
Preface

Everyone thinking about becoming a school leader knows they had
better sharpen their communication skills. It goes with the job.

Principals spend a good portion of their day communicating with
stakeholders, including staff, teachers, students, parents, central office
administrators, and the superintendent. Schools today are expected to
be transparent places. Data about state-administered test scores are
public information, and school-by-school comparisons are published
in the local newspaper. Principals are asked to explain the differences
in scores. Students walk around with cell phones supposedly turned
off, but let anything out of the ordinary occur on campus and the
information is shared citywide in a heartbeat. And harried calls come
immediately back to the principal for comment and clarification.

A transparent school requires principals to be much more open
in their leadership style too. Consequently, principals today learn to
delegate, to plan with committees of teachers and parents and even
students. Trust and respect are built among the Partners, and a bond
forms so that all parties are working together to help ensure the best
education possible for the children in the school. The principal pro-
vides the leadership to keep the partnership moving ahead. But the
partnership is dependent on the buy-in of its members. And they stay
committed to the partnership because they believe the principal is as
committed to the partnership as they are. In other words, they respect
and trust him: He is their principal.

Therein lies another communication challenge for the principal.
While fortifying his ties to his school partners, he may well be weak-
ening his links to his employer, the superintendent, and central office
staff that surround him.

In this era in which principals are being encouraged to develop
a new leadership style that emphasizes instructional leadership and
stronger ties to teachers, family, and community, there is a danger that
principals might weaken their ties to their employer.
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Simply put, principals are being trained to see themselves as leaders
of their schools. They are being told they are responsible for the school’s
success, and they certainly are being held accountable for the children’s
achievement. As such, take-charge principals are enlisting faculty and
family as well as community and students in an all-out effort to collec-
tively address the school’s academic needs. They are doing what it takes
to get the job done.

But the fact is that principals are midlevel managers in larger
bureaucracy. They report to someone in the central office. It may be
directly to the superintendent in a small district, or it may be an assis-
tant superintendent in a larger district. But in most districts, several
people above the school level believe they have the authority to tell
principals what to do. They in turn are told what to do by the school
board, and it in turn is ordered around by the State Board of Education
and the U.S. Department of Education. The question openly asked
today is “Who really does run America’s public schools?” Nobody
really thinks it is the school principal.

That is why this book was written. Principals are required to
please many people. It can be done, but it requires extraordinary
communication management skills.

It is one thing to understand communication. It is another thing
to understand it in context with management. Principals need to
know how to manage communications among and between their
various stakeholders if they are going to be effective at leading their
schools.

From this book, principals will learn enough theory so they
understand the how as well as the why when they use a strategy that
enables them to deliver a top-down, district-ordered message to their
schools’ teachers, parents, and community and still maintain a colle-
gial, working relationship with them. Or how best to word an argu-
ment to take to the central office for why a district policy should not
go forward because it would interfere with plans the school has for its
own self-improvement.

Interestingly, the literature for blending communication and
management together derives from a field that at first blush probably
would make most seasoned educational administrators skittish. It is
public relations. School administrators tend to become nervous when
authors start proposing public relations as a solution to their manage-
ment challenges. The very term conjures up images of press agents
and speech writers and, worst of all, educational consultants. School
leaders associate the term with propaganda and manipulation, and
they just do not want anything to do with it. Well, that is not how the
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term is used here. Public relations is defined in this book as simply the
“management of communications between an organization and its
publics.”

Throughout the book, public relations is talked about as the man-
agement of the communication that occurs between the school and its
stakeholders. That is the public relations function. It is a management
function, and it is the principals’ responsibility. Principals cannot be
effective leaders unless they also effectively manage the communica-
tion between their schools and their schools’ stakeholders.

Key to every principal’s success will be mastering the manage-
ment of the communication between her school and her two key
audiences: the enablers and the Partners. Simply stated, the Enablers
are those people with the authority to tell the principal what to do. In
other words, Enablers are those with the power to have the principal
removed from her position. The Partners are those people with the
ability to help or hinder the principal in her efforts to accomplish her
school’s goals.

Consequently, the primary thing school leaders will gain from
reading this book is the ability to manage the communication between
themselves and their key stakeholders so they can achieve their major
objectives for their schools.

Organization of the Book

The book is organized into two parts. Part I provides the reader with
an understanding of the theory that undergirds communication man-
agement. From these four chapters, readers will gain keen insights
into stakeholders and publics and how a principal should attempt to
manage communication with them. The theory comes from the pub-
lic relations literature; much flows from the work of Professor James
E. Grunig of the University of Maryland and his colleagues.

In Chapter 1, the reader is shown how principals go about identify-
ing their schools’ stakeholders. Furthermore, they are told that the more
critical issue is to figure out who among their stakeholders will be
“publics.” These are groups of people that form in response to issues or
problems. Stakeholders groups are “latent,” which are basically paying
no attention to the problem or issue; “aware,” which are aware but not
doing anything about the problem or issue yet; and “active,” which are
aware of the problem or issue and are actively engaged to do something
about it. Each public has a different communication behavior, which
means that principals have to be sensitive to the various ways they
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process or seek out information if communicating with them is going to
be successful.

Chapter 2 introduces the reader to Grunig’s “situational theory to
identify publics.” It provides the reader with an understanding of why
it is so challenging for principals to engage their various stakeholder
publics in meaningful communication. More critically, the chapter
spells out some clear implications of the theory for how school leaders
should operate a communication management program.

Chapter 3 brings the reader into the heart of the book. This chap-
ter introduces principals to the four most generally used communica-
tion management models and suggests most districts and schools
cling to the “public information model” in which communication is
basically one-way, from the school to the public, with little regard for
how it is received. In a transparent school environment in which lead-
ership is diffused and information widely available, a better commu-
nication model is one in which the school and its stakeholders are
both engaged in a give-and-take exchange. The book explains why
this model is preferred for principals today and how they should use
it. The book also explains why, given the fact that school principals
are still district-level employees, the model does not always work.
Consequently, the book introduces principals to another model: the
“mixed-motive” approach. The chapter goes on to explain when
principals should use this alternative and cites the risks associated
with its use. Although risky, the mixed-motive approach is probably
going to be used frequently by the top principals as they attempt to
balance the needs of both their Enablers and their Partners.

Chapter 4, the closing chapter of Part I, is an important one. It out-
lines the rationale behind the school-family-community partnerships
and introduces the reader to the six major types of involvement that
generally make up such an arrangement. This chapter borrows exten-
sively from the work of Joyce Epstein and colleagues at the Center for
Social Organization of Schools at The Johns Hopkins University. It is
critical that school leaders learn what it takes to start such partner-
ships at whatever level of school—elementary, middle, or secondary—
they intend to provide leadership.

Chapter 5 begins Part II of the book by offering the school leader
a chance to read three case studies featuring an elementary, a middle,
and a secondary school principal who used communication manage-
ment strategies on the job. By reading these case studies, the school
leader will have an opportunity to review the theories learned in the
previous chapters and get a glimpse of their practical application. The
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chapter also makes the point that the best lessons are frequently
taught by peers.

Chapter 6 reminds the new school leader that not all communication
originates from the principal’s office. The principal’s office is often the
recipient of the communication. Knowing how to listen, negotiate, and
compromise are all communication skills an effective principal masters.
This chapter highlights some of the more common issues that confront
principals and suggests how they might deal with them.

Chapter 7 suggests that principals with good communication
management skills can play significant roles in their respective dis-
tricts. On the one hand, they can be called on by their districts to
be “boundary spanners” because they are close to the stakeholders.
Consequently, they are able to read the public mood and give district-
level administrators some early indication about how certain stake-
holders would receive news of a new district-imposed policy. On the
other hand, the district may choose to use such principals as part
of the administrative decision-making team, calling on their insights
and links to the stakeholders to enlighten the process at the central
office. This chapter concludes with a suggestion to new school lead-
ers that they master the ability to read and understand data.

Chapter 8 is a nuts-and-bolts chapter outlining the various tools
that principals can use when managing communication. The chapter
is particularly concerned with Web sites, e-mail, and other electronic
devices now popular with stakeholders.

Chapter 9 moves the reader into some of the more practical appli-
cations of communication management. Here, the reader receives
a basic primer in “communication” that every new principal should
master before accepting the position. The chapter covers the basics;
for example, it examines what communication tools are appropriate
to use, in which situations, for which audiences.

Chapter 10 closes the book with a concluding statement.
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