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Introduction
Successful organizations are guided by a Strategic Roadmap, which is normally supplemented by
plans that include, but are not limited to, financial, facilities, technology and continuous educational
improvement. This Comprehensive Communications Plan serves as an overarching guide for
Columbia Heights Public School District in the area of communication recommendations and
strategies.
This plan was drafted by the District Administration and coordinated through key internal and
external stakeholders throughout the District community.

Executive Summary
This Comprehensive Communications Plan supports the school district by
providing directions for improving internal and external communications.
The objective of all communication strategies is to advance the Strategic
Roadmap and to build, maintain and enhance public understanding and
support for the Columbia Heights Public School District.
Internally, this Comprehensive Communications Plan provides
recommendations, strategies, and tactics to keep employees informed.
Additionally, the plan provides methods for District internal stakeholders to
be able to “Tell our Story” to internal and external publics.
Externally, this Comprehensive Communications
Plan also provides recommendations, strategies and
tactics to more effectively communicate and build
relationships within the greater District community.
Effective communications must be two-way and
consistent, using a variety of tools, all with the
primary goal of supporting the Strategic Roadmap.
Communications is the responsibility of every
stakeholder within Columbia Heights Public School
District and every stakeholder has a responsibility of
telling our story. This plan supports all employees
and stakeholders in communicating the school
District story.
Having a department to lead and coordinate
communications is essential to supporting the
organization. This plan provides the structure for communications that support the District Strategic
Roadmap, which includes Mission, Vision, Core Values and Strategic Directions. The plan provides
measurable tactics so that objective analysis can determine the strengths and challenges needed to
improve communications internally and externally within the District.
The plan, while comprehensive, does not and cannot identify all variables. Should the District’s
needs change significantly during this time period, the plan will be altered.
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Strategic Roadmap
The Columbia Heights Public School District adopted a Strategic Roadmap (May 2010), which is
made up of four key areas: District Mission, Vision, Core Values and Strategic Directions. This
Comprehensive Communications Plan supports the Strategic Roadmap.

District Mission (Our core purpose)
Columbia Heights Public Schools create worlds of opportunity for every learner in partnership
with supportive small-town communities by challenging all to discover their talents, to unleash their
potential, and to develop tools for lifelong success.

Vision (What we intend to create)








Academic excellence with access to flexible programming and options designed around
student needs.
An image of pride that attracts and retains students and families.
All have a voice and place with differences being our assets.
Innovative technology for engaged learning, effective communication and preparation for
success.
Community culture of collaborative partnerships.
Best practices and resource management: "We do school well."
Irresistible employment with creative and collegial staff.

Core Values (What drives our word and actions)








Community: It’s about all of us, all the time
Excellence: To be our best, expect our best
Collaboration: Working together for common goals
Integrity: Honesty
Respect: Honor who we are, accepting of our differences
Courage: Facing challenges with hope and persistence
Innovation: Finding new ways to excel

Strategic Directions (Focus of our time and resources)







Expand access and opportunities by turbo charging what works and redesigning what needs
to be better.
Innovate to close the achievement gap with accountability and efficiency.
Know and honor who we are to build strong relationships.
Acknowledge and address tensions and opportunities for employments and partnerships
between employees.
“Tell our Story,” brand development, reputation management, to increase partnership
and enrollment.
Remain fiscally responsible.
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Alignment with the Core Values








Recognizing that “community” is comprehensive and that effective two-way communications
is necessary for mission success.
Sharing stories of “excellence” of students, teachers, programs and schools.
Providing examples and seeking partnerships that reflect effective “collaboration.”
Demonstrating “integrity” through transparent and authentic communications.
Showing “respect” through tactics that reflect the demographics of our community.
Reflecting “courage” by addressing sensitive issues that are in the best interest of students.
Creating or supporting programs of “innovation” that tells the Columbia Heights Public
School District story.

Guiding Principles










Communication must be tied to the District’s strategic plan.
Strategic communication and public relations are management functions.
Strategic communication requires research and evaluation to be woven throughout the
communication effort.
The communication effort should focus on engaging constitutes to take action on behalf of
students.
Internal communication must be a priority.
People programs are proven to be more effective than print and mass media when it comes
to building supportive relationships and engaging audiences to action.
Two-way communication about issues builds trust among constituents.
A combination of school building-level and district-level communication constitutes the most
effective public relations effort.
Technology should be used and enhanced to support an efficient, timely and effective
system of communication.

Desired Behaviors and Attitudes


Internal (Staff)
 Will understand and support District and school communication procedures.
 Will consistently participate in the communication process.
 Will engage participants in achieving the Strategic Roadmap’s, Mission, Vision, Core
Values and Strategic Directions.
 Will exhibit Heights’ Pride in the strategic direction of the school District.
 Will help “tell the story” of the Columbia Heights Public School District.



External (public)
 Will exhibit community pride and trust in Columbia Heights Public School District.
 Will be collaboratively involved and engaged in schools and the District.
 Will choose to enroll and remain learners in Columbia Heights Public School District.
 Will understand the challenges, opportunities and successes of the District.
 Will provide feedback and support to improve the school District.
 Will support Columbia Heights Public School District in achieving its Strategic Roadmap
components
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Background
Effective July 1, 2013, it was determined that a District wide Communications Department was essential.
For explanatory reasons, as part of a District downsizing process 10 years earlier the department was
eliminated. The Department was reestablished in 2013 with the initial focus being:




Create a Communications Department.
Complete a Communications Audit, and
Develop a District wide Comprehensive Communications Plan by June 30, 2014.

Each of the first-year priorities has been achieved; however, it must be noted that the Communications
Department will continually improve and that this Comprehensive Communications Plan is a “living
document.” With the reestablishment of the Department and the Comprehensive Communications Plan,
the District has a communications structure in place to support the Strategic Roadmap and guide
communications throughout the District and community.

Focus
Working in accordance with this Comprehensive Communications Plan, the Communications
Department will focus its resources on District priorities aligned to the Strategic Roadmap. This will be
accomplished by building interpersonal relationships that will build trust and create new lines of
communication throughout (internal and external) the District. Although the Communications
Department supports all facets of the Strategic Roadmap, in particular its focus will be on the Strategic
Direction E of “Tell our Story, brand development, reputation management to increase partnership and
enrollment.”

Main Messages
All of the School District’s main messages will align to the Strategic Roadmap, which includes the
Mission, Vision, Core Values and Strategic Directions.

Target Audiences
Internal

External

All District employees
School Board
Students
Unions/Associations
Contractors
Parents of current students
Parent organizations
Advisory Committees
Retirees
Alumni
Volunteers
Foundations

District taxpayers
Prospective Parents
Government and elected officials
Chambers and businesses
Non-Profits
Realtors
News media
Senior citizens
Adults without children in schools
Faith-Based organizations
Diverse and ethnic communities
Universities and colleges
Grant awarding agencies
Key Communicators
Boosters
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Recommendations
Based on the 2014 National Schools Public Relations Association (NSPRA) Communications Audit, the
following recommendations will be considered as priority projects:

1

2
3

4

5

6

7
8

9

Descriptor
Implement a strategic
communication
program that reflects
best practices in school
public relations.
Expand a culture of
communication
Expand outreach to
parents and
community.
Create a crisis
communications plan
based on best practice.
Continue to integrate
social media into the
communication
program.
Expand the use of
video as a
communication tool.
Continue to refresh the
District website.
Develop a marketing
plan and incorporate
effective marketing/
branding strategies into
communication
planning.
Explore additional
paths to engaging
diverse populations.

2014-2015
Introduce

2015-2016
Focus

2016-2017
Focus

2017-2018
Focus

Introduce

Focus

Focus

Focus

Introduce

Focus

Focus

Focus

Introduce

Focus

Maintain

Focus

Focus

Maintain

Introduce

Focus

Focus

Focus

Focus

Focus

Focus

Introduce

Focus

Focus

Maintain

Focus

Focus

Focus

Focus

Focus
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Implementation Plan
Recommendation 1: Implement a strategic communication program that
reflects best practices in school public relations.
Strategy 1: Develop a vision and policies for communications and public relations.
Tactic 1: Affirm communications as the foundation of a strong relationship between the school system
and community.
Tactic 2: Affirm the responsibility of all internal stakeholders to actively build positive, long-term
relationships with parents and community members to better position Columbia Heights Public School
District to achieve its mission.
Tactic 3: Affirm the Communications Department as responsible for overseeing strategic communication
efforts.
Tactic 4: Confirm ways in which the Columbia Heights Public School District will engage the community
it its mission.
Tactic 5: Recommends School Board communication-related policies as needed and appropriate.

Strategy 2: Develop a strategic comprehensive Communications Plan.
Tactic 1: Create a four-year comprehensive communication plan to the Strategic Roadmap.
Tactic 2: Align the plan to the Strategic Roadmap.
Tactic 3: Create strategic communication goals and ongoing communication efforts.
Tactic 4: Research and assess surveys and other communications-related resources.
Tactic 5: Define audiences/publics (internal/external).
Tactic 6: Create key district messages.
Tactic 7: Create desired outcomes.
Tactic 8: Create a strategic timeline.
Tactic: 9: Create multiple methods of evaluation.

Strategy 3: Review and refine the job description for the Director of Communications to
better reflect the strategic nature of the position.
Tactic 1: The current job description for the Director of Communications will be reviewed to ensure it
accurately reflects a strategic approach to communications and public relations.
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Strategy 4: Continue to research the communication needs of internal and external
stakeholders.
Tactic 1: Readership surveys of newsletters, websites and Facebook.
Tactic 2: Focus Groups.
Tactic 3: Exit/Entrance surveys.
Tactic 4: Satisfaction/climate surveys.
Tactic 5: Measurable objectives.

Strategy 5: Consider conducting another district wide survey in three years to assess the
effectiveness of the established communication program.
Tactic 1: Schedule a follow-up survey by 2017.
Tactic 2: Create quantitative and qualitative questions for benchmarking purposes.
Tactic 3: Mine data to determine improvements in the communications area.
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Recommendation 2: Expand a culture of communication.
Strategy 1: Establish “communication protocols” to guide thinking when decisions are
made.
Tactic 1: Include the recommended protocol component questions from the 2014 NSPRA Audit .

Strategy 2: Add a “How will this be communicated” section to agendas for administrative,
principal and advisory committee meetings.
Tactic 1: Discuss purpose at Administrative Meeting and request all future agendas include the
communication question.

Strategy 3: Focus on an “inside out” method of communication.
Tactic 1: Communicate District information first to employees.

Strategy 4: Create a communications advisory committee or an ad hoc issues team to help
frame messages and review/evaluate communication strategies.
Tactic 1: Create a Communications Advisory Committee made up of parent, community and staff
representatives.
Tactic 2: Create committee charges; define membership roles and committee process.
Tactic 3: Hold quarterly meetings during the school year.
Tactic 4: Create a continuous feedback mechanism for committee members.
Tactic 5: Conduct an annual evaluation of the communications program based on the 2014 NPSRA
Communications Audit.
Tactic 6: Make communications recommendations to the Superintendent of Schools as necessary and
appropriate.

Strategy 5: Establish consistent communication expectations from building to building.
Tactic 1: Create uniformed parent electronic newsletters.
Tactic 2: Increase the use of e-mail and school websites as the preferred method to communicate with
parents/guardians.
Tactic 3: Create a communications goal to be embedded in school sites and district departments
Continuous Improvement Plans.
Tactic 4: Create communication expectations for internal and external stakeholders.
Tactic 5: Complete an annual survey that includes communication questions.
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Strategy 6: Train staff members to fulfill their responsibilities as District ambassadors.
Tactic 1: Add a communication component to staff orientation/in-service.
Tactic 2: Provide new employees with an orientation packet.
Tactic 3: Provide staff training and support for customer service efforts.
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Recommendation 3: Expand outreach to parents and community.
Strategy 1: Establish an electronic outreach system for external audiences.
Tactic 1: Establish an E-Newsletter aimed at parents, community members and community leaders.
Tactic 2: Create translated editions for non-English speaking audiences.
Tactic 3: Create and implement a uniformed schedule of delivery for the year.

Strategy 2: Create a print newsletter that is mailed to all residents.
Tactic 1: Create a set format.
Tactic 2: Create and implement a uniformed schedule of delivery.

Strategy 3: Implement a Key Communicator Network.
Tactic 1: Identify influential opinion leaders who represent diverse community groups and
perspectives.
Tactic 2: Hold an orientation meeting with invited Key Communicators.
Tactic 3: Encourage Key Communicators to report concerns they hear in the community, especially
examples of inaccurate information or misinformation about the district or individual schools.
Tactic 4: Develop a regular e-Update specifically for the Key Communicator Network.
Tactic 5: Conduct an annual evaluation of the Key Communication Network program based on the
questions from the 2014 NSPRA Communications Audit.

Strategy 4: Include school District news and key messages in school newsletters.
Tactic 1: Provide principals copy ready “cut and paste” district articles aligned to the main messages of
this plan.
Tactic 2: As applicable, develop “fill-in-the-blank” articles so schools can localize the article to their
audiences.
Tactic 3: As applicable, provide photos or graphics to help illustrate or market a story or initiative.
Tactic 4: Provide links within the articles for readers to be able to access additional information.

Strategy 5: Hold “listening lunches” or “coffees” in the community.
Tactic 1: Hold coffee and conversations as needed or appropriate.
Tactic 2: Hold listening/information sessions in the community as reasonable or appropriate.
Tactic 3: Develop Talking Points for timely issues.
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Strategy 6: “Expand efforts to translate information to non-English-speaking parents.
Tactic 1: Review budgets to support the initiative.
Tactic 2: Identify which languages will be translated.
Tactic 3: Identify which documents, announcements, etc., will be translated.
Tactic 4: Research how different cultures want which types of communications channels.
Tactic 5: Acquire NSPRA’s Diversity Communications Toolkit.

Strategy 7: Provide news inserts for business/community publications.
Tactic 1: Identify business and other local government, non-profit, church, Realtor and others that
produce newsletters, magazines or online publications.
Tactic 2: Research with each of the above to determine interest and if agreeable the protocols.
Tactic 3: Provide only items or articles, formatted as requested, that apply to the particular organization
and/or its audience.

Strategy 8: Make a special effort to connect with parents who are not actively involved in
schools.
Tactic 1: Identify non-involved parents.
Tactic 2: Invite small targeted groups of parents for coffee, lunch, after-school conversations/ activities.
Tactic 3: Invite new parents to the District or school to Question and Answer sessions and orientations.
Tactic 4: Enlist parent leaders to help recruit targeted parents to attend school events or join
committees.

Strategy 9: Implement a Speakers Bureau that community organizations and businesses can
tap for meetings and conferences.
Tactic 1: Create databases to use for internal and external speaking opportunities.
Tactic 2: Identify issues and curriculum-related messaging.
Tactic 3: Train issues-related expert speakers (internal).
Tactic 4: Create a District presentation format.
Tactic 5: Market internal speakers to “Tell the Story” of the District and for timely and/or initiative-based
presentations.
Tactic 5: Invite targeted external speakers for classroom and community presentations.
Tactic 6: Promote the Speakers Bureau through different communication tools.
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Strategy 10: Create a “See for Yourself” program.
Tactic 1: Identify key business, community and cultural leaders and Key Communicators.
Tactic 2: Create a “story” that aligns to the Strategic Roadmap.
Tactic 3: Invite influencers to come to the school to “see for themselves” what is taking place.
Tactic 4: Capture comments from the visitors to possibly be used for future communications.

Strategy 11: Develop an outreach campaign for Real Estate agents.
Tactic 1: Identify Realtors who serve the school district community.
Tactic 2: Create Real Estate school District information packets.
Tactic 3: Create an online “Just for Realtors” webpage.
Tactic 4: Host an annual Realtors’ informational meeting.
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Recommendation 4: Create a crisis communications plan based on best
practice.
Strategy 1: Develop a crisis communication plan to ensure all communications bases
are covered when a crisis hits.
Tactic 1: Identify a District-level crisis leadership team and a communication response team.
Tactic 2: Identify key audiences/ stakeholders and the best way to communicate with them.
Tactic 3: Identify the Columbia Heights Public School District spokesperson.
Tactic 4: Include a strategy to manage the initial response.
Tactic 5: Delineate the communication responsibilities of the district and local law enforcement or
emergency response personnel.
Tactic 6: Prepare a statement to be used by appropriate staff as needed and appropriate.
Tactic 7: Prepare for news media coverage.
Tactic 8: Maximize the use of social media.
Tactic 9: Determine when the District’s voice notification system will be used.
Tactic 10: Keep staff updated as necessary and appropriate.

Strategy 2: Prepare a “dark” webpage for use when a crisis hits.
Tactic 1: Build crisis communication webpages that only become active during applicable crises.

Strategy 3: Communicate with parents.
Tactic 1: Include crisis notification process in beginning of the year parent information.
Tactic 2: Build a portion of the District website for crisis communications, including weather.
Tactic 3: Include crisis information in student and staff handbooks.
Tactic 4: Create main messages with the priority theme being student safety and welfare is always the
number one concern.
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Recommendation 5: Continue to integrate social media into the
communication program.
Strategy 1: Develop policies/guidelines and train staff.
Tactic 1: Research best practices.
Tactic 2: Create and receive approval on policies and guidelines.
Tactic 3: Distribute to all staff; brief annually at school meetings.
Tactic 4: Include policy and procedures on the District Facebook page.

Strategy 2: Expand the use of Facebook and Twitter as communication tools.
Tactic 1: Post a minimum of one district message per school day.
Tactic 2: Align responses to the Strategic Roadmap in updates.
Tactic 3: Post a combination of, but not limited to, features, news, job opportunities, awards, Strategic
Roadmap, School Board Report updates.
Tactic 4: Use for emergency purposes as applicable.
Tactic 5: Identify a staff member to monitor Social Media.
Tactic 6: Ensure District user’s names and accounts are claimed for legal purposes.
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Recommendation 6: Expand the use of video as a communication tool.
Strategy 1: Create a plan on how video can be effectively used through a variety of
communication tools.
Tactic 1: Create a budget to support and sustain video.
Tactic 2: Research best practices.
Tactic 3: Identify key Strategic Roadmap stories.
Tactic 4: Create marketing videos for each school, Early Childhood and Community Education.

Strategy 2: Determine which methods and how video can best be employed.
Tactic 1: Featuring videos in a revolving photo carousel at the top of the website homepage with a brief
description of what it is showcasing.
Tactic 2: Marketing videos for teacher recruitment and attracting new students.
Tactic 3: Looping videos on monitors in the central office or school reception areas.
Tactic 4: Creating information videos for non-English speaking families.
Tactic 5: Developing in-service training for staff and parenting skills for families.
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Recommendation 7: Continue to refresh the District website.
Strategy 1: Add a translated page in addition to offering Google Translate.
Tactic 1: Create a portion of the website with key documents (school year and timely issues) translated
into Spanish, Arabic and Somali.

Strategy 2: Expand the use of video on the site.
Tactic 1: See strategies and tactics as outlined in Recommendation 6.

Strategy 3: Consider a Frequently Asked Question section for people new to the district.
Tactic 1: Work with the Placement Center to determine the types of recurring questions people new to
the school District ask or need for additional families.
Tactic 2: Conduct a focus group with families new to the District.

Strategy 4: Add a Contact Us and feedback instrument to the front page.
Tactic 1: Create a visible link on the Home Page.
Tactic 2: Create a link from the Home Page for requesting general or issues-based feedback. Ensure
form has automatic confirmation response initiated.
Tactic 3: Send requested feedback to applicable school and/or department with request for a timely
response.

Strategy 5: Use the website strategically to communicate key messages.
Tactic 1: Keep District news updated.
Tactic 2: Change the visuals on a weekly basis.
Tactic 3: Create new pages for programming, issues and events that integrate either by content or
visuals the key messages.

Strategy 6: Employ “Pull versus Push.”
Tactic 1: Create online subscriptions for external users.

Strategy 7: Create a “Welcome to Columbia Heights Public Schools” page for those new to
the District or considering a move.
Tactic 1: Coordinate with the Placement Center on the type of information those new to the school
District; build such into the website.
Tactic 2: Create welcome videos, using students and staff to “Tell the Story.”
Tactic 3: Include information brochures and welcome packets for all of the school sites.
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Recommendation 8: Develop a marketing plan and incorporate effective
marketing branding strategies into communication planning.
Strategy 1: Develop a marketing plan.
Tactic 1: Research the June 2013 Parent Survey for applicable data to include in a marketing plan.
Tactic 2: Develop surveys for families entering and leaving the district.
Tactic 3: Create targeted audience information materials.
Tactic 4: Evaluate “first impressions” at all district schools.
Tactic 5: Develop guidelines for school tours.

Strategy 2: Review and refine Columbia Heights branding efforts.
Tactic 1: Tell parents about your teachers.
Tactic 2: Reinforce the brand.
Tactic 3: Reinforce your brand through testimonials.
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Recommendation 9: Explore additional paths to engaging diverse
populations.
Strategy 1: Grow the cultural competency of District leaders and staff.
Tactic 1: Hold a staff newcomer cultural training during orientation.
Tactic 2: Provide annual cultural awareness seminars and training sessions for cultures represented in
the school District.

Strategy 2: Continue to develop outreach programs to neighborhoods, churches, homes
and community organizations.
Tactic 1: Research and implement outreach possibilities.
Tactic 2: As applicable, offer District speakers and members for committees.
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Comprehensive Evaluation Tools
The following resources will be used to evaluate and measure the effectiveness of this communications
plan:













eNews! usage and annual survey
Parent survey
Community Satisfaction Survey
Online website feedback
News media survey
News coverage: pro-active
School Board Report usage and feedback
District survey on Internet/Intranet
Social media usage (friends/followers)
Employee survey
Feedback forms
Website usage

Communication Resources
The following areas of focus can be considered “Services and Products” provided by or through the
Communications Department. These are the basis of the work of the department to achieve the Desired
Behaviors and Attitudes of our internal and external publics:
Media relations
Facilitates marketing of school District news and
features to local, regional and targeted news media.
The Communications Director, as delegated by the
Superintendent of Schools, serves as the District
spokesperson and as a liaison between schools, the
District and the media.
Public relations advice and training
Supports schools and departments through the
development of plans; training staff, working with
parent groups; and providing public relations,
marketing and communications advice on issues that
impact the Columbia Heights Public School District.
Crisis communication and management
Provides expertise and advice to schools and District leaders to address or resolve crisis situations
and/or emergencies. Creates and distributes crisis-related communications, including the use of
communication vehicles like parent letters, social media, talking points and key messages.
Employee communications
Responsible for the content and/or publishing of e-newsletters and online information for District
employees. The primary official method of consistent two-way communications is the bi-weekly eNews!
online publication. As applicable, the department supports additional requests, including, but not may
be, to posters, brochures and phone messages.
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School Board Report
Produces the School Board Report, a summary of
updates, decisions, presentations, photos and videos.
The School Board Report is normally published the
Friday after a Business Meeting and is distributed
through the news media, to all district employees, Key
Communicators, elected officials, Realtors and others
through a subscription process.
Publications Marketing
Works with departments and schools in the creation and
distribution of the marketing or informational materials,
including, but need not limited to the Annual Report,
District Calendar, print or electronic advertisements,
informational handouts, flyers, posters and other materials.
Facebook and Twitter pages
Updates the Social Media sites with timely features, recognitions, announcements, upcoming events,
news, School Board Report and more. The sites are also used as supplemental parent connections for
emergencies and weather issues.
“Internet” and “Intranet” sites
Manages the district “Internet” (external) and “Intranet” (internal staff) sites. Works to ensure the site
that is user friendly, has customer information readily available and is a reliable source for learning more
about the Columbia Heights Public School District.

Conclusion
This Comprehensive Communications Plan is an outline for in-depth communications efforts for the
period 2014 through 2018. The four-year plan will be broken down into one-year increments, which will
be communicated on an annual basis to reflect the progress of the NSPRA Communications Audit
Report recommendations and other District communication initiatives. Should the District’s needs
change significantly during this time period, the plan will be altered.
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Contact
For questions or feedback regarding the 2014-2018 Comprehensive Communications Plan, please call
the Director of Communications at 763-528-4503 or e-mail news@colheights.k12.mn.us.
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