that
should be working together to support each other in educating children.

Action Step

Foster a service-oriented attitude by setting service standards for all staff.

Another key component of a customer service program is to involve staff in creating standards of service.
Greater employee buy-in for improving customer service can be secured by involving staff directly in
establishing standards of service for the district and schools. Standards of service provide clear guidelines
to follow and also provide a way to evaluate the effectiveness of district efforts to improve in this area.
Once developed, these standards should be included in employee handbooks, printed on cards that each
staff member can carry as a reminder, and posted on the Staff Portal and in offices to demonstrate
LWSD’s commitment to delivering outstanding service. They should be reviewed annually as part of ongoing customer service training or as a reminder in staff meetings.
In order to change the culture and improve customer service, district leaders need to clearly communicate
their expectations and hold staff at all levels accountable for implementing good customer service
practices and meeting the needs of parent, community and staff “customers.” Reinforce employees’
efforts by highlighting good customer service/ambassadorship on the website, in publications, or by
honoring an “Ambassador of the Month” at Board meetings.
Recognizing that it is difficult to pull staff away for lengthy inservice sessions, LWSD may want to
consider breaking customer service training into smaller time units. NSPRA’s Unlocking Sensational
Service CD offers a variety of options – from meeting starters to hour- or day-long workshops – for
delivering this type of training.
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Action Step

Ensure that service intent and customer experiences match.

Good reputations and effective marketing are based on solid programs that meet customer expectations.
What is the customer service experience for LWSD parents, patrons and staff? The quality level of
customer service in each school and Resource Center department should be assessed. While employees
are well intentioned, visitors or callers can easily develop a negative perception based on how they are
greeted or a phone is answered.
For example, how long is the wait before a visitor’s presence is acknowledged by office staff? Are phones
answered with a warm and friendly greeting (both live and with recorded messages)? Do calls bounce
from department to department or does every staff member “own” the caller’s question or problem, even
if it doesn’t fall under his or her area of responsibility? Is voice mail used to shield staff from the public?
Are all calls or emails answered within a reasonable time frame? How are queries tracked, and by whom?
How do you know when balls have been dropped or if consistent answers are being given to the same
questions, especially if different departments are called? How long does it take from an initial request for
information to an answer being provided?
It can also be helpful to evaluate the first impressions that visitors get when visiting a school – the “curb
appeal” of the school building. Are directional signs clearly posted to guide visitors? Are signs engaging
(“Welcome to our school. Please check in at the office.”) or off-putting (“Warning! State law requires all
visitors to obtain a badge before entering the campus.”)? Are the grounds clean and free of obstacles and
landscaping maintained?
Some school systems use a “mystery shopper” to gather data on the responsiveness of schools and offices
and then document the results to assist in improvement. “Mystery parents” call, email, or visit schools and
ask questions about registration or programs and record responses and their impressions of the
experience. Principals and staff are made aware that this tool is part of a continuous improvement process.
It is designed to help pinpoint those who are doing an exemplary job and where additional training and
support may be needed to assist schools and departments to perform to set customer service standards.
Once a school has been evaluated, we recommend that school councils or other teams of staff and parents
be tasked with addressing problems identified and making specific suggestions about how to improve the
“first impression” environment in the school. And, since “What gets measured gets done,” we recommend
that customer service and communication measures become part of job evaluations for administrators,
managers, and supervisors.
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Action Step

Provide staff training and support for customer service efforts.

It is not enough to simply emphasize the importance of good customer service. In order to institutionalize
a culture of service excellence, staff must be provided with adequate training to support them in that role.
Annual inservice workshops on providing exemplary service, dealing with difficult people, telephone
etiquette, and general communication with the public will provide staff with tools and skills to support
their efforts. It should be stressed again that customer service practices apply to how all central office
staff (not solely secretaries and office personnel) interact with and support school campus personnel. This
was an area noted by employee focus groups as needing improvement.
With an increased emphasis on effective communications, it would be beneficial to distribute “LWSD
Education Ambassador” packets to all district employees, not just secretaries and new hires, at the
beginning of the school year. A “tool kit” of district information is a helpful resource and serves to
remind employees that they also are LWSD “communicators.” LWSD leaders should continue to stress
the role of all employees as ambassadors for the schools and public education, and support them in this
effort by providing timely information, a clear, consistent message, and continued training.

Major
Recommendation – 11

Complete the development of a comprehensive emergency management plan and include a crisis
communication component.

It is clear that in today’s world, school districts must be prepared at all times to deal with the unexpected.
From terrorist threats to weather events to major health epidemics, a current crisis plan is a must and
employees need to receive training in order to understand their roles and function effectively in a crisis.
The speed of today’s communication technology adds another layer of challenge. The ability of students
and staff to call or text as an incident is taking place can put LWSD behind the communication eight-ball
without proper preparation and plans in place. There are many aspects to crisis management –
preparation, response, communication, and post-crisis support.
It is our understanding that LWSD is currently working on developing a comprehensive emergency
management plan that is to be completed this school year. The district has several lockdown checklists
that it uses to direct crisis response procedures, but the auditors did not find specific communication
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processes and procedures that outline how staff, parents, public and the media will be notified and kept
informed throughout an incident.
Principals and administrators praised the support provided by the Communications Office when an
incident occurs on campus and they depend on the staff’s expertise to navigate media requests and
communication response needs. However, there is a critical need to develop and incorporate clear crisis
communication protocols, procedures and responsibilities into the comprehensive emergency plan. With
51 schools spread over three municipalities, there is a need to build a greater depth of communication
support than the Communication Office staff alone can provide in the event of a significant crisis.
Communication should be a major component of the overall emergency response plan. Poor
communication with staff, parents, news media and the community in a crisis situation can do more
damage to the district’s reputation than the crisis itself. The plan should clearly delineate communication
responsibilities at the central office and building-level along with the role of the Communications Office.
The organizational structure of an incident response team may vary depending on the type of crisis, but
team members should be designated to be in charge of various communication responsibilities in the
event of major crisis. These should include:













Leadership advisement;
Internal communication;
External communication;
News media relations;
Communication command center operations;
Electronic communications (website and social media posts and monitoring, etc.);
SchoolMessenger notifications (voice and text);
Research and media monitoring;
Counseling and support;
Donations and volunteers; and
Special events (i.e., memorial services).

It is critical that an emergency management plan focus not only on immediate response steps but also
include proactive crisis communication and management planning along with a consistent, wellcoordinated plan for disseminating information about an incident and providing support in the aftermath.
The manner in which the district manages and communicates about a crisis can create a long-lasting
impression, either negative or positive. This includes all levels of crisis, from outbreaks of head lice to
bomb threats, attempted kidnappings or molestations, to fights on campus, student suicides, weather
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events, or other critical incidents that impact any school or district building. Key to successful crisis
communication is timeliness, and processes must be in place prior to a crisis in order for LWSD to
respond proactively.
The Communications Director should be closely involved in coordinating crisis management and
communication. Some key communication planning steps include:


Identify key audiences/stakeholders and the best way to communicate with them. By

developing in advance a list of audiences and the most effective channels to reach them, the
incident response team can move forward without having to brainstorm the list as the crisis
response begins. Create sample key messages for a variety of crises to serve as starter
templates.


Identify the district’s primary spokesperson for the incident. In the case of a significant

event, the Superintendent or the highest ranking district official available should take the
lead. Stakeholders want to be assured that district leaders are informed and in charge. In most
instances, the primary media contact would remain the Communications Director. In some
situations, the administrator most knowledgeable about the issues surrounding an incident
should be prepared to conduct interviews.


Include a strategy to manage the “Golden Hour.” The first hour of a crisis contains the

“judgment of confidence.” Public perception regarding LWSD’s ability to respond effectively
in a crisis will be determined very early. Include a first response checklist for collecting the
basic facts of the situation: who-what-when-where-how-why; determining communication
priorities; identifying who to reach first; and developing a beginning of the response strategy.


Include a template for an initial public statement. This one-page template should be

included within the plan. The initial statement shares what can be confirmed, outlines what
the district is doing to respond to the situation, and provides a schedule of when updates are
expected to occur. It also offers messages of concern and sympathy for anyone directly and
negatively impacted by the crisis. This template also serves as a back-up communication
starter if the Communications Director is out of the district at the beginning of a crisis event.


Clearly delineate the communication responsibilities of the district and local law
enforcement or emergency response personnel if the crisis involves them. Talk to local

officials before a crisis occurs to understand parameters around the appropriate release of
information, who will serve as primary contact, and how LWSD and first response personnel
can work together. In a major incident such as a school shooting, hostage situation or
wildfire, it is likely that another agency will take the communication lead. Work closely with
them to avoid mixed or conflicting messages.
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Prepare a statement to be used by receptionists and secretaries at every building as
the crisis unfolds. Parents will be concerned about their own children, even if the crisis

occurs in another school. Building staff should be aware of this responsibility and look for a
statement from the central office so that they can effectively respond to questions.


Prepare for news media coverage. With today’s instant communication, the news media

may hear of any trouble faster than district staff. If reporters sense at first contact that the
district is unprepared to respond, they will report that perception. Establish news media
protocols. When will interviews be available? Where will they be held? Are photographers
allowed? Who will accompany them? Can students be photographed? LWSD should call the
shots with news media while recognizing that reporters have a legitimate role in
communicating during a crisis. They can be allies for broad distribution of important
information. It is important to remember that if an LWSD representative doesn’t talk to them,
they will find someone who will.


Maximize the use of social media. Social media is now a vital tool in crisis communication,

allowing the district to quickly release important information, correct misinformation and
track events in real time. The crisis plan should identify who will be responsible for updating
websites and Facebook and Twitter accounts. Ideally, this responsibility should be assigned
to Communications Office staff to ensure that these critical communication tools receive
immediate and ongoing attention in a crisis.


Determine when and how the SchoolMessenger system will be used. Who will write

and record messages and texts? Who is translating in order to reach non-English-speaking
families? Who is responsible for scheduling and sending out messages?


Require preparation of internal messages. Employees need to be updated and, if possible,

they should hear what is happening before messages are sent to parents and/or the
community. Employees will be information ambassadors during a crisis. People will expect
that they know what is happening. Talking to uninformed employees can undermine the
community’s confidence and trust in LWSD response.
An updated edition of NSPRA’s Complete Crisis Communication Management Manual, is in the works
and targeted for release this summer. It along with other crisis resources is available on the NSPRA
website at www.nspra.org/products.
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Action Step

Prepare a “dark” webpage for use when a crisis hits.

Develop an unpublished webpage to launch when a crisis occurs. This page would remain
dormant until a need arises. The webpage should include items such as: contact information; links
to the initial public statement; background information and district facts including current
enrollment, number and names of schools, etc.; protocols for picking up students; news media
guidelines and location of news briefings; and other pertinent information. As the crisis response
evolves, all related messages from LWSD should be posted on the website and on social media
sites for access by all stakeholders.

Action Step

Communicate procedures to parents before a crisis occurs.

The best time to let students, staff and family know what to do in an emergency is before it happens.
Information is included in the Safety and Security page on the LWSD website that explains what
parents can expect if a crisis situation occurs in their schools or in the district. This information
should be on every school website and included in parent handbooks. Reminders should be inserted
into newsletters periodically throughout the year, as this important information is easily overlooked
since it takes several steps to access on the website. If parents know what to expect, it will help
defuse the worry that naturally accompanies an announcement of a crisis in a school.

Action Step

Continue to conduct regular crisis response training.

Another important component of a good crisis management plan is staff training. All employees need to
receive inservice in the completed plan and procedures. It is critical for everyone to know and understand
their roles and responsibilities in a crisis to ensure the safety of all students and staff. Training should be
offered for all staff on a yearly basis, and for new employees throughout the year. We encourage LWSD
to continue to run mock drills periodically as this type of practice has proven value in improving staff
response should an incident occur. These drills should continue to be carefully coordinated with area law
enforcement.
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As noted in Recommendation 2, we strongly recommend that principals and administrators receive annual
media relations training to build their skills and increase their confidence and comfort level for handling
media requests and interviews. As leaders, they should be able to serve as competent spokespeople for
their buildings, departments and the district when called upon. Practice makes perfect when it comes to
effective media relations in a crisis and LWSD should commit to helping them build the skills they need
to represent the schools and district well.

Major
Recommendation – 12

Increase the focus on diversity and inclusive communication.

As LWSD’s population continues to grow and become more diverse, it will be important to expand the
focus on inclusive communication strategies as well. Diversity needs to be understood in the broadest
sense, creating a welcoming environment for every child, family member, and community member,
regardless of cultural or linguistic background, family structure, religion, differing abilities, or sexual
orientation. LWSD needs to think carefully about any individuals or groups who may not currently see
themselves reflected in the life of the schools or district, or those who face barriers, be it physical, mental,
emotional, or linguistic. Ensure that every communication plan has a diversity/inclusion component.
NSPRA’s Diversity Communication Toolkit, available as a free download to NSPRA members, could be a
helpful resource in expanding communication to diverse audiences and building cultural competency.

Action Step

Plan to provide increased access to information in the predominant languages of the district.

While the website includes a page on the ELL program (“For Parents and Students Who Don’t Speak
English”) the information is only provided in English, so it is unclear how families are to learn how to
access this information, especially if they are not familiar with, or can’t locate, the Microsoft Translator
feature. At a minimum, we recommend that a phrase such as, “For translation services and important
information about your child’s education, contact…” be translated into the predominant languages spoken
in the district and given high profile placement so that it is easily located on the site. This strategy can
also be used on important notices sent home from the schools.
We also recommend that LWSD have critical documents, such as enrollment and immunization forms,
translated and made easily accessible to families on both the district and school websites and in school
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offices. When materials and messages are translated, it is important to ensure that translations are accurate
and grammatically correct. While informal translations for quick notes home from the school office or
teacher are functional for some day-to-day purposes, translations for important documents should be done
professionally. Just as the district would never produce publications in English that are poorly written or
filled with errors, the same standard should apply to documents produced in other languages.
Making sure all families have equal access to information about their children’s education is a key
component when planning any new programs and key messaging strategies.

Action Step

Use the LWSD website as a communication hub for all families.

As revisions to the website get underway, LWSD also should begin to investigate ways it can be used to
communicate with non-English-speaking families. Although the website includes a Microsoft Translator
feature, it is not prominently located on every webpage, and LWSD should not rely on this type of general
translation tool for important documents or key messages, as these translations can transcribe words but
lack the context to communicate accurate messages.
LWSD needs to include predominant language links on the homepage that direct non-English-speakers to
translated information and important documents. Providing clear positioning and direction that allows
these families to access key information, notices, news, resources and contact information for ELL staff
will extend a welcoming atmosphere and help build a respectful and understanding relationship with the
district and schools.
Two districts that do an excellent job providing translation support on their websites are Peel School
Board in Ontario, Canada, and Minneapolis (Minn.) Public Schools. Speakers of languages other than
English can now find information about their schools in one click from their website homepages.
Webpages have been created in Chinese, French, Korean, Spanish and Vietnamese among others to
enable non-English-speaking families to more easily find news, documents and information about
services. Visit their sites at www.peelsb.com and www.mpls.k12.mn.us for ideas on how to use the
website for multilingual communication.
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Action Step

Expand outreach to non-English-speaking families in their communities.

Many ethnic and cultural groups are more open and responsive when approached in environments where
they are most comfortable, such as church or home. Seek ways to reach out to families and build strong
connections to the schools by collaborating with neighborhood programs, churches, and community
organizations to distribute information and gain feedback about issues affecting families. Using
community liaisons that work directly with families is one strategy for communicating face-to-face with
parents that has been effective in other school systems.
In order to build truly authentic relationships based in mutual trust and respect, it is also important for
district leaders and building administrators to be visible in these communities. Meet with families at
community and church events, at favored restaurants and activity centers, in their workplaces (i.e.,
Microsoft headquarters) etc., to share information about the schools and learn about their concerns.
Engaging families where they are, especially new immigrants or workers on visas, can help to break down
perceived walls between them and their children’s schools. It also demonstrates that district leaders are
willing to engage outside of their own comfort zones – similar to what these families face on a daily basis.

Action Step

Collaborate with community partners to help immigrant families’ transition to their new home and
schools.

There is often a need to provide some orientation and specialized training for non-English-speaking
parents who are new to the school system – not just on the district and schools itself, but even on the
simplest of communication tasks. For LWSD’s international family population, learning how to navigate
the American educational system can be challenging and they may find it to be very different than their
own personal education experiences. By forming partnerships with community agencies and groups that
provide support for immigrant families, LWSD can play a collaborative role – along with the cities and
local businesses – in helping new families transition to life in the United States. As they assimilate into
the culture of the area, they are more apt to be comfortable in becoming actively involved in their
children’s education if they feel welcomed and embraced by the schools.
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Action Step

Assess whether district and school processes are welcoming for all types of families.

Do registration forms accommodate same-sex parents and blended families? Do school communications
go only to the parent with primary custody or are there flexible arrangements for separated/divorced
parents? Are there provisions for students with specific religious requirements? Are translated forms or
assistance available for those who don’t speak English? Conducting a review of current processes will
identify areas that need to be improved or procedures that should be added.
Another effective strategy for non-English-speakers is to connect parents electronically with a
multilingual outreach team. If bilingual staff members are geographically scattered, few in number, or
unavailable to assist non-English-speakers, a strategy being used by some school systems is to use Skype
to quickly connect an interpreter or outreach specialist with newcomers in any school or office. Training
school and central office secretaries on Skype makes every school a welcome center, and starts new
families who don’t speak English off on the right foot by connecting them with a friendly staffer who
speaks their language. This strategy could be used any time an interpreter is needed, especially in an
emergency situation.

Action Step

Continue to ensure that LWSD materials and communication vehicles visually reflect diversity and
inclusion.

In addition to depicting children and adults of various ethnic and cultural backgrounds in publications and
online, embracing diversity also means featuring those with differing abilities and family structures.
Regularly assess publications and materials, at the school-level as well as for the district, to ensure they
include accurate reflections of LWSD’s diverse student population.

Action Step

Conduct cultural competency training with all staff.

It is important to provide cultural competency training for staff so that they are comfortable and have a
better understanding of the students and families they will be interacting with in the schools. This should
be an annual component of employee inservice programs at the start of the school year, especially for
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front-office personnel in the schools and at the Resource Center who are often the initial contacts for new
families.


Conduct formal research with the diverse groups in the community to better understand their
communication needs, increase the extent to which they feel welcome and included, and remove

barriers to their full participation.

Major
Recommendation – 13

Expand the capacity of the Communications Office to focus on strategic communication needs.

As LWSD’s communication needs have evolved with the advent of advanced communication technology
and social media, the Communications Office has attempted to keep pace by reorganizing some existing
positions and adding positions, such as the Volunteer Coordinator and a Video/multimedia Specialist, and
focusing responsibilities on critical functions. As LWSD continues to grow and change, consideration
must be given to how the Communications Office can continue to build the capacity needed to focus on
communication strategies that are aligned with the Strategic Plan and designed to meet the
communication expectations of parents, staff and community members.
LWSD has some communication challenges due to the size of its geographical boundaries, a
configuration that includes three distinct communities, and an engaged and tech-savvy constituency.
LWSD also has some unique challenges in that it serves many international families given its proximity
to Microsoft headquarters, and it has a large population of constituents that do not have children in
school. In order to communicate effectively with such varied audiences, it is becoming increasingly
important to consider how best to target messages and delivery vehicles in order to meet their
communication needs, as a “one size fits all” doesn’t work anymore.


Consider adding a Digital Engagement position – LWSD has already shifted to predominantly

electronic delivery formats for the majority of its publications. Social media platforms continue to
evolve as key information delivery tools as well as engagement systems. As a result, the management
of social media and digital engagement is an increasingly important function. There is a growing need
for a position to oversee the development and implementation of a strategic social media plan aligned
with the overall comprehensive communication plan and LWSD’s Strategic Plan.
At present, social media is playing a limited role as a communication strategy in LWSD’s overall
effort, but we believe its value will continue to grow with thoughtful planning and attention. The
Communications Manager currently is responsible for posting to and monitoring official district
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social media accounts in addition to numerous other responsibilities, which limits the amount of time
that can be spent in developing a consistent social media strategy. In order to expand the use of social
media as a dynamic communication and engagement tool, at the district and building-level, a strong
case can be made for a dedicated position to develop and manage a strategic digital engagement
program.
Some suggested responsibilities for this position include:





Developing an ongoing social media editorial calendar that is in sync with the district
publications editorial calendar;



Posting, monitoring, “listening” and responding to comments as the district’s voice on all
social media platforms;



Researching and implementing online engagement strategies related to Strategic Plan
objectives;



Supporting the development and effective use of social media platforms at the buildinglevel;



Overseeing the research and development of a district app;



Running analytics, generating reports and recommending social media program changes
based on evaluation of outcomes;



Ensuring appropriate policies are in place related to the use of social media across the
district; and



Coordinating and providing inservice for staff in the use of social media for effective
communication.

Additional positions for long-range consideration: Learning Community Communication
Specialists – A future consideration, if feasible when budget and resources allow, is the addition of

communication specialists assigned to each Learning Community feeder zone or to schools in each of
the three municipalities (Kirkland, Redmond and Sammamish). Their primary role would be to
coordinate and deliver news feeds and information specific to the target audiences served in their
zone, work with the principals to improve building-level communication and marketing, and provide
special event support. They could also provide assistance and support as needed on district-wide
projects and initiatives, such as bond communication. It may be possible to begin initially with parttime positions or combining responsibility for two Learning Communities to each specialist. This
approach to staffing reflects the need for LWSD to “hyper-target” audiences to improve the
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effectiveness of the communication effort and better meet the needs and expectations of stakeholders
across the district.

Action Step

Turn a critical eye on communication tasks and ask the hard questions.

We urge the Communications Office to take a hard look at all functions and ask how current projects and
tasks fit into the Strategic Plan. Some questions to ask include:


What would happen if a specific program, task or service were eliminated?



What goal does the program, task or service fall under?



How critical are the ramifications of the program, task or service to Strategic Plan goals? If
eliminated, how will they be impacted?



How will the eliminated program, task or service provide more staff time or resources for new
strategic initiatives?

The Communications Office should be the best judge of what should stay and what should go based on
their assessment. Every great communication office always has too much to do, so eliminating a task or
function should not be threatening. The cuts may even include a sacred cow or two that may be upsetting
to those who feel some personal ownership. But now is the time to make room for new, critical, strategic
measures that support LWSD’s desire to be a leading school district.

Action Step

Evaluate and track time on task.

Communications Office staff are involved in a variety of different projects related to the communication
effort at both the district and school level. In order to ensure that staff time is focused on the highest
priority communication goals, it may be helpful to record the actual time spent on each task. This would
allow the Communications Director to evaluate efficiency and determine if there are tasks that take time
away from communication priorities that could be shifted to other departments or that could be managed
differently.
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Create a workflow plan to track each ongoing task or special project (i.e., e-newsletters, special events,
crisis communications, media response, volunteer management, website updates, social media posts,
Board and policy tasks, etc.). This will allow for a quick assessment of the status of the workload and a
way to stay on top of deadlines and readjust priorities as necessary. Sharing this information with Cabinet
members can also build awareness and understanding of the communication function and help set
priorities for the year.

Action Step

Evaluate outcomes as well as outputs.

At the culmination of any major communication initiative, campaign or project, evaluate success in terms
of outcomes, as well as outputs. For example, preparing support materials, website content and updates,
news releases, etc., for Kindergarten registration is an “output.” An increase in the number of inquiries
and registrations is an “outcome.” Evaluation should also determine which communication vehicles and
strategies worked well for each target audience and which can be improved in the future. This evaluation
step is critical in demonstrating the impact strategic communication has on district goals.
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Considerations for Implementing Recommendations
We have covered a very broad spectrum of communication needs with the recommendations in this
Communication Audit Report. The recommendations offer some strategies and changes designed to
address immediate communication needs in LWSD as well as those that are ongoing or that we believe
should receive future consideration as part of long-range planning.
The recommendations in this report are presented with the intention of helping LWSD to not only
improve, expand and enhance current efforts, but to continue incorporating new components that allow it
to take the communication program to a premier level that serves as a model for other school districts in
Washington. This is long-term effort and the report is intended to serve as a “roadmap” for the future that
LWSD can use as a resource to build and expand its communication program. Just like the Strategic Plan,
new communication components will need to be introduced when budget, resources and staff capacity
allow.
There are a number of recommendations that apply to all departments and schools that LWSD can begin
implementing right away. However, it would be unreasonable to expect the Communications Office to
undertake more than two or three of the major communication recommendations in a year while
maintaining existing programs.
It is important to keep this in perspective so that the work outlined does not seem unmanageable or
overwhelming. LWSD has a solid communication program in place that is based in good public relations
practice and is building the use of new communication technology. This report can serve as a planning
guide for the next several years to help keep the work of the Communications Office on track. School
systems that have used NSPRA Communication Audit Reports effectively do just that, and after five or
more years have contracted for a follow-up audit to assess the progress that has been made.
LWSD is fortunate to have a talented and respected veteran communicator in Communications Director
Kathryn Reith, APR, along with a dedicated team who do an outstanding job managing a multi-faceted
program. In order to support their efforts to implement a strategic communication plan, budgetary and
personnel resources should be considered annually. This is important to sustaining the current
communication effort along with identifying how it must evolve as LWSD’s communities and
communication needs continue to grow and change.
As we have noted throughout this report, the recommendations presented are not intended for the
Communications Office alone. While they certainly have primary responsibility for critical
communication tasks, all LWSD departments and school administrators must be accountable for
improving communication and taking the lead in some of the areas addressed in the report. We encourage
LWSD leaders to review the recommendations in this light and with an eye to how specific
communication responsibilities and tasks might be distributed among administrative teams.
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Strategic communication programs in any organization are most successful when treated as a
management function that is planned, continually updated and revised, and evaluated. It is important that
all employees recognize and understand their roles as communicators and ambassadors for the schools.
LWSD has a dedicated and experienced leadership team that is well-positioned to build on the foundation
of the existing communication program to ensure it meets the needs of a growing, 21st Century school
district committed to a vision of Every Student Future Ready.
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Appendix


Focus Group Discussion Questions



What Is NSPRA?



Auditors’ Vitae
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Focus Group Discussion Questions
Questions for Public and Staff
1. What word or phrase would you use to describe Lake Washington School District?
2. What do you consider to be Lake Washington’s greatest strengths compared to other school systems
in the area?
3. In what ways can Lake Washington continue to improve?
4. When it comes to communication with you, what does LWSD do well?
 In what ways can communication continue to be improved?
5. What (or who) is your best source of news and information about LWSD and the schools?
 What information would you like to receive that you don’t get now?
(For parents)
6. What is the best way for the district and schools to deliver important information to you?
 Is the Parent Access portal a helpful tool for you?
 Are current communication vehicles, such as Connections e-News effective in delivering districtlevel information?
 Does your school newsletter provide helpful information?
(For staff)
As an employee, is the information you need accessible and communicated to you in a timely
manner so that you can be effective in your job and as an ambassador for the schools?
 Are current communication vehicles, such as Focus e-News effective in delivering information?
 What about the Staff Portal? How often do you use it?
7. How often do you access the LWSD website for information?
 Is the content on the site helpful and informative?
 Is it easy to find what you are looking for?
 How useful is your school website?
8. Are the district’s social media accounts (Facebook, Twitter) helpful sources of information for you?
9. LWSD is growing rapidly and facing a number of facility needs, including realigning boundaries to
balance enrollment and adding new schools. What information is important for you to know as
district leaders begin planning to address these needs?
10. Do you feel that district leaders provide opportunities and truly listen to input from the community
and staff when appropriate and consider it before decisions are made?
11. What are the biggest issues facing LWSD in the future?
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Additional Questions for Administrators


How can LWSD leaders be more proactive in communicating?



As an administrator, is the information you need accessible and communicated to you in a timely
manner so that you can be effective in your job?
 What (or who) is your best source of news and information about LWSD and the schools?
 What information would you like to receive that you don’t get now?



Are your communication responsibilities clearly delineated so that you know what information to
share, who to share it with, and when?



What are your greatest communication challenges in your role?
 How can the Communications Office better assist you with your overall school/department
communications?
 What additional assistance do you need with communication and marketing at your school?

Questions for School Board Members
1. In only one or two words, how would you describe LWSD’s current image in the community?
2. What do you consider to be LWSD’s greatest strengths compared to other school systems in the area?
 In what ways can LWSD continue to improve?
3.

When it comes to communication, what does LWSD do well?
 In what ways can communication continue to be improved?

4. What do you see as the Board’s role in communication?
 What is the appropriate role for individual board members?
5. Which of the district’s current communication vehicles (i.e., Connections e-News, the website, social
media, etc.) do you think are most effective in delivering LWSD’s message? Why?
6. Do you feel that the opportunities now provided for people to have input and express their views on
important decisions are being accessed?
 How might the Board and administration better engage parents, staff and community in helping
address the issues and challenges LWSD faces?
7. What do you believe are the greatest communication challenges the district faces related to a boundary
realignment process and future bond measure?
8. What are the biggest issues facing LWSD in the future?
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What Is NSPRA?

S

ince 1935, the National School Public Relations Association (NSPRA) has been providing school
communication training and services to school leaders throughout the United States, Canada, and
the U.S. Department of Defense Schools worldwide. NSPRA’s mission is to advance education
through responsible communication. We accomplish that mission by developing and providing a variety
of diverse products, services and professional development activities to our members as well as to other
education leaders interested in improving their communication efforts.
With 80 years of experience, NSPRA is known for providing proven, practical approaches to solving
school district and education agency communication problems. We offer useful communication products
and workshops as well as an annual national Seminar, maintain best practice resource files, and conduct
communication accountability research. We also sponsor four national awards programs that recognize
individuals, districts and education agencies for excellence in communication.
NSPRA has 33 chapters across the United States that provide local professional development and
networking opportunities for members. We maintain collaborative working relationships with other
national education associations, along with a network of contacts and resources among corporate
communication professionals and their companies.
In keeping with our mission, NSPRA provides school public relations/communication counsel and
assistance to school districts, state departments of education, regional service agencies, and state and
national associations. For many of these organizations, we have completed comprehensive
communication audits to analyze the effectiveness of their overall communication programs and
recommend strategies for improving and enhancing their efforts.
The NSPRA National Seminar, the most comprehensive school communication conference in North
America, is held each July. This 4-day conference offers more than 70 topics and expert speakers on a
wide array of school communication, public relations, marketing, and engagement topics.
NSPRA’s monthly membership newsletter, eNetwork, is a communication resource for all school leaders,
not just our members. Each edition tackles a major communication issue and offers proven strategies
educators can use to address it and other concerns. PRincipal Communicator is our monthly buildinglevel print newsletter for school principals that provides practical communication tips to help build
relationships between the school, the home and the community.
Our e-updates, NSPRA This Week, The NSPRA Counselor, and NSPRA Alert offer summaries of breaking
national education news, indepth studies of issues and trends, and updates on Seminars, products, and
services available to educators. Communication Matters for Leading Superintendents is an e-newsletter
targeting issues and topics related to communication for school leaders.
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The NSPRA website at www.nspra.org offers a multitude of school communication resources on the
public site and more comprehensive, indepth information in our Members Only section, including
resources and article archives.
The Flag of Learning and Liberty is a national education symbol developed by NSPRA in its 50th
Anniversary Year. On July 4, 1985, the Flag of Learning and Liberty flew over the state houses of all 50
states to launch the rededication of America’s commitment to education and a democratic, free society.
NSPRA is a member of the Learning First Alliance and the Universal Accreditation Board and works
with all major national organizations to help improve educational opportunities for the nation’s young
people.
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Auditors’ Vitae
Karen H. Kleinz, APR
Karen Kleinz, APR, associate director of the National School Public Relations Association (NSPRA) has
over 30 years’ experience in public relations, working in the private sector as well as public education.
She is accredited in public relations (APR).
Since joining NSPRA in 1998, Karen has led the Association’s public engagement efforts and has
represented NSPRA in collaborative partnerships with the Annenberg Institute for School Reform, the
Everyday Democracy, the Deliberative Democracy Consortium, and the Kettering Foundation. She also
directed NSPRA’s learning contract with the Kettering Foundation to develop a community audit process
designed to help school systems and communities assess their ability to successfully engage each other in
supporting student achievement and building public ownership of schools.
Karen is responsible for coordinating NSPRA’s communication audit service for school districts. She
serves as lead auditor on numerous communication audits each year in addition to serving as primary
editor and contributing auditor on all audits conducted by NSPRA’s cadre of consultants. Karen
coordinates session programming for the NSPRA National Seminar each year and also oversees chapter
and member relations for the Association. In addition, she serves as NSPRA’s liaison to the Institute for
Educational Leadership in Washington, D.C., and the National School Safety Coalition in Yonkers, N.Y.
Karen has developed and managed school public relations programs for diverse school districts, from
small, semi-rural districts with large non-English-speaking minority populations to the largest elementary
district in Arizona, serving suburban Phoenix. As director of district public relations she was responsible
for internal and external communications, including serving as spokesperson in crisis situations. She also
was responsible for media relations, overseeing district publications, training administrators and teachers
in effective communications, promoting community involvement and volunteerism in the schools,
coordinating bond election campaigns, and engaging the public in deliberative discussions about
education through study circles and community forums.
Her district experience includes operating as a one-person office to supervising a communications staff
that included a full service print shop. She has created award winning public relations offices in districts
that had none, and expanded programs in districts with established departments. Karen also operated a
public relations consulting business in Arizona specializing in school communications. As a consultant
she assisted schools and districts in developing a positive image and work environment through improved
communications. She is the co-author of NSPRA’s professional development CD, Unlocking Sensational
Service: Tools for tapping the people power in your schools. NSPRA’s mission is to advance education
through responsible communication, and it has been providing school communication training and
services to school leaders throughout the United States and Canada since 1935.
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Steve Mulvenon, Ph.D.
Steve Mulvenon, Ph.D., has a 42-year career in public education as a high school teacher, debate coach
and administrator. He retired in 2010 after spending 24 years as the Director of Communications for the
Washoe County School District in Reno, Nevada. In that leadership position, he successfully oversaw the
passage of four bond issues, started the district’s school-business partnership program, launched the first
district website, began a comprehensive community engagement process (for which the district received
NSPRA’s highest award, the Gold Medallion), a parent involvement program, and oversaw the move into
a coordinated social media program. He also served as the district’s principal media spokesman.
Before moving to Nevada, Steve held a similar position with the Salina (Kan.) Public Schools serving as
its first Director of Public Information. He served two years as the president of the Kansas School Public
Relations Association (KanSPRA). While in Kansas he also served for two years as the Director of
Admissions for Marymount College.
Steve has been a presenter at various national conferences including the NSPRA National Seminar, the
American Association of School Administrators and the National School Boards Association annual
conferences. He has authored a number of articles for NSPRA’s online publications on topics such as
marketing, test security, parental involvement, copyright infringement and media relations. In 2009, Steve
was honored by the Sierra Nevada Chapter of the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA) with
induction into its Hall of Fame.
He has taught graduate level classes in school/community relations for both the University of Nevada’s
College of Education and the Reno campus of the University of Phoenix. He is active in the Reno
community and currently serves on the Community Advisory Board for Reno’s PBS station (KNPB) and
as the president of the Board of Directors for the Northern Nevada International Center.
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