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NSPRA Golden Achievement Awards 2026 

Organization: Guilford County Schools 

Department:  Community Engagement  

Category:  Publications 

Title of Entry:  GCS Graduation Handbook: Planning an Effective Graduation Ceremony 

Intended Audience: GCS high schools, high school graduation coordinators, principals, 
counselors, graduation teams, principal supervisors 
 
Purpose of the Entry: The GCS Graduation Handbook serves as a comprehensive guide for 

high school graduation teams, with a particular focus on graduation coordinators. Its purpose is 

to ensure clarity, organization, and preparedness for all deadlines and submissions, and 

ceremony requirements associated with one of the most significant milestones in a student's 

academic journey.  

The handbook provides detailed information on: 

• Ceremony expectations and protocols 

• Procedural instructions such as order of events, student and staff line-up, stage set up, 

and overall flow of the ceremony 

• Dress code and regalia requirements 

• Venue logistics including seating, accessibility, and guest accommodations 

• Post-graduation steps for students and families 

In short, the Graduation Handbook is a roadmap for success designed to help graduation 

coordinators prepare graduates and their families for a seamless, well-organized celebration of 

academic achievement, free from confusion or missed requirements. 

Research  

Research consistently shows that graduation ceremonies require extensive, structured planning 

similar to formal project management. Effective graduation planning aligns with the Project 

Management Institute (PMI) framework, which emphasizes initiation, planning, execution, 

monitoring, and closure. These stages correspond to how districts prepare yearly handbooks 

containing tasks, timelines, and responsibilities (Roe, 2024). Beginning planning months in 

advance is considered best practice to avoid logistical challenges and ensure smooth execution. 

For example, schools typically begin major ceremony planning 6–9 months before graduation, 

aligning with the timeline of beginning handbook development in August and finishing before 

December (Touch Hall of Fame, 2026). 
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Effective graduation planning requires role clarity, including coordinators, administrators, and 

district personnel to manage logistics, communication, and ceremony operations. These roles 

mirror the handbook components referenced in the planning phrase. Planning checklists and 

task lists are widely used to ensure that coordinators follow consistent steps such as program 

creation, guest communication, venue preparation, and student management (Graduation 

Source, 2024).  

Sources:  

1. https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/graduation-ceremony-planning-using-effective-project-

roe-ed-s-lalwc 

2. https://touchhalloffame.us/blog/graduation-ceremony-planning-creating-memorable-

celebration/ 

3. https://www.graduationsource.com/blog/steps-to-success-creating-a-graduation-

committee 

Planning 

Providing relevant resources to GCS constituents is the foundation of the GCS Community 

Engagement and Partnerships Department. Each year, the development process for the 

Graduation Handbook begins in August and concludes in early December prior to winter break. 

Handbook components are determined through a review of the critical elements required to 

successfully manage each school’s graduation ceremony. These elements include 

responsibilities for graduation coordinators, required submissions to the Senior Director of 

Community Initiatives and Special Events, timelines, communication protocols, and school-

based assignments. 

A collaborative meeting with the district’s graduation team is held to discuss lessons learned 

from the most recent graduation season and to identify new information that should be 

incorporated. This collaboration ensures that the Graduation Handbook remains accurate, 

responsive, and aligned with district expectations. 

Implementation 

In 2025, the district successfully hosted 33 graduation ceremonies across a variety of venues: 

• College campuses housing the district’s early and middle colleges 

• School gyms located at special education centers 

• Greensboro’s First Horizon Coliseum for traditional high schools 

Through close collaboration with graduation coordinators, each ceremony offered a family-

oriented experience that celebrated the achievements of GCS students. While a few minor 

challenges arose—such as scripts extending beyond the planned time, junior marshals leading 

rows prematurely, or one school briefly running out of diploma covers—the excitement and pride 

of students, families, staff, and the community ensured these moments were overshadowed by 

the joy of the occasion. Overall, the ceremonies reflected the district’s commitment to 

organization, inclusivity, and celebration, marking graduation as a milestone of academic 

success and community pride. 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/graduation-ceremony-planning-using-effective-project-roe-ed-s-lalwc
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/graduation-ceremony-planning-using-effective-project-roe-ed-s-lalwc
https://touchhalloffame.us/blog/graduation-ceremony-planning-creating-memorable-celebration/
https://touchhalloffame.us/blog/graduation-ceremony-planning-creating-memorable-celebration/


NSPRA Golden Achievement Award Entry_GCS Graduation Handbook, Page 3 

Post-graduation feedback from graduation coordinators highlighted several strengths of the 

GCS Graduation Handbook. Graduation coordinators valued having a physical or digital 

document  they could mark up, highlight, or add sticky notes to. The graduation coordinators 

appreciated printed timelines with instructions on where to upload files and access relevant 

information were especially helpful. Practical templates streamlined preparation and reduced 

uncertainty. 

Overall, the handbook was praised as a practical, organized, and supportive resource that 

empowered graduation coordinators to manage ceremony preparation with confidence and 

efficiency. 


