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The following audit regarding community relations policies and procedures will compare Pillager Public Schools #116 and Brainerd Independent School District #181.  The information was compiled by Josh Smith and Mike Schmidt.  The following table outlines the specific areas of community relations that will be discussed as well as the page numbers in which they may be found.
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INTRODUCTION

Pillager Public Schools, Independent School District #116, is a Pre-Kindergarten through 12th grade public school district which serves students from Cass, Crow Wing, Morrison, and Todd Counties.  
Independent School District #116 currently consists of:

· Four learning centers, all located in the same building:
· Early Childhood Center
· Elementary School

· Middle School-concept program

· High School
The ISD #116 current enrollment: 763 students (April, 2008)
Brainerd Public Schools, Independent School District #181, is a Pre-Kindergarten through 12th grade public school district with serves students from Crow Wing and Cass Counties. 
Independent School District 181 currently consists of 17 primary buildings:

· Eight Elementary Schools (K-4)
· Middle School (5-8)
· Freshman Center (grade 9)

· Brainerd High School campus (10-12)
· Education cooperative
· Learning Center (Alternative Education Center and Early Childhood)
· High School Farm 

· the Minnesota Learning Center (special education/alternative learning program)
· Special Education Transition Program
· and our district office (houses all central office administration and other district service providers)
The Community Education Services are also found within the district, located within the District Offices.


The ISD #181 current enrollment: 7,102 students   (April, 2008)

AUDIT INFORMATION
The information contained in this audit was compiled via interviews of relevant stakeholders in target districts, review of professional literature, and the targeted districts’ websites and staff handbooks.

REVIEW OF EXTERNAL RESOURCES

Professional Literature: 

American Association of School Administrators




See Appendices


The School Administrator



See Appendices


Course Presenters:


Dave Aeikens, St. Cloud Times

Susan Brott, White Bear Lake Schools Communications Coordinator



Robert Noyed, Director of Communications Wayzata Public Schools



Bruce Watkins, St. Cloud Public Schools Superintendent


Local Resources:
Mary Gottsch, Brainerd Chamber of Commerce 

Todd Lyscio, Brainerd Middle School A.D. and Community Ed Director Mike O’Rourke, Brainerd Dispatch Editor


See Appendices

REVIEW OF INTERNAL RESOURCES

School District Resources:

Chuck Arns, Pillager Public Schools Superintendent

Scott Doss, Pillager High School Principal

Jenny Holmes, Brainerd Schools Communications Specialist


See Appendices

Todd Lyscio, Brainerd Middle School A.D. and Community Ed Director

Steve Razidlo, Brainerd Assistant Superintendent

Donna Whalen, Forestview Middle School Principal


Brainerd Schools Emergency Plans


Forestview Middle School Staff Handbook
Pillager Schools Staff Handbook

ASSESSMENT OF DATA
There are many similar findings and policies found within the two school districts. 
Pillager Public Schools utilizes several tools in communicating with the public regarding its everyday operations.  First, and foremost, the Pillager School District makes available a quarterly newsletter, as well as a website to relay pertinent information to the public.  These two resources provide the community with up to date information such as school board updates, extra-curricular activity schedules, teacher and classroom information, to name just a few. 

Pillager Public Schools has an existing community relations plan in regards to crisis situations as well as its everyday operations, such as daily announcements.


In the event of a crisis situation, all relevant information regarding the circumstances is to be channeled through the superintendent, Mr. Chuck Arns.  Staff would be made aware of this policy annually during workshops in August, preceding the start of the academic year.  Moreover, a formal written procedural manual exists in the event that a crisis situation occurs.  This manual was developed by the school’s crisis management/health and safety committee.  The information can also be found in the teacher handbooks presented to and reviewed by staff on, at least, an annual basis.

The Brainerd School District employs a Communications Coordinator who acts on behalf of the entire district. She constitutes our Public Relations department and works in close contact with the local media. Under the direction of the Director of Community Education and the Superintendent, she coordinates communications and public relations for the district; plans and organizes special events to enhance public relations; assists in enhancing the public relations and communications skills of administrators as assigned; serves as a media liaison (as requested by administration) for the district; and prepares a variety of publications and materials (for both internal staff and our external public). 


The Communications Coordinator is employed through the Community Education department; therefore she is very involved with the operations of not only Community Ed, but also early childhood, youth enrichment/activities, school age care and recreation, adult basic education, adults with disabilities programming, adult enrichment and volunteer coordination. 
Brainerd Public Schools primarily utilize the internet to communicate with the staff. The communications department sends out an electronic weekly staff newsletter to keep interested staff informed with weekly happenings in and around the district. They also send out an electronic monthly staff newsletter through their all-staff email list. Their district’s Communication Coordinator, and other administration, periodically send all-staff emails as necessary to immediately communicate important information in a timely manner. They have found the internet to be a tremendous tool to share information with a large audience in a short amount of time.
The Superintendent of Brainerd Schools, via policy, is always the primary contact for any crisis situation. However, he may delegate someone, including our Communications Coordinator, to be a spokesperson for the district.
The Brainerd School District does have a Health and Safety Coordinator and Department which works independently of the Public Relations Department. It is important to note, the two entities do work together on certain projects and have a good working relationship.
 

SUMMARY and CONCLUSIONS

The study shows that both districts have utilized both modern and traditional communication tools, such as: websites, staff handbooks, emails, crisis management phone trees, the local newspaper and direct parent contact. The information needed to be provided to students and families can be calculated, routine, preventative, informative and reactive. In all cases, it was found that both school districts utilize their communicative tools currently in place and many times, simultaneously.

The internal resources and policies were found to be current and synchronized with many of the external resources suggestions (and ideals) for strong communication within a school district. Handbooks, websites, emergency information, emails, etc. were all found to be current and available for the staff.  

The administration in both districts emphasized how important it was for the teachers, support staff and collectively, the entire district to be available to connect with parents and the community in as many was as possible. Whether it’s a simple “What’s Happening This Week”, a school lunch menu or an unfortunate crisis, communication is a must with the people associated with a school district. Long range planning was sited by several sources as a way to ensure the routine communications are provided in a seamless manner. Consistency in communication was something emphasized within the messages your sending. 
Both districts seem to emphasize that websites are an ideal method of communication and information source, but due to the maintenance of the site (sometimes daily) and the fact that not everyone has the means to access them on a routine basis, they still have limitations. Therefore, newsletters sent home, informational meetings, newspaper ads and public announcements are still necessary. 
It was stated by several principals and presenters that one of the new challenges is what they referred to as “mobile communication”. Cell phone numbers and email addresses can often change with people making it a challenge to connect with them. Depending on the nature of the communication needed, this can cause problems, especially in an emergency situation. Maintaining current contact information can offer its challenges, especially in a large school or district. 
It was also suggested that the age of the student can be a factor in communication. The primary grade students tend to have a better link between home and school. The “checking of the backpack and folders” is something the student’s value and are asked to share with mom and dad. As the students get older, it’s more difficult to relay information depending on the content with the families. The student doesn’t have the same desire or instinct to share. Therefore, more diverse communication methods are needed to ensure in the information gets to the parents and families. 
Crisis communication was shown to go through the Superintendent in both districts. Depending on the situation, there were a variety of scenarios presented. All of them reflected the suggestions made by our research. It was stated by several resources that the importance of getting the message “right” the first time is a must. Make sure what is being said is direct, emphasizes what’s important and always be positive. The research shows that a consistent message is what you want sent out to the pubic, regardless of the situation. 
RECOMMENDATIONS and SUGGESTIONS 
· Continue to be open, honest and positive within your school district, with families and the community.

· Utilize the internet as much as possible. It is a reliable and mainstream tool. Actively promote it. Put resources and school tools there for students to access.
· If you don’t have a communications committee, perhaps this is a good time to start. This could offer you an opportunity to brainstorm and create new and improved methods of communication.

· Provide your local news source with routine updates and upcoming events. Positive coverage of your school district is benefit.
· Encourage staff to send home newsletters. A little update can go a long ways. School events, classroom happenings, testing dates, conferences, lots of information can go into a single sheet of paper.

· Find those people who are positively active in your community and make sure they know what’s happening. A different voice can reach new people.

· Annually look over your crisis plans and emergency procedures to ensure they are current, easily understood and accessible for those who need them. Practice them.

· Probe for contacts. Are there places that could use the information you have, that you’re overlooking? Networking is a big part of this.

· Websites: if you can’t maintain it on a regular basis, don’t put too much information on it. Example: Back to school information is still there over spring break.

· When possible, write down what you need to say to media or the public. You will be quoted. 

· Conduct an audit of school climate. Offer your families a direct way to give you invaluable feedback.

·  Stimulate your staff to speak about what they do. Share their classrooms and experiences within your school to an outside audience.

· Let others speak and listen. 
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