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High-Tech Storytelling
Technology offers easy ways to tell compelling stories, allowing
you to reach your public with powerful personal narratives
that can change hearts and minds

S

tories matter. We tell stories
about what we value and to illustrate
our point of view. We tell stories to
inspire others to action; we tell stories
to stop action. Our stories underscore
why we do what we do and help to
explain complex concepts.
Telling stories well is at the heart of
effective communications. Each district
and school should strive to tell stories at
multiple levels. The goal is to create a
cohesive, overarching narrative that is
bolstered by a steady stream of stories,
facts, illustrations, experiences, and
examples.
Public schools always have done a

pretty good job of communicating with
most parents, teachers, support staff, and
others deemed part of the family. Unless
there’s a gap between messaging and
experience, those closest to our schools
tend to rate them more highly than those
who lack firsthand knowledge.
The presence or lack of relevant experience is why parents typically give higher ratings to their children’s schools than
to their school districts, and why they
rate their school districts higher than
public education generally.
The same holds true for senior citizens, business leaders, and the general
public. The greater the distance, the
wider the gap in perspective
and the more individual opinion is shaped by forces outside
of public education. Those
forces include media coverage
and political rhetoric.
This is also why school
board members, superintendents, and other public education leaders need to engage
more actively in ongoing state
and federal conversations
about public education and
public schools. The current
national narrative defining
public education in America is
based on a limited and distorted view of public schools. To
change this view, we need to
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ramp up our communications and share
our success stories more proactively.
Digital storytelling

Storytelling is different in the digital age.
With smartphones, flip video cameras,
and inexpensive software, it’s easier than
ever to create compelling new stories
and slide shows. Social media outlets
like YouTube, Facebook, Tumblr, and
Twitter offer unlimited—and free—publishing opportunities.
The final product may not rival traditional broadcast news, but neither does
the cost. The immediacy of information
created by posting news as it happens
and the ability to create a constant flow
of school- and district- controlled news
far outweigh quality concerns.
Personal narratives are particularly
powerful. Sadly, facts rarely change
public opinion. Emotionally resonating
stories do. As much as we like to think
of ourselves as rational human beings
who make logical decisions, the truth
is we’re much more attuned to psychological cues.
It’s much harder, for example, to dismiss a teacher’s story—about buying
crayons, paper, and books for her classroom in the wake of state budget cuts—
than robo-calls and mass emails.
Similarly, short video testimonials created by teenagers who discover new passions and earn college scholarships
thanks to their public school teachers
always will have more impact than verbal jousts.
Sharing across channels

The power of digital communication is
that, once created, these stories can be
shared across a much wider swath of
media, from traditional print, radio, and
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Resources
TV to the Internet, email, text, mobile
applications, and social media.
While leveraging content across this
multichannel spread can seem daunting,
content aggregators allow communicators to schedule and automate news
feeds to multiple channels simultaneously. Content aggregators are software programs that collect content, convert it to
the appropriate digital format, and then
distribute it.
The San Diego Unified School District,
for example, uses RSS feeds and content
aggregators to send news on a regular
basis to the district’s home page,
e-newsletter, blog, and social media
pages, and to individual school and
department Web pages and sites.
Starting with a simple word processing document, the team compiles the
news stories that will feed into the district’s popular Friday Notes e-newsletter,
a subscription-based program that now
reaches more than 69,000 parents, staff,
and community members. Advertising
revenue from a partnership with an email
marketing company pays for the program and helps support the district’s
communications budget.
The same stories that appear in
Friday Notes are then scheduled to
appear throughout the week on the district’s home page. When relevant to
school audiences, the stories also may be
posted to one or more of the 145 school
websites hosted on the district’s content
management system, which has helped
automate much of this process.
By developing the stories in advance
and then scheduling them for delivery,
the district keeps its content fresh across
a variety of important news channels
while maintaining a lean communications staff for a large school system.
This same process can then feed
school board member Web pages by
including news items about the schools
in the electoral districts board members
represent—a feature San Diego Unified
uses well. RSS feeds and content aggregators like Feedburner or Hootsuite are
used to update the website and social

media networks at the same time.
Using new technology tools to schedule news feeds in advance helps the district respond proactively to emergencies
without sacrificing a more proactive
approach to keeping the good news in
front of key audiences, including
reporters.
“Social media requires that we engage
our fans and our followers, and in order
to get them engaged, it requires constant
feeding,” says Bernie Rhinerson, San
Diego Unified’s chief of staff. “And to do
constant feeding, it requires news.”
Smart communication strategies like
those deployed by San Diego Unified
help document the difference public education is making in the lives of students
and their families, without breaking the
bank or the backs of central office staff
members, a dwindling number in most
school systems.
For districts that do not have professional communicators on staff, there are
a number of online resources on digital
storytelling available for free, or at a low
cost, through California’s Center for
Digital Storytelling, which publishes a
step-by-step book that can be purchased
and then downloaded.
The National School Public Relations
Association also offers online resources
focused on electronic and social media
as well as on general communications.
Disrupting the narrative

For public school districts hammered
by the national “failing public schools”
mantra, this is not the time to skimp
on communications budgets. School
officials are always communicating.
It’s really just a matter of whether
those communications are effective or
counterproductive.
By offering an alternative view of public education, and backing it up with
video and photos, school officials can
disrupt the current anti-public-school
narrative. When educators, parents, and
students share their personal stories and
carefully create and select the images,
words, music, art, and animations that
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Center for Digital Storytelling:
www.storycenter.org
info@storycenter.org
Telling Your Story:
A Communications Guide
for School Boards
This book, published by NSBA, focuses
on how school boards can better communicate and engage with various constituencies, set the record straight about
their work, build a network of supporters,
work with the district's communications
department, and develop an “elevator
speech.” Order from www.nsba.org.
San Diego Unified School District
www.sandi.net
Bernie Rhinerson, chief of staff
brhinerson@sandi.net
National School Public
Relations Association
www.nspra.org

best will convey their passions, challenges, and successes, public opinion
about public schools will begin to shift.
In addition to offering more compelling and persuasive messaging, digital
storytelling projects also provide students with the kind of hands-on, relevant
learning prized by the Common Core
State Standards.
These productions require creativity,
research, problem analysis, writing, editing, political savvy, and media production skills. When students see their work
impact public policy or inspire others to
help a community cause, they learn lifelong lessons.
If those lessons help preserve public
education for another generation, the initial investment in technology and staff
training will yield significant returns that
will benefit entire communities for generations to come. n
Nora Carr (ncarr@carolina.rr.com) is chief of
staff for North Carolina’s Guilford County
Schools and an ASBJ contributing editor.
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