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				Introduction

				Tory Gillingham

				This is the sixth volume in the Leading Schools series, following on from previous titles that focused on the work of Heads; Senior Management Teams; Heads of Department; Newly Qualified Teachers and those involved in Pastoral Work. The involvement of John Catt Educational Ltd as publisher, and of the Headmasters’ and Headmistresses’ Conference (HMC) as co-sponsor, has been a continuing feature through the series. 

				This particular book is co-sponsored by two organisations, which have come into existence much more recently than HMC (1869): The Association of Marketing and Development in Independent Schools (AMDIS) and The Institute of Development Professionals in Education (IDPE). Hence I write this introduction and set the scene on behalf of AMDIS, and Nick Pettingale, chairman of IDPE, draws together many of the main themes of the various chapters in his conclusion and overview. What our respective organisations can offer to schools is described in one of the final sections of this book.

				There are all sorts of reasons why a book on PR, marketing and educational development in independent education has been brought together now. There is an increasing recognition of the distinctive professional and technical expertise that the practitioners of these three skills can bring to the support of Heads and schools in their central role as educators. A few Heads are naturally skilled at all of them; a greater number acquire skills in at least one of them through experience; a proportion struggle with them and/or are under-confident about their abilities in them.

				Independent schools are never far from public scrutiny – for a whole variety of reasons. Educationally, these include a deep anxiety about the state of a proportion of UK maintained sector schools, and growing controversy about entry procedures to top universities and the extent to which they favour those who are already advantaged by their education. Over recent decades, schools have been placed under a raft of legal compliance requirements by successive governments. 

				Pupils and parents as consumers (the former directly via the classroom, and the latter indirectly as fee payers) have been given increased rights to challenge the quality of the service provided – and to challenge a school that withdraws that service for disciplinary or other reasons. In media terms, our schools make good copy – positively because of their high educational achievements; negatively when pupils behave thoughtlessly or recklessly. 

				Reputation and its management (PR, in other words) matter even more than they did in earlier times: they underpin both our marketing and our development work. Schools must work hard to win – and to retain – friends and supporters.

				In schools, most of our marketing practice is (thankfully!) a world away from the highly commercial, aggressive win-at-all-costs-and-no-holds-barred style that increasingly dominates the promotion of goods and services. In contrast, wise schools act in a more measured way, continuing to eschew the temptation to produce ‘knocking copy’ that does down their competitors. There is a recognition within the sector that our rivals are often also our friends, and that schools, whilst competing against each other, find that unity and some solidarity and professionalism can be a strength rather than a cop-out. However, none of this reasonableness and reticence should deflect us from the challenge of marketing our schools more efficiently, more purposefully and more sophisticatedly. There is a balance to be struck. 

				Many schools have adjusted very quickly to some of the opportunities discussed in this book: the new world of social networking – and with it the opportunities for so-called ‘viral marketing’ (encouraging one’s supporters to pass on positive marketing information to their friends). Some are more alert than others to the fact that even quite young pupils increasingly drive the argument when schools are being chosen. 

				Others lag behind in their mastery of website provision – a theme that recurs constantly throughout the chapters that follow – and in their slow or limited recognition of the value of market research. It probably goes without saying the admissions office must be well-ordered, efficient and ready to capitalise on the results that good marketing produces. 

				Meanwhile, in terms of educational development, in the world of tomorrow many schools will rely increasingly on income produced other than by fees. This area has become increasingly important as well as competitive in recent years. 

				However, ambitious schools will yearn for continuing programmes of capital improvement as they strive to maintain their role and their reputation as world-class centres of excellence. Many will also be keen to promote an increasing number of bursaries, even if the detailed requirements of the Charity Commission drawn up during the Labour government of 1997-2010 appear to be slightly relaxed (in their interpretation, at least) in the years ahead. It is highly likely that fair-minded Heads and staff, and thinking and thoughtful parents, will continue to see the merits of making the social breadth of our schools as wide as is feasible. 

				If they do, they will strive to move at least a little further down the path towards the needs-blind admissions policy (ie making it possible for any pupil to join a school, regardless of means). If major bursaries cannot be funded through fees because current parents cannot pay more, we shall have to be more proactive in finding private individuals from other constituencies as benefactors. 

				AMDIS and IDPE both exist to support those working in these fields. Details about each organisation are listed on page 223.

				As with previous books in this series, we have encouraged writers to centre their advice on their own experience; to write as they feel. Their work has been edited with a fairly light touch: more with house style in mind than in an attempt to eliminate all areas of overlap. More discerning readers may spot interesting differences of emphasis; some significant themes recur more than once – but this is only to be expected in three areas of work so closely interlinked and which are so multi-faceted. We hope that the chapters that follow will inform, challenge and above all make you think – and that you will enjoy them, as well as benefiting from them. 
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				Chapter 1: Public relations: a foreword

				Nigel Richardson

				Remember a trio of old stories, told to you when you go someone’s party. You happen to work in schools; you are staying in an area that you don’t know well, and many of the other guests turn out to have once been members either of St Adrian’s School or Greenbourne College. It’s a distinctly hearty gathering.

				Over the course of an hour or so, you hear a lot of other people’s memories – and you are told three separate stories by different former pupils of St Adrian’s. 

				Three recent leavers from Greenbourne have responded to an advert for a package tour to New York: wonderful value at just £10, including VAT and insurance. 

				Halfway across the Atlantic, the rowing boat isn’t going too fast, but the rain hasn’t started yet. “Isn’t this wonderful?” says the first of them, “all this sea, fresh air and exercise – it’s so much better than sitting behind a desk.”

				Then the drizzle starts and the wind begins to get up; the second rower isn’t so sure. “The weather’s changing; I do hope they’ll fly us home,” he says. At which point the third one chips in: “They didn’t last year.” 

				The second narrator has had a few drinks, and tells his story in florid terms toned down for this publication: 

				Piers is quite a talented rugby player – by Greenbourne standards, at least. He has lots of friends, but even though GCSE maths modules are imminent, he hasn’t done much work. 

				“You’re not nearly ready to take maths GCSE,” says the Headmaster, “you can spend Saturday working, and no rugby match against St Adrian’s for you.”

				This results in howls of protest from the rugby staff, and a deputation to the Head from Piers’ friends. The Head offers them a compromise. 

				“Take him away, and make him do some work; bring him back to see me on Thursday, and we’ll try him on just one maths question.” 

				Back they come on Thursday. 

				The Head asks the big question: “What’s 2 plus 2?” 

				Piers thinks, at great length. The master in charge of rugby, not wanting to lose his best player from the match, whispers the answer just loud enough for Piers to hear. 

				“Four!” shouts Piers, triumphantly. 

				“Well?” says the Head to the assembled Greenbourneians. 

				“Please give him another chance,” they reply.

				The third storyteller is even more the worse for wear: his story is loudly told, with much back-slapping:

				A man wearing an Old St Adrian’s tie goes into a pub and sees three large men wearing Old Greenbourneian ties. 

				“Shall I tell you the latest joke about Greenbourne?” he says. 

				“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” says the smallest of the three, who, weighing in at 19 stone, has a collar size 23. 

				“Why not?” asks our St Adrian’s friend.

				“Well,” comes the reply. “I’m a black belt at judo and I’m chief bodyguard to a Russian oligarch.” 

				“And I’m a karate expert, and I’m six foot eight,” says the second. 

				“I do sumo wrestling and I’ve been 15 rounds with the world heavyweight boxing champion,” chips in the third. “Do you still want to tell the joke?”

				“Perhaps I won’t tell it after all,” says the St Adrian’s alumnus. 

				“Why not?” asks the first Old Greenbourneian. 

				“Surely it’s obvious,” comes the reply, “I don’t want to have to explain it all three times.”

				What do you deduce from all this? That products of Greenbourne College tend to be over-physical and somewhat academically challenged: maybe it has a reputation for turning out what one of the various school guide publications tends to call ‘genial duffers’ (and some rather more menacing ones, too). It appears to have an image problem – especially as even the neutrals amongst your fellow party-goers clearly enjoy the jokes, and nobody complains that they are unfair. 

				You might also conclude, from the boorish delivery and obvious glee with which the stories are told to anyone who will listen, that St Adrian’s is being done no favours by its distinctly arrogant former pupils. The school appears to produce pupils high in academic intelligence but with rather less in the emotional variety. 

				So both schools have plenty of public relations work to do, in order to correct local (and maybe wider) perceptions. What is PR? Definitions of it abound, right across the world, but one good one is ‘the practice of managing communication between an organisation and its various interested constituencies’. 

				Independent schools, like many complex organisations, relate to a wide variety of interested individuals and groups. The more obvious ones include present parents and pupils; prospective families; governors; staff; former pupils; past parents; potential donors, great and small. A wise school pays special attention to its neighbours, especially if their homes border on to its site. 

				It is answerable in one way or another to a variety of organisations – including the Inspectorates, the Charity Commission, and a number of agencies enforcing branches of the law. When it wants to put up a new building, it may need to woo the planners. In a different way, it interacts with exam boards, needing to convince them in times of difficulty that it does indeed run exams efficiently, and that it doesn’t make appeals against results frivolously. 

				It would do well to form and maintain good relationships with the local and national media, and with anyone else who influences public opinion. How independent schools are seen by the electorate is something that matters far more to us than it once did. Some would argue that, despite huge efforts by many people in recent years, the sector has been seriously wrong-footed by the creeping prevalence of words such as ‘posh’ and ‘toff’, and the way in which such images stick to us. 

				PR builds relationships that help to establish a lasting rapport with all these interested parties. Those who promote it must know how to convey the right messages – and the right nuances within those messages – clearly and analytically to each group of its supporters, recognising that different constituencies need slightly different approaches. In an age when the black arts of ‘spin’ have become widely discredited, we need to be wary not to do this to excess, but in some respects doing so – putting the essential message in the best and most positive light and in the way most relevant to that particular group – is plain common sense. 

				The Head’s fundraising speech to a gathering of former 1st XV members may well differ from the one he delivers to a group of alumni who are Nobel prizewinners or Fellows of the Royal Society. When speaking to parents, s/he may emphasise that the school is seeking to control costs and fee rises, yet when talking to potential benefactors, s/he will talk about the need for more bursary funding. 

				When publicising the plans for the large new teaching block, the parents will want to hear about the educational opportunities it offers; the campaign board will be interested in how the development office intends to attract donors for it, and the neighbours will be far more interested in its height and appearance; they and the planning authorities will be concerned about its carbon footprint and the traffic flows it is likely to create.

				In many schools (especially smaller ones) the distinction between PR and marketing can be marginal, and the techniques and tools used to deliver them both may be similar. PR brochures have plenty of stylistic and practical issues in common with prospectuses (and with fundraising literature). New media and social networking can be used to promote both of them – and to highlight development, too. 

				That is why the part of this book designated specifically to PR is quite brief: read on, into the later chapters that comprise part two, and you will find discussion of many of the ways in which PR and marketing can be delivered and mutually sustained – at which point your school will be ready for the educational development initiatives described in part three.

				PR is essentially something that is not tangible – which is what differentiates it from both marketing and development work. Some of it can be high-profile and glamorous, but much of it is day-to-day, un-dramatic, even mundane. Wise Heads know, however, that the cumulative investment of their time spent in chatting on the touchline, and holding court during the interval of the Year 10 dramatic production, pays huge dividends in the long run; so will giving a talk to the local Rotary club or attending a parent’s funeral.

				People don’t forget, and even appearances at sad occasions can create huge goodwill long-term. The art of the scribbled postcard for small messages of thanks, congratulation and encouragement is another weapon in our armoury: in an age of almost no handwritten letters and lots of typed, impersonal emails, the personal touch counts more and more. 

				All this work is critically important, because it underpins all our constituent relationships. Reputation management through skilled PR represents the ‘virtuous circle’ of so much of what a school does: if the feel-good factor is strong and enduring; if a school’s fundamental reputation is good; if people think well of it in the good times, they will be more inclined instinctively to support it when it experiences the occasional blip or crisis. Above all, they will be more likely to make the best assumptions and to draw the best conclusions from what they hear about it, rather than the worst. 

				Managing expectations is important, too. Whether we like it or not, even though parents have gradually become more discerning about the very limited usefulness of league tables when judging a school, these tables continue to be comparatively high-profile, easy to grasp items of information for busy parents about its performance. 

				A school brutally labelled ‘fourth division’ by a leading newspaper may in fact be doing a superb job with the type of pupil it attracts – delivering results way beyond what they would have achieved in other, more prestigious schools. But have the counter-arguments been put proactively; the relative achievements explained; the other successes publicised; the ground been prepared to shape the school’s image away from the crude and narrow judgement based on lists of results – not just as a one-off exercise, but repeatedly over a period of years? 

				The public likes confident messages – and so do parents. 

				This is why many of the messages that follow have a marketing value as well as a PR one:

				
						We are the professionals, in partnership with you, as parents.

						We know what we are doing; our schools have been in existence for a long time; your children are in safe hands. 

						Guiding and developing young human beings is not an exact science, but the way we do it is as good as it gets. 

						
No, we cannot guarantee that your child will never be (cyber)bullied, or offered an illegal substance, or even treated inappropriately by a teacher, ever, and any Head who says that his or her school can, is a fool – but


						We take all complaints seriously; we don’t sweep problems under the carpet and we are frank with parents when problems occur. 

						We don’t cull weak candidates facing pastoral difficulties in order to improve league tables: it’s a policy of short-term gain, but it loses you long-term friends and reputation.

						Our staff understand the pressures on you as parents, and we seek to be reasonable, but you must be reasonable with us. We want to build a good relationship with you. Yes, I expect we sometimes seem to be an infuriating lot, but we do know a thing or two, and it takes time to build up a core of top-class staff in a good school: compared to many schools, our turnover is low, with just enough new blood each year to bring in new ideas. 

						
Our staff work long hours and are very dedicated. (NB: no direct comparisons with schools outside our sector, because such glib points-scoring is a big turn off for the thinking parent): we damn well ought to be superb, given our selectivity, significant fee levels and other advantages.


						We have fair admissions policies, run by people whom you can actually meet. 

						A good education cannot come cheap, but we really do try to offer value for money: there are cheaper alternative schools, but in general, you get what you pay for. We don’t waste money, and we monitor spending and expenses carefully.

				

				For more philosophical parents: 

				
						
There are intrinsic values in just having an independent sector in education, and there are dangers arising from monopoly provision in any walk of life, especially by government. 


						The independent sector has been a pace-setter, forcing government to push up standards, and to increase spending on education: Gordon Brown made a speech when he was still Chancellor of the Exchequer (March 2006) in which he conceded this very point. 

						Far from being an unnatural aberration, boarding offers huge opportunities through maximum teacher-pupil contact time. 

						Above all, we are not posh – even if you keep seeing in the press that photo from the 1930s of top-hatted toffs and local oiks.

				

				For other constituencies (always with a smile, and sometimes with part of the tongue in the cheek): 

				
						Yes, lots of people make jokes about teachers and schools; it’s inevitable – a part of life. As a profession, we probably are a bit too inclined to take ourselves over-seriously; to be too slow to see the ridiculous sides of life; to talk to adults as if they were children and, in the heat of the moment, to blame the immediate mistakes that children make on to the parent to whom we are explaining them, thus shooting not the messenger but the recipient. But the school day is a very high-pressure one, and there is no bigger responsibility – or privilege – than nurturing and developing children. 

						Moreover, there’s a bit more to our job than people who once went to school sometimes think: Heads don’t just potter around the school all day, taking assembly and marking a few books. 

						We don’t make unnecessary waves or dramas out of crises. 

						
We really do care what people in our local community think of us: the word partnership is no empty slogan.


				

				And so on. All in all, has the school gone out of its way to present itself in the best possible light to its potential supporters and allies? 

				One of the great potential pitfalls of the books in this series (I regularly remind myself) is to assume that we have little to learn from past generations; that styles and values can be judged across eras that are essentially different; that our predecessors made avoidable mistakes and that we know better; that they had as much freedom of manoeuvre and as many resources as we now enjoy. Even bearing in mind all those warnings, two descriptions of yesteryear, which I have carried with me through much of my career, continue to preoccupy me.

				The first is Anthony Sampson’s description of the public school Heads in his book Anatomy of Britain (1962). This was an era when running a school became exceptionally demanding, as the Swinging Sixties challenged so many hierarchies and social assumptions simultaneously:

				The isolation of the public schools is enhanced by their rulers, the headmasters. These are awesome and formidable men, whom no ex-public school boy can contemplate in tranquillity; wielding immense power, maintaining exact if sometimes irrelevant standards … figures of massive integrity and moral uprightness ... their way of life combines monasticism with worldly ambition … insulated against the outside world … surrounded by inferiors, both masters and boys. Most of the major headmasters are sons of schoolmasters, clergymen or civil servants, and several are the sons or brothers of headmasters… An extraordinary number of them have won the Porson Greek Prize at Oxford, and none of the top ones are scientists…

				The second is a somewhat mischievous picture of Heads and pupils, penned by the late Dr John Rae (Head Master of Westminster, 1970-86) as the loads-a-money, yuppie culture gathered momentum:

				The schools reflect the priorities of the age: every man ruthlessly for himself in the competition for good A levels, a good university, a well-paid job, and a red Porsche to roar up the school drive, scattering your former teachers like nature’s rejects in the great race of life… The headmasters are made uncomfortable by the thrusting financial ambition of many of their pupils, but they speak of the old boy who is earning a six-figure salary in the City in much the same tones of pride that they once used for a top scholarship at Oxford or a century for England. They would like to invite a missionary to address the sixth form, but they settle instead for a well-paid yuppie, because that way they can guarantee an audience…

				You can argue, of course, that we now live in very different times; that the world has moved on; that schools are much more aware of the need to win friends and influence people; that we are more friendly towards our visitors; that things have got much better in PR terms; that the world sees us more positively. 

				But are you sure? If you aren’t, there is still plenty of PR work to be done, to explain to our widest possible public all the good things about our schools. Never assume that the world knows about our successes and no longer needs to be informed or reminded about them. If we don’t remind people about them, and explain ourselves to our friends, nobody else will.

				And, as John Eisenhammer explains in the next chapter, you can never afford to be complacent...

			

			
			

			
			

			
			

			
			

			
			

			
			

			
			

			
			

			
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2: PR in a crisis

				John Eisenhammer

				It can take years, even decades, to build and entrench a reputation for excellence. It can take just days, sometimes even hours, for all that painstaking effort to be destroyed. This warning may be oft-stated, but it lacks nothing in relevance and urgency. A cursory look at the newspapers or the television on most days will reveal huge pressures on the reputations of companies, professional bodies and individuals in many walks of life. 

				For a long time schools considered themselves to be rather like island communities, somewhat removed and shielded from the rigours and intrusions of the outside world. There may be vestigial elements of this today, but overall the reality is very different. The cultural and social context in which today’s Head operates has changed, resulting in very different attitudes and expectations.

				Problems at schools have become newsworthy. Parental dinner party chat has lost none of its fascination with the reputations of schools allegedly ‘on the up’ or ‘on the slide’, fuelled by rising fees and a proliferation of gossipy guides to schools. All independent schools are affected by the media appetite for stories about ‘toff’ schools and their scrapes and peccadilloes. The immediacy of the 24-hours news cycle can give schools much less time to gather their thoughts and prepare responses.

				Dealing with teaching staff is different in today’s corporate culture where people ‘know their rights’ and where the threat of an employment tribunal hangs over every Head, however well meaning. Pupils today are also a different breed. They are more knowing and less deferential. Some are more than happy to earn extra pocket money selling stories and photographs to local and national media about goings-on inside the school. 

				IT departments at schools which can monitor pupil email traffic in a crisis have been shocked at the way in which national newspaper journalists, chasing a particularly sensational story, ask pupils for information or photographs with promises of substantial amounts of money. Social networking sites spread rumours and gossip, sometimes unintentionally, like wildfire.

				Every Head has a story about parents from hell. Pushy parents are one thing. Litigious parents, often those with more money than sense, are a very different kettle of fish. Sadly, these are becoming more common, requiring much patience, extreme care and sound judgement while handling them (and their lawyers). Finally, there is the curse of the computer, whether in the form of pupils hacking into confidential school information or pornography suddenly appearing on a teacher’s laptop.

				It is a pretty safe bet that every Head will, in the next few years, face problems to do with one or all of the following:

				
						computer porn; 

						inappropriate relationships between pupils and staff, possibly in contravention of the Sexual Offences Act 2003;

						staff litigation; 

						parent litigation.

				

				When a crisis hits, it is horrible. It invariably happens at a bad time – the call from a Sunday newspaper late on a Friday afternoon! A Head can feel very lonely very quickly. Colleagues defer rather than act decisively in support. Governors are suddenly not there, or start to meddle unhelpfully. Confusion and procrastination are too often the consequence.
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