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Background, methodology, and acknowledgements
Drive West Communications was contacted on May 30, 2012, by incoming CharlotteMecklenburg (CMS) Superintendent of Schools Dr. Heath Morrison and asked to prepare to
conduct a formal review of CMS communications later in the summer. Drive West arranged to
conduct the onsite interviews for the communications report on August 1-3. On those days,
working at the CMS headquarters or by telephone, Drive West Communications conducted a
series of half-hour and one-hour interviews with a total of 80 school district officials, board
members, principals, teachers, parents, community members, and news reporters and editors.
These interviews yielded a significant amount of information about the communications
structures, procedures, and performance at the school district. The information from those
interviews, along with a review of material on the district‘s website and a review of documents
provided by the district, formed the foundation for this report.
Dr. Morrison and his administrative staff, including Chief of Staff Earnest Winston, Executive
Director of Communications LaTarzja Henry, board members, staff, teachers, parents,
community volunteers and leaders, and members of the news media, were gracious with their
time and attention. Those interviewed were willing and eager to provide details about the
communications functions, capabilities, and history of the district and to make recommendations.
Their support for this communications review was vital and is gratefully acknowledged.

Summary
Outside its borders, the Charlotte-Mecklenburg school system enjoys a strong national
reputation. The district is generally well regarded by other educators across the country as a
high-performing district. But in various communities inside its borders, Charlotte-Mecklenburg
Schools (CMS) suffers from a deep level distrust of its work.
While employees of CMS are viewed around the country as being fortunate to work for a wellregarded public school district at a time when support of public education is reported to be at low
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ebb, morale inside the organization is poor. CMS employees and community supporters know
the district enjoys a generally favorable reputation among education media throughout the
country, but they agree almost universally that local media coverage of the school district is very
negative. When asked about the perception among employees and community members that
local media coverage is overly negative, however, members of the news media vigorously
disagree and point to failures of the school district to be open, honest, and transparent in their
dealings with the news media.
The leadership of the CMS communications department is praised as caring and responsive but
criticized as too reactive and not proactive enough in communicating with the public and the
media. The leadership of the department is described as having great talents, especially in the
area of tactical communications, but insufficient in strategic communications planning and
execution to help the public better understand and engage with the school district. The
communications department does an excellent job producing large numbers of feature stories for
news media and information for the public about school-by-school events, but it fails to produce
sufficient news to inform and encourage media coverage and public understanding of major,
district-wide initiatives.
The district has about 18,000 employees but has no strategic internal communications plan or
protocols to make sure employees hear about, understand, and communicate with the community
about important decisions and the deliberations of district leadership.
Clearly, the work of the communications department has been hurt by severe budget cuts in
recent years. But the department is also not optimally organized for maximum performance and
suffers from a lack of strategic leadership. The district has not had up-to-date programming for
its cable-access television channel because of budget cuts by the board of education, but the
communications department has not made use of the capabilities of two staff members who are
trained and proficient in production for television.
Among all groups interviewed for this report there exists great excitement about the new
superintendent of schools and the opportunity he has to pull the community together and improve
both the performance and public appreciation of the school district. But community members and
employees alike also are cautious, anxious to see if the new superintendent can successfully
bring the community back together and get the district back on track. Superintendent Morrison
has a track record of success in that regard. Dr. Morrison met similar caution and concern when
he began his work in Washoe County, Nevada, but ultimately he and his team were successful
enough in pulling the community together that the district received an award from the Nevada
Taxpayers Association based on improved public engagement.

Findings
©
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CMS suffers from inadequate strategic communications leadership.
LaTarzja Henry, the executive director of communications, draws strong praise from
CMS leaders and staff for the passion she brings to the work and her desire to strengthen
the district‘s bonds with its community. Henry has a deep and abiding understanding of
the need for real involvement by and feedback from all the community‘s constituencies.
But a number of CMS leaders, staff, and community supporters believe the district
suffers from inadequate strategic communications leadership. They believe that too much
of the district‘s communications effort is reactive and not proactive, tactical but not
strategic.
To be sure, the executive director of communications has strong supporters both inside
and outside the organization, and praise for aspects of her performance is strong even
from those who do not believe she is the right person to lead the district‘s overall
communications effort. One district executive said of Henry: ―I think she does a good job
with what she has. I think it‘s unrealistic to take a department from 30 (staff members) to
11 or 10 and take away the TV station (the district‘s TV channel operations were
eliminated by budget cuts) and expect for them to do the same (work) . . . I don‘t know
much about communications, but I would find it incredibly difficult to believe anyone
could have done a better job.‖
One strong concern raised in some interviews was that when communications support is
needed after normal work hours or on weekends, district officials have regularly had a
difficult time contacting the departmental leadership. ―After 5 (p.m.), we don‘t have
consistent leadership (in communications),‖ a district executive said. A staff member of
the communications department acknowledged, ―It‘s the culture to hit the door at 5 p.m.
We have zero on-call schedule.‖ The communications staff member said there are ―times
when people call and say, ‗I can‘t get in touch with‘ so and so . . . If it‘s on a weekend,
it‘s hard to find anyone.‖
Communications department staff members gave differing accounts of the department‘s
staff meeting schedule and the effectiveness of those staff meetings. One communications
staff member said ―Staff meetings tend to be rambling affairs and not particularly
organized. . . We don‘t have any leadership.‖
The announcement of market-rate adjustment pay raises for some employees was a
mishandled communications opportunity, a communications department staff member
said. ―I see us stumble like with those pay raises, and it could have been so very different.
There was a real opportunity to put it out, and we just didn‘t see it.‖
School board members interviewed for this report generally believe CMS needs stronger
communications leadership. One board member said the leadership of the department
makes too many mistakes in public comments on controversial issues, pointing
specifically to media coverage of the district‘s plan to purchase iPads for students. ―Was
©
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the information from the department (in charge of the iPad initiative) wrong or was the
(communications) department wrong? Do they (the communications department) double
check what they are putting out?‖ Another board member said, ―I have no difficulty with
anybody on that (communications) team, I just don‘t‘ think (the) leadership is strong
enough to get the word out.‖
Asked about the communications department, another board member suggested: ―Blow it
up. We‘re reactive instead of proactive. I don‘t think we‘ve figured out what is our
message, what are we trying to convey, what is our brand. We tend to shoot ourselves in
the foot on issues.‖ Another board member sounded a similar theme: ―There are times we
are not as proactive and strategic as we should be. . . . What‘s our annual strategy?‖
The district has embarked on major initiatives with little or no communications
planning.
In recent years, CMS has embarked on major new initiatives and shifts in long-standing
practice – such as the closure of schools or ―market-rate‖ adjustments in pay scales –
with little or no strategic planning for communicating with employees, parents, and the
public about the changes. As a result, community members and employees have often felt
disconnected from--and been disillusioned by--both the decision-making process and the
results of these major decisions that affect the entire community.
Critics of CMS‘ communications efforts said the department leadership regularly fails to
strategically plan for the public release of important news and information about the
district to better inform the public and the news media. The result often is, according to
the department‘s critics (including some on the communications department staff), a
missed opportunity to engage the community and inform the media regarding major
initiatives of district and community-wide importance.
One such occasion arose during the onsite work on this communications review. The
district had known for quite some time that the state of North Carolina would be releasing
data about the performance of school districts the week of August 3. But interviews
indicated the CMS communications department leadership began planning for this
important release of statewide data just days before the statewide release and then
experienced difficulty in obtaining needed information from the district‘s accountability
department staff – a frequent problem, some said.
As a result, the district‘s official news and public announcement about the state
accountability report was substandard. Statistics in the district‘s announcement did not
match statistics reported in a local newspaper, and a media news report focused on
information entirely different from what was highlighted by the district announcement.
A number of district officials interviewed discussed internal disagreements over when to
release information to the news media and the public. For example, members of the news
media became interested in a study by the Deloitte audit firm on the issue of a market©
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rate pay adjustment for some employees. News media asked for a copy of the study, but
the release of the study was delayed, reportedly as district officials debated internally
about the release. By the time the specifics of the market-rate pay adjustments were
made public, ―there is no thought about getting out front. We‘re going to react,‖ a district
official said.
Members of the communications department staff and some district executives said the
lack of communications planning is sometimes the result of a failure of internal
communication—specifically, a failure by some district leaders to inform the
communications department of major policy decisions in time for adequate
communications planning. The most frequently noted example of this problem was the
district‘s handling of communications regarding school closings.
Communications department staff members said they learned 45 minutes before a school
board work session that the CMS administration was ―to propose changes to 80 schools
ranging from targeted assistance to closure . . . To the community it appears this was
done out of the blue‖ because previous meetings had not included suggestions that
schools would be closed, a communications staff member said. ―To the community it
appeared you‘re going to close bunch of schools in black neighborhoods,‖ a
communications officer said. People were under the impression that ―we were just talking
about schools, not closing schools. So we had to say we were talking about closing
schools,‖ the officer added.
Asked how it was possible that the communications department could not have known in
advance about such an important discussion by the administration and board members,
one communications staff member said, ―I think the political process got ahead of the
planners. I think the planning department thought they were doing one thing and the
board shifted into high gear and politicized it.‖ The staff member said the
communications department attended ―every meeting‖ regarding school-facility planning
before that school board workshop and never learned of any plans to consider closing
schools. ―This is a great example of the staff being in one mind set, then something
happened. We don‘t know what it was that happened. It happened in the political realm
. . . then they say, ‗communications department, where was the messaging?‘‖ a
communications officer said.
The communications staff insisted that in advance of that pivotal board workshop, the
communications department was told only that the board would be discussing ―the
standards of the matrix, the age of the buildings, the cost‖ for future decisions regarding
use of school buildings and that the department staff had no knowledge, until just before
the board meeting, that actual closures of specific schools would be discussed. ―Then we
go to that meeting and there are 80 schools (to be closed) and parents are . . . freaking out
and saying ‗they might close my school,‘‖ a communications officer said. ―The board
will say it‘s a lack of communication,‖ a communications officer said about the district‘s
communications issues in general. But the officer continued, ―We can‘t communicate
what we don‘t know. The easy way (for critics of the communications department) to go
©
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is (to say) we didn‘t communicate it well . . . I feel there is disconnect between the
governance team and the leadership team.‖ Another communications department
member added: ―at central office you also have unilateral decisions made and then
communications is called in to clean it up and it becomes our problem. Now we have to
communicate it because you (district leaders) screwed it up. We‘re more clean-up crew
rather than communicators.‖
Still, communications department members acknowledge that a lack of internal planning
and leadership in the communications department plays a significant role in the
communications breakdowns. Asked if the district has any kind of overall strategic
communications plan, a communications officer responded, ―no. There used to be (under
past leadership). Everything is piecemeal.‖
The district‘s failure to communicate adequately about the August 2 release of state
accountability data that led to the August 3 news coverage is a strong example of how too
often a lack of planning and leadership in the communications department helps to cause
a failure of communication.
One communications officer said the accountability department ―never gave it (the data)
to us‖ but that the communications department was aware ―that data was coming. If we
had a standard operating procedure,‖ the communications breakdown would not have
occurred. The same communications officer added: ―(The communications department‘s
work on the accountability results announcement) was last minute . . . . We should over
the summer plan to look at the data, feature a teacher who really shined so we can show
(the public the good work) the teacher did.‖
Another communications officer said the department wasn‘t given the data for the state
accountability report release until Tuesday, two days before the official state
announcement. Initial information provided by the accountability department seemed to
be wrong, and major changes in how some results were calculated by the state were not
communicated to the communications department until the last minute, the
communications officer said. ―This was a total failure that doesn‘t belong (exclusively) to
us,‖ the communications staff member said.
A CMS district executive noted such communications planning failures but said of the
district‘s communications department, ―they can‘t do anything about it (communicating
about major initiatives) if they don‘t know it.‖ The executive cited as an example the
announcement of the ‖BYOT‖ plan to allow students to ―bring your own technology‖ to
school as part of an effort to convert to digital learning. ―We were sitting at a board
meeting in March (when a district executive) said we‘re going to turn on BYOT for all
students on the first day of school. My eyes almost popped out of my head. No planning
had been done. There was no deep dive into what it would take to get that done . . . It
never came up at leadership team (meetings),‖ the executive said. The executive
continued, ―(The executive who made the sudden public announcement) was talking to
media. Nobody from communications was involved. So it got out in media‖ without the
©
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communications office having been forewarned that the announcement was coming and
given an opportunity to develop a communications plan. ―Those department leaders have
to involve (the) communications (department). They have always been agreeable to work
with us,‖ the executive said. A staff member in the communications department agreed
the communications team wasn‘t ready for the BYOT announcement. ―It became public,
and we weren‘t getting a lot of information . . . about it.‖ The communications staff
member said that left the media to believe ―communications was not being forthcoming
when we didn‘t have any information. We said to (district executives supporting the
BYOT initiative) ‗this is not a good time to do this,‘ but they went ahead and did it
anyway.‖
Regardless of the reasons, CMS clearly has failed to develop strategic planning for
communications to inform and engage the community around significant issues. ―The
role of a communications plan should be enhancing support of CMS and public
education,‖ a community member said. ―They need to define (who) their customers (are)
and those who are not.‖ The community member added, ―I don‘t know if that‘s the
communications department‘s plan. They don‘t identify what their mission is and don‘t
measure what they do.‖
The result of failing to plan is not acceptable, a board member said. ―What tends to
happen is we will get the email that goes out to media or others. The board will get an
email, reporters will call me to ask questions before I ever get a chance to see it . . . .A lot
of times we will get calls from the media, (and) we‘re caught flat-footed because we
don‘t have more information they do.‖
School district staff and parents generally believe news media coverage of CMS is
overly negative; some members of the media and CMS officials point to a lack of
responsiveness from the district to legitimate questions as one factor in negative
media coverage, along with too little proactive outreach by the district to inform and
encourage media coverage.
Asked their thoughts about the news media‘s coverage of CMS, it didn‘t take long for
district officials, staff, and parents to respond. The media coverage of the district is
considered almost universally among these groups to be negative. Many who were
interviewed believe the local media, taken as a whole, routinely reports about the
district‘s work unfairly, with the intent to showcase negative aspects of CMS to the
virtual exclusion of positive news. News media representatives, on the other hand, noted
the district often is not forthcoming with important information about issues of significant
interest to the public and this perceived lack of transparency from the school district is a
significant factor in what school district staff and supporters would describe as negative
media coverage. A number of CMS officials agreed the district is not only too slow in
responding to some media requests for information but also fails to be proactive in
encouraging and informing positive media coverage of the district.
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One district executive summed up the situation by saying the media treats the district
―very negatively . . . Ninety percent of the time it‘s negative.‖ But the district executive
said: ―absent a more proactive push by CMS to communicate the news, they dig it up on
their own and that tends to be quite negative. If we were to be a lot more proactive in
supplying information and stories . . . I think that could turn around, but absent all that,
we are at the mercy of the media.‖
A school board member agreed that CMS needs to improve its work in providing
information to the public and the media. ―There is an overall resistance. Media asks for
data (and) we aren‘t coming back and giving them an idea of when they will get it. (The
district should) just respond, don‘t drag our heels,‖ the board member said. Pointing to
the release of the Deloitte study on the market-rate adjustment issue, the board member
said the new superintendent, Heath Morrison, correctly asked, ―Why are we dragging our
feet?‖ on releasing the study to media. ―That shouldn‘t be the case. Make it public. The
more transparent we are‖ the better, the board member said.
Some at CMS also believe the district has not done enough to build communications
relationships with members of the media. ―We‘re always worried about what the negative
aspect (of a news report) is going to be, especially the newspaper . . . Building those
relationships so they have a level of trust in CMS to know we‘re not hiding information
and we are being up-front‖ is an important step for the district, a CMS executive said.
One district executive said the media tends to quote the same long-time critics of the
school district in frequent stories critical of the district. ―It doesn‘t seem the media looks
for objective sources. I think that is a big part of it.‖ But the same executive
acknowledged: ―as an organization, we bring it on ourselves. We are very reactionary in
our communications approach. We wait too long. We try to have everything dotted and
crossed before we say anything. There are so many places where information is coming
from . . . because we wait so long and we don‘t report what we know when we know it,
our employees hear about it through somebody else.‖ A school board member said one
newspaper reporter is ―pretty fair with us,‖ but also talked about very negative coverage
from one television reporter. ―I won‘t talk to him,‖ the board member said of the
television reporter. ―He‘s more concerned about creating headlines than he is about
getting the facts straight.‖
Several CMS officials pointed to the media‘s focus on the market-rate pay raises for a
few employees, including one raise of $17,000 – instead of what they said should have
been a focus on the overall 3 percent pay raise for employees – as an example of media
bias against the district.
―It feels like a ‗gotcha‘ mentality (among the) press,‖ a school board member said. ―It
feels like (the media‘s focus was) . . . ‗one person got $17,000, how can anybody be
worth that?‘ I get that, but it‘s picking out the worst thing and highlighting it that is too
much.‖ The board member said some in the media ―make funny connections with things,
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usually negative connections. I‘d love to read a story someday that said ‗however many
students are straight-A students this year.‘‖
But journalists interviewed for this report strongly disagreed that they failed to report the
good news about the raise for all employees or that the focus was unnecessarily negative
and controversial. ―The teacher pay raise got eight months‘ worth of focus,‖ one
journalist said, noting the pay raise had been announced months before the market-rate
adjustment was announced. Another journalist agreed: ―The 3 percent pay raise was
reported for a long time.‖ The ―real focus‖ of the story ultimately became that teachers,
some of whom must hold ―several jobs to make this work‖ with no pay raises in four
years, then saw one school district employee who was not a teacher get a $17,000 raise, a
journalist said. ―The board had been saying ‗we want more stuff to impact the
classroom.‘ When you see 30-cents-, 40 cents-an-hour (raises) for teachers . . . it makes
you stop and ask why,‖ the journalist said.
The journalists pointed specifically to the market-rate pay increase issue as an occasion in
which the district failed to communicate in a timely fashion. ―(The newspaper) had been
asking about all these market increases,‖ said one journalist who said the district kept
promising to release the information and then kept pushing back the time of release. In
the end, the information was released by CMS late in the day, and ―no one from the
district is available‖ to comment, the reporter said. ―It‘s like they are shooting themselves
in the foot. (They) just piss people off,‖ the journalist said of CMS. Another journalist
agreed that CMS should have been more proactive in dealing with the market-rate pay
adjustment story. ―That‘s where . . . they could be more proactive rather than reactive.
They should have somebody out there (responding to media questions) and it‘s a nobrainer.‖ Another journalist added, ―If it was such a positive story, then why wasn‘t
anyone from the district able to comment?‖
The negative media attention prevents the district from promoting good news about good
work by students and educators; and social media is enabling even more negative media
coverage, some district officials said. ―Most of the news nowadays is bad news. We‘re
always reacting. They have valid (concerns) sometimes. So many people are
Facebooking, blogging, tweeting, you have to be able to respond. If it‘s a tweet or blog
(the media) picks up on ‗what are you doing about it?‘‖ one district official said. Another
district executive agreed. ―There are days when I feel like we work for the media when (I
know) my first priority should be supporting a principal‖ working to educate students at
school.
Comments from school district officials about how the media covers CMS
 ―I think they look for the glorified stories, which generally are not the most positive. I don‘t
think they purposely make them out to be negative, but it‘s very selective . . . . I think there
are a lot of missed opportunities that we could put out stories that would make our parents
and students know we are there (for) kids.‖ – District executive
 ―(The media covers the district) very poorly. CMS . . . attracts a lot of interest, a lot of heat.
©
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. . . (The media focuses on CMS) because bad news about the district moves the meter. It‘s
their job to sell papers, not to report our news. They get more bang for their buck focusing on
the district and controversial things.‖ – District executive
―There are many days I feel like I work for‖ the media. ―I‘ve been quoted a lot of times with
not having information when we‘re working on it.‖ – Communications department staff
member
―The media does a lot to sabotage us . . . They‘ll try to sensationalize things . . . They create
dissention.‖ – CMS school principal
―A graduating student did a senior project in Israel. It was a phenomenal story. You would
think the media would have (treated the story as) positive. It ended up talking about (the
student) dropping out of school in fifth grade, ending up (in another school) because (the
student) didn‘t want to go to a traditional school . . . That was not what the story was about.
. . . The story focused more on his issues in fifth grade than his success.‖ – CMS school
principal
―I do worry about the coverage, the way the media portrays the district. I worry that it
sometimes feels like stories are instigative rather than objective. . . . I think there is a trend in
media these days (toward) the salacious nature (of) how facts are presented. I think CMS‘
strategy has been transparency, keeping the doors wide open . . . It feels often like we are
trying to do something that is positive, like the (pay) raises, something that will be beneficial
to employees and students; and somehow when it ends up being reported, it ends up having
more of a negative slant. Something gets lost in us trying to do something positive and work
with the media in portraying it positively.‖ – District executive
―We seem to be their number-one target.‖ – CMS school principal
―There‘s no sense of partnership or alliance. It seems to be adversarial.‖ – CMS school
principal
―(The media coverage is) slanted and sensationalized.‖ – CMS school principal
―(There is) a major lack of trust from principals in the media.‖ – CMS school principal
―It is amazing when stories come out people will question me, .‗is it really that bad?‘ Good
news stories never happen.‖ – CMS school principal.
―(The media‘s philosophy seems to be) it isn‘t a story worth discussing unless there is a
controversy around it.‖ – CMS school principal
―I won‘t talk to the media. They broke that trust. I don‘t believe they will do an unbiased
story.‖ – CMS school principal
―(CMS sends) out a list of all the positive stories happening in schools, but seldom do they
(media) show up to those events. They choose to not report on those stories.‖ – CMS school
principal
―It‘s a great district (with) so much good going on. It‘s really sad to go out in our public
(and) hear the things that are hurtful. It‘s really sad because (there is) so much potential and
great stuff going on, so many great educators. It‘s just really sad the way the media and
community portray it.‖ – CMS school principal
―They seem to be extremely biased in what is going on at CMS. They don‘t really dig in and
get the real facts of what‘s going on. I see that as a pretty bad representation of what‘s really
happening. They sugar coat a lot of it.‖ – CMS teacher
―The local media says a lot of things before they have all of the facts . . . A lot of times they
are too critical of our schools before they figure out what has happened.‖ – CMS teacher
―They will incite lots of people around an issue that doesn‘t exist.‖ – CMS teacher
―(Media are) following a trend nationally that public school education is spoken down of.
They tend to highlight things that are going wrong in public school education instead of
supporting teachers.‖ – CMS teacher
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 ―Charlotte news is ‗if it bleeds, it leads.‘ They would much rather cover negative than
positive. They twist anything they can into a negative way.‖ – CMS teacher
 ―I think (one newspaper reporter) tries to take a balanced approach. (But the overall coverage
is) negative to the point of where I stopped my subscription.‖ – CMS teacher
 ―Generally they make sure they report the negative. It‘s the negativity at minority schools
they report. The district counters that. (CMS creates) a lot of information about what is going
on at our school . . . I think our media just prints just what they want to print. Some schools
are predominately white, and with that comes the prestige. Even if the negative stuff happens,
it doesn‘t get as much media attention (as) if the same thing happens at minority schools.‖ District executive
 ―For whatever reason it‘s really hard to write a good story about our school system, even
when the news is good . . . There‘s definitely a lack of balance here.‖ – CMS school board
member
 ―I think the media is biased. We get a negative slant quite often. They tend to put a spin on
things in order to make news . . . That doesn‘t match my experiences in other communities.
(The negative media coverage) seems to be unique here.‖ – District executive
 ―It would appear the district and the media have a contentious relationship for reasons I‘m
not clear about. The media is not looking to offer favorable coverage . . . I find the coverage
here less meaningful and terribly negative in general.‖ – District executive
 ―(The media treats the district) poorly, shabbily to outright nasty.‖ – Communications
department staff member
 ―(The media has) an audience who does not trust us right now. They feed off negativity.‖ –
Communications department staff member
 ―We get a lot of negative coverage because there is a dedicated reporter (at the newspaper)
for education. The charter schools and private schools, on the other hand, virtually never
have negative stories written about them. There is no examination by the media of how the
charters operate. Some of the charters refuse (to enroll) kids, but that doesn‘t get reported or
explored. CMS has added 3,000 children through increasing enrollment, but we don‘t get a
front-page story about that like the private schools do when they get an increase in
enrollment. (The media) presents a negative view of public education but never of the private
schools or charters.‖ – District executive

Parents interviewed expressed strong frustration with what they saw as overly negative
media coverage of the district. ―(The media is) looking for the negative, never the
positive. I think they think that makes for good press . . . They make people angry,‖ one
parent said. The media coverage, another parent said, ―creates a lot of animosity.‖
Another parent noted, ―the media tends to be so negative, and the system is so large most
people listen to the media as their primary source of perceptions.‖ One journalist
interviewed confirmed there is ―definitely distrust of the media.‖ The journalist has
―fielded some of the calls when CMS and others felt they were getting a raw deal . . . I‘ve
seen stories (that) I might have questioned the angle.‖ But the journalist added, ―by no
means do I think the coverage is unfair.‖
Schools try to overcome the negative media coverage by providing information directly
to parents and the community, parents said.
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Some leaders of some of the active community organizations that support the school
district were less critical of the tone of the media coverage of CMS than were district
officials, staff, and parents, although they still had concerns.
―I think (the media coverage) is fairly neutral,‖ one CMS community partner said. ―I
wouldn‘t say it is skewed toward being negative, or particularly positive. I think they try
to present the information they have.‖
But another community partner echoed the complaints of some district officials that the
media seeks out those who chronically complain about CMS. The media coverage is ―a
mix. The newspaper has become . . . very negative in their coverage. It feels like they are
only looking to the sources in the community that talk negatively about the system,‖ the
community partner said. Another community partner said the Charlotte media works to
―build up drama between the board members.‖ One community member was critical of
the newspaper coverage of the district, saying the paper is ―a huge problem . . . (The
paper) digs up any kind of trouble to get people to read.‖ Another community member
added, ―I do agree the (newspaper) is a big problem,‖ but another noted, ―CMS doesn‘t
speak for itself, so (the newspaper) does.‖
Charlotte-area media outlets reflect some of the concerns about public education
nationally, one community partner said. ―There is skepticism about public education
across the country. I don‘t think it‘s treated any different here. But it‘s also the angle of
how the (newspaper) sells the paper. If the drama is at (level) four, they will uptick it to
six or seven.‖
Progress is being made with the news media though, one community partner said. ―It‘s
not something that happened overnight. The media has been negative around the schools
for (many years). I can remember as a child watching the superintendent being fired by
the school board on TV. There is a lot of negative, but there has been some progress
made in the last eight to 10 years, specifically in the last five years,‖ the community
partner said.
Charlotte journalists who agreed to be interviewed for this report as a group generally
said they are simply trying to do their jobs and that a lack of transparency and
responsiveness from the school district hurts their ability to do that job. They spoke of
occasions when it seemed the district was deliberately withholding information and not
being responsive.
During the selection process for the new superintendent, for example, one journalist
noted that reporters received 20 minutes‘ notice of an informal board meeting. ―Twenty
minutes‘ notice is not enough. That doesn‘t say ‗we‘d like to have you.‘ As a whole, the
way it was being handled . . . they didn‘t want much media coverage of how the process
works. To me, if they start shutting down, I‘m really asking questions.‖ Another said
journalists appreciate the ―tip sheet‖ of story ideas they receive weekly from the district,
but when reporters are looking into something of public interest, school district officials
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tend to ―judge it and . . . (may not) help in a timely fashion.‖ Another reporter said, ―if
it‘s something in their interest, they are very responsive but not otherwise.‖
―It needs to be a team effort,‖ one journalist said. But when information is slow to come
from the district, ―I don‘t know if they are dragging (their) feet. Everyone is in meetings.
You just can‘t get information you need. (On such simple questions as) ‗how many
employees do you have?‘ you should already know that. But to take hours to respond‖
hurts the district‘s cause, the reporter said. Another reporter added: ―if (information is)
positive, you‘ll get a good quality (news release from CMS). But if it‘s negative it‘s like
pulling teeth to get any information. (Media tries) to talk to several different people (at
CMS and is) getting basically shut down. If, as a whole, you make the community think
you are hiding so much, that is in and of itself bad. What‘s happening is we have some of
the board members saying they want to be transparent, but it isn‘t really what‘s
happening. I get the runaround.‖
The general public tends to remember negative stories longer, but Charlotte media reports
plenty of positive stories about CMS, one journalist said. The public ―always seizes on
the one negative story and forgets all about the positive stories we do. CMS has made
some bad decisions over the years. Of course that‘s going to get coverage. I don‘t know if
that‘s negative. We‘re just reporting the news,‖ the journalist said.
Asked for advice on how CMS could improve its communication, one journalist said
pointedly, ―We‘re not the enemy. Tell them that.‖ One journalist reported working with
―a lot of communications departments, and I don‘t think this one is bad.‖ Another
journalist said the district is improving its communication. ―Lately, communications has
been much better. For a while, it was difficult to get anything, any statistics, any
information‖ regarding some groups of students, the journalist said. ―It‘s different now
because (the journalist‘s news organization has) been more involved in things related to
the district.‖ And another journalist advised that CMS ―be there, be available to round out
the story, to provide that context.‖
Distrust of school district leadership by various CMS communities and distrust of
the various CMS communities in each other run deep.
A universal theme of the interviews for this report was that the Charlotte-Mecklenburg
Schools community is deeply divided on the fundamental issue of equity of educational
opportunities within CMS. Whether they were speaking about the controversial decisions
regarding school closings or the ongoing debate over the level of funding that schools in
different parts of the district receive, a common thread that ran through the discussions
was one of distrust of the CMS leadership‘s decision-making process and, as a related
issue, its communications efforts.
Virtually everyone interviewed for this report said the community‘s distrust of the school
district is real. The distrust seems to be rooted, in part, in disagreements between
communities over how schools should be funded but has been stoked by what community
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members see as a lack of transparency in the school district‘s decision-making process.
School board members, administrators, teachers, parents, and community members
agreed that restoring community faith and trust in the district is a very important priority
for the district.
―In the African-American community there is distrust over school closures,‖ said one
school board member, who acknowledged the district has not produced data yet showing
whether it was financially worthwhile to close schools. ―In other areas they feel there is
disproportionate spending in urban areas.‖ Another school board member said the district
has hurt its standing in the community by ―saying one thing and doing something entirely
different.‖ The board member said the distrust of the CMS leadership has been prevalent
among teachers as well as the community. ―(Some employees) in a sense were like
walking zombies, feeling like the thumb was down on them,‖ the board member said.
―Just talking to teachers and other employees, it was the feeling that ‗if I don‘t get out of
CMS, I‘m going to go crazy.‘‖ A school district executive acknowledged deep
community concern about the lack of transparency in CMS‘ decision-making processes.
―Yes, the feeling (of distrust by the community) is real. I hear that all the time from
parents. They feel the process and decisions are not transparent. They want to know how
we came up with decisions. Or they ask a question and we can‘t tell them why,‖ the
district executive said. ―A lot of it stems from closing African-American schools. The
sentiment is that ‗what they to some of those schools they would never do in the more
affluent neighborhoods.‘ People didn‘t find out about it until the news was released.‖
A big blow to trust of the CMS leadership among employees came during a proposal in
the state legislature, backed by a then-CMS leader, regarding pay-for-performance, a
board member said. Employees were surprised by the CMS leader‘s support for the bill,
and that issue ―took all the trust out of everywhere,‖ the board member said. The school
district simply does not know how to engage the public, another CMS board member
said. ―We know how to go to the public with ‗this is what we‘re planning to do.‘ We go
as though we‘re asking for their input, but we don‘t know how we‘re going to have
input,‖ the board member said. ―Our M.O. has been ‗we‘re the educators, and we know
what to do. We‘re just going to tell you and do it.‘‖ The board member said the district‘s
handling of the school closings issue was a prime example of using ―the wrong process‖
for engagement. ―We don‘t know how to do (an engagement process). We‘ve been seen
as thieves. We have a tin ear to the African-American community.‖
CMS‘ handling of the school closures issue was a significant problem for community
trust, staff members said. One principal noted, for example, that CMS originally planned
to close Waddell High School, but ―that shifted in a matter of hours to Harding and back
to Waddell. Most of the schools that were closed were high SES (socioeconomic status)
schools.‖ A teacher said, ―There is a huge distrust of the powers-that-be downtown.‖ A
district community partner added, ―people trust their kids‘ schools and teachers and
principals. It‘s the district as a whole that people tend to have a distrust of.‖ The school
closures were ―centered in the African-American community. That riled up the AfricanAmerican community. Their response is ‗why aren‘t you doing it to the suburbs?‘ If you
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look at the utilization of schools you will see that suburban schools are packed to the gills
. . . If you‘re going to close schools and be more efficient, it makes sense to do it in areas
where there are underutilized schools. So those are two totally different viewpoints,‖ the
board member said. ―Because we are so splintered and there are such differences in this
community, various actions we take create mistrust in the community.‖ While an
improved communications effort would help, ―we are so splintered, it‘s going to be a
hard nut to crack with any communications,‖ the board member said.
One communications department staff member called the school closings ―a disaster.‖
The staff member explained: ―The board said we needed to get people out and involved
and engaged. To me that means asking you what you think and then doing something
about what you think. We had thousands who came out about criteria to be used on
closing (schools). Then midway through it, the board made different decisions . . . There
were schools on that list that pissed off everybody in the community involved. In a board
work session they decided to take schools off the list. We couldn‘t explain that from the
communications side. That was a board decision. (The communications department)
didn‘t even see it coming.‖
Many interviewed pointed to a difference in funding for schools in higher poverty areas
compared with those in more affluent areas as a major source of the community‘s distrust
of the school district, and they said the district has not done enough to communicate
about the issue. ―There is a deeply rooted perception that we spend more time, money,
and resources on the more-or-less affluent areas, depending on who you talk to,‖ a CMS
executive said. ―Absent information that levels that playing field—that tells people the
truth about how those decisions are made—you have these wild swings in perception
about how we make decisions.‖ A school board member agreed: ―We‘re a rich district
and a poor district. We‘re a suburban and urban district . . . The suburban folks will argue
‗we‘re not getting our fair share on a per-pupil basis. It‘s all going to the inner city,‘ and
that‘s true because of the policies we adopted . . . But if you look at who‘s performing,
it‘s the suburban schools.‖
Those perceptions of disparity in funding exist even among CMS school employees. One
school principal said: ―The district does spend beyond (what it should) on lower SES
students. When (higher poverty) schools get smart boards for classrooms and those are
used as chalkboards, that infuriates our staff. We earned it. Our faculty and staff (are)
very involved in fundraising.‖ The bottom line, the principal said, is ―public education is
not funded well for anyone, so you have people fighting over crumbs. You have to
increase the pot (of funding).‖
Erroneous information released by the district also has hurt the district‘s standing in the
community, some said. One CMS executive pointed to the erroneous school performance
information released by the district, calling it ―a big gaffe.‖ Another district executive
agreed: ―The district has made some very avoidable mistakes. You don‘t release bad data
until you check it. You release bad data, and you have just severed the trust factor with a
lot of folks. You can‘t make the mistakes over and over either. We‘ve done that.‖ A
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community member echoed that thought, saying the school performance information
mistake, related to graduation rates, ―fed the mistrust.‖
Some also acknowledged that CMS hiring practices have not engendered trust in the
African-American community. There is, a district executive said, ―a racial dynamic in
Charlotte. There is a sense of distrust among (people of color). They don‘t see people
who look like them‖ working in much of CMS.
Overall budget cuts in recent years also have played a role in creating distrust, a CMS
executive said. ―In some ways the (distrust) is real. But if you talk to individual parents or
high school kids, they love their own personal schools but will make a negative comment
about the district as a whole . . . There are some concerns (in the community) but so
much of the current ones were driven by budget cuts.‖ When the budget cuts included a
reduction in force among educators, decisions were made suddenly by the district, a
school principal said. ―The RIF process created a lot of distrust . . . People felt like they
had no time to talk. There was a lot of frustration among . . . colleagues who felt they
never had (an) opportunity to advocate for their job,‖ the principal said. Another principal
echoed the concern. ―Internally there are a lot of decisions made and no transparency.
You don't know why it is. It just is . . . You don‘t know if what happens is the right thing
or the wrong thing,‖ the principal said.
Some parents backed up the claim that decisions regarding employees are not
communicated. ―I feel like they (CMS leadership) are patronizing us. Last year they
pulled (removed from the job) a principal. We got a (phone message) from the district
superintendent. ‗Hi, I‘m so and so, this principal is leaving in two days, FYI.‘ Parents
went nuts because we knew nothing about this at all,‖ the parent said. After complaints,
the superintendent ―came out to the school, then took us through an exercise with note
cards saying ‗write down (your) top three‘ (thoughts.) The cards were patronizing to us.
They ask, but they don‘t seem to really care. It‘s more lip service.‖
Some believe the distrust is partially the result of district leaders not simply doing what
community members want done on any given issue. A district executive said: ―There‘s
some confusion between engagement and ultimately who makes the final decision. Yes,
we are engaging you in a dialogue but ultimately we‘re going to make a decision.
Somehow the messaging has not been that people completely understand . . . There is a
relationship between CMS and the community that has evolved over time. If I‘m a
community member that has felt I have not been heard, like on closing schools, I lose that
battle; I lost a bunch of other battles. I think it‘s then that people start to take on a
crusade.‖ A school board member echoed the sentiment, saying a big part of the trust
issue is school district leaders simply not doing everything a particular community
member wants. ―The citizen says ‗unless you do what I want you to do based on my
definition (of what is right), I can‘t trust you. It is not good enough for you just to listen
to me. You will prove that you heard me if you do what I‘ve told you you must do.‘ I
came into this with the naïve belief that as long as I listened and demonstrated that I had
heard and make an independent judgment, at least we could move forward,‖ the board
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member said. The board member continued: ―Someone told me (about their expectations
for the new superintendent) ‗my trust will have to be earned. We‘ll find out who he‘s
listening to when he makes his first controversial decision.‘ It‘s not good enough just to
listen. What they are really saying is ‗unless you do what I want you to do, I can‘t trust
you.‘ That‘s the basic issue around trust.‖
But some parents interviewed said the distrust comes more from the district‘s lack of
communication about major initiatives and the appearance that it is not listening to
community members at all. ―It‘s a communications problem,‖ a parent said. ―If you are
going to make changes, you‘ve got to communicate those change and make sure people
who are invested heavily in the system understand what those changes are. If you have to
make a decision, rational people will say, ‗I understand why even if it‘s not the best
decision for me.‘ A lot of times the decision gets made, then it‘s told to parents and then
there is a lot of hoopla. The distrust is based around a lack of communications success,‖
the parent said.
Another parent described another problem: ―the manner (in which) parents are spoken to
(at forums), then nothing is taken into consideration.‖ One parent explained, ―half of it is
communication, but a lot of people have been let down and have a reason to mistrust the
district (because of the decision-making process.) They (parents) will participate in a
focus group when it seemed like the decision was already made.‖ One parent pointed to
the district‘s handling of public input around a school bell-schedule decision. Hours were
spent by parents working on the issue, the parent said. ―But it was already decided. The
work was null and void because it didn‘t go anywhere. So why do I want to help the
school district? They aren‘t really listening.‖ Another parent added, ―then they gripe
when parents don‘t want to be involved anymore. Why would we want to?‖
That theme of lack of communication and distrust in the decision-making process was
echoed among some CMS community partner organizations as well. ―There is a
perception that the district isn‘t telling us everything,‖ a leader of a strong CMS
community partnership organization said. ―The perception is a lack of transparency . . .
There are pockets in our community where there is real distrust, (such as) AfricanAmerican neighborhoods. (On the) school closures, (there was) very little communication
until they were about to make the decision. (Suburban parents say), ‗my child is funded at
a significantly lower level than (students at higher poverty schools).‘ But a significant
number of suburban parents don‘t understand, and they see a story in the paper and they
get angry. That has created some suburban distrust . . . More transparency and more
intentional communication can help buffer and even build trust,‖ the community
supporter said. ―If you just listen and make a decision, there is a missing step. It‘s
incumbent upon decision makers to communicate their logic in making decisions.‖
The distrust among the community is well known by members of the media, who pointed
to the school closures, student testing, budget cuts, and race as drivers of the problem. ―It
has really picked up. I (have) a sense there was this natural distrust,‖ one journalist said.
Another said the distrust is ―huge‖ and is driven ―by race and class . . . As there have
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been fewer resources, there has been a struggle and fight for who is going to get them.
Are they going to the inner (city schools)? Are they going to the outer perimeter? I think
you have groups or factions almost turning on each other,‖ a journalist said. Another
journalist called it a ―can‘t-win factor.‖ ―When they close schools, the poor and minority
schools (are) affected the most,‖ the journalist explained. ―If we do stories that say
(schools in higher poverty areas) get the most GT (gifted and talented) resources per
student, that pisses off the suburban population . . . CMS gets a raw deal sometimes
there.‖ A journalist added, ―CMS has its problems like every district. But having lived in
cities where they really have bad districts, the public here doesn‘t appreciate the good
here.‖
A number of school district employees interviewed, and news media as well, pointed to
an issue in CMS that is common around the country – school districts tend to fail to give
the public or staff information about sudden changes in school leadership, often calling
such issues a ―personnel matter‖ and refusing to discuss it. When high-profile leaders of
schools are suddenly removed from their posts, a school district can cause anger among
the public and confusion among employees by making the decision and refusing to give
the public or staff information about that decision.
One journalist talked about the removal of a popular school principal: ―He‘s there for
Christmas, then he‘s gone. People say he retired, but people don‘t believe he just retired
without saying goodbye. So now parents say ‗what can we trust?‘‖ Another journalist
said the district‘s only response to requests for information in such cases typically is ―it‘s
a personnel issue, and we will not comment.‖
Community members pointed to delays in responses to questions from the community.
―They have got to streamline the process for answering constituent questions in a timely
fashion,‖ one community member said. Another community member called it ―a culture
of the downtown Ed center. You get lost in this abyss of the Ed center . . . It‘s not a
business culture,‖ the community member said, but it should be. The district should
acknowledge ―we have customers who are students and parents, and we don‘t treat them
(poorly).‖
A journalist added that Spanish-speaking families who receive letters from the school
district in English tend to distrust the district. ―For these people to receive a
communication in English with a decision about their children, sometimes they don‘t
understand,‖ the journalist said.
Ultimately, the school district must work with residents to develop real community
ownership of public education in Charlotte-Mecklenburg, a school board member said.
―The school system has to foster a series of discussions in the community. The
community has to own its school system. That‘s where the trust has broken down . . . The
issue of trust is an outgrowth of the lack of ownership. We have to foster a series of
conversations – not the community talking to the school board, the community talking to
itself,‖ the board member said.
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CMS has no specific protocols for internal communications, and employees
sometimes are left in the dark on significant issues.
Any successful school district communications effort must start with effective internal
communications. Employees cannot help inform, cannot embrace, and cannot become
advocates for important school district decisions if they don‘t know about those
decisions. CMS has about 18,000 employees – an enormous potential base for
communicating with and engaging the community on vitally important issues. Yet despite
CMS‘s long-stated concern for the importance of good internal communication, the
district has no internal communications plan, no set of internal communications protocols
that describe how key decisions and deliberations are communicated throughout the
organization to every employee and how employees can provide feedback on those
decisions and deliberations.
The lack of an internal communications plan or set of protocols leaves individual district
leaders – executives, department heads, and school principals – to decide how, when, or
even whether to communicate critically important information to the employees who are
charged with carrying out those key decisions. ―(Internal communication) protocols do
not exist as far as I know,‖ one executive said. ―A number of times major decisions (have
been) made and . . . communications have been spotty at best at the discretion of the
manager who either embraces the idea or not.‖ Another district executive agreed: ―There
is not a consistent system being implemented on how that happens. (At executive staff
meetings, the executive director of communications) will talk about how to communicate
on some things, but the past year (there has been) inconsistent communication from her
office and from Human Resources that says ‗disregard (a previous communication)‘ and
then ‗disregard again.‘‖ The executive said district officials are sometimes asked by the
communications department leader at the last minute to lead community meetings even
when such meetings have been on the calendar for some time. A school principal said,
―some decisions (are) made so quickly, we get (information about the rationale) after the
fact.‖ Another district executive noted, ―people find out a lot of information in a lot of
different ways,‖ including meetings, webinars, and Direct Line. ―But there is a lot of
information people find out informally, just by word of mouth, talking to other people,
hearing from people who attended a meeting . . . The one thing that does seem to be
missing is how you find out about what‘s going on across departments. (Information is)
not sometimes shared between departments,‖ the executive said.
The evidence of a scattershot approach to internal communication at CMS is everywhere.
―Internally there is a disconnect. Some employees get it, and some employees don‘t . . .
Some departments do a very good job, making sure everyone is informed, some do not,‖
a district executive said. ―It‘s all about who you know when it‘s about how much
information you get.‖
One principal pointed to the district‘s handling of the controversial market-rate
adjustment salary increases as an example of failed internal communications. ―We got a
©

Drive West Communications, LLC, 2012

Page 19 of 56

DW
talking points sheet (to use) to call each of our staff members who were on the list to get
market-value increases and tell them about their raise and congratulate them,‖ the
principal said. ―I was delighted to do that. But something of that importance should have
been presented in some type of meeting with questions and answers. Talking points (are)
not sufficient in that kind of task.‖
Some CMS school principals said there could be a deliberate effort by CMS leadership
not to share information with them as decisions are being made. ―It‘s almost like they
(CMS leaders and the communications department leadership) don‘t trust us with the
information. We get it through an email (and the message is) ‗here are your talking
points,‘‖ a principal said. ―I don‘t think it‘s (the) communications department,‖ another
principal said. ―I don‘t think they are given the leeway (to communicate information to
principals earlier). They are very helpful and very good at what they do.‖ Another
principal questioned whether decisions are actually made at 4 o‘clock, with no time for
advance warning for principals, or whether the CMS leadership ―made a concerted effort
they are not going to share it.‖ Another said district leaders will make a ―conscious
decision‖ to share important information they have ―next Thursday at 4 o‘clock.‖
Principals said they are especially concerned about the sudden departure of colleagues
with no information provided to principals and other employees and no public effort to
honor the service of those employees. A principal said: ―There seems to be an overriding
sense about the culture in the system that has changed in the last several years. There are
(principals and other staff) who served (for many years) in this system who disappeared.
They were (said to be) retiring or they transferred. It used to be that we celebrated them
(with special honors when they left the district). Now, left and right, you call a
department or a school and people have just disappeared. At our level that‘s created a
sense of distrust that trickles up and trickles down.‖ Another principal added, ―It also
sends a message that people are widgets instead of celebrating the contributions someone
has made to the district.‖ ―It‘s part of the lack of transparency,‖ another principal said.
About a third of CMS principals are ―unconsciously unconscious about what all is going
on here, and when we go to a general principal‘s meeting, you can look at the crowd and
wonder ‗what happened to so and so?‘ People have been disappearing into the black hole
with no explanation. Sometimes new principals are introduced to us, sometimes not.
Some of the young ones coming in don‘t know what they don‘t know,‖ a principal said.
A long-time district supporter who is very familiar with CMS communications said
internal communications have lapsed in recent years, and the big turnover in principals
coupled with the lack of internal communication has been damaging. The ―constant churn
in principals really hurt,‖ the district supporter said. Employee morale is ―in the toilet
among leadership and teachers and other folks.‖ The new superintendent has a ―huge
internal‖ communications and morale issue to confront, the district supporter said,
adding, the ―internal communications piece got away from them and backfired on (a
previous administration.)‖ A member of the communications staff acknowledged that
employees sometimes receive a school district news release, bound for the news media,
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as their primary piece of information, saying, ―Our way of communicating (information)
internally is a news release.‖
Employees and even school board members said they sometimes learn about important
developments from the news media. ―It would be really helpful to provide us with talking
points . . . so we are all singing from the same page of the hymnal,‖ a board member said
of the issue of consistent messaging with the news media. ―I feel like there is not a lot of
coordination (on the messages.) . . . We have some growing to do.‖ The board member
said: ―I don‘t feel like I know enough about what‘s going on in the system. … I don‘t feel
we (board members) are enough in the loop about what the staff is thinking about,
deciding about,‖ and that board members often don‘t know about an issue ―unless a
constituent is bringing it to us.‖ Another board member agreed: ―My colleagues would
say they are often surprised by things in the media as opposed to learning it from the
district, and that has been indeed been the case. Some of that I put at the feet of (the)
communications (department), some of it I put at the feet of the particular executive who
was responsible. . . . We‘re too protective in how we put things out. We‘ll wait until 6:30
when our board meeting starts to put it out, as opposed to putting it out the day before or
that morning. I think sometimes we‘re too protective of news, particularly if we think it‘s
something internally people will have a negative reaction to.‖ But one teacher noted,
―The district has done a better job getting information out before it comes to the media. I
feel like they‘ve tried to be straightforward with us first. They want us to know before the
media gets a hold of it.‖
The problems in internal communications protocols also affect the quality of the district‘s
external communications. District officials said the communications department has
sometimes released to the media incorrect information based on the failure to accurately
and adequately communicate across departments.
With some major initiatives, the district appeared to plan for communicating with the
public before communicating with employees. A district executive pointed to the ―talent
effectiveness project‖ as an example. The communications department leadership began
working on a communications plan to inform the public about the talent effectiveness
project, the executive said. ―Our staff (didn‘t) even know what the talent effectiveness
project (was). (The) executive staff couldn‘t define it. How do we expect anyone to
implement it?‖
The communications office produces a well-regarded internal news publication called
Direct Line. Teachers interviewed especially liked the Direct Line as an information
source. ―When important things are happening, we get access to Direct Line where we
can go and look,‖ a board member said. But a district executive said Direct Line is not
always useful for information about important decisions. ―Direct Line is a more general
information communications link, not something that is for managers to go to, or certain
levels of employees to go to, to find out about key decisions.‖
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An effective way for a school district communications office to keep school board
members, executives, staff members, and even community members informed about
developments in the news that affect the school district is to share electronic news clips,
including links to local television news stories. But district officials and others
interviewed said they do not regularly receive information about district news that airs on
local television. ―We don‘t get it pretty regularly,‖ a school board member said.
However, the board member said district officials are good at communicating with board
members about incidents on campuses: ―We get that immediately.‖
School principals expressed a concern that is common in school districts across America
– they are bombarded by emails from various district departments directing them to take
a variety of actions, sometimes in conflict with each other. The principals said CMS
leadership needs to re-establish controls over when, how, and by whom principals are
directed to take on tasks.
―There are too many emails coming from the same people saying ‗do this, do that, ignore
this email.‘ You‘ll get 20 emails about environmental stewardship and then 20 emails
from HR that ‗this is going on, forgot to send (an item) this year, we‘re going to change
what we sent.‘‖ one principal said. Every principal interviewed reported being deluged
with emailed directives. ―Who s our boss?‖ one principal asked. ―Each department gives
us deadlines and due dates.‖ Another principal said the message is clear: ― ‗This is due
now. If you don‘t do it, heads will roll.‘‖ The crush of emailed communications and
directives leaves principals confused. ―It‘s very hard to keep up with what‘s due. I‘ll call
a group of principals and say, ‗what‘s due today? Are we supposed to be somewhere?‘‖
Another principal noted, ―we‘ll get meeting (notices that say) ‗we‘re going to meet here;
no, here; no, an hour earlier.‘‖
CMS is supposed to have procedures requiring that departments seeking to communicate
with principals ―go through the equivalent of an assistant superintendent to be approved,
but that doesn‘t happen,‖ a principal said. ―There has to be a better way. If you don‘t
respond to the environmental stewardship people. Really?‖ a principal said.
Some principals also expressed a reticence to speak their minds at principals meetings.
Surveys are a powerful way for school districts to engage with employees and the
community. CMS teachers reported they are regularly surveyed, but some teachers raised
a concern that is common among teachers around the country – they are afraid to
complete and return the surveys because their comments could be traced to them, and
they could face retaliation.
One group of teachers interviewed agreed that teachers routinely do not respond to the
surveys. ―A lot of it has to with how does the administration make you feel. ‗Be lucky
that you have a job.‘ I won‘t be honest on a survey because I need to keep my job,‖ a
teacher said. Another teacher agreed: ―This is large district. There are a lot of people
who want these jobs.‖ Asked how, then, the district can hope to get important feedback
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with teacher surveys, one teacher in that group said, ―it‘s going to be very difficult. Some
people will be more forthcoming with information than others.‖ Another teacher said,
―some people have been here (for) 30 years. It‘s going to come down to the new
administration being more transparent with teachers. It will take him time to build that
out.‖
But interviewed separately, another group of teachers was more positive about surveys.
―Yes, I do, always (respond to surveys),‖ a teacher said, ―I take advantage of those kinds
of things. That‘s the only way my voice will be heard.‖ Another teacher reported filling
out the surveys ―religiously.‖ But another teacher in the group said there was a
―backlash‖ against teachers at one school from the survey results. ―It depends a lot on the
school. But there is that ‗big brother is watching‘ mentality across the district with
different teachers,‖ that teacher said.
CMS’ once robust communications department has been stripped of much of its
staffing, experience, and resources; the department that remains is not optimally
organized.
Many school districts have reduced the resources available for communications in recent
years. Once numbering 27, the communications department staff at CMS has been
reduced to nine professional employees.
But the communications issues at CMS are not only affected by staffing numbers. The
department is not optimally organized for peak performance. The department‘s most
experienced writer, for example, is not routinely used as a resource for training writers
who have been hired with less-than-optimal levels of experience. And the executive
director of communications spends 40 percent of her time responding to requests for
information filed under ―freedom of information‖ or open records laws. Many of these
requests are filed by community members and involve requests for copies of routine
district documents.
According to statistics from a 2011 survey by the Council of the Great City Schools,
CMS was among the 75 percent of big-city school districts responding to the survey that
had between five and 20 people in public relations. CMS had 12 communications staff,
according to the council survey. Among the 12 largest districts, two districts, Memphis
and San Diego, were smaller than CMS but had larger communications staffs. CMS, in
the council report, had one communications staff member for every 11,500 students. Six
of the 12 school districts with more than 100,000 students had more communications
staff members per student than CMS.
In addition to LaTarzja Henry as executive director, the CMS communications
department includes:
o Tahira Stalberte, director of communications and second in command of the
department
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o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Kasia Thompson, media relations specialist
Stacy Sneed, media relations specialist
Dail Willis, senior writer, editor
Donald Tate, multimedia specialist
Judith Malveaux, multimedia specialist
Phyllis Croutch, partnership coordinator
Ana Brown, bilingual specialist

Stalberte manages media relations while Henry works with the superintendent and
executive staff on big-picture issues and deals with major media calls, staff members
said. Stalberte also manages the work of the media relations specialists Thompson and
Sneed, who produce news announcements, are expected to produce three feature stories a
week, and work on social media and special projects. Willis, a former journalist and the
most experienced writer on staff, is generally assigned to write the major news
announcements, while Thompson and Sneed write other news announcements.
One long-time CMS supporter who is very familiar with the communications department
said the cuts have hurt, but existing resources could be better organized. The district has
―cut the communications staff down to the nubs. That didn‘t help at all,‖ the long-time
supporter said. The previous administrations had ―more resources‖ in communications
than the current one does, so comparisons between the performance of the
communications team then and now are not ―apples to apples.‖ But the CMS supporter
said the current communications leadership at CMS ―still has to know more how to use
resources. The board made bad moves and put pressure on (former superintendent Pete
Gorman) to cut that staff, and it bit them in the butt.‖
School principals generally praised the work of the communications department,
especially its responsiveness to their communications needs. ―They make a concerted
effort to get positive things out there,‖ a principal said. ―They are very helpful whenever
we call.‖ A district executive added that the lack of resources affects the
communications department ―on the reactive side and on the proactive side.‖ Another
principal said, like other CMS offices, the communications department ―has been cut so
much, it is so thin right now. I don‘t think they are doing everything they can, but I don‘t
think they have the manpower.‖
Leaders of several community partnership organizations were well aware of the budget
difficulties in the communications department. ―I don‘t know how they are doing it,‖ one
community partner said. ―Staffing needs to be addressed.‖ Community partners expressed
concern that positions supporting strategic partnerships and volunteers for schools had
been eliminated.
In addition to touting the positive qualities of the executive director of communications,
various district officials singled out Stalberte and Thompson for praise as staff members
with great potential. One executive reported being ―very impressed‖ with Stalberte. A
principal said of Thompson, ―Kasia is great.‖ Willis drew praise for her good writing and
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was said by some to be underutilized by the communications department leadership.
Malveaux drew praise for her work and was called by one executive ―talented and
underutilized.‖
But overall, the department suffers from ―a culture of complacency,‖ said a district
executive, who added that organizational changes are necessary in the department. ―They
should make it clear who is in charge of what . . . Just organize the department.‖ The
executive pointed to the communications leadership‘s failure to develop a schedule for
on-call staffing for early in the morning and on evenings and weekends. ―Our high
schools open at 6:30. If you don‘t have a plan to have an early bird in the office to cover
the shop,‖ communications needs go unmet, the executive said. ―We‘re operating without
the advisement of our communications team.‖
The current organization of the department and the inconsistency of internal
communication within the communications department leaves some staff members not
learning about developing issues. ―I‘ve gone from knowing every detail of what was
going on to now saying, ‗I just don‘t know that answer‘ . . . If something big is brewing,
I‘ll sometimes find out about it in the paper,‖ a communications department staff member
said. Another department staff member said less experienced writers in the department
need regular training but don‘t get it.
When the department was larger, there was an emphasis on employee and community
events, internal communication, more work around community partnerships, and
community outreach, staff members said. Former superintendent Gorman arrived to lead
the district with a lot of energy and began having media briefings every week. ―That was
an exciting time‖ for district communications, one communications staff member said.
When the recession hit, budget cuts were made and the communications effort shifted to
an emphasis on internal communications, particularly to making sure employees received
information from district leaders before they learned about it in the news media, the staff
member said.
Under the previous organization of the department, there were three media relations
specialists whose primary role was to ―get the good news out,‖ with one of the three also
assigned to receive and react to media requests for information. ―Now we have two
media relations folks. You can‘t keep up. When something big like (school) closures
happens, we‘ve got to be on that,‖ a communications staff member said.
The communications department previously included an executive director of strategic
partnerships and volunteers, but that position was eliminated when Stalberte‘s position
was created. A relations and outreach division of the department was eliminated and
replaced by a single person as partnership coordinator.
One communications department staff member said the district desperately needs to ramp
back up its grassroots community outreach. ―We do well with getting information out
there . . . We need those people to help inform us on how (to) change our messages (as
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needed).‖ The staff member said the department needs at least 10 new positions,
including community engagement and multimedia staff as well as staff embedded in the
human resources, transportation and curriculum and instruction departments.
While the communications staff generates a large number of news and public
announcements, the department develops too few timely news announcements about
issues of district-wide importance and does too little to promote the work of the
school board in setting the strategic policy direction of the district.
Announcements about school events and student and team awards are plentiful on the
district‘s website and are well received. The department pointed to impressive statistics
from the 2011-12 school year, including 19 television news stories and 61 print and
online stories about CMS graduating seniors, and 357 stories on television and in
newspapers about CMS staff, which included coverage of the superintendent search. The
department has reason to be proud of the volume of its information output to the media,
especially the stories about individual students and school-by-school honors and events.
But the department does not produce enough news releases and announcements, written
in news-story style designed to inform and encourage news coverage, about significant,
district-wide issues.
Board members and others reported the communications department does almost nothing
to promote the work of the school board other than make copies of the school board
meeting agenda available for the media and the public. No effort is made to develop and
release full news stories to inform and encourage media coverage of the board meetings
and public understanding of the meeting agenda items, in advance of, or after, board
meetings.
It is vitally important that news releases and announcements be designed to inform and
encourage news coverage by television and radio stations, newspapers and electronic
sources. These announcements should be written in sharp, news-story style, providing
easy-to-understand information that very busy members of the media can quickly use for
news stories. For all its excellent work in promoting school and student feature stories,
the CMS communications staff does not produce enough ready-to-use news stories on
major district-wide issues.
For example, here is the news release, as posted on the CMS website, about the
controversial market-rate adjustment decision:
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The news release fails to make clear what a market-rate adjustment is. Paragraph two is a
circular reference, essentially saying the ―market-rate adjustments‖ are to raise salaries
―up to market rates.‖ The description fails to provide news reporters with a clear
definition of the changes. The news release contains no quotes from district officials,
explaining the decision. Following the news announcement, district officials, as noted in
this report, complained about the news media‘s failure to portray the market-rate
adjustment in a more positive light. But journalists said they often have trouble getting
clear information on big stories like this one. ―I ask basic questions and get acronyms
thrown at me. I‘m not getting an answer,‖ one journalist said. ―I had trouble
understanding (some detail of the market-rate adjustment plan). Eventually you throw
your hands up.‖
A number of those interviewed, especially community members, said they knew little or
nothing about a new district initiative called Project L.I.F.T. Several interviewed said
they had heard CMS officials speak frequently about the initiative but did not understand
what the initiative was.
This news release announces community involvement in Project L.I.F.T but never
explains to the news media and the public what exactly the initiative is.
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This is another example of an important district announcement not being made in newsstory style designed to inform and encourage media coverage and public understanding.
The news release begins chronologically, which is not accepted news style, with ―At the
May 8 meeting . . . ‖ The news release contains a quote from a district official but no
comments from any of the community and business partners it says have lined up to
support the effort. The news release says these important community partners were
―strategically chosen,‖ but the release doesn‘t name a single organization selected for this
partnership. More importantly, the news release never takes the fundamental step of
explaining what Project L.I.F.T is, who it affects, and why it is important to CMS and the
community. This news release fails to provide useful information to encourage and
inform news media coverage or public understanding of this important initiative.
School district communicators must work hard to avoid using ―education speak‖ terms
without explanation of their meaning when attempting to communicate with the public
and the news media. For the media and the public to fully understand information about
district initiatives, the communications staff must root out from their public
announcements or else thoroughly explain, terms that are not generally heard by the
public but are common in conversations among educators.
For example, any news announcement about STEM should explain that STEM means
science, technology, engineering, and math and that such programs are designed to
improve education in those subject areas as America seeks to overcome shortages of
workers in those disciplines. The news release here is too filled with education language
and does not adequately explain this issue in a way to best interest news media and the
public.
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STEM and Common Core are important issues for school districts and are subjects of
significant interest to media across the country. But the news release is filled with too
much ―education speak‖ language and is not written in a way to grab the news media and
the public‘s attention with sharp details about the initiative. The news announcement, as
posted on the district website, does not explain STEM or Common Core so that the public
and the media can understand their significance.

The news announcement below contains no information about why a seemingly
important change is being made:
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Many people interviewed for this report complained that CMS is not transparent in its
communications about decisions, that it doesn‘t provide the public with enough
information on why decisions are made and what the processes were for making them.
The news announcement above is about a decision that will impact parents and students,
but it fails to provide the public with adequate information. The news release does not
state why the decision was made to move the Student Placement Office, pre-kindergarten
programs, ESL programs, and the magnet schools office.
News-story style, ready-to-use news announcements are especially critically important on
announcements of significant district-wide activities. As CMS embarked on its search for
a new superintendent, the communications department issued this news release after a
school board meeting:
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The news release is not written in news-story style designed to make it easy for Charlotte
media to quickly and easily use it to inform their news stories. Again, no news release
should ever begin chronologically, as this one does when it simply announces ―At its Oct.
11 meeting, the Board of Education . . .‖ News announcements should read and feel like
news stories if the district wants to use them to inform and encourage news coverage. No
Charlotte television news report, for example, would begin with ―At its Oct. 11 meeting,
the Board of Education . . .‖ The news release contains no quotes from any district leader
explaining why these decisions were made.
To be sure, the district does produce some solid news announcements that do a good job
of informing and encouraging news media coverage, such as this excellent news release
about a graduate:

Reporters praised some of the news announcements from CMS. ―I give them high marks
on quality releases,‖ a journalist said. Another noted, ―I think they do a very good job.
They are, for the most part, thorough. I‘ve been a reporter for (many years) and I have to
struggle to figure out a way to say it better than they‘ve said it.‖
Journalists said the news releases could help generate more media coverage if they
included photos of people featured in the releases. ―Even when they send out news
sometimes, there‘s no photo accompanying it,‖ a reporter said, referring to
announcements of appointments such as new principals. ―No business would ever send
out an announcement like that,‖ said the journalist. Another reporter added, ―we‘d run
more (stories) like that, but if we don‘t have a photo we‘re not going to make (a trip out
to the school). If they send a photo – we need stories – we would‖ report the stories, the
journalist said.
An important news opportunity for any school district is the school board meeting. But
CMS does almost nothing to promote, in advance of school board meetings, news
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coverage and public understanding of important individual items of business in the school
board agenda. CMS releases the school board agenda to the public and the media in
advance of board meetings but makes no effort to generate news announcements about
very important individual agenda items up for consideration. That leaves the news media
and the public to go through the school board agenda and to try to learn about the
important agenda items on their own, without additional information proffered by the
district.
―I don‘t think we get out in front of much of anything,‖ a school board member said. ―I
think that‘s the mindset. I‘m not sure the staff in communications understands the
importance of it.‖ With the district not making news announcements about upcoming
board meeting agenda items, and instead simply releasing the agenda, ―as board members
we start getting calls‖ from the public seeking information about individual agenda items,
the board member said. ―We often find out about things in the paper. That happens a lot.‖
One board member said the communications department has shied away from promoting
the work of the school board. ―Our communications department has tried in the past to
guard against what the board might do – yelling against each other (at board meetings),‖
the board member said. The communications department‘s attitude was ―why highlight
that?‖
Communications department members said it can be very difficult to get information
from some CMS departments as they work to inform the media and the public about
important developments. But an executive who heads one department that was singled
out by the communications staff for not providing timely information said the complaint
is ―new feedback for me. We‘ve been Johnny on the spot. There‘s not a single situation
when a request comes through (from) the communications team that we‘re not as fast as
we can be.‖ The executive, instead, said the communications department does not
proactively seek out information about important issues. The executive reported not
having ―a single proactive conversation from (the communications department), period.
I‘d go hire my own . . . marketing person if this were to continue.‖ The executive said,
―as a practice, the communications team does not set out to say ‗what‘s coming up?‘‖ as
a way of planning communications around future developments.
One district executive said CMS does not do a good enough job telling its story locally.
―We do a better job of sending positive messages outside of Charlotte than we do inside
of Charlotte. Externally (outside of Charlotte) we almost by default may be doing a better
job communicating the great things going on, the innovations in play to try to change the
game; but we‘re not telling that story locally. We‘re not telling that story to the media
and the media is framing the perception of (CMS),‖ the district executive said.
Some said the failure to adequately communicate about major issues in Charlotte is not
the fault of the communications department. ―I think they do a good job with the
resources they have,‖ another district executive said of the communications office. ―I
think they have an impossible task . . . A lot of times we have a lot of good news, but we
step on ourselves . . . Even when they push (information) out in the communications
©

Drive West Communications, LLC, 2012

Page 32 of 56

DW
department, if you have the whole district talking about 12 other things,‖ good
communication is inhibited. The district needs to be ―squarely on the offensive, (and)
make sure we have a coordinated message from the top,‖ the district executive said.
The communications department draws praise for its production of a regular ―tip sheet‖
for information on news media stories. ―Our goal is to generate story ideas that will get‖
coverage, a communications department staff member said.
But the communications department‘s overall approach is too ―unsophisticated,‖ one
school principal said. ―We‘ve had a more sophisticated approach in the past . . . We‘re at
the mercy of the media because we don‘t have that sophistication.‖ Another school
principal added, ―a more proactive approach (is needed) than reactive.‖
While the department‘s handling of the pay-raise issue drew criticism, it also drew
applause, at least for its work before the market-rate adjustment issue arose. ―There was
an amazing video put together to help the public to understand why it was important that
teachers got raises. It really connected with teachers,‖ a district executive said. ―They are
on the reactive (side) a lot but it almost feels like it‘s because of things that happen that
are out of their control.‖
Community members want the district to get better at proactively communicating
messages. ―CMS is more reactive. We‘re knee jerk,‖ a community member said. The
messages need to be sharper and more specific, another community member said. ―What
bothers me is the message is very generic. ‗Every child a learner.‘ What does that mean?‖
The message development and communications are hampered by CMS not having ―an
agreed-upon definition of success as a community,‖ a board member said. The board
members said some in the community define success in the school district as ―giving the
taxpayers a break.‖ Others say the purpose of the school system is to ―overcome 400
years of racial inequality and inequity.‖ Still others, including the board member, define
the school district‘s purpose as to ―educate kids.‖ We have a real hard time as a
community in coming to agreement on what that definition (of success) is.‖
The same board member said while the community has not come to agreement on the
purpose of the school district or a definition of success, ―we don‘t do a very good job of
getting our success stories out.‖
One district executive added CMS has not ―done a good job developing the relationship
with the newspaper and TV and getting positive things out in advance. I think we‘re
pretty much reactive instead of being proactive.‖ A school principal underscored that
thought with ―maybe our communications office is more reactive and could be more
proactive and initiate stories.‖ A school teacher noted there ―has been more
misinformation from the district for the last three years, whether it is accidental or
incompetence. The district has not done a good job putting out information that is clear,
easily understandable, and accurate.‖
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The district does not make strategic use of community organizations to help
communicate with the public about the work of CMS.
The Charlotte-Mecklenburg community has a number of active, influential nonprofit and
business-sector organizations that could and should help the school district provide
information to the public and facilitate two-way dialogue. Leaders of some of those
organizations interviewed reported they have sought to engage the district‘s
communications department to assist in communicating with the public, but those offers
of help, they said, generally have not produced interest or action.
Communications department officials pointed to the reduction in staff assigned for such
work as developing and continuing community partnerships. But leaders of some
community organizations that badly want to help the district said it is difficult to get a
response from the district.
―With the number of schools and the energy in this community of those who want to get
involved, there either has to be some additional support within the district for the
opportunity for community collaboration,‖ a community partner said. ―There are a lot of
people who want to volunteer, but people say, ‗I tried to volunteer and nobody at school
responded, or the district.‘ I didn‘t know what to do when I got in the building. I just
didn‘t volunteer anymore.‖
―There have been times when we‘ve said (to the CMS communications department
leadership) ‗how can we help? If we could have a set of talking points, if you want to
send us key facts when you know an issue is coming down the pike, give (us) the heads
up, get people and be ambassadors for you.‘ I think that hasn‘t been tapped into. There
are so many potential ambassadors for the district that are not being tapped into,‖ the
community partner said.
Another leader of a community partnership organization agreed. ―The district
communications department does not reach out to us for help. I‘ve begged for that. I‘ve
had (leaders of our organization) tell us ‗if we‘ll just have talking points‘ . . . I have (key
community leaders) willing to tell everybody every positive story.‖ That community
leader suspects the problem is a lack of resources in the communications department. But
the community leader reported speaking with the communications department leadership
several times about providing such help in communicating with community leaders but is
still not receiving needed information. ―It goes back to being reactive rather than
proactive. I do think there is a lack of visioning and coming up with a strategy for what
communications ought to look like,‖ the community partner said.
One community partner said the lack of outreach from the district to willing community
partners could be ―a function of the structure of the department . . . There are lots of
people who are well-meaning who want to do lots of things. Maybe the district really
needs to communicate better what the district needs and how people can help,‖ a
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community partner said. Another immediately agreed: ―(The district) is more in (a)
reactive mode than (on the) strategic offensive . . . I‘m guessing they are undermanned,
dealing with reactive issues and it‘s hard to get ahead of it . . . It‘s a good school system
that has a perception problem.‖
The communications department captures reports on news media stories about the
district, including television stories, but communications department officials and
community organizations confirmed the district does not share those clips with the
community organizations as a way of keeping those leaders informed and involved.
School leaders said they definitely want the partnerships. ―I really appreciate the
MeckED partnership,‖ a school principal said of one organization. ―(The school) really
felt valued. That‘s a model of what we‘d like to see more of.‖
The district’s local cable-access television channel uses outdated programming
because the district eliminated the communications department’s television
production budget, but the department has not sought to restart the cable channel
programming, using existing employees who are trained and ready to produce
television programming.
Interviews indicated school board members sought to eliminate the funding for the
district television channel to save money and avoid duplication of services with other
local governments. But when the district eliminated the funding, and therefore new
programming, for the TV channel, it also eliminated an easy-to-access source of public
information.
Two members of the current communications department team – including the former
manager of the district TV operation who was laid off but then was rehired by the current
communications department leadership for another role at the department - have the
necessary training to produce television programming. But the executive director of
communications has not asked that the district TV channel be re-launched with new
programming because of the perceived school board opposition to any district-run
television effort.
A number of people interviewed for this report said eliminating the CMS TV channel was
a strategic mistake by the school board.
Of the decision to eliminate funding for the TV channel, a board member explained
―there were those of us who felt it wasn‘t a priority,‖ saying that other local governments
already had cable TV programming and that taxpayers were being asked to fund them all.
The board member was ―not opposed‖ to restarting the CMS channel but ―would have to
see the benefit in the budget and see if there is overlap‖ with the other cable channels in
the community already funded by the taxpayers.
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Another board member pointed out the channel still operates with mostly old
programming, except for live coverage of school board meetings. ―We saved $350,000 in
the TV (budget), but I don‘t think we could afford to do that,‖ the board member said of
the communications consequences of gutting the TV channel budget.
One district executive called it ―a poor decision on the part of the board. I think we
should put that (channel) back up . . . We‘re sitting in the prime location on the dial.
Everybody has to go by our channel, and we‘re really missing a huge opportunity,‖ said
the district executive, who also noted the TV channel has instructional value for students.
Another district executive agreed, saying CMS TV ―used to be a venue. We could tell
positive stories, but that went away. It‘s a great tool that we‘re not leveraging.‖
Some parents also miss the CMS TV channel. ―Local media would pick up on TV 3
filming. Local media actually showed it,‖ a parent said. Another parent said, ―the TV
station was good information for parents,‖ and another added, ―yes, it was awesome.
That‘s a missing component right now.‖
Communications department officials said the two multimedia specialists on staff now
can produce video for television and for the web. The issue of restarting the TV channel
is ―a conversation for (the new superintendent),‖ the communications department official
said.
CMS employee morale is low.
The morale of district employees was generally described as low by many of those
interviewed for this report. Similar communications reviews in other school districts have
shown that low morale among school district employees can be affected by poor internal
communications and the steady drumbeat of negative media coverage that can occur
when a school district does not effectively communicate proactively with the media and
the public about its work. Low morale can also inhibit a district‘s ability to communicate
effectively internally and externally.
The morale problem has eased somewhat with the new superintendent‘s statements about
not making staffing cuts this year, a board member said, coupled with the recent pay
raise. ―I think people are breathing a little easier, but here we come with those market
adjustments that nobody could explain,‖ the board member said. ―So we‘ve taken a step
backwards.‖
The town hall meetings held by the new superintendent with employees have helped, a
school board member said. ―We had teachers who said it was really good to get a lot of
things off their chest because for the last three or four years people haven‘t been able to
do that. Honesty can get you on a list to be out the door. People have been hesitant about
speaking out.‖
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Some CMS employees talked about how bad publicity negatively affects morale. ―When
there is a positive piece (in the media), you feel proud of your department,‖ a district
executive said. But that turnaround must start with better internal communication, the
executive advised. ―Decisions could be made faster and more communication about
them.‖
Many believed the primary cause of low morale among employees was the budget
situation that limited pay raises. But those interviewed frequently mentioned the district‘s
decision-making process and internal communication about those decisions as key factors
in creating the morale problem.
One district executive described morale as being very low among auxiliary services
employees because they have gone four years without a pay raise and have had to accept
new requirements for clocking in for work with a fingerprint scanning system. ―The
perception is they are being held more accountable and at same time not getting the
benefit of more money,‖ the executive said. The same CMS executive called morale
among school teachers ―horrible.‖ Among the overall causes of low morale, the executive
said, is ―poor communication by us on key initiatives,‖ specifically the pay-forperformance initiative.
―The last three or four years have been tough years. The budget has driven much of (the
morale problem). No pay increase, the reduction in force,‖ a district executive said.
One district executive, while pointing to the budget cuts as a major factor, said morale is
affected by media coverage. ―It‘s hard to come to work every day and you read
everything in the paper about how terrible the employer is.‖
School principals interviewed said a lack of trust, sudden removal of colleagues from
jobs, and fear of losing their own jobs are key factors in low morale at CMS.
CMS principals’ comments on morale
 It‘s in the gutter, across the organization.‖
 ―What I‘ve said to my staff is . . . let‘s just focus on (our school) . . . The feedback (teachers)
have given me is our morale is higher than the school system‘s. I keep telling them not to
think about other places (in the district), just to think about where we are if we want to be
successful. We can‘t raise the water level for the whole system. We‘re very deliberate and
direct about it because it‘s so negative and defeating. Teachers will come back (from being
with colleagues at other schools) and talk openly about things that are going on. It‘s
downright depressing.‖
 ―People disappear.‖
 ―(A) past administration had a very ugly streak to it. Decisions were made based on whether
somebody liked somebody‘s style . . . It has been proven time and again that they don‘t like
you if you are not deemed supportive even of unethical decisions. They get rid of you.‖
 ―The fear is you don‘t know what it was that you could get gone for. You don‘t know if you
are doing a good job or not doing a good job.‖
 ―(Morale is) unrecognizable.‖
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 ―We used to know each other. Principals would (socialize), so you had somebody to support
you. You could call somebody because you felt like there was somebody you could talk to.
We need that camaraderie among principals. I think that‘s been missing for years.‖
 ―It would have been great if they could have found in the budget cuts (some form of)
recognition at the end of the year for award-winning staff, retiring staff and teachers. Things
as small as we used to come to the principal‘s meeting early and get a bagel and juice and
network and interact. Then we do dumbass things like the (market-rate salary adjustment)
that came out. A secretary of mine got a 30-cent-an-hour raise, while (another employee got a
$17,000 raise). Where was the communication at the highest level?‖
 ―If Dr. Morrison really laid out the red carpet for just one principals meeting, some type of
retreat where principals felt valued and honored and it was a privilege to be principals once
again, it would be a huge thing for morale. All of us have been principals long enough so we
know where we were and how far we‘ve fallen.‖
 ―The reduction in force really hit people (teachers, staff at schools). That was probably the
hardest thing for me. It impacted teacher morale and mine . . . There was a decision at the end
of last year to change the criteria for the way teachers are renewed. Teachers had gone all
year thinking this was the standard, then in April or May it came up that we were going to
raise this bar; if they don‘t have this we‘re not going to be renewed. It impacted a lot of folks.
The principals‘ leadership team tried to tell HR you can‘t change the rules at the end of the
year, but it was decided to go ahead and raise the bar . . .Things like that shoot . . . the trust
piece in the foot.‖

A number of CMS officials and staff interviewed said morale also has been hurt because
the district doesn‘t do as much to celebrate employees as it did in the days when budgets
were in better shape and the district devoted more resources to employee recognition
programs. ―Our school houses aren‘t feeling recognized, rewarded. They feel like their
work isn‘t appreciated,‖ a district executive said. The same executive said the local media
coverage that leads local residents to believe CMS schools are not as good as many
around the country believe they are is also a factor. ―Reading the paper, I thought we
were an awful school district. You would (see) in other places outside the county how
(people) would think CMS walks on water.‖
Teachers interviewed in groups said the pay raise definitely will help morale and that
going into a new school year, ―this time of year we are very positive and optimistic,‖ one
teacher said. ―We‘re getting a raise, which is positive,‖ another teacher added.
However, some teachers felt that their enthusiasm is usually short-lived. After Christmas,
―morale really starts going down. The administration says ‗we‘ve got to start getting
ready for teaching,‘ as though we haven‘t taught this year,‖ a teacher said. ―All the
pressure starts building in January and February.‖
CMS teacher comments on morale
 ―The district is trying to do better to elevate morale, but teachers as a whole are very
disenfranchised and disillusioned.‖
 ―We don‘t feel like we are treated as professionals. We‘ve very micromanaged.‖
 ―We give a lot of our time that we‘re not paid for. We feel that‘s taken advantage of.‖
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 ―When we have a colleague who does ridiculous stuff, (it hurts.) My kids found three of our
staff members‘ mug shots on (a law enforcement) website. Those people are making poor
decisions, and that brings shame to my profession.‖
 ―It‘s the lack of appreciation. It‘s not the media doing that to us. The businesses in
Mecklenburg County really try and give us the appreciation. My (students‘) parents are all
about trying to help. I do feel appreciated, but it doesn‘t come from administration.‖
 ―There are people in my building (who) would do almost anything if they could wear jeans
on Friday. To me, that‘s such a small thing.‖
 ―Treat others the way you want to be treated. Then morale will go up.‖
 ―Morale went down the tubes (after a principal was replaced with a less experienced one.)
We lost outstanding teachers we didn‘t want to lose. Until they stop doing those kinds of
things, you‘re not going to see morale improve across the district.‖
 ―I don‘t know how I‘m going to send my son to college. I‘m going to have to take a second
job.‖
 ―So how will teachers feel appreciated in that case when they effectively make less than a

person on welfare?‖
One district executive said it‘s not so much that morale is negative, but ―I think people
are tired. They need glimmers of hope. They need to feel appreciated and valued and
respected. They need to trust. I think that skepticism is there.‖
Some staff members also mentioned the absence of a permanent superintendent at CMS
for more than a year as a factor.. ―Part of it was having felt leaderless over the last year,‖
a district executive said.
Members of the communications staff at CMS see evidence every day of poor morale
around the district. ―It‘s horrible,‖ one communications staff member said. ―The people
want information, want to feel like they have a voice. It‘s a school-based problem,‖
another communications officer said. ―We don‘t have as much of a push around
employee recognition because of staffing issues as we had in the past,‖ a communications
official added.
The district’s social media presence does not resonate well enough with the public
and employees, and CMS does not employ tools to comprehensively measure public
usage of its website.
CMS is active on such social media platforms as Facebook and Twitter, but that active
presence in social media does not seem to grab the attention of employees or members of
the community, according to many interviewed. Those interviewed generally said they
are aware CMS has a social media presence but do not generally follow the district‘s
social media feeds.
The district does not employ tools to measure what information on the CMS website the
public most wants to access and how to improve the delivery of that information to the
public.
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CMS does a solid job creating and updating its Facebook page. As of September 15,
2012, the CMS Facebook page had 6,065 ―likes.‖ But the CMS Twitter feed is more
sporadic and less effective. As Twitter grows in importance as a source of news and
information for the media, community leaders, and others, CMS has not yet hit on a
consistent approach to using the micro blog as a way to inform and engage the
community.
At CMS, Twitter is overused on some occasions and ignored at other times. For example,
on August 22, 2012, the day of a back-to-school media briefing by district leaders, CMS
posted a significant number of Twitter messages, called ―tweets‖—51 in just an hour and
25 minutes, from 9:07 a.m. to 10:32 a.m., on one of its Twitter feeds. That‘s far more
tweets distributed by CMS in less than 90 minutes on that one day than the district
distributed in all of August up to that day on that one Twitter feed. (CMS delivered just
14 Twitter messages in all of August up until August 22 on that feed.) The district posted
another 34 tweets on the first day of school, August 27; but after that day, from August
28 through September 14, the district distributed only seven Twitter messages on the
feed, called ―CMS-MR.‖
The district also failed to use Twitter to provide live updates for the public from school
board meetings. A number of districts around the country have begun using Twitter to
distribute information live to the public as school board members consider important
issues at regular board meetings. Many news media outlets across the country also ―live
tweet‖ from board meetings, which means the followers of the news outlets‘ Twitter
feeds get fast information from the viewpoint of the media but not, in this case, from the
viewpoint of CMS.
CMS appears to have two regular Twitter feeds: one called ―Char-Meck Schools‖ and
another called ―CMS-MR‖ for media information. The ―Char-Meck Schools‖ feed had
1,170 followers on September 16, 2012, and the ―CMS-MR‖ feed had 113 followers. A
review of the Twitter feeds indicates the district did not distribute a single Twitter
message during any school board meeting at least since May 22, 2012. The CMS website
listed these dates for regular school board meetings during that time: May 8, May 22,
June 6, June 26, July 24, August 15, August 28, September 11. A review of the CMS
Twitter timeline showed no tweets from any board meeting on those days. But the media
was not silent on Twitter at those board meetings. A Charlotte Observer reporter
distributed three tweets with information about the district during the September 11 board
meeting, 35 tweets from the August 15 board meeting, and 19 tweets from the July 24
board meeting. Anyone in the CMS community seeking information from Twitter about
those board meetings could get media-edited information but could not get information
directly from CMS because CMS did not distribute any information on Twitter from
those board meetings.
Employees point out that one big shortcoming of the district‘s social media efforts is that
many employees cannot access Facebook while at work, so they can‘t see information
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updates from CMS posted to Facebook. ―I‘m not going to spend my time at home looking
at the CMS Facebook page,‖ a district executive said.
Some school principals said they could access and make use of Facebook for
communications at school, but others said that capability is just coming online. ―We‘ve
been lobbying for Facebook and now we are getting into Facebook and are very restricted
in what we can do right now,‖ one principal said. But another principal quickly said, ―We
have Facebook and Twitter and the option to use it.‖
One principal said, ―teachers are still blocked‖ from Facebook, and only some
administrators have access to the social media tool. In some cases, schools don‘t have the
internet capacity for social media. ―At our school, we don‘t have the bandwidth for
Twitter and Facebook and have to step outside our buildings to do it. We need upgrades
to our building,‖ a principal said. Another principal noted that at a school training session
for employees on the Common Core standards, ―trainers were going to use YouTube but
the bandwidth wouldn‘t allow it to come through.‖
Teachers talked of being warned by CMS officials against using social media. ―We are
warned against participating in social media places like Facebook. (CMS officials) tell us
our Facebook is going to be checked . . . We are very much discouraged from using
them,‖ a teacher said. Another noted, ―all those (social media outlets) are blocked from
the school computer.‖
Some teachers don‘t want access to Facebook as a communications tool. ―If a teacher
says something that a student or parent takes (the) wrong (way), you can be fired. You‘d
have to be crazy to do it,‖ one teacher said. Another teacher said, ―One teacher posted on
Facebook she had a difficult day at work. She was disciplined by the leadership for doing
that.‖ And a teacher added, ―sometimes they treat us like kids. We have limited access
because (some teachers might not act in a professional manner). We don‘t even have
access to iTunes, so I can‘t even download or upload a podcast for my (students).‖
One district executive said it is time for CMS to end the arbitrary, district-wide blockade
of social media and embrace a ―web 2.0‖ approach to communication to generate more
interaction with the public. ―We could be much more transparent with some of what
we‘re doing; and if we‘re going to use Facebook and Twitter we also have to remove the
blocks for those so my desktop computer should be able to log on and use that
technology,‖ the district executive said. ―I don‘t see the (CMS social media) feeds
because I can‘t access them with my district technology. We could really take advantage
of that. We could be using (social media) in so many positive ways.‖
One indication of inadequate marketing of the CMS social media efforts is that a number
of district officials and key community partners, all of whom should be knowledgeable of
important information coming out through social media from the district, don‘t usually
look at CMS information from the social media feeds. ―I do not look at the social media
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feed. It might be the best place to find information, but I don‘t do it,‖ a district executive
said.
A group of active CMS parents interviewed in one session said they know nearly nothing
about CMS social media. ―I didn‘t know they had it,‖ one parent said. ―I don‘t follow it,‖
another parent said of CMS social media. Asked about the CMS Twitter feeds, none of
the parents interviewed knew anything about it.
In the end, a parent said, regardless of what communication platform the district is using,
―we‘re not getting it. Outside my own school, I get nothing except what I read in the
paper.‖
But members of the CMS communications staff said they believe the CMS social media
messaging is effective. ―We‘re getting a great reception,‖ one communications officer
said of the CMS social media platforms.
One district communications department staff member had heard the district was looking
at changing its social media policy, but the communications officer did not know details
of that idea.
CMS has an active and information-filled district website, but does not use metrics
available to help determine what information the public most wants from the website and
how successful high-priority district website messages are at reaching the public. A
number of those interviewed were critical of the usability of the website. ―There are
numerous examples of outdated information on the internal and external (web) site. If
we‘re going to place those eggs in that basket, we‘ve got to make sure it‘s current,‖ a
district executive said.
Communications department officials acknowledged the department does not measure
the effectiveness of the district website using available metrics. ―We don‘t have very
many evaluation tools,‖ one communications official said. ―We need to move forward
and . . . come up with some sort of analytical things that allow us to measure page hits
and links. (CMS does not have) a comprehensive evaluation system of the website . . .
We have a metric system but it‘s very basic and incomplete. What are they (the public)
interested in (seeing on the website)? How can we tighten it up?‖ the communications
officer said.
Community members interviewed generally were not fans of the CMS website. ―The
website consistently stinks,‖ one community member said. ―I can‘t find a general (phone)
number on the website,‖ another said. One community member added, ―it‘s like they hide
stuff.‖ ―It‘s totally outdated,‖ said another community member.
Parents also were critical of the CMS website. ―I avoid the website at all costs,‖ one
parent said. ―It‘s way too busy,‖ said another, and ―not user friendly,‖ added yet another
parent. The website ―hasn‘t been updated. (The site has featured) the same kids‘ pictures
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for years,‖ one parent noted. ―If it‘s a simple thing I want to find, I can‘t find it,‖ a parent
said.
One of the parents noted that those taking part in the group interview were all active
parents. ―There are a lot of parents who really don‘t have the time to dive in (to the
website). We‘ve still got education-ese on there, acronyms that would be confusing to
parents,‖ the parent said. A school board member echoed the concern that the district
must do a better job of ridding its communications of ―education-ese.‖ ―This edu-speak –
the moms in my PTA don‘t understand (it). The average person doesn‘t understand when
you say ‗our deliverables are going to be . . .‘ That means nothing to them. I would like to
see everyone … use a language that everybody can understand. (The district must not)
retreat into a professional jargon,‖ the board members said.
A board member also was critical of the district website. ―Our information is old, it‘s not
up to date, it‘s difficult to navigate, it‘s not very user friendly. It‘s clunky. That feeds the
whole perception of our school system,‖ the board member said.
But others believe the district website is just fine. ―It‘s easy to navigate. It‘s a good
place,‖ one district executive said the CMS website.
The district has an automated phone messaging system for messages to the
community and employees, but the district does not regularly monitor the quality
and uniformity of the system usage, does not regularly use the system for internal
communication; and communications department officials do not review the phone
calls made for information to promote to the public.
CMS employs a powerful automated notification system to provide information to the
public via telephone and email. Interviews indicated most schools make regular use of the
system, but the quality of phone calls can vary. And schools are still plagued by wrong
numbers in the phone number system.
If the communications department regularly reviewed the messages being delivered from
the district to the public, the department could learn about important and interesting
activities happening throughout the district and could use that information as the basis for
interesting news stories for the media. But communications department officials said they
do not regularly review the messages sent by the district to the public.
The message system does not appear to be regularly used for internal communication, a
missed opportunity for a school district that needs to improve how it interacts with, and
informs, employees.
School principals called the phone message system a powerful tool for communication
and one they use regularly for attendance calls, information about school events, and
emergency information for parents. Some schedule regular phone calls with information
on a certain day each week. Principals have also used the system to conduct quick
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surveys of parents to get instant feedback on issues such as decisions on school uniforms,
topics for parent-night meetings, and student clubs.
Parents generally reported receiving plenty of information from the district through the
phone message system. While most liked getting the phone calls, some noted the phone
calls can be too long. And the district needs to make a better effort to get an accurate list
of phone numbers for parents, one parent suggested. ―I know last year I must have gotten
37 calls about a child attending school, and it wasn‘t my child,‖ the parent said.
Employees and community members expressed hope and positive feelings, but also a
“wait and see” attitude, about the arrival of the new superintendent,
The arrival of the new CMS superintendent has generated plenty of hope and excitement
among district employees and community members, but there also is a healthy ―wait and
see‖ attitude among many who want to believe better things are on the way for CMS.
Dr. Morrison‘s charisma is infectious. Many of those interviewed for this report
genuinely liked what they have heard and seen from the new superintendent, and they are
anxious to see and believe he will lead the district with transparency, care for employees
and the community, and urgency for improvement.
―Bringing in new blood has got some interest piqued among the community. He seems
very energetic,‖ one district executive said of the new superintendent. ―There is hope
since he got here. He has done a phenomenal job to say that he is here to listen,‖ another
district executive said. Dr. Morrison‘s effort to visit every corner of the community,
including conducting a series of town hall meetings, ―gives people hope he is being very
authentic about the importance of communication and embedding that into the (district
plan), the executive said. ―His challenge will be setting the expectations for how long it
will take to shift that culture here.‖
School principals were very hopeful but also cautious. ―He has a honeymoon period,‖
one principal said of the superintendent. ―I‘m waiting to see when he finishes listening
and learning what shoe is going to drop, what is it that we are going to have to do,‖
another principal said. ―He seems very approachable. People say it seems really different,
a real positive difference, his taking an approach of knowing who you are,‖ another
principal added.
Principals have been impressed by Dr. Morrison‘s genuine approach. One principal was
excited that Dr. Morrison has shown ―a sincere effort to be an administrator who cares
about the district. Something he said was essentially ‗I am not a person who surrounds
himself with yes people. I need . . . feedback,‘‖ a principal said. ―That‘s a different
approach.‖ Another said, ―he seems very genuine and has a beautiful spirit, for lack of a
better term.‖ One principal noted, ―one of (Dr. Morrison‘s) principals (from his former
district in Nevada) was at a conference I (attended). (The Nevada principal) said ‗he will
know everything about you and your school.‘‖ And another principal added, ―my
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counselor was so impressed. She saw him at the gym. She introduced herself. That makes
such a huge difference.‖ ―My (assistant principal) said ‗he talked to me!‘‖ one principal
said.
Principals said schools are anxious to make progress and are looking to Dr. Morrison for
signs that progress will be a priority. ―We desperately want to get back to teaching and
learning. Everyone is almost afraid because they don‘t know what his next step will be,‖
a principal said. But two principals said Dr. Morrison‘s decision to keep Deputy
Superintendent Ann Clark, who had been a candidate for the superintendent‘s job, on his
team was a meaningful decision. ―One of the things he‘s done to build trust is he and Ann
Clark have gone from competitors to working together,‖ one principal said. Another said.
―that was a key decision that was symbolic. How many superintendents would hire their
rival? He‘s made some key decisions to let people know he is listening. It allowed
people who were loyal to her to say he might not be so bad after all.‖
Community members expressed excitement about the new superintendent but also are
anxious to see results. ―If things start to change and move ahead, that will be huge,‖ one
community member said. Another added, ―if he takes too long to start making changes,
people are not going to think he‘s doing anything.‖
One community member who had attended two town hall-style meetings with different
audiences was struck by how well Dr. Morrison understood the audiences and the issues.
―He answered questions well,‖ the community member said.
Teachers also were hopeful but waiting to see what steps the new superintendent takes.
Some said they were excited about the superintendent‘s plans to visit every school but
they are waiting to see if he will.
―I‘m optimistic,‖ a teacher said. ―I‘m going to give (the superintendent) a chance. His
persona, the way he has come across, is very different from (the previous superintendent).
That‘s a breath of fresh air.‖
Some of the district‘s more active community partner organizations are excited and
pleased with the new superintendent‘s approach so far. ―I hear positive buzz. He‘s doing
many of the right things,‖ one community partner said. ―He not only is a great
communicator, he uses no notes, he‘s extremely eloquent, extremely sincere,‖ another
community partner said.
At one public meeting, someone asked Dr. Morrison about rumors of an effort by some to
split up the district. ―He knocked it out of the park with his response. You could feel in
the room his response, that unifying message, the fact that he can articulate that,‖ a
community partner said.
Parents interviewed were also excited. ―I‘m absolutely encouraged,‖ one parent said.
―He‘s said he will listen but can‘t make everybody happy, but will make the best decision
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for all children. I like that,‖ another parent said. ―He really embraces parent engagement.
(Morrison said) ‗I don‘t want just parent involvement. I want them to be engaged in the
learning process,‘‖ a parent added.

Recommendations
Appoint a chief communications officer to lead CMS communications efforts.
The district should create the post of chief communications officer as a cabinet-level
position and appoint a highly skilled, experienced communications leader to head the
district communications effort. This new position should have the full authority from the
superintendent to staff and organize the communications department for more optimal
performance.
The new chief communications officer should be charged with rightsizing the
communications department; ensuring appropriate training of staff; creating an
aggressive, proactive approach to communications with the general public and the news
media; restoring the focus on internal communications; breaking down internal barriers to
a free flow of information between district department leaders; and re-establishing strong
communications links with external community organizations that want to help.
The district should create an overarching strategic plan for communications and
individual communications plans for major initiatives and issues, and develop a
specific calendar for communications.
The new chief communications officer should lead the department and the district in
creating a strategic plan for overall communications, with a long-view strategic focus for
communications, all while maintaining and strengthening successful tactical
communications efforts.
The chief communications officer also should lead the communications team to create
and execute strategic communications plans for each major initiative of the district. The
strategic communications planning for major initiatives should begin well in advance of
public and internal announcements of major initiatives. The planning should include
specific timelines for communicating with the public and internally as well as specific
guidelines for feedback opportunities. The plan also should include tactical activities for
each major initiative to ensure that employees and district leaders, community members,
and the media have a maximum understanding of the initiative.
Even before a chief communications officer is appointed, the existing communications
department should immediately develop a very specific calendar for upcoming news and
information opportunities and begin planning right away for media and public
communications around issues and events its knows will be coming on certain days on
the calendar. This kind of strategic communications planning around known upcoming
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dates for important news is a priority and should already have been done by the
communications department.
For such strategic and tactical planning for each major initiative to succeed, the district
must, with the full authority of the superintendent, require that CMS departmental
leadership communicate in a timely and thorough fashion with the communications
department and with each other. The CMS leadership must make an aggressive effort to
break down the silos of information that sometimes inhibit proper communications
planning and execution. It should never be acceptable for individual departments, or any
district leader, to withhold important information for communications planning until the
last minute, nor should it ever be acceptable for the communications department to
strategically and tactically plan for external and internal announcements of major
initiatives, developments, and decisions on issues without collaboration with appropriate
departments.
The newly reorganized communications department should make aggressive,
proactive communication of information to the news media a top priority; and, in
doing so, it should improve responses to the media and share media stories with
members of the public and internal audiences.
Complaints that the news media does not treat a school district fairly, that coverage is
overly negative, are common around the country. Usually, members of the public and
school district staff tend to remember and focus on negative media coverage but often
don‘t see or don‘t remember much about positive coverage.
CMS no doubt has many more positive stories about its good work to tell than it has
negative stories for media to cover; after all, CMS is one of the top-performing urban
school districts in America.
The news media will indeed provide positive media coverage of good work by school
districts if information about that good work is provided proactively and regularly to the
media in an interesting and newsworthy way.
The newly reorganized CMS communications department should meet with
representatives of the news media and discuss its desire to have more consideration of
fair coverage of the substantial positive work of the school district. The department
should let journalists know it wants to work aggressively and effectively to make sure
that the media has ample opportunity to provide news coverage of the many newsworthy
potential stories that exist involving the critically important work that educators are doing
with and for children every day.
The communications department must commit itself to timely and thorough responses to
requests by the media for information. It must plan to provide appropriate district
officials for responses to breaking stories as appropriate or provide timely and thorough
written statements on other occasions in which a comment is desired. The superintendent
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should charge department leaders throughout CMS with ensuring that timely information
will be provided to the communications department for responses to news media
questions and that timely, accurate responses are always a priority.
Currently, the district does not routinely capture news media coverage, especially
broadcast coverage, for sharing with community members and employees. The
communications department should immediately establish email and other
communications channels with parents, community organizations and others in the
community, and CMS employees; and it should regularly share news media coverage,
including positive stories of the great work of students and educators, with those
community members and with CMS staff. This includes sharing links to local television
news stories. Sharing the coverage electronically will amplify the good news about
educators‘ excellent work and allow staff and community members who did not see the
coverage initially to see it.
The new superintendent, with the newly reorganized communications department,
should acknowledge the deep divisions within the community about the district and
make transparent decision making and communication about those decision-making
processes a top priority.
The new superintendent clearly inherits a sharply divided CMS community, which has
grown to strongly distrust district leadership. CMS leaders face the task of becoming
more open and transparent in their decision-making processes while maintaining their
obligation to ultimately make final decisions in the best interests of students.
As part of the strategic communications planning for each major initiative, it is
incumbent upon the CMS leadership to carefully plan announcements that major
initiative are being considered, plan for real feedback opportunities from the public and
staff about those initiatives, plan reasonable timeframes for making final decisions, and
communicate aggressively and transparently about the decisions and the reasons for the
decisions.
A number of people interviewed for this report speculated that no decision-making and
communications process will ever satisfy those in the community who oppose a particular
decision. But to restore trust in the CMS leadership, the district must make a legitimate
effort to always be transparent in the decision-making process and open and honest in
completing thorough, two-way communication about those decisions.
CMS should regularly survey members of the public and CMS staff to seek real feedback
and two-way engagement around its work. This survey work should be ongoing so that
CMS leaders are always talking with the community about ideas and initiatives and
always getting recommendations and feedback from the community. The district also
should aggressively communicate with the public and internal audiences the results of
such surveys so that the staff and members of the community see that they are being
heard, even when an ultimate decision goes against the position of some.
©

Drive West Communications, LLC, 2012

Page 48 of 56

DW
The new superintendent should lead the district in having ongoing and honest discussions
about racial divisions in the community. Interviewees for this report said all parents and
community members want the same things for children: an opportunity to learn, grow,
and succeed. The district should lead community discussions around the topic,
acknowledge the differences of opinion and viewpoints in its various communities, and
seek common ground around the best interests of all children.
CMS should embark on a new effort to communicate thoroughly with its community
about how schools are funded. The district should make an aggressive effort to help all its
communities and its own employees have a good understanding of the laws and policies
that direct how and where revenues will be spent in support of schools. The district
should engage the community to seek recommendations for ways to fund schools at an
optimal level while providing appropriate financial support for every student in every
school. The interviews for this report provided clear information that community
members are very sharply divided in their understanding of and opinions about how some
schools are funded differently from others. Until CMS addresses that issue with real
communication and engagement, the community could remain sharply divided on that
issue.
CMS should create an internal communications protocol to make sure every
employee knows about and has an opportunity to provide feedback on key district
decisions.
In years past, CMS had a strong emphasis on internal communication, understanding that
the district cannot hope to successfully communicate with and engage the public if its
own employees don‘t know about key decisions and initiatives.
But the district is being significantly harmed in its communications efforts by its failure
to have an internal communications plan, a specific set of protocols that describe how the
district will communicate with every employee, from the top district executive to
principals to teachers to food service and transportation workers, about important issues.
Without internal communications protocols, district leaders have been left to
communicate internally within the organization through a variety of formal and informal
ways or to not to communicate at all. The failure to have specific internal
communications protocols has had disastrous consequences for the district and has no
doubt contributed to low morale among employees. It‘s time for CMS to get very serious
again about internal communication.
The new chief communications officer should lead the department and the district to
establish these internal communications protocols in writing and to insist that every key
initiative and important decision result in very deliberate and consistent internal
communications. The result should be that every CMS department head, every principal,
every organizational leader communicates with staff in the same way, on the same time
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schedule whenever a key decision is made or whenever important information should be
distributed.
But communicating the information is not enough. The internal communications planning
must create opportunities for staff to weigh in on important decisions as they are being
made so that the leadership of CMS has the benefit of the thinking of its thousands of
employees, all who have great experience. And the internal communications planning
should include regular surveys of employees to determine whether the internal
communication is reaching the employees and whether the feedback loops are working.
The district should reestablish the requirement that communications to school principals
go through a central source. District leaders should hear and act on the concerns of
principals who say they are being bombarded with emailed directives and information
from various central office departments. School principals certainly should be kept well
informed, but the district should make a deliberate effort to provide timely, clear, and
succinct information to principals and to clear out the bureaucratic clutter of information
to allow principals to focus on their most important job – making sure children learn.
The superintendent should make clear to the entire organization that, under his
leadership, principals and other employees will be encouraged to speak their minds and
provide real feedback and that employees will never be intimidated or punished for
providing their opinions to district leaders about the work of the school district. The
superintendent should make a special effort to allay the fears of some teachers who
believe their responses to surveys will be held against them.
CMS should reorganize and appropriately staff the communications department.
The reduction in the number of communications department staff members from 27 to
nine professional staff clearly has affected the work of the department. But the reduction
in staff isn‘t the only problem. The department is poorly organized to provide the
communications support the district needs.
The new chief communications officer should reorganize the department and decide what
the optimum level of staffing should be. At the very least, the department should add
positions for outreach and communication with community organizations and for
proactive communication through social media and traditional media.
The new chief communications officer should arrange for appropriate training for newer
staff members and should assign experienced writer Dail Willis to provide regular writing
training for the less experienced writers on staff.
That the executive director of communications spends 40 percent of her time working to
respond to freedom of information act requests is a significant problem. No top
communications department leader should spend so much of his or her time on work that
is more appropriately handled by other staff. CMS should create an office of records
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management, staffed with administrative support personnel, to manage the collection of
documents needed in response to public information act requests. The communications
department leadership and CMS staff attorneys should still review materials before they
are released, but the collection of the documents and the management of the process
should be done by administrative support personnel and not by the executive director of
communications.
The communications department should more narrowly focus its work on internal
communications by removing some of the other responsibilities from staff who currently
direct internal communications. Internal communications must be made a priority at the
district again; therefore, organizational changes must be made to allow staff members
who work on internal communications to focus more intensively on that responsibility.
The communications department must also improve its own internal communications.
For example, it is unacceptable for professional staff members in the communications
department to not know about key decisions being made, to not know what other
department staff members are working on, and to not to know whether the district is
developing a new social media policy. The new chief communications officer should
develop very specific guidelines for internal communication within the communications
department itself.
It is inconceivable in a big city school district communications department that employee
work schedules are not arranged so that early-morning, evening, and weekend requests
for communications support are not met. It also is inconceivable that top communications
department leadership is simply not reachable after hours and on weekends. Staff
members who accept the assignment as communications leaders for the district must be
available for work at virtually any time and must plan for communications resources to
always be available to the district leadership when needed. The new chief
communications officer should establish before and after-hours work schedules and
should establish the expectation that department leadership will be available before and
after business hours to assist district leaders with their communications needs.
CMS should significantly increase its production of news and information for the
public, especially about issues of district-wide importance, including the work of the
school board.
The new communications leadership should require a substantial increase in the amount
of news and information for the public about the district, especially issues of significant,
district-wide importance. The communications department should always produce for the
media and the public fully developed news stories and detailed information about
important announcements, decisions, initiatives, and developments at the school district.
The communications department should redouble its efforts to create news
announcements in news-story style to help busy members of the news media to get the
information they need immediately for use in news reports. News announcements about
staffing decisions should include photographs of new appointees, for example.
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Every school board meeting should be preceded by a flow of news announcements about
important school board meeting agenda items. The communications department should
issue these fully developed news stories to the public and the media and then should
report to the media and the public about the board decisions on those items during and
after each board meeting.
In all its news announcements, the communications department must make a better effort
to rid the announcements of ―education speak‖ language, and make information about
important issues and opportunities for children and families much easier for parents and
community members to understand and for members of the news media to use for
important news stories.
The communications department should engage community organizations with a
regular flow of information, and plan strategically to make use of the organizations’
offers of communications help.
Department officials should immediately schedule meetings with leaders of community
organizations to discuss and put into effect strategies for immediate support from those
groups in communicating important information to the community. The department
should schedule a weekly telephone conference call with leaders of those organizations to
update the community groups on district developments and how they can support
communications planning.
The new communications plan should have a strong component for engaging with such
community organizations and working with them to distribute information from the
district and encourage community involvement in and support of the district as it
continues to move forward with major initiatives.
CMS also should establish a district-wide, online clearinghouse for information for
parents who want to model successful parent involvement programs being used at some
schools. The district should canvass schools to determine which local parent involvement
programs are working well, place that information into the clearinghouse, and encourage
parents across the district to learn about those successes and duplicate them.
CMS should re-launch its cable television station with new programming.
The communications department already has on staff two professionals with expertise in
producing video and programming for television, one of whom is the former manager of
the CMS TV station. Without the immediate need for additional funding and staffing, the
district should restart production of programming for the TV channel and begin using that
excellent resource again to inform the community about important initiatives and
developments at the school district.

©

Drive West Communications, LLC, 2012

Page 52 of 56

DW
Through surveys of the community and staff, the district should determine what the
audience (and potential audience) for the TV channel is and dedicate resources to the
channel accordingly. The district should, however, keep a close watch, through surveys
and other feedback, on the audience‘s needs and wishes for CMS TV programming to
make sure that material being produced for the channel is desired and being well received
by the public.
The district should research further the reasons for low employee morale and begin
a deliberate initiative to improve morale.
From focus group interviews, information in this report indicates some of the reasons for
low morale among district employees. But CMS needs to delve further into the issue to
determine all of the drivers of that low morale and how best to respond. The district
should launch intensive employee opinion surveys and additional focus groups to better
identify the reasons behind the morale issue.
The superintendent should clearly signal to employees that he is concerned about the
morale issue, that he understands some of the reasons for it, and is anxious to learn more
to determine the best ways to help. He should let employees know the district intends to
communicate more transparently and regularly in the coming months and years and that
he expects administrative leaders throughout the organization to make improving
employee morale a top priority. The superintendent should make clear to all employees
that their participation in the surveys is needed and their comments will be used solely for
the purpose of improving the district. He should reiterate that no employee will face any
kind of retribution for responding to such a survey.
CMS should dedicate resources to restarting employee appreciation programs and have as
part of the internal communications plan the regular recognition of employee work in a
variety of means. The district should strive to make employee meetings more welcoming
with an emphasis on collegiality and networking.
The superintendent also should make sure he completes his schedule for visiting all
schools and continues his laudable work in meeting with staff members throughout the
district, talking directly with them about their work and any issues they face.
CMS should make very deliberate plans to communicate with employees about changes
in school leadership and other official job assignments so that these changes are not made
suddenly without informing the staff.
The communications department should ratchet up its regular use of social media
feeds, update outdated material on its website, and commission a full review of the
organization of the website, using metrics to measure public use.
The communications department needs to immediately begin more regular use of social
media, especially its Twitter platform, to keep the public informed. Communications staff
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members should issue information via Twitter live from every school board meeting and
other important events. The staff should distribute information via Twitter, Facebook, and
its other social media platforms daily, making sure the information is significant and
important and merits review and consideration by the community and the media. More
regular use of these social media platforms with information of district-wide and schoolby-school importance will strengthen the district‘s social media presence and improve the
flow of information to the community.
CMS should communicate directly with community-support organizations and leaders
who also use social media to help the district distribute important information to their
social media connections as well.
In addition, the communications staff should regularly monitor the social media feeds of
local news media and provide additional information to them for their social media
connections regarding CMS issues, as needed.
CMS needs a full-scale review of its website by content and style experts and should
immediately update phone numbers and other contact information on the site. CMS
should begin using available metrics to analyze traffic on its website and begin
structuring the website front pages around the needs of visitors in addition to providing
key messages to promote important district-wide initiatives. The district should also
survey website users for input on future improvements.
In addition, the surveys should determine where the public gets information about the
school district and how parents and active community members most want to receive that
information from CMS. Such a survey will help the district target its outreach to parents
and the community.
The district also needs to quickly conduct a formal review of its social media policies and
develop a consistent policy for social media use district wide. CMS should plan to make
social media tools available for administrators and staff at schools to use more often as a
way of continuing engagement with the public.
CMS should formally review its use of the automated telephone messaging system to
ensure consistent communication by schools throughout the district and to ensure
high-quality messages and accuracy of phone lists; the district also should begin
using the phone message system more often for internal communications with
employees.
Those interviewed for this report indicated the automated phone message system is used
to deliver a variety of information to parents. Some schools make weekly phone calls,
some do not; and schools contact parents with many different types of information.
The school district should formally review the message system usage and encourage
uniformity of usage throughout the system. Since school principals are well positioned to
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know the types of information that parents seek most from the district, principals‘ input
and recommendations should be used to establish district wide standard outreach
protocols for the phone messaging system.
CMS should work with the notification system provider to identify schools that have
larger percentages of wrong numbers in their phone call logs and should work with
schools to update those numbers with new information from parents.
The communications department should immediately begin reviewing phone calls made
through the automated notification system not only for quality control but also for
information about the good work occurring in the schools to promote in news stories for
the media and updates for the community. Schools that use such systems across America
often communicate information to parents about interesting school activities that should
generate good media coverage for the school district. The communications department
should be looking for just such news-story opportunities every day.
The new superintendent should continue his aggressive community outreach and
inform community members in a deliberate fashion about that outreach and
resulting plans.
With many community members expressing excitement about the prospects for
improvement at CMS under the new superintendent, Dr. Morrison should continue his
aggressive schedule to visit all CMS schools and talk with school staff members, parents,
and community members. The district should continue to update the community, as it has
thus far, on the progress of the superintendent‘s visits to schools and should be sure that
schools know when to expect a visit from the superintendent or if there is a change in the
scheduled visit.
The superintendent should communicate first with school district employees about
preliminary steps on initiatives as he completes his listening-and-learning tours of the
district. The superintendent should take the time to meet with groups of employees at
schools and in central offices to discuss in detail the findings of this listening-andlearning tour and his planning for next steps.
Dr. Morrison should regularly appear at community group meetings and gatherings to
keep the public updated. These meetings would be in addition to the more formal
presentations at school district events. He should conduct sit-down interviews with
community newspapers and radio stations and on-set television interviews to continue to
connect with the public and to keep the flow of information moving directly to the public
and the news media.
The interviewees for this report clearly indicated the public and CMS staff members are
hopeful for significant accomplishments under the leadership of the new superintendent
and the board of education. The leadership must significantly improve its overall
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communications effort as part of the plan to build the system of community schools that
CMS employees and citizens of the community alike want for their children.
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