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To produce and disseminate 
information is only half the 
responsibility 

Developing 
two-way 
communication 

By Robert J . Shoop and G. Kent Stewart 
Public education, llke society and most o f i ts other in

stitutions, is experiencing painful and pro found crises and 
confusion . The educational system in the United States Is 
in trouble. Americans are questioning the content of the 
curriculum, the methodologies being employed, the cos t 
of public education, and the competence of both 
graduates and those who teach. The students demon· 
strate their displeasure by measuring record highs o f 
truancy, drop out rates, and school vandalism. Parents ex· 
press their criticism by taking their children out of the 
public schools and by openly questioning educators' 
abilities to teach. Communities express their d lssatisfac· 
lion by rejecting bond elections and tax proposals and by 
passing propositions that limit school expenditures. And 
legislatures voice their critic ism by proposing changes in 
every operational aspect of the school system. 

A gulf Is developing between the schools and the 
communities that they were created to serve. As this gulf 
widens alienation grows and discontent spreads. Many 
schools have become islands set apart from their com· 
munlty. Many teachers experience frustration in knowing 
that much of what they accomplish during the school day 
may be undone by the many forces that affect the child In 
the larger community. Many teachers have come to 
believe that their task of education is hopeless. It is not 
uncommon to hear such comments from teachers as, "I 
can't do anything with him, the situation in his home is Im· 
possible" or "How can they expect me to teach this child 
how to read when both of his parents are illiterate and 
there is not a book in the home?" Many teachers are very 
much aware that what happens during the school day Is 
only one part of the child's education. The child's at· 
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titudes toward education are constantly being affected by 
his parents and his peers. 

In addition to the frustrations that teachers feel re· 
garding the child's total environment, many teachers are 
also concerned about the difficult task of attempting to 
communicate with the parents of their students. A com
mon teacher complaint is, " The only parents that we see 
are the parents of 'good' students and we only see them 
once a year at the school open house. Even then there is 
seldom any real communication." 

These feelings of frustration exist to some degree in 
all schools. Many teachers fee l they are figh ting a losing 
battle. This feeling leads to depression and a loss o f job 
satis fac tion. However, i t is not on ly the teachers and 
school administrators who are concerned about the 
widening moat between the school and the community. 
Many parents share this frustration and confusion with 
the current state o f education. These concerns often take 
expression in open hostility toward the schools and the 
teachers who work there. A growing number of parents are 
articulating their frustration with lhe schools their 
children attend and for which they pay taxes to support. 

It is not possible to attend any meeting of parents 
without hearing such comments as, "The students don't 
want to go to school In the morning"; " My daughter is in 
the ninth grade, and her teacher told me she is reading on 
the fourth grade level. What do those teachers do all 
day?"; " My child is going to graduate from high school 
this spring, and he isn' t prepared to do anything. What's 
wrong with those schools?" 

At no time in the history of our nation has there been 
more attention focused on the matter of public education . 
It is clea r from the comments o f teachers, administrators, 
and parents that many people are dissatisfied with public 
education. Poll results indicate that although the public 
trusts the schools more than most other public in· 
stitutions, this trust is declining. 

Although many creative efforts are being made by in
dividual teachers, administrators, and parents to improve 
public education, most people agree that more needs to 
be done. 

Many teachers believe that schools are surrounded 
by indifference and opposition. Many educators believe 
that it is up to them to determine If these surrounding 
communities will overflow and drown education or be 
tapped so they may nourish and strengthen the schools. 
Educators cannot continue to take the task of education 
as their sole responsibility; they must actively draw upon 
the various resources of their communities and join hands 
with their communities in the cooperative effort of 
education. 

Over a period of time, education has become a 
specialized activity. In order to rejoin the people with their 
schools , conscious effort must be made to involve the 
communi ty in the life of the school. Educators must strive 
to find ways to take the public more into their con fidence 
regarding the educative process. However. lhese efforts 
must be m0<e than window dressing. Educat0<s must in· 
volve the people not simply to make them feel important 
or even to provide them with the opportunity to give their 
opinions, but because decisions will be better If they are 
made as the result of the efforts of all those who are con· 
cerned. The philosophy that underlies all of these efforts 
at creating two·way lines of communication is that of 
synergy, the belief that the whole ls greater than the sum 
of ils parts; or stated more directly, we are smarter 
together than we are alone. 
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In order to stop the trend toward greater alienation 
and bring the school and the community into a renewed 
partnership, school communications must embrace the 
concept ol a ptanned two-way process ol communication. 
The key word Is two -way as illustrated by the following 
model. 

School 

Communication through 
a planned two-way 

processol 
exchanging information 

Community 

Two-Way Communication Model 
School public relations, or school communications, 

have evol ved through severa l developmental s tages. In 
early years schools were the center of the communi ty, and 
the school was a common ground where the community 
was directly involved in all of the educational decision 
making. As the schools evolved and became larger, they 
began to shun relationships with the communi ty. The 
professional educator replaced the citizen at the locus ol 
control. The lay citizens were considered ill informed and 
unsophisticated in the means and methods of education. 
little or no communication existed between the com· 
munity and the school. 

In the 1930s the schools entered the selling era. Pat· 
terned af ter the advertising campaigns ol big business, 
public relations developed. The use of short, intensive 
campaigns designed to gain public support emerged. 
Limited long range pla ns were made. The school saw 
public relatio ns as interpreting what they were doing to 
the citizens. 

With the adven t o f integration and ci ti zen In· 
volvement In the 1960s the citizens began to demand a 
greater voi ce in education. The schools and the com· 
munities began to form uneasy partnerships. The lollow· 
ing model Illustrates this historical overview. 

1 fatly 2 Hands 3 Seling 
SthOOI• Oii 

Partnor$111> 14on·Partic· Tokemsm 
1patlon 

4 ln1erpre1o11... ~ P.vtne~ip 
Ccct>etation 

Tokenism Pa~nerslle> 

In many ways we are getting back to an earlier 
philosophy, namely that the educative process Is the 
responslblflt y o f the TOTAL community, lay citizens as 
well as the professional educators. In the two-way co m· 
munication model both the school and the community has 
power- the power to send as well as to receive In· 
for

ma
ti on. This model involves transmitting and receiving 

information about goals and strategies, successes and 
failures, and facts and opinions concerning all com· 
ponents ol the educational process. 

Using this model as an ideal, even a cursory review of 
randomly selected school systems reveals that con· 
siderable information is being transmitted into the com· 
mumty from the schools, but only limited information Is 
being fed back to the schools from the communities. 

Although some very important information is 
received Informally, only limited for mal effort is being 
made to solicit information from the community. In most 
communities only one·half of the goal of public relations 
is even attempted. If the public schools hope to survive 
and lhrive In these difficu lt t imes of public alienation, they 
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must begin efforts to strengthen their programs of two
way communication. 

As noted earlier, considerable information is being 
transmitted from the schOOI to lhe community. But two 
very important questions must be answered. First, are the 
mate rials transmitted to the public being understood and 
assimilated? Secondly, are the real concerns of the public 
being brought to the attention of the professional edu· 
ca tors? 

ft is critically important lhat these two questions be 
answered in the affirmative before any communication el· 
forts can hope to be effective. The remainder of this article 
will describe and discuss a yarle ly of strategies that can 
be used to obtain information from the public about their 
schools and their school sys tem. 

The Advisory Committee. The theory behind the 
creation of a citizen advisory committee suggests that a 
group ol lay people representing a cross section of the 
community can re llect needs and express opinions 
representative ol the whole community. The advice of the 
committee is generally presented to the board of 
education; however many school principals use advisory 
committees for policy-making and problem solving in an 
individual school. 

Another type of advisory committee is more ac
curately termed a study committee. The essential dif · 
ference between the lay advisory committee and the study 
committee is the makeup of their memberships. While the 
lay committee consists o f only lay people within the 
school community, the study committee usually includes 
sc

hool personnel 
and students In addition to citizens in 

general. 
Either organiza tional option can be quite effective. 

The keys to success are in the selection of members .• the 
charge under which they operate, and the leadership or 
resource help provided by the school system. Regard less 
of the purpose of the lay advisory committee or study 
committee, each is a very effective way to obtain vital in· 
formation from the community. At the same time each 
promotes within the citizenry a high esprit de corps and 
provides a feeling of ownership, involvement, and even 
responsibility for the success of the communities' 
schools. 

Forums and Conferences. Forums, conferences, and 
even community seminars are suitable means for ob· 
taining open and frank exchanges of views and ideas 
about topics of current interest to citizens in general and 
to parents, teachers, and students. In all three set· 
t ings- forum, conference, or seminar- one or more 
speakers are invited to express their viewpoints; then 
respond to questions from either a reac tion panel or from 
the audience or both. 

Whi le the forum/conference option is quite effective 
as a means for obtaining feelings or satisfaction and 
dissatis faction about schools, th e results should not be 
taken as being a statistically accurate reflection of com· 
munity sentiment on a given subject. Nonetheless, it does 
serve as a way for school olliclals to obtain public input 
on Issues of current interest and to help involved and 
other interested citizens broaden their knowledge of 
schools by being more aware of school problems and 
needs. 

As is true for advisory commi ttees, it is important that 
school ollic ials provide the leadership and resource help 
necessary to assure success o l any forum. conference, or 
community seminar. Also , it is a good idea to publish the 
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pro<:eedings of the activity. This provides a permanent 
record and serves as a way to bring the meeting highlights 
to the awareness of the total community. 

Mailout Questionnaire. The mailout questionnaire is 
the most sophisticated option avai lable to school ad· 
ministrators for obtaining public opinion on a given Issue. 
By using statistically accepted procedures for developing 
a mailing list, designing a questionnaire, and analy~lng 
result s, an accurate portrayal of public opinion can be ob· 
tained. From this kind of flow of information from the 
public about its schools, the officials can then respond In 
timely and appropriate fashion to the public wi ll. 

Because o f Its accuracy and timeliness for gathering 
information about schools, the mailout and questionnaire 
is gaining in popularity. Caution should be taken to Ile 
sure that proper statistical procedures are followed In 
each step of the survey. However, there is ample material 
and professional help available to insure success In using 
this option as a way to obtain the public's opinion allout 
their schools. 

Direct Interviews. A strategy that is similar to the 
questionnaire mailout is the direct interview. This option 
requires that a trained interviewer personally interview a 
predetermined number of people using a carefully 
developed set of questions as an interview guide. 

This provides an excellent way to obtain information 
from the general public or from a specific group con· 
cerning the schools. The essential disadvantage of the In· 
terview option Is the necessity for using only trained In· 
terviewers. To provide the training Is time-consuming and 
to conduct the interviews also requires a commitment to 
time and cost. 

The Telephone Interview. The telephone interview 
has the same principal disadvantage as the direc t In· 
terview-cost. However, this is offset largely by the speed 
with which telephone Interviewers can call a relatively 
large number of cit izens. 

This option also has the advantage of having several 
citizens Involved as callers. The required training can be 
provided In minimum time; and virtually all the calls can be 
made in one or two sessions. However, it must be kept in 
mind that the brevity of calls and the factor of surprise at 
being called both contribute to receiving information 
which may not really reflect the thoughtful judgment of 
respondents. 

Home Visitations. The process of bui lding a llrldge 
between the school and the community is no t just a 
process of Invo lving the citizen in the life of the school; II 
is also involving the teacher in the li fe of the community. 
Many professionals spend their whole careers trying to 
serve a clientele about whom they might have only a 
passing knowledge. One very obvious method for the 
teacher to learn more about the children in his/her 
classroom is for him/her to visit the home of the child. Not 
only will a home visit provide important information about 
the student , It will also enhance the relationship between 
the teacher, the student, and the parents. 

Community Education Programs. Community 
Education Is a process aimed at developing a closer 
relationship between the school and the community 
through developing a sense of community. It is a concept 
that seeks to activate the total educative community. It 
views education as a cooperative effort between the 
school and the total community. The concept is not new, 
but It remains unknown to many educators. In many com· 
munltles after the dismissal bell rings at the end o f the 
school day or schOol year, the school bui ldings o ften fall 
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into an unnatural state-doors lock. pad locks go on 
playground gates, and the life of the school stops. But life 
goes on in the communities. 

The concept of community education has become a 
strong bridge between the school and ~he community. 
This bridge is a two-way street. By Involving parents and 
teachers and administrators and students in the mutual 
quest for education, the school becomes an integral part 
of the community and responds to the needs and desires 
of the community. The schools are opened in the evenings 
on weekends and during the summer months. Enrichme_nt 
programs adult education, recreation programs, remedial 
activities' and parent involvement activi ties become a nor· 
mal part ' of the educational process. Mutual trust and 
respect develops between all participants in this process. 
As community members begin to work cooperatively with 
the professional educators, they gain a dee_per un
derstanding of the problems facing education. As 
professional educators work with parents, they gain a 
deeper respect for the many strengths and resources that 
parents have to contribute to the educational process. The 
teachers and citizens both begin to see themselves as 
stockholders in their community and their schools. Tiley 
each begin to realize that the dividends of success will 
only come if they both work together. 

UNDERSTANDING THE COMMUNITY 
Zest for obtaining information from the community 

must be tempered with knowledge of the community. It is 
a temptation to feed a variety of Information in.to the c~m· 
munlty and to design ways to assure that 1n forma11on 
flows back to the schools from the community. Yet, to do 
these things in absence of hard data allout the community 
can be harmful to the success o f the public relations/com· 
munications effort. 

A thorough understanding o f the community can be 
obtained by doing a rather complete community profile 
study. Such stud ies can be conducted by school per
sonnel or by consultants. There Is ample just1flcat1on for 
these kinds of studies to be done by the communications 
officer especially when he or she is new to a community. 
It is a,.; excellent means for becoming acquainted quickly 
and at the same time, for assembling Information vital to 
the design and success of the overall public relations and 
communications thrust. 

Such init ial effort at community understanding 
should include attention to the following: 

1. Demographic characteristics of the popula· 
t ion-age distribution, sex, church affiliation, ra· 

cial/ethnic composition, education level, and occu· 
patlonal classifications. 

2. Geographic selling and historical background in
cluding observed customs and traditions. 

3. various community groups Including social, ser· 
vice, professio nal, political, and fraternal organiza· 
lions. 

4. Industrial and commercial profile showing types of 
production, service, distribution outlets. 

5. Employment opportuni ties within the commercial, 
governmental, or Industrial sectors of the com· 
munity including projected human resource needs 
and economic conditions. 

6. Channels of communication-newspaper, radio, 
and television. 

7. History of social tensions, previous community ef· 
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forts, such as school building bond referenda and 
slmllar aclivity affecting public attitudes toward 
schools. 

8. 11 is also important to be mindful of individuals and 
groups known to hold positions of power and In· 
fluence within the community. 

Once such a community profile Is assembled, it 
should be updated annually in order to keep abreast of any 
changes which would impact on the school public 
relations and communications effort. 

SUMMARY 
In order to maintain the principle of school pub lic 

relations/communication as a two-way street, it Is Im· 
portant, first, to understand the community thoroughly 
and, then, to maintain continuous effort at obtaining feed· 
back and similar Information from the general population. 
To produce and disseminate information accomplishes 
only half the communication's responsibility. The other 
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half is to be aware of community thinking toward school 
programs and issues and to involve the citizens into the 
life of the school. This will result in a two-way com· 
munications system that leads 10 a community that is sup· 
portive of its schools. 

Suggested Reading 
For more complete discussion ot material contained In the ar· 
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