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STRATEGIC COMMUNICATIONS SUCCESS PLANNING GUIDE
A Resource for Education Leaders & Key Communicators

WHY COMMUNICATIONS MATTERS
It isn’t always easy to effectively tell your state’s, district’s, or school’s story and positively represent strategic 
goals during interactions with educators, families, community members, or media, but it can become easier to 
navigate with a strategic communications plan in place. 

Developing a high-quality communications strategy is critical to: 
• Create awareness, build understanding, and drive engagement with target audiences
•  Create feedback loops to gather pertinent input along the way and share with stakeholders how the state or 

district is using that information to ensure the best implementation strategy and outcomes possible
•  Communicate through your audiences’ preferred channels so that they are engaged to be a part of 

achieving success

This guide for education leaders and key communicators will help you develop organization-wide or issue-specific 
communications. You’ll learn about Battelle for Kids’ Stakeholder Engagement Framework and some strategic 
planning approaches to proactively frame messages, enable and manage change, shape behaviors, and establish 
and grow credibility and trust. 

UNDERSTANDING THE BFK STRATEGIC ENGAGEMENT FRAMEWORK
Change is a constant in education. When we talk about leading and communicating change, it’s never a linear 
process. But there are a few distinct phases where you can influence your audiences along the way.

Use the BFK Stakeholder 
Engagement Framework to organize 
the change process around your 
work, in your state, district, 
building, or department. It can help 
you build effective planning and 
implementation approaches and 
time phasing that best meet your 
organization where it is. 

It’s important that your 
communications approach aligns 
with your state or district culture 
and leverages the communications 
channels you already have in place. 
The BFK Stakeholder Engagement 
Framework identifies five kinds of 
activities to build understanding, 
engagement, and support that can 
serve as the foundation in planning 
and executing your communications 
strategies and tactics.

stakeholders to be part of the dialogue.
EDUCATE ENLIST

stakeholders to achieve 
results with lasting impact.

EXAMINE ENGAGE
feedback and best 
practices to ensure 

effective implementation.

EXAMINE

the change we desire and form the 
core team to champion success.

ENVISION ENVISION

stakeholders by 
establishing a two-way 

communications process.

EDUCATE
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WHAT PROBLEM ARE YOU TRYING TO SOLVE? OUTLINING THE SITUATION ANALYSIS
The situation analysis is the foundation of a communications plan, and provides an overview of the internal and 
external factors that affect your organization and the stakeholders you serve. 

Outline the evidence you’ll use to inform communications plan development. You may choose to gather evidence 
through discovery meetings and interviews with department and leadership teams, project sponsors, and 
representative stakeholders as well as through focus groups or engagement sessions, surveys, audits, etc. Involve 
people from the beginning to build trust, and let them be part of the solution.

People are down on what they’re not up on, and in the absence of information, most people assume the 
worst. How do you change that? Start with the end in mind by understanding what your state or district 
hopes to accomplish. This approach will build credibility and better equip you to plan effective, meaningful 
communications with your audiences. 

By completing a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis, you can further understand the 
internal and external environments related to your communications activities.

SETTING GOALS
Your strategic communications plan should include one or a small number of clear, compelling goals. 

• What is the overarching vision for your communications? 
• What do you want to achieve? 
• What is the big change you’re trying to accomplish?

State your goals in terms of significant change (e.g., voter approval for your school levy campaign). For a broad, 
multi-year communications plan, align your goals to your organization’s strategic planning efforts, and write 
them in future-oriented language that clearly demonstrates their alignment to organizational goals to benefit 
student learning. 

For an issue-specific plan, such as the rollout of new pathways for student learning, you’ll want your goals to be 
to be specific to the issue. Other goals could include campaign awareness, recall, or changes in knowledge 
and belief.

Goals are the aspirational statements that align with your strategic direction and vision for change. They may 
include unique differentiators for a district, such as “To be recognized as the top choice in education within our community.” 
Your plan may include one or more goals.

What strengths will your 
plan maximize?

What weaknesses will your 
plan minimize?

What opportunities will your 
plan leverage?

What threats will your plan 
prepare for and how will you 

proactively prevent them?

GOALS

Goal 1:  Example: Attract, recruit, and hire graduating and practicing teachers and improve educational outcomes for all children 
through a teacher recruitment campaign to spread the good news with potential candidates.

Goal 2:

Goal 3:
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DEVELOPING MEASURABLE OBJECTIVES
Developing well-defined objectives to identify specific desired outcomes will focus your plan. Objectives should 
state changes in attitudes, behaviors, and opinions from specific stakeholders and specify the amount of change 
expected by a certain timeframe.

Objectives are more concrete than goals and more expansive than strategies, and should be SMART—specific, 
measurable, attainable, results-oriented, and time-specific. According to the Universal Accreditation Board of the 
Public Relations Society of America (APR Study Guide, 2016, p. 23): 

Objectives (1) define WHAT opinion, attitude, or behavior you want to achieve from specific publics, 
(2) specify HOW MUCH change to want to achieve from each public, and (3) tell by WHEN you want to 
achieve that change.

One example of an objective to reach the goal of “Being recognized as the top choice in education within our 
community” would be: “Inform the parents of preschool- and school-aged children about the benefits of our schools so that an 
additional 15% send their children to public schools by 2017.”

IDENTIFYING TARGET AUDIENCES
By analyzing your target audiences, you can prioritize communications and engagement targets, identify 
messengers, and focus your efforts. 

To identify your primary target audiences, think about the stakeholders whose knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors 
must be changed to meet your communications goals. To identify your secondary target audiences, consider others 
who will be affected if you succeed in meeting your goals.

Be specific about who you want to engage—teachers, administrators, policymakers, community influencers, 
business leaders, media, parents, students, etc. Identify specific individuals who represent groups or organizations. 

For example, you may decide to communicate through various associations to reach a broader audience. In this 
case, the primary audience would be the association, and the secondary audience would be its members. If there 
are additional target audiences that you need to influence, identify them so you can thoughtfully consider their 
interests as you develop messages and strategies.

OBJECTIVE

1.  Example: Increase awareness by X% of career opportunities among pre-service and practicing teachers as well as associations 
and partner organizations that can recommend/inform candidates leading up to the next school year, as measured 
by surveys.

2.

3.

Students
Teachers

School Leaders
Parents and Families

Community Partners
Business

Teachers Union
Media

Higher Education
Local Education Agencies

PRIMARY INTERNAL AUDIENCES SECONDARY INTERNAL AUDIENCES

1. Example: Current student teachers 1. Example: Former student teachers

2. 2.

3. 3.

PRIMARY EXTERNAL AUDIENCES SECONDARY EXTERNAL AUDIENCES

1. Example: State Teacher Association 1. Example: State Teacher Association members

2. 2.

3. 3.

AUDIENCES TO CONSIDER
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ENGAGING TARGET AUDIENCES: MESSAGE DEVELOPMENT AND CHANNEL MAPPING
1.  DEFINE KNOW, FEEL, AND DO  

After identifying your key audiences, next define specifically what you want people to know, feel, and do as part 
of the two-way communications process. Start by defining their current perceptions, based on survey or focus 
group data and other feedback sources. Then, define their desired perceptions. The gap is what you will address 
by implementing communications tactics and strategies.

2.  DEVELOP MEMORABLE KEY MESSAGES   
Now that you’ve identified supporting messages and audience perceptions, and you’ve outlined what you want 
each audience to know, feel, and do, it’s time to develop your key messages. Key messages reinforce your story 
and help focus your communications efforts with primary audiences and secondary audiences. 
 
Key messages should be easy to understand, relevant to the audience, and memorable. 

AUDIENCE KNOW FEEL DO

What information do 
they need to know?

How do we want 
them to feel?

What action(s) do we 
want them to take?

Example: Local teachers, not 
currently employed by district

Current Perception: Our 
district is a large urban 
district, and the salary is 
not as competitive as other 
suburban districts.

Current Perception: 
Example: Unsure about 
considering a position in our 
district; our district is not their 
top choice.

Current Perception: 
Example: Not following 
through on application 
process

Desired Perception: 
Example: Our district is the 
destination for extraordinary 
educators, offering strong 
leadership to support teachers 
and students, enthusiastic 
community support, and a 
high quality of life

Desired Perception: 
Example: Excited to pursue 
opportunities in our district; 
our district is their first-
choice.

Desired Perception:
Example: Pursue available 
career opportunities without 
hesitation

Current Perception: Current Perception: Current Perception: 

Desired Perception: Desired Perception: Desired Perception:

AUDIENCE KEY MESSAGE

Example: Teachers not currently 
employed in the state

If you are an extraordinary educator and you’re passionate about improving educational 
outcomes for urban students, consider teaching here.

What do we want each audience to know and understand about what we’re communicating? 
What’s in it for them?

KNOW

 FEEL

DO

How do we want each audience to feel about the information? Do we want them to be excited? 
Do we want them to take it seriously? Do we want them to have an “ah-ha” moment? 

What do we want each audience to do with the information they receive? What’s their action? 
(e.g., Do we want them to get involved somehow? Do we want them to champion a cause? Do we 
need their partnership?

http://www.BFK.org


5   |  www.BFK.org  |   ©  2017, Battelle for Kids. All Rights Reserved. Battelle for Kids grants state departments of education and school districts 
permission to use this success planning guide to inform their work.

3.  SELECT COMMUNICATION CHANNELS   
It’s important to tailor your communication channels based on audience preferences. Consider the channels 
your audiences already use, and how you can leverage those channels for authentic engagement. Use the 
checklist provided to identify what channels you’ll use with each audience.

INTERNAL AUDIENCE

  Apps (for homework help, grades, etc.)
  Blogs
  Board meetings
  Bulletin boards
  Community events
  Convocations
  Emails
  Extracurricular events (sports, music, theatre, dance)
  Intranet or staff portal
  School signage (hallways, lounges, restrooms)
  Listservs and/or online collaboration spaces
  Meetups
  Newsletters
  Media (TV, radio, online, or newspaper)
  Outside school signage
  Public websites for district/school
  Professional learning communities/teams

  Social media (please specify): 
  Facebook
  Instagram
  Pinterest
  Twitter
  YouTube
  Other

  School office
  Staff meetings
  Surveys
  Text messages
  Videos
  Voicemail
  Word of mouth
  Workshops
  Other

EXTERNAL AUDIENCE

  Apps (for homework help, grades, etc.)
  Blogs
  Bulletin boards
  Community events
  Direct mailings
  Emails
  Extracurricular events (sports, music, theatre, dance)
  Information brought home by student (in backpack, folder)
  Meetups
  Newsletters
  Media (TV, radio, online, or newspaper)
  Outside school signage
  PTA/PTO meetings or newsletters
  Parent-teacher conferences
  Parent information night
  Parent portal
  Public websites for district/school

  Social media (please specify): 
  Facebook
  Instagram
  Pinterest
  Twitter
  YouTube
  Other

  School office
  State of Schools address
  Surveys
  Text messages
  Videos
  Voicemail
  Word of mouth
  Workshops
  Other
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4.  MAPPING AUDIENCES WITH MESSAGES AND CHANNELS    
Let’s put it all together. Use the key messages and target channels to complete the provided chart. This chart 
offers a high-level view you can reference to ensure consistency, and to share with stakeholders and influencers 
as applicable.

AUDIENCE MESSAGE CHANNEL

e=mc2

TEACHERS

MEDIA

STUDENTS

TEACHERS UNION

SCHOOL LEADERS

STATE EDUCATION
AGENCIES

COMMUNITY AND 
PARTNERS

BUSINESSFAMILIES

HIGHER EDUCATION

Core Message: Example: If you are an extraordinary educator and 
you’re passionate about improving educational outcomes for urban 
students, consider teaching here.

Supporting Message(s): Examples: Our organization is the destination 
for extraordinary educators, offering strong leadership to support 
teachers and students, and enthusiastic community support.

From working with a community partner to taking an active role on 
a school committee, our organization offers countless growth and 
leadership opportunities.

Examples: 
Recruitment event
Website

e=mc2

TEACHERS

MEDIA

STUDENTS

TEACHERS UNION

SCHOOL LEADERS

STATE EDUCATION
AGENCIES

COMMUNITY AND 
PARTNERS

BUSINESSFAMILIES

HIGHER EDUCATION

Core Message:

Supporting Message(s):

e=mc2

TEACHERS

MEDIA

STUDENTS

TEACHERS UNION

SCHOOL LEADERS

STATE EDUCATION
AGENCIES

COMMUNITY AND 
PARTNERS

BUSINESSFAMILIES

HIGHER EDUCATION

Core Message:

Supporting Message(s):

e=mc2

TEACHERS

MEDIA

STUDENTS

TEACHERS UNION

SCHOOL LEADERS

STATE EDUCATION
AGENCIES

COMMUNITY AND 
PARTNERS

BUSINESSFAMILIES

HIGHER EDUCATION

Core Message:

Supporting Message(s):

e=mc2

TEACHERS

MEDIA

STUDENTS

TEACHERS UNION

SCHOOL LEADERS

STATE EDUCATION
AGENCIES

COMMUNITY AND 
PARTNERS

BUSINESSFAMILIES

HIGHER EDUCATION

Core Message:

Supporting Message(s):

e=mc2

TEACHERS

MEDIA

STUDENTS

TEACHERS UNION

SCHOOL LEADERS

STATE EDUCATION
AGENCIES

COMMUNITY AND 
PARTNERS

BUSINESSFAMILIES

HIGHER EDUCATION

Core Message:

Supporting Message(s):

e=mc2

TEACHERS

MEDIA

STUDENTS

TEACHERS UNION

SCHOOL LEADERS

STATE EDUCATION
AGENCIES

COMMUNITY AND 
PARTNERS

BUSINESSFAMILIES

HIGHER EDUCATION

Core Message:

Supporting Message(s):

e=mc2

TEACHERS

MEDIA

STUDENTS

TEACHERS UNION

SCHOOL LEADERS

STATE EDUCATION
AGENCIES

COMMUNITY AND 
PARTNERS

BUSINESSFAMILIES

HIGHER EDUCATION

Core Message:

Supporting Message(s):

e=mc2

TEACHERS

MEDIA

STUDENTS

TEACHERS UNION

SCHOOL LEADERS

STATE EDUCATION
AGENCIES

COMMUNITY AND 
PARTNERS

BUSINESSFAMILIES

HIGHER EDUCATION

Core Message:

Supporting Message(s):

e=mc2

TEACHERS

MEDIA

STUDENTS

TEACHERS UNION

SCHOOL LEADERS

STATE EDUCATION
AGENCIES

COMMUNITY AND 
PARTNERS

BUSINESSFAMILIES

HIGHER EDUCATION

Core Message:

Supporting Message(s):
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OBJECTIVES, STRATEGIES, AND TACTICS 
Whether you’re working through a large-scale initiative, building a campaign to attract and retain the best 
teachers, marketing your district to prospective students and their families, or engaging your community, it’s 
important to make sure your approach meets your audience where they are. 

Your plan should include processes and methods for symmetrical two-way communication, allowing internal and 
external stakeholders to provide input and have a voice in the process. This approach will ensure engagement 
along the way and the opportunity to fully leverage strengths, identify champions to advocate for the work across 
the state or district, and proactively address any challenges that may arise. 

Organize your plan into overarching objectives that represent your vision for how the communications efforts best 
support your project or program. Use the strategies to outline the approach you’ll take to meet your goals. Tactics 
will define the specific resources you’ll use or steps you’ll take to achieve your strategy.

Measurable Objective 1: 

STRATEGIES TACTIC(S) TIMING BUDGET PERSON(S) 
RESPONSIBLE

EDUCATEEDUCATE ENLIST EXAMINEEXAMINE ENGAGEENVISION ENVISION

Example: Conduct a 
communications survey to 
determine audience preferences

1.  Develop community communications 
survey content

2.  Create the survey using a 
collection/response tool 

3. Determine best channel to share the survey

By end of 
school year

TBD

1.

2.

3.

STRATEGIES TACTIC(S) TIMING BUDGET PERSON(S) 
RESPONSIBLE

1.

2.

3.

STRATEGIES TACTIC(S) TIMING BUDGET PERSON(S) 
RESPONSIBLE

1.

2.

3.

Measurable Objective 2: 

Measurable Objective 3: 
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MONITORING AND EVALUATION MEASURES FOR SUCCESS 
Creating a system to monitor and evaluate your communications efforts is critical to ensure you’re effectively 
communicating the right message to the right audiences using the right channels. 

Monitoring is an ongoing process of collecting and tracking metrics to demonstrate effort, and provide a clear 
picture of progress. For example, if you’re addressing a teacher shortage, and one of your strategies is to engage 
with potential candidates at recruitment events, you should collect metrics to find out how teachers who attended 
the event knew to come. This information will help you adjust your tactics and outreach as needed. 

Evaluating your metrics combine the data from your monitoring with additional research, and outcome and 
impact metrics, to demonstrate the success of your strategy. Evaluation is like the final report on the outcomes 
and impact of your communications efforts. 

As you develop a plan to monitor and evaluate your communication efforts, consider the following questions:
• Why are you conducting this measurement?
• Who will be reviewing results?
• What methods will you use for measurement (e.g., interviews, focus groups, surveys, observation)?
• When will these measurements be gathered and with what frequency?
• How will you share and celebrate successes?
• How will you build schools’ or districts’ capacity and arm them with tools to replicate the successes?

Following are some potential measures:

INPUTS OUTPUTS OUTCOMES IMPACT

Resources allocated to the 
campaign or program effort:

• Money
• Staff time
• Volunteer hours
• Using existing materials
•  Using existing communication 

channels
• Existing partners

Activities that promote desired 
behavior:

•  Quantity of materials 
distributed 

• Number of calls made
• Number of events held
• Websites created and/or used
• Social media posts
• Frequency of communications
• Free media coverage
• Paid media coverage

Audience responses to outputs:

• Changes in behavior
• Changes in knowledge
• Changes in attitude
• Changes in opinion
• Campaign awareness
• Policy changes
•  Creation of partnerships 

or contributions
•  Responses to 

communications (e.g., website 
or social analytics)

•  Changes in tone of media 
coverage or increase/
decrease in stories based 
on objectives

Indicators that show levels 
of impact on the policy/
program that was the focus of 
communications efforts:

•  Improvements in academic 
achievement

•  College and career success 
of students

•  Students’ financial well-being 
improved after education

•  District financial well-being 
improved
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THE BOTTOM LINE IS THAT WE ARE ALL COMMUNICATORS FOR OUR SCHOOLS.  
While communications is never one size fits all, an effective communications strategy can help you tell your 
education story, and ultimately make a positive impact to support teachers and education leaders as they serve 
all kids—they’re worth the effort! This guide is just a starting point; if you need support from a communications 
partner, Battelle for Kids has a dedicated team that can help.

ATTRIBUTION
By downloading this template, you have a license to adapt it to your professional work activities and utilize it for 
non-commercial purposes. Please attribute the Strategic Communications Success Planning Guide and associated 
templates in the manner specified below:

Strategic Communications Success Planning Guide Template © 2017, Battelle for Kids. Adapted with permission 
for non-commercial purposes. Use of this template does not imply Battelle for Kids’ endorsement of the 
organization or its content. Learn more about Battelle for Kids at battelleforkids.org.

ABOUT BATTELLE FOR KIDS
Battelle for Kids is a national not-for-profit organization committed to collaborating with school districts and 
communities to realize the power and promise of 21st century learning for every student. Our team of experienced 
educators alongside communications, technology, and business professionals innovates and partners with 
school districts to offer an educational experience that prepares all students to develop the knowledge, skills, 
and dispositions necessary to succeed in college, careers, and life. We advance our mission by strengthening the 
coherence, capacity, and connections districts and communities need to redefine learner success and accelerate 
the design and implementation of 21st century learning systems for all students. 

We’re passionate about collaborating and sharing lessons learned to move education forward. Visit our 
Learning hub to find blogs, publications, success stories, videos, and other free resources to support your work. 
Subscribe to our newsletter to have our latest stories, news, and event happenings delivered to your inbox.

Refer back to the measurable objectives you outlined earlier to determine your high-level output and outcome 
metrics. The success measures included within each communications goal can serve as your input and 
process metrics. 

MEASURABLE OBJECTIVE:

Strategy Monitoring Measures
(inputs and outputs)

Evaluation Measures
(outcomes and impact)

Redesign the “Careers” section on the organization’s website, building the 
case for why educators should consider a career here.

Increase visits to 
“Careers” website

Increase number of 
applications received via 
“Careers” website

Tripled the number of 
applications received via 
“Careers” website

Hired nearly 500 
individuals despite a 
teacher shortage

MEASURABLE OBJECTIVE:

Strategy Monitoring Measures
(inputs and outputs)

Evaluation Measures
(outcomes and impact)

Create suite of materials, including posters and informational handouts, that 
can be placed in Colleges of Education to inform and attract pre-service 
teachers considering employment opportunities.

Prepare talking points with high-level overview of district for college 
counselors and deans who provide guidance to these students. 

Increase number of 
applications received

Received more than 
1,100 applications over 
one-year period
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