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Restoring Trust
Public perception of public education is eroding daily. School
leaders and educators can repair the damage by spending less
time arguing and more time building bridges

P

ublic education has a massive public relations problem. Festering for
decades, anti-government, anti-public
school bile is steamrolling through state
legislatures. In this uncivil war, public
school teachers nationwide are vilified
as overpaid and incompetent.
Even more distressing, North Carolina
schoolchildren were mocked by state legislators for grammatical and spelling
errors, while a Wisconsin history professor wrote his first blog post and wound
up the subject of a partisan investigation.
“After all, if you believe the rhetoric
from our politicians, the sole problem in
American public education is horrible,
inept teachers,” writes Randy Turner, a
Missouri teacher and Huffington Post
columnist.
From union busting to thinly veiled
attempts at privatization, public schools
are under attack. Using budget cuts as
cover, the dismantling of public education is well under way.
How did an institution that still maintains a 77 percent approval rating from its
primary customers, the parents of public
school children, get in such a state?
Seeds of doubt

The Pew Research Center, which has
tracked American’s trust in government
for decades, points to a “dismal economy,
an unhappy public, bitter partisan-based
backlash, and epic discontent with

Congress and elected officials.”
Trust in government was at nearrecord lows in 2010, with just 22 percent
of Pew poll participants saying they can
“trust government in Washington ‘almost
always’ or ‘most of the time.’” Americans
are also unhappy with other institutions,
from banks and labor unions to national
news media and large corporations.
Economic downturns and inequality
are key drivers of social unrest, as is rapid
change. Globalization’s sweeping social,
political, economic, and technological
changes haven’t left education—or educators—unscathed.
With competition at an all-time high,
many American public schools—once
the envy of the world—are struggling to
meet tough new international standards.
Nations can no longer afford to educate
only the middle class and elite well.
For the United States and other industrialized countries, remaining competitive will require real gains in educational
outcomes, particularly for poor and
minority students.
Restoring trust is possible

Good governance marked by civility,
integrity, transparency, and responsiveness to constituents inspires greater
social and political trust, according to
researchers.
It’s not enough to spend taxpayer dollars well. School officials need to tell peo-
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ple how those dollars are making a difference in the lives of children. Parents,
senior citizens, business leaders, and
other taxpayers want to know their elected representatives, including school
board members, are focusing on the public good.
For the vast majority of public schools,
the problem isn’t that local boards aren’t
focused on the needs of children or devoted to the public good. After all, that’s what
the concept of common schools for the
common good is all about.
The problem is that most people who
vote and pay taxes don’t know this, nor
do they know what is really going on in
their public schools. With the U.S. population aging, fewer households have
school-aged children.
Put in business terms, this means
board members and other school leaders
can do a great job of educating students
and informing parents and still miss 70
percent of the market upon whose support they depend.
Focus on public engagement

With trust at an all-time low, school officials need to focus more on grassroots
public engagement strategies and community relations activities. They also
need to find more ways to get more nonparents meaningfully involved and
engaged in the work of their schools.
More proactive media relations
focused on boosting more positive television news coverage will help counteract
the news media’s tendency toward sensationalism, but better press doesn’t build
trust.
To counteract voters’ lack of firsthand experience with today’s public
schools, simply sharing more good news
isn’t enough. People need to walk into
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schools, sit in classrooms, and watch
teachers and students working together
in a productive manner. They need to see
and smell clean hallways, vibrant classrooms, and freshly painted walls.
If maintenance or aging facilities are
problems, they need to see, touch, and
feel how the dearth of tax dollars is contributing to leaky roofs, outdated textbooks, and impossibly large class sizes.
Constituents also need to hear teachers
and principals talk about the challenges
their students face and the hopes and
dreams they have for their futures.
The goal is to move beyond one-shot
events to activities that put more citizens
in regular contact with students, teachers, principals, support staff, central
office administrators, and school board
members.
Foster stronger relationships

Trust builds through relationships, and
relationships thrive on open, honest communication and frequent interaction.
Extending special invitations to senior
citizens, real estate agents, and elected
officials to school-based events like plays,
dinner theaters, robotics, and choral performances is a good place to start.
More significant tools for engagement
include online surveys, public opinion
polls, advisory councils, task forces, planning committees, and other strategies to
gain input, shape decisions, and build
consensus.
Rather than be an activity or a shortlived campaign, public engagement should
be viewed as a continuum, with simple
input-gathering activities at one end and
shared decision-making at the other.
Elected to represent their constituents,
school board members typically are loath
to delegate or distribute their decisionmaking power. To keep engagement
efforts from turning into shadow boards,
or otherwise derailing, be very clear about
goals and parameters at the onset.
Boards that aren’t willing to change
their minds about key policy initiatives or
shape their efforts in response to citizen
input shouldn’t bother engaging the pub-

lic. Constituent groups that have worked
for months on a new policy or proposal
typically will react negatively if some of
their ideas and recommendations aren’t
used or adapted.
New media, new tools

While firsthand experiences, ongoing
engagement activities, and face-to-face
interactions are the most powerful forms
of communications, new information
technologies can help school officials
stay in touch regularly.
Social media sites like WordPress,
LinkedIn, and Facebook make it easy to
write, edit, and post blogs and news
updates. Intuitive to use, social media
sites also make it easy to recycle news
articles and other online content.
From a relationship-building standpoint, these sites also offer a suite of tools
that make it easy for friends and fans to
forward content, ask questions, and provide feedback.
With Real Simple Syndication (RSS)
feeds built-in, constituents who want to
stay connected simply have to click on
the RSS symbol to have updates fed automatically to their e-mail accounts. Best of
all, these new online tools are free, at
least before staff time is factored in.
With video production capabilities
practically ubiquitous via smart phones,
iPads, and other mobile technologies and
online editing software, uploading digital
content to YouTube as well as traditional
websites is now in reach, even for cashstrapped schools and school districts.
Video storytelling, with easy-to-understand analogies and modern-day heroes,
is a particularly compelling form of narrative. Rather than create long-format programs, try creating 30- and 60-second
packages. These short formats are ideal
for parent and student testimonials, event
announcements, and news-style stories.
One reason that television and cable
news maintain a hold on the American
psyche is because sound and pictures
create memorable moments. For many,
seeing is believing. Next to personal
experience, seeing smart kids and dedi-
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cated teachers working well together is
the best antidote to inflammatory political rhetoric and negative news coverage.
Transparency and truth

To restore trust in government, including
public schools, elected officials need to
lead and govern with integrity. They also
need to make their concerns, decisions,
and actions as transparent to the public
as if they were being seen through a pane
of glass. When things go well, as is more
often the case in public education than
not, school officials need to make sure
others know about it.
Technology can help in this regard as
well. Video streaming and websites can
make school board meetings, work sessions, and strategic planning retreats
more accessible to more people.
Plans and proposals can be posted
online for public input via e-mail or popup surveys, followed by the feedback or
survey results. Questions can be posted
and answers updated in real time.
New online capabilities also can help
schools and districts offer more webbased services to parents, students,
employees, and other key audiences.
Online magnet school applications,
kindergarten pre-enrollment forms,
scheduling assistance, and academic content as well as access to student grades,
homework assignments, attendance
records, disciplinary incidents, and test
scores all make it easier for parents to
interact with district bureaucracies.
Research shows that effectively delivering e-services won’t change people’s
basic perceptions of government agencies
and institutions, but it can reinforce and
strengthen existing positive perceptions.
Telling public education’s story has
never been more important, or more
urgent. Letting lies pile up and attacks
continue unabated allows them to take
root in public opinion, diminishing trust
and public support. ■
Nora Carr (ncarr@carolina.rr.com) is chief of
staff for North Carolina’s Guilford County
Schools and a contributing editor to ASBJ.
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