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S.O.S.    (A Summary of the Summary) 

 
The main ideas of the book: 

 
~ Positive messaging is a powerful tool for school leaders to shape their schools. 
 
~ School leaders have a unique platform that others do not – use it to proactively communicate positive 
messages to students, teachers, parents, and the community! 
 

Why I chose this book:  
It was an eye-opener to think that every action and decision we make as a school leader is a public relations decision 
whether we like it or not. Every one! Literally everything we do sends a message to our students, teachers, parents, and 
the community. 
 
Looked at this way, I appreciated Will Parker’s approach to this potentially precarious reality. Rather than wait for the 
latest school scandal to spread on social media, he urges school leaders to be proactive about intentionally creating and 
sharing positive messages. 
 
While most leaders send some type of newsletter or regular communication, Parker challenges us to broaden our idea of 
what it means to message with all stakeholders and encourages us to use a variety of media to reach everyone.  
 
Parker admits that when he was the principal of an 800-student school he was not a natural with technology, but he 
taught himself enough so he could maximize his communication with the school community. 
 
While you may be working hard to create a positive and effective space for learning, are you maximizing this by also 
communicating about these efforts both within and outside of the school? 
 

 
The Scoop   (In this summary you will learn…) 

  
ü Why messaging matters 
 
ü Strategies for improving and maximizing your own communication influence 
 
ü Tips on using digital communication tools 
 
ü How to maximize your messaging with teachers, students, and parents and the world with one section each 
 
ü THE MAIN IDEA’s professional learning suggestions for improving your messaging 
 

Messaging Matters 
How School Leaders Can Inspire Teachers, Motivate Students, and Reach Communities 

By William D. Parker (Solution Tree Press, 2018) 
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Introduction – Why Messaging Matters 

 
As school leaders, we cannot underestimate the power of our messages to influence teachers, staff, students, parents, and the 
community. In addition to what we communicate, how we communicate is crucially important. This is what messaging is – the 
mindset with which we communicate. Of the many ways to mold the school environment, none are more powerful than messaging.  
 
Schools don’t think of themselves as having to market themselves like companies, but every action and decision principals make is a 
public relations decision whether they like it or not. Leaders send messages to students, teachers, parents, and the community in 
everything they do whether it is intentional or not. For this reason, school leaders need to learn important lessons from public 
relations, marketing, and customer service. Given the importance of messaging, ask yourself: Are you intentional about the messages 
you send about your school?  
 
In this day and age, negative school incidents quickly make it into social media or even mainstream media. We are living in a climate 
in which schools are often bashed or portrayed unfavorably in many forms of media. What if school leaders made it their mission to 
make messaging about all the good that schools are doing? The only way to prioritize this is if they carve out the time and truly believe 
that messaging matters. Parker has seen firsthand the power leaders have gained from learning to maximize their communication 
platforms. At his own school, by thoughtfully planning positive announcements and celebrations, they were able to focus on the wins 
at the school rather than the dreaded Ds (drama, discipline, or difficulties). The result? The school community became “raving fans” 
of the school as he describes it. 
 
When you commit to being the chief communicator at your school, you will see the following benefits: 

• Negative interactions become more rare 
• Students and staff engage more in what matters most 
• Energy is spent on proactively sharing positive messages about your school rather than countering unplanned negative ones 
• Challenges are dealt with in a more positive way 

 
Are you getting too bogged down in the day-to-day tasks of school leadership to be proactive about communicating the positive 
happenings at your school? Instead, think about the lasting impression you want to make to the community about your school. 
 

 Chapter 1 – A Foundation for Positive Messaging  
 

How Effective Messaging is in Line With the Characteristics of Great Leaders 
In his book, Good to Great, Jim Collins examined what made great companies different from good ones. School leaders who want to 
improve their messaging have much to learn from the traits of great leaders in Collins’s book.  
 
Understand Your Mission and Communicate It Regularly – Collins found that top companies focused on only one or two main goals. 
School leaders often get distracted and forget the main reason their school exists. To be an effective messenger, you must first know 
your school’s mission and relentlessly communicate that mission through every decision and action you make. For example, to keep 
student learning front and center, you might include photos and updates on what students are learning in your newsletter. 
 
Focus on Results, Not Personal Image – Collins writes that effective leaders are “plow horses, not show horses.” The goal of 
messaging for school leaders shouldn’t be about putting forth a rosy picture of themselves or what’s happening at the school. Instead, 
messaging should be about shining a light on results. The best leaders are tenaciously focused on results. This means using messaging 
to make others aware of the results at your school – that is, the growth and learning of students and teachers. 
 
Build Momentum Through Consistently Focusing on Your Long-Term Goals – Rather than continually introducing new initiatives, 
Collins reports that the most effective leaders communicate a consistent set of expectations. These unwavering goals are what school 
leaders need to communicate regularly in their emails, face-to-face interactions, announcements, and meetings. When principals 
consistently focus on their long-term goals in all communications, momentum toward those goals is built and progress is accelerated. 
 

Three Key Benefits of Positive Messaging 
The 2013 Gallup report analyzed what made 100 million Americans effective or ineffective at work. It found that positive engagement 
with workers was key. School leaders can build on these findings by using messaging to build positive engagement. When they do this 
successfully, it leads to the following three benefits: 
 
1. Positive Messaging Wins Hearts and Minds – When leaders make it a priority to build relationships with students, parents, teachers, 
and the community, they begin to understand their audience. By actively learning about the ideas and lives of all school stakeholders, 
principals win hearts and minds. “Winning these customers” helps principals create a foundation upon which to build all other work. 
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2. Positive Messaging Reduces Deficiencies – The Gallup report showed that in the best workplaces there were fewer accidents and 
quality defects. This carries over into education in the following way: The more the school leader communicates clear and positive 
expectations, follows up on those expectations, reinforces those expectations, and holds those who violate those expectations 
accountable, the more likely it is that errors and problems will be prevented. Positive messaging has a preventative component. By 
planning and monitoring messages proactively, school leaders will have to spend less time on the fallout. 
 
3. Positive Messaging Accelerates Engagement – The Gallup report also showed that accelerating engagement improved results. One 
way to accelerate engagement (and hence results) in schools is for school leaders to communicate their priorities by who they hire. 
When interviewing candidates, think to yourself, “Is this someone I would want to teach my own child?” It is easier to have staff 
spreading positive messages about learning if you have hired people who share this value.  
 

Suggestions for Building a Foundation for Effective Communication 
So, how exactly do school leaders go about building the type of messaging that has these positive results? First, be trustworthy. How 
can your messages be trusted if you aren’t?!? The best way to build your trustworthiness is to develop strong relationships and 
consistently follow up on your commitments. Next, to better understand the impact your communication is having on staff, schedule 
time to listen to people or use online surveys. It is only through listening that you will know who needs guidance, direction, or clarity. 
When you do listen, get beyond the venting to hear the story behind the story. For example, if a teacher says, “We are asked to do too 
much and given no support,” understand that this teacher is just frustrated and the story behind the story might be that he needs help. It 
helps to try to see the other side. In the same way that teachers may never see the context that you bring to your decisions, you may 
never see the full context of their lives. If you can listen openly knowing that you don’t know the full story, you will build trust.  
 

Chapter 2 – Cultivating a Positive Message with Teachers 
 

Using Messaging to Promote the Three Cs – Culture, Collaboration, and Communication 
You convey your expectations for teachers both formally and informally in almost everything you do. By using positive messaging 
with teachers, you can foster and promote the type of culture, collaboration, and communication you want to develop at your school.  
 
Culture – Messaging can help you develop a positive culture in which teachers support each other and feel comfortable continuing to 
learn. Start by modeling yourself. When you greet teachers by saying, “Hi, how can I help you today?” you send the message that 
we’re here to support each other. If teachers don’t feel safe, confident, and supported, they won’t learn. There are a few times during 
the year when it is particularly vital to communicate about the positive culture of the school. First, it starts with hiring – you can 
communicate the values and priorities of the school during the interview. Next, at the very first staff meeting you have the opportunity 
to clarify your expectations for how teachers will participate in the positive school culture. Finally, it is important to reinforce these 
expectations in written documents (the faculty handbook) and subsequent faculty meetings throughout the year.  
 
Collaboration – There are several ways to use messaging to communicate to teachers the importance of collaboration at your school. 
One essential way to do this is through scheduling – by carving out set times for teams to meet in the master schedule, you are 
communicating the value of collaboration. Leaders can also show they value teamwork by using collaborative procedures throughout 
the school and by celebrating when teachers successfully work together. Finally, if you value collaboration, you should participate in 
collaborative efforts such as joining team meetings.  
 
Communication – Good customer service communicates what a company values. We don’t typically think of teachers as customers, 
but imagine how we would behave if we did. We would be visible throughout the building, we would ask for their input before 
designing the next faculty meeting agenda, we would be friendly and helpful, we would respond to questions and concerns in a timely 
fashion, we would provide updates on important issues, and we would reassure them even when we had to say no. 
 

Collaboratively Outline Staff Roles and Responsibilities 
The more clearly you outline expectations for each staff member – including a list of all of the tasks they are responsible for – the less 
time you will need to spend correcting their behavior later on. These expectations will be even clearer if you collaboratively create the 
list of what each staff member is responsible for and review that list of responsibilities at the beginning, middle, and end of the year. 
In discussing everyone’s roles with them, it is important to emphasize customer service. Schools actually are in the business of 
serving people and staff should be reminded to address everyone with respect whether they are answering the phones or interacting 
with parents. It helps to have a common language that all adults use to convey messages about the school.  

 
Model the Behavior You Expect From Teachers 

No matter how many memos or newsletters you send, messaging is about much more than the written word. One of the most potent 
ways you communicate to staff is through your behavior. For this reason, you need to model the behavior you expect from others. If 
you want teachers to continue to learn, then you must be a lifelong learner. This includes setting goals. Make sure to not only set your 
own goals, but communicate your self-improvement efforts to staff. If you want teachers to treat others with respect, make sure to 
model being professional yourself. Do you expect teachers to meet deadlines? Turn in your own reports on time as well. The same 
goes for attitude. If you want teachers to interact positively with their students, consider your own attitude. One veteran teacher at 
Parker’s school, when asked how he was doing always answered, “Living the dream!” and this positive energy was contagious! 
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Schedule Time for Feedback 
In addition to modeling, feedback is another powerful way to communicate with teachers. However, you can’t communicate what’s 
positive about teaching and learning if you don’t spend time in classrooms and debriefing with teachers. To ensure that this happens, 
create schedules for the school leaders that include time to observe classrooms and give feedback. This conveys the message that 
student learning is a priority around which the leaders must schedule their other tasks. Feedback is also the mechanism by which peers 
communicate with each other about what’s working and what needs to be improved. To ensure this communication among peers is 
happening, you should also build time into the master schedule for collaborative team meetings.  
 

Identify and Encourage Positive Instructional Behaviors 
If you want to send clear messages about what comprises good teaching and learning, you need to communicate exactly what you 
expect. There are a number of ways to describe what quality instruction looks like, but many districts already use teacher evaluation 
systems that include rubrics with observable teacher actions that constitute effective instruction. When leaders use the expectations in 
these rubrics as part of post-observation meetings with teachers, they communicate a shared set of expectations for effective teaching.  
 
 

Chapter 3 – Using Strategies for Positive Messaging with Teachers 
 
Teachers are a school’s most vital resource because they are on the front lines with students every day. If school leaders want to 
communicate strong and clear messages to teachers about great learning, they need to be intentional about the direct and indirect 
messages they send. This chapter includes strategies to strengthen a school leader’s skills in sending those positive messages.  
 

Build a Positive Culture for Teachers 
Much of the messaging a principal conveys to teachers happens indirectly through activities like building culture. Sending a positive 
message starts at the very beginning of the school year with spirit builders to bring your staff together. At Parker’s school they create 
a theme (one year it was “Stay PoweRED up!” based on their school color), collaboratively design a t-shirt based on the theme that 
they wear every Friday throughout the year, and post photos from the first staff meeting for school and community publications.  
 
To continue with this positive start, establish traditions that will carry that spirit throughout the school year. The Friday t-shirt 
tradition above is one idea. At Parker’s school, one energetic teacher handed out a fun award after each staff meeting for the teacher 
who had done something funny, embarrassing, or memorable. Celebrations are also an essential part of sending the message that the 
community values its teachers. At Parker’s school a staff member started soliciting donations for Teacher Appreciation Week from 
local residents and businesses and ended up getting gift cards, T-shirts, services, office supplies, treats and enough food to provide 
four meals for the teachers throughout that week! 
 

Use Technology to Foster Communication 
Technology opens up a wide range of ways to enhance communication at your school. To build trust, technology is particularly useful 
in helping the leader become more transparent. For example, principals can use Google Docs and Google Forms to give teachers 
access to information from master schedules to budget accounts. Technology also makes it easier for the leader to regularly and 
consistently communicate important information to staff. Parker has used brief video clips (using Microsoft Moviemaker or iMovie) to 
share quick messages and also sent a weekly email to keep staff apprised of all information they need for the upcoming week.  
 
Technology tools are also extremely useful in helping the leader spread positive messages to teachers. If you carry an iPhone when 
visiting classes, you can take photos or videos and post or tweet them as a way to celebrate positive moments in classrooms. To 
enhance this messaging, you can use Facebook, Twitter, Instagram or LinkedIn to further share the positive work your teachers are 
doing in the classroom. Parker even spends five dollars to boost posts via Facebook to spread news of teachers’ efforts even further.  
 
The principal doesn’t need to be the only one sharing the positive happenings. For example, any administrator or teacher might send a 
tech-savvy librarian a photo or update about student learning or a student activity that he or she can then post on the school Facebook 
or Twitter platforms. One note of caution is that Parker admits he relied too heavily on electronic communication with teachers and 
reminds us that it shouldn’t replace face-to-face dialogue, but rather, should be used to enhance it.  
 

Provide Formal and Informal Feedback 
Leaders communicate their feedback to teachers in both formal and informal ways. Informally, principals can send the message that 
they support the work teachers are doing by being visible in hallways, classrooms, team games, school events and activities. By 
making it a point to walk through every classroom or showing up at a drama performance you informally communicate that you 
appreciate the hard work of teachers. To provide more formal feedback, you should always follow up on classroom visits with 
written or face-to-face feedback. The more specific, meaningful, and face-to-face the feedback is, the more effective it will be.   
 
Additionally, there are ways to directly solicit feedback from teachers. Technology provides opportunities to solicit feedback from 
teachers with tools like Google Forms or Google Docs. When Parker was principal he hosted a monthly leadership lunch to gather 
feedback from teachers about issues that were priorities for them. He was able to use what he learned in these meetings to create 
agendas for upcoming faculty meetings to show he was responding to the feedback.  
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Use Collaborative Communication Strategies to Foster Change 

In addition to the messaging strategies above, leaders also need to consider the power of communication to produce change. Change 
and new initiatives in school often result in initial shock, denial, anger, or fear for teachers. Yet leaders tend to underestimate the need 
to communicate with teachers before starting an initiative. Rather than having to address resistance to change, what if we started by 
communicating with teachers a semester or a full year before full implementation?  
 
One suggestion to communicate early about a new initiative is through the strategy of beta testing. This is when you give teachers an 
opportunity to experiment, design, and test before a full rollout of a new plan. It’s like a trial run. After testing a new idea, if you 
debrief with teachers to solicit feedback this provides more opportunities to open communication and make revisions as needed. Does 
it take time to test, collaborate, and communicate? Yes, but it is worth it because not only will you end up with a better and more 
refined plan for implementation, but you will have more buy-in for the plan.  
 
Teachers are the ones who interface most with students, and if leaders want to encourage great learning, they need to find a variety of 
ways – from the direct to the indirect, from the formal to the informal – to communicate strong messages every day.  
 
 

Chapter 4 – Cultivating a Positive Message with Students 
 
It is just as important to cultivate a positive message with students as is it to build positive messaging with teachers. While our 
students have never known a world without the Internet and have more continuous access to technology and information than any 
previous generation before, they still need clear and strong messages from their school and school leader. 
 

Ensure a Welcoming Environment the First Days of School 
The first days of school present an opportunity for teachers to communicate positively with students. Imagine the confusion and 
displacement a student would feel on the first day if she walked into the wrong classroom, didn’t know where to sit, saw nothing 
written on the board, and had a teacher who didn’t introduce himself or welcome her to the room. Leaders need to ensure that teachers 
are setting the right tone from day one in anticipating student needs. One way to help new teachers understand the perspective of 
students is to share this list of the seven important questions effective teachers anticipate (originally from Douglas Brooks and 
popularized in the Wong and Wong book, The First Days of School). Leaders need to set the expectation that teachers proactively 
anticipate and address student needs from the start of school.  
 

Seven Important Questions Effective Teachers Anticipate in the First Days of School 
 

1. “Am I in the right room?” – Teacher names and room numbers should be clearly marked.  
2. “Where am I supposed to sit?” – Teachers should be prepared with an assigned seating plan (even in high school). 
3. “Who is the teacher as a person?” – In addition to establishing credibility, teachers should also build rapport and be approachable. 
4. “Will the teacher treat me as a human being?” – Teachers should treat students with patience, dignity, and compassion. 
5. “What are the rules?” – Schoolwide rules must be clear. Teachers should communicate these clearly, fairly, and consistently. 
6. “What will I be doing this year?” – Provide students with the big picture as well as next steps and upcoming schedules. 
7. “How will I be graded?” – Students need clarity on how teachers will measure their learning and grade their work. 

 
 
In addition to communicating to teachers the importance of addressing these questions, leaders themselves must also ensure that they 
provide the right messaging to students from Day One as well. Below is an example of one particular checklist leaders can use to 
communicate a welcoming schoolwide climate:  
 

Start-of-School Checklist for School Leaders for Positive Messaging 
 

� Do I use signs so students know where to go? 
� Are hallways and buildings free from clutter, creating an encouraging learning environment? 
� Have I trained office staff on welcoming, greeting, and guiding guests who come to the school? 
� Do our website and calendar have the most updated information? 
� Have we printed student schedules in advance and made school maps available to students? 
� Have we held an orientation meeting for incoming students and their parents? 
� Have I published or emailed a welcoming, informative greeting to the school community? 
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Celebrate Student Success 
As the school leader you must embrace your role as cheerleader for the school community. One way to do this is by consistently 
celebrating all types of student success. This means celebrating the success of groups – such as sports teams, the band, or the debate 
team – as well as celebrating individual student learning accomplishments. There are many ways to do this. You might have regular 
morning announcements. At Parker’s school they had a large screen in a common area with announcements and photos of students. In 
addition, they would email teachers slideshows, video clips, and photos so they could also display these achievements on their own 
SMART Boards in classrooms. These accomplishments can also be celebrated beyond the school by sending announcements and 
photos to the superintendent, the local newspaper, and by posting them on Facebook and Twitter. Parker urges school leaders to not 
only share positive announcements daily, but several times a day. 
 
Parker also created a six-page digital newsletter with full photo spreads to share student and teacher accomplishments. This was 
distributed to 800 parents and also posted on the school website. While this seems like a lot of work, it is a lot less work than the 
communication effort to put out fires. If leaders don’t carve out ways to consistently and proactively communicate the positive, the 
school community will focus on the negative or difficult moments. When leaders consistently focus on the learning and growth that is 
occurring at the school, this tide of positive messaging has the power to overwhelm the negative voices.  

 
Communicate Effectively with All Students 

All students respond best when they are treated with dignity and respect. When Parker was a teacher he showed his students that he 
valued them by starting each class by saying, “I am glad you are here today.” At the schoolwide level leaders communicate that they 
value students in the tone they use and the words they choose whether they are speaking with students, making announcements, or 
communicating directions. At one school the school leader used the intercom to berate tardy students. This harsh tone was unlikely to 
actually change student behavior. There will always be students who make poor choices, but don’t detract from your positive 
messaging by making an announcement to everyone when only a few individuals need correction. 
 
Instead, it is more effective to overcommunicate the positive messages rather than focusing on the negative behaviors you hope to 
correct. For example, the leadership team at Parker’s high school would visit every single classroom at the beginning of the year to 
share positive expectations and set high goals for all students. Yes, they would discuss the handbook and rules, but the emphasis was 
on inspiring students to reach high. The leaders would take the time to paint a picture of academic success including what the year 
would look like, what students should do to learn and earn good grades, and how to reach their goals.  
 
Be sure to communicate your positive messages consistently – whether that’s through regular announcements, morning assemblies, or 
any other type of activity. Many elementary schools have encouraging and positive daily or weekly assemblies to praise students, sing, 
or recite school mottos. Don’t be afraid to have these regular meetings – with dance, music, or visuals – with older students, too! 
 
Remember that schools are in the business of providing customer service. This means you should always be professional in 
messaging with students – honor confidentiality, be fair, and remember the goal is to help students make good choices even when 
dealing with challenging students. Be the adult and don’t let negative actions detract you from your goal of positive messaging. Of 
course, positive messaging isn’t enough – you must provide students with the services and resources they need to succeed. And not all 
messaging has a happy ending. Accept setbacks while continuing to be professional, consistent, and positive in your messaging.  
 
 

Chapter 5 – Using Technology to Message with Students 
 
Parker warns, “If you are a school leader who is not using technology to consistently communicate messages to your school 
community, you are not being heard.” This is particularly true for messaging with students. 
 
In thinking of ways to communicate and build a positive culture for students, using digital tools should be high up on your list. 
Students are already deeply engaged with technology. One report from four years ago found that the average U.S. teen sends 1,742 
texts per month. A report five years before that found that students between eight and eighteen-years-old spend about seven-and-a-half 
hours a day in front of a screen. Imagine what those numbers are today! 
 
Given the frequency with which students are connected to their screens, there are numerous ways to use technology to enhance your 
messaging with students, some of which will be introduced in this chapter. While these particular tools may not be around in a few 
years given the rapid rate of change, the idea of communicating positive messages via technology will not change.  
 

Employ Technology Tools in Messaging with Students 
A clear place to start is with social media. Whether your school has a Twitter, Instagram, or Facebook page, the goal is to post 
regularly and consistently. The way Parker was able to do this at his school was to have everyone email items to post on social media 
– photos, videos, stories – to one person who was responsible for posting: the technology assistant. It is helpful to have one person 
oversee this entire process for several reasons, including that this person can monitor the messages and comments. Furthermore, this 
person can use a program like Hootesuite (Hootesuite.com) to create one post and then schedule it so it will appear on Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram, LinkedIn, and Pinterest.  
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One engaging way to showcase student accomplishments with technology is to use a video tool like PowToon (powtoon.com) or 
Biteable (biteable.com). Parker used PowToon to create a video montage (“Excellence Enters Here”) about his school that included 
video clips of the best moments of the school along with music and animated fingers that scroll words across the screen, like 
PERSEVERENCE, LEADERSHIP, and GROWING. Playing a video like this at student events provides a powerful way to connect 
with students. At a welcome event Parker played this PowToon video and was surprised that the two hundred incoming ninth graders 
broke into applause at the end!  
 
Technology can also be used to enhance announcements (and help students remember them!) In addition to reading announcements 
in the morning, Parker shares PowerPoints of these announcements with teachers to display on their SMART Boards. The school also 
displays this on their large screen in a common area as well as their social media platforms and website. Further, you can go beyond 
video and use technology (such as GarageBand or LMMS) for recorded announcements. 
 
You can also create short movies with Movie Maker or iMovie. Parker uses his iPhone to record snippets of the day, puts students 
voices in the background with GarageBand, and posts these to YouTube. Once he took video clips all day long from arrival to 
afterschool and put these clips together in a 60-second video, 1 Day in 1 Minute to share a glimpse of student life with everyone.  
 
One final way to communicate with students is with a reminder application like Remind (remind.com). These one-way 
communication apps allow the school to send reminders to large numbers of students or families. 

 
Create Weekly Student Newsletters 

Many schools have weekly newsletters or newspapers. Parker went further and created a digital version that deeply involves students 
and is used to regularly and consistently connect with all stakeholders about student achievement and school success. Over 800 
parents subscribe to this digital newsletter. They use an organized process to get this newsletter out regularly. To begin, each week as 
people find inspiring stories, photos, and information about students, teachers, and events, they put it all into one shared digital folder. 
Next, the newsletter teacher organizes the information into categories using Edmodo, an online digital hub, where he can also store 
emails and social media announcements about student achievement.  
 
During the process, students have key roles such as reporters, photographers, editors, and image editors. However, staff always review 
the content before publishing. Next, students use Microsoft Publisher to create a draft with headings, photos, and more. Using a 
consistent format with the school logo and branding helps to promote your school. Finally, an adult proofreads the final draft and the 
newsletter is shared via bulk emailing, the school website, and the school’s social media platforms.  
 
We need to continually be on the outlook for relevant ways to communicate positive messages to students – embracing both old and 
new tools – so we can get the same message out in as many ways as possible for maximum exposure. 
 
 

Chapter 6 – Cultivating a Positive Message with Parents and the Community 
 
At the end of the day when students talk to their parents about their day, not only do they share stories about their teachers, but they 
also talk about their principal as well. This is a reminder that although it is easy to forget how parents and the community view us and 
our schools, it is clear that they do view and judge regularly.  
 
Whether they like it or not, principals are involved with public relations every day. As the chief communicator, it is your job to 
commit to consistently, relentlessly, and positively message the entire school community. In the same way that students and teachers 
are influenced by your communication, so are the parents of your students and the community at large. For this reason, school leaders 
need to learn important lessons from public relations, marketing, and customer service. This chapter provides some suggestions for 
cultivating a positive message with parents and the community. 
 

Make Public Relations a Priority 
Parker’s school district worked with a public relations consultant who had helped another school improve enrollment and 
development. The consultant shared four insights that are useful for any K-12 school: 
 
Make solid decisions – they are the bedrock of good public relations. Don’t underestimate the power of poor decisions. It’s worth it to 
take the time to think through the impact of every decision, as each decision has a public relations impact. For example, once Parker’s 
school did not communicate the date of the PSAT and there was an angry backlash because it meant those students who missed the 
date lost the opportunity to qualify for a National Merit Scholarship.  
 
Give context to difficult decisions. When we look at the moon, we only see the half that’s facing us; we can never see the other half. In 
the same way, when leaders make decisions, parents and the community can’t see what the leaders see. When you need to make a 
complicated decision, it will send a better message if you can communicate as much about the context as you are able. 
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Communicate with honor. Leaders send messages with their words, tone, and attitude. While it might be harder to think about those 
things during a crisis, it is particularly important to communicate in a way that conveys honor and respect for those receiving your 
message during times when parents may be feeling particularly anxious.  
 
Embrace social media. As was mentioned in previous chapters, school leaders must learn to use social media effectively for 
messaging with parents and the community. You build a positive message by sharing announcements, celebrations, and reminders via 
popular social media tools like Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and Google +. This doesn’t mean you should replace traditional PR tools 
like press releases and newsletters, but you will enhance and grow your message more effectively if you leverage social media.  

 
Build a Platform for Communicating with Parents and the Community 

Why would a school leader want to slowly build an audience and communicate consistently? Parker read a book, Platform: Get 
Noticed in a Noisy World by Thomas Nelson, that helped him see that when your readership grows, so does your influence. We live in 
a noisy world in which we compete for the attention of our parents and our community with lots of technology, social media, 
advertising and more. If we want to be heard, we need to create a platform, slowly over time, that allows us to communicate in a 
variety of ways in order to reach out and be heard. To make a difference in your school means to influence others. And to influence 
others, you need to be heard.  
 
While you may not be as comfortable as Parker in writing, speaking, and building content, others in your school can help with 
platform building and spreading your message. This is far better than sidestepping the role all together – those who do not build a 
platform for communication will find that others will fill the gap with messages that may not be the positive ones you wish to spread.  

 
Partner with Parents 

The medium you use to communicate with parents is important, but even more important is the culture, environment, and expectations 
you communicate to parents. To do this, it always pays to be welcoming to parents. At Parker’s school they do everything to welcome 
new parents to their freshman orientation. They have music and colorful slides as parents walk in, introduce key school personnel, 
have student leaders speak, and give everyone a tour of the building to ensure this face-to-face time builds relationships. Parker also 
uses this time to communicate that the school wants every student to succeed, and therefore shares the rewards and consequences for 
school infractions.  
 
In addition to welcoming parents, it’s important to be firm, fair and consistent. While it is vital to consistently share positive news 
and celebrations, it is also important to address behavior when students make wrong choices and ensure parents are informed. And 
when you have to deliver bad news, be polite. Even when you speak to parents about discipline issues or bad news, speak calmly and 
politely. Put yourself in their place, “How would I want to receive this information if I were this parent?” Develop a reputation for 
staying calm even when emotions run high. 
 
Remember that communicating with parents is about more than just the electronic messages you send. It is about all of your daily 
actions and conversations, not just with parents, but with their children as well.  
 
 

Chapter 7 – Using Technology to Message with Parents, the Community, and Beyond 
  
While you may be working hard to build a positive learning environment within your school, there is often a missed opportunity by 
not also communicating this message to parents and the broader community. Think about the power of using your platform to 
influence the conversation about your school – both inside and out. As the leader you are in a unique position to have a platform to 
share all of the amazing things your teachers and students are doing every day. 
 
To communicate effectively with parents and the community, school leaders should plan for dependable and regular outreach. And 
while research shows that 30% of people still don’t engage in social media, 70% do. The truth is that more and more parents and 
community members are relying on technology for communication so you need to build a communication platform with technology 
and launch a school email campaign in order to maximize your messaging.  

 
Build a Platform with Technology 

As was introduced earlier, in order to reach as wide an audience as you choose, it is essential to build a communication platform. So, 
what are some technology tools to help you do this? You can certainly start by writing short blog posts. Parker set a goal to write one 
blog post per week for five years and he was in the fourth year of following this commitment while writing this book. In order to be 
consistent, he schedules his posts to be released at the same time every Wednesday morning. While he writes about his own learning 
and growth as a leader, you can write about any number of topics from the new programs or projects at your school to how to remain 
inspired at different times during the year! One great idea is to write a blog post in response to questions you are getting. He suggests 
searching for Michael Hyatt’s online resource: How to Launch a Self-Hosted WordPress Blog in 20 Minutes or Less, and you can start 
your blog at wordpress.com or other sites.  
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Another way to communicate with parents and the community is by creating a podcast. Parker shares some popular education 
podcasts and he also references a list I made for The Main Idea of top-ten school leadership podcasts! One of those podcasts is 
Parker’s own podcast (Principal Matters, williamdparker.com) and another is the podcast I often appear on with Mike Doughty 
(schoolleadershipshow.com). In addition to his podcast for school leaders, he also has senior student leaders gather on Friday 
mornings in his office to record a podcast of their own using GarageBand and his MacBook Pro. For assistance, you can Google How 
to Start a Podcast: Pat’s Complete Step-by-Step Podcasting Tutorial online. With a podcast, you can take the same written content 
you’ve shared elsewhere with families and turn it into audio that people can listen to while they commute. 
 
Parker has also hosted webinars – online video meetings that allow participants to join the conversation. Hosts can share their screen 
– so if you want to use a PowerPoint to share information, participants can follow along. This type of meeting would also work with 
Google Hangouts, FaceTime, Facebook Live, or Skype. Parker is able to reach other principals in the community by doing webinars as 
a monthly “Brunch and Learn” with his state principals association.  
 
LinkedIn is not just a way to grow your professional network, but it also has become a powerful tool for messaging. You can use 
LinkedIn for updates and to share interesting resources and articles. Finally, school leaders can use Facebook and Twitter, mentioned 
earlier, to let parents know what is happening in schools and to reinforce positive messages. You can post photos, videos, invitations 
and more and the advantage is that your communication will be instantaneous. You can even do a live feed with either of these sites. 
 
You may wonder why one school leader would use such a wide range of technology tools to message. The fact is that each tool will 
reach a different set of individuals, so by making use of a variety of them, your messaging will have a broader reach. Overall, platform 
building is a powerful way to share your message with parents, the local community, and even the entire world beyond that.  
 

Launch a School Email Campaign 
Regardless of whether some parents aren’t using social media, just about all use email. Emailing parents regular updates is a simple 
way to reach a large number of parents and school community members. When Parker made this a regular habit he received more 
positive feedback about this than with any other communication effort. Because most email services only allow you to send to 500 
recipients at a time, consider using a subscription-based email program like MailChimp which allows you to send to more recipients. 
This program has a tutorial to show you how to use it. Then you simply upload a Word or PDF newsletter and you can regularly send 
this out to your school community. 
 
Overall, messaging gives you the opportunity to inspire teachers, motivate students, and reach communities. You don’t need to 
revamp the messaging practices that are going well; just try to enhance your messaging with new ways of reaching out introduced in 
this book. And remember, you don’t need to do it alone. Include your team in this important task and together you can plan to infuse 
the school community with consistent, proactive, positive messages that have the potential to be major game changer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

***See the PD ideas on the next page*** 
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THE MAIN IDEA’s PD ideas for Enhancing the School Leader’s Messaging 
 
 

I. Top 10 Mistakes School Leaders Make in Messaging 
 
Based on my reading of Messaging Matters, I came up with the “top 10” list below.  

• Circle the two mistakes you absolutely don’t make and two that you fall prey to.  
• Alone or with a trusted colleague, reflect on your two strengths and two blunders and brainstorm ideas to improve. 
 

10 Mistakes School Leaders Make in Messaging 
Gleaned from Will Parker’s book, Messaging Matters 

 
By mistake, school leaders sometimes… 
 
1) …focus their energy on putting out fires rather than prioritizing proactive positive messaging 
 
2) …do not see that schools are in the customer service business 
 
3) …fail to grasp the importance of listening in building trust, and without trust, people won’t trust your message 
 
4) …avoid difficult conversations rather than communicating in a firm, fair, and consistent manner 
 
5) …think that if they have communicated something once, using one medium, it is sufficient 
 
6) …use technology to replace rather than enhance face-to-face dialogue 
 
7) …underestimate how much communication teachers need ahead of time when asked to implement a change 
 
8) …take a hands-off approach to teacher team meetings rather than seeing this as a prime opportunity for positive messaging 
 
9) …use teacher evaluation rubrics only for evaluation rather than for communicating about effective teacher practice 
 
10) …see celebrations, spirit builders, and traditions as fluff rather than real opportunities to communicate important values 
 

 
II. Discussion and/or Reflection Questions for Messaging Matters 

 
The questions below are for a leader alone or a leadership team together to discuss and reflect. 
 
Introduction – Why Messaging Matters 
• Discuss the idea that every action and decision principals make is a PR decision whether they like it or not. Do you agree? Disagree? 
Give some examples.  
• Parker asserts that messaging can diminish the dreaded Ds (drama, discipline, and difficulties) – Why might this be the case?  
• In what ways are you intentional about your messaging and in what ways do you think you might neglect it? 
• How high up on your priority list should messaging be? Looking at the items that you consider to be a higher priority (for example, 
coaching teachers or disciplining students), how might messaging influence these priorities? 
• What are some specific examples of the ways you are already intentional about crafting messages to reinforce the values, culture, 
and priorities you have for the school? 
 
Chapter 1 – A Foundation for Positive Messaging 
• Discuss the Seth Godin quote – “The less people know, the more they yell.” How does this apply to messaging in schools? 
• Jim Collins (Good to Great) writes that effective leaders are “plow horses, not show horses.” Are you just showing off if you share 
your school’s accomplishments via social media and other technology? Explain how social media sharing can be tied to results. 
• Parker says you can’t expect your messages to be trusted if you aren’t trusted. Discuss the connection between trust and messaging. 
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Chapter 2 – Cultivating a Positive Message with Teachers 
• Parker brings up a simple way we, as leaders, communicate – in how we greet teachers. He says, “Hi, how can I help you today?” to 
send the message we’re here to support each other. How do you typically greet teachers? What message does this greeting send? 
Would you like to revise it in any way or make it more intentional? If you’re not sure how you greet teachers, listen next time! 
• Parker expands our ideas of what “messaging” means to include everything from how we interview teachers to our own attendance 
at team meetings to the feedback we give teachers. What messages do you believe you send when interviewing teachers? What 
messages do you already send about the value of collaborative teacher work? Do you need to amend any of these messages? 
• The chapter emphasizes the importance of customer service even though a school isn’t a business. It helps to have a common 
language that everyone uses to convey the same messages about the school. You can create a few catchphrases that capture the 
message you want to send. For example, one leader I spoke with recently had the motto, “Make everyone you interact with feel 
important.” Share your customer service message and train office staff and others to use words and actions that convey this message. 
 
Chapter 3 – Using Strategies for Positive Messaging with Teachers 
• What short bits of information might you communicate via brief video clips? Consider experimenting with Moviemaker or iMovie to 
share brief videos with staff.  
• What information that you previously did not share could you be more transparent about (like budgets)? Consider using a Google 
Doc or Form to make this information available to staff as a gesture to improve trust. 
• How might you use Google Docs or Google Forms to get feedback from teachers? 
• Who else on your leadership team can help in communicating for transparency, building positive messages with teachers, and getting 
feedback from teachers? And, how will you train them to do so? 
• How might you go about beta testing at your school as a way to introduce a new initiative? 
 
Chapter 4 – Cultivating a Positive Message with Students 
• Since the first day of school presents a ripe opportunity to message, brainstorm ways to message positively on this day. In addition, it 
helps to anticipate students’ needs and allay their fears (see “Seven Important Questions Effective Teachers Anticipate in the First 
Days of School” in the summary). Consider sending out a simple survey (Google Form, tweet, etc.) before school starts to ask what 
questions students have about the new school year and share their answers with teachers so they can be sure to address them.  
• Do you have a start-of-school checklist for welcoming students and families with positive messaging? Take a look at yours or create 
one, borrowing any ideas from the summary, to ensure you’re starting the school year on a positive note. 
• Parker describes the school leader’s role as that of “chief communicator” and “cheerleader” for your school community. Do you 
agree that these are some of your primary roles? Why or why not? In what ways do you currently serve as chief communicator and 
cheerleader and in what ways do you think you need to work on this? 
 
Chapter 5 – Using Technology to Message with Students 
• Discuss this quotation from the book: “If you are a school leader who is not using technology to consistently communicate messages 
to your school community, you are not being heard.” 
• What tech ideas from the chapter appeal to you? Choose one you think you can stick to and try it out (create a video montage with 
PowToon, record a 1 Day in 1 Minute video on your iPhone, share announcements as PowerPoints for teachers to display on the 
electronic boards in their classroom, try the Remind app to remind students of something, etc.) 
• See the description of Parker’s technology assistant below. Who could be your tech assistant? How would you need to train this 
person to craft the positive message you want to send about the school and its culture? 
 
At Parker’s school everyone emailed items to post on social media – photos, videos, stories – to one person who was responsible 
for posting: the technology assistant. It is helpful to have one person oversee this entire process for several reasons, including that 
this person can monitor the messages and comments. Furthermore, this person can use a program like Hootesuite (Hootesuite.com) 
to create one post and then schedule it so it will appear on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, LinkedIn, and Pinterest.  
 
Chapter 6 – Cultivating a Positive Message with Parents and the Community 
• Reflect on and discuss the idea that “If you want to make a difference in your school, your life, or the world, you must position 
yourself so that others can hear you. If you share your thoughts and ideas in a variety of ways, you increase your opportunity to 
influence others.” Discuss the unique communication platform you have as a leader and how it might expand your influence. 
• Reflect on how you typically greet students who are called into your office for disciplinary reasons. What tone, body language, and 
words do you use? If you don’t know, make a plan to be intentional about how you speak to students, even challenging ones! 
• Brainstorm ideas for sending positive messages to parents. How might you better partner with parents (e.g., book clubs)? 
 
Chapter 7 – Using Technology to Message with Parents, the Community, and Beyond 
• What percentage of your parents and families rely on social media? If they are using technology and social media, what specifically 
are they using (email, Facebook, etc.) Consider sending out a survey to find out which tools they use most so you can add those to 
your repertoire.  
• Gather a team to build a public relations platform that you will implement together over the next few months. 
 


