Cultivating Relationships with the Press

Your school is more likely to get “ink” in the media if reporters and editors know you and your school. So, you must de-mystify your school – that is, debunk any preconceived ideas about Catholic schools, in general, and your school, in particular.

How? By getting the media into your building!

And how do you do that?

A. First, find out who they are.  Get a copy of the most recent edition of your local paper(s) – weekly, biweekly, monthly. Some are “Pennysaver” types of publications. Some may be regional papers (covering several towns).  Also check the “town news” or “metro” sections of the largest daily paper near your town (Hartford Courant, New Haven Register, etc.) Look for the name of the managing editor, editor, or reporter assigned to your town. These are the people you need to meet. Subscribe to these papers so you see them every time they come out and (1) can clip anything that gets printed, and (2) can see the kinds of things they tend to print.

B. Next, meet them – in person. By e-mail or phone, invite them to your school for a tour and “backgrounder” – i.e. a 30- or 45-minute meeting where you show them your building and share the 5 best things about your school (i.e. diverse community? Great IOWA scores? High % of parent volunteers?). When they can put a face (yours, AND your school’s) to the names on press releases you see, they are more likely to run your news. Make sure they visit during school hours so they can see your great students, meet the principal, or observe a gym class or spelling lesson in action. Make sure your principal, teachers and students know they’re coming, so all can be as welcoming as possible. Ask them what kinds of stories they’re most interested in/most likely to run, and what they will NEVER run – and then send them what they want!
C. Plan B: Honor them. If reporters won’t come to your school just to meet you and see the place, you must create a reason for them to come in. Give them a “community service” award for “good media coverage of schools,” recruit them to give a talk to students about how newspapers or TV stations work, or invite them to be a “guest reader” during Catholic Schools Week. Invite their photographer, too; better yet, invite print AND electronic reporters to increase the chances that they’ll report on their own visit on the news or in their paper the next day.

D. Create an event. Give the media a timely reason to come to your school -- a food drive the week before Thanksgiving, student-written poetry readings in honor of Martin Luther King, Jr., Valentines created and delivered to nursing homes in February … etc. These “news pegs” really help. Three to five days before the event, send a “media alert” so papers know the time and place of the event.

E. Investigate electronic modes for PR.  Some towns – West Hartford, Windsor – have town “listservs” to which any school, non-profit, community group, agency, etc can send notices. This is a GREAT way to spread the word about Open Houses, special events, Entrance Exams, etc – it’s easy (notices MUST be short), “green,” free, and immediate.
F. Submit to newspaper web sites. Some newspapers (i.e. The Hartford Courant) no longer use school news in their printed papers, but rather, channel school news to their on-line “papers” via a central news-submission portal. Do not ignore this mode of PR!  It’s not as satisfying as clipping an article and posting it on a bulletin board, but these sites are increasing in popularity and traffic. And, some papers (i.e. the Courant) are also publishing a print version on Sundays of some of the articles posted on the site during the week. The Courant’s site is called iTowns; other large daily papers likely have similar vehicles.
G. Remember WJMJ – Archdiocesan radio station. Producer Walt Pinto is happy to announce upcoming school events; check www.wjmj.org for details re: how to submit info for airing.
H. “Cover” your own event. If the press doesn’t come to cover something, you’ll have to do it yourself. Take pictures whenever possible. Write SHORT stories, right away (i.e. the day after the event) about what the kids did, why they did it, what it meant to others. And then send it out ASAP via e-mail!

I. Invite them to Open House. Let them see the school the way a prospective parent would.

J. Give them exactly what they need. Make your press releases short but thorough. Send photos whenever possible. Spell all names right and include hometowns. Identify every person in every picture (and where they are standing). Include titles of all school-related people (i.e. teachers, principal, school board members). In short, do as much of their work for them as you can. Eliminate questions. Eliminate the need for them to do anything other than use your press release exactly the way you wrote it. Provide names, e-mails and phone numbers for media contact (i.e. those who can answer all questions).
K. Use E-Mail! Submit all press releases and photos via e-mail or they will never appear in any paper. Period.
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