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The question:

How can a district respond
when a small group starts
an organized campaign of
negative (and either false or
misleading) information?




Critic, or Crusader?

Discontent spreads

Unwilling to accept evidence

No areas of agreement

Driven to recruit others to the cause
Battle spreads to unrelated issues

No correlation—or even a negative
correlation—to the success of the district




There are sites like this in districts all across Texas
— most of them very successful districts!
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Tactics

Website

E-mail, online forums/discussion groups
Whisper campaigns

Wikipedia attacks

Public information requests

Complaints to SBEC, TEA,
Office of Civil Rights,

Alliances with city and state government
Attempts to influence state law (65% rule)




What’s the harm?

 Tying up resources
« Damaging
reputations
e Sowing
discontent
 Discouraging
potential hires

 Endangering
bond elections

« Don’t ignore! Take on obliquely; confront rumors without
acknowledging their source

* Provide lots of information; don’t appear to be hiding




Do critics have a point?

Even a broken
clock is right
twice a day.

« Even the least rational critics may sometimes have a
valid observation.

* Be honest with yourself and the community.
e Focus on service and communication.




What Works?

= ; e Monitor the chatter

e (et as organized as they
are

e Contain: You won’t change
some minds, but you can
keep them from persuading
others

 Know your story; have a
coherent narrative.

« Sell your success in sound
bites to parents, taxpayers,
reporters

e Communicate continuously




Find your champions

Maintain frequent, audience-specific communications with each group.

Parent leaders
PTA officers

Foundation board
members

Booster clubs
Teachers

Invested community
members: grandparents,
retired educators, city
leaders, business leaders

Board members




Control the Message
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Control the Message:
Get out In front

Someone has to monitor — find a person who can read it impersonally
Identify their ongoing themes

Jump in front of the “bad news”

Address rumors promptly and openly

Control the message

Out-inform the rumor-spreaders

Specific steps:

Strategic communication plan, including short (“bite-size”), frequent
communications.

Communication has to be constant (without being intrusive), substantive
Balance quality and quantity

E-mail express — weekly message from Superintendent

Monthly Superintendent/PTA officer lunches

Frequent community meetings, “open-call’ focus groups

Open channels for feedback directly to superintendent (e-mail, office, cell
number)




Builld connections
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Make it easy for people to
connect to the district in positive
ways

— District-sponsored Facebook pages for

each school (if you don’t create it,
someone else will)

— Twitter feeds

— Community events

— Outreach to retirement communities,
special populations

— School-specific “E-mail Express” from
each principal, every week

— Encourage Foundation members, PTA,
etc., to combat rumors they hear and
spread the good news




Make friends with the media

 Be accessible — build
relationships so
reporters call and trust
you

e Tell the truth

 Have a spokesman and
teach everyone to refer
reporters to the right
person

e Get media training for
key people




The silver lining
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Critics can keep us honest.
We focus more on communications and relationship-building.

Supporters are motivated to spread good news
and combat rumors.




