
Marion County Public Schools - COMMS Plan – New School Times ’24-‘25 
 
RESEARCH 
SITUATION ANALYSIS 
It is not unusual for some school districts to slightly change school start/stop times (bell times) from year to year. Marion 
County Public Schools (MCPS) is no different. In 2003, we flip-flopped schedules so younger learners in elementary 
schools started first based on current research showing they learn better in earlier hours, followed by middle schoolers 
and high schoolers. In 2024, citing the importance of sleep for teens, Florida lawmakers changed the legal time at which 
public middle and high schools could begin daily classes. They gave school districts until Fall 2026 to start high school no 
earlier than 8:30AM and middle school no earlier than 8AM. Because MCPS operates more than 240 buses every day 
transporting nearly 23K students to and from school in a district of 1,650 square miles (geographically larger than Rhode 
Island), bus drivers must do double routes each day. To better facilitate on-time arrivals and improve attendance, 
District leaders swapped start times for ‘24-‘25 and moved to a three-tiered timing system so elementary schools 
started at 7:30AM, high schools at 8:30AM (leaving more time for after-school activities and student worktime during 
evening hours), and middle schools at 9:20AM. The District predicted this three-tiered bus-route system would allow 
more on-time student arrivals and improve overall attendance thanks to the adjusted bell times.  
 
MCPS is already challenged with not having enough bus drivers resulting in 20%-25% of students arriving late for school 
throughout the previous school year. The new state law compounds the challenge we’re already losing in getting 
students to school on time. We stressed “Attendance Matters” for a whole year and we did not meet our own challenge 
to get students to school on time.  
 
44 of 49 schools have new bell times for the ’24-’25 school year. How do we successfully share these new bell times to 
prepare students, parents, and families (our target audiences) for the new school year and ensure students show up on-
time starting with the first week of school? Average first-day attendance for the past three years was 89.6% and average 
first-week attendance was 93.3% including:  

• FIRST DAY:  
o ’23-’24 = 86.2% 
o ’22-’23 = 91.5% 
o ’21-’22 = 91.2% 

 

• FIRST WEEK: 
o ’23-’24 = 91.1% 
o ’22-’23 = 94.5% 
o ’21-’22 = 94.4% 

 
PLANNING 
GOALS / RESPONSIBILITIES  
Effectively communicate the new school times to students/parents/families, reduce audience confusion with new school 
times, and increase first-day and first-week on-time attendance. The Public Relations director created the 
communications plan and shared it with school principals in early Summer 2024. As the only PR lead, the same person 
worked the plan into reality, sharing information and setting out objectives, strategies, and tactics that would be carried 
out and measured to gauge campaign effectiveness.  
 
OBJECTIVES 

1. MCPS will successfully share new bell times three times via Skylert messaging, reaching at least 90% of 
audiences during summer months and before opening day on August 12 

2. 90% of schools with new bell times will share those new bell times on their marquees at least three weeks 
before opening day  

3. 90% of students will show up on-time on opening day to prove these messaging efforts worked 
4. 90% of students will show up on-time during opening week to prove these messaging efforts worked 

 
IMPLEMENTATION  
STRATEGIES 

• Use repetition to share and reinforce new bell times with students/parents/families. 
• Effectively use existing mass notification messaging system to do so. 
• Utilize high-profile/high-visibility school marquees to do so. 



• Share details with media but rely on internal efforts for more effective message targeting  
 
TACTICS 

• Post new times on school marquees by July 15 and leading up to opening day 
• Post and share July media release listing all times with local media outlets 
• Email this media release to students/parents/families  
• Share new bell time reminders on social media accounts starting July 15 through August 12 
• Direct audiences to district webpage and school home pages for the new bell times 
• Encourage discussion and early adoption of new bell times before school starts via Skylert messages (in English 

and Spanish)  
• Encourage principals to specifically share their new bell times with their school communities via staff members, 

orientations, newsletters, social media, and Skylert messages 
 
EVALUATION 

1. Did three-time Skylert messaging reach at least 90% of targeted audiences before school opened? 
a. YES: 1st Skylert message on July 18 @ 5:45PM = 91.6% successful delivery rate  
b. YES: 2nd Skylert message on July 25 @ 5:45PM = 92.3% successful delivery rate 
c. YES: 3rd Skylert message on August 5 @ 5:15PM = 91.9% successful delivery rate 

2. Did 85% of schools promote new bell times starting July 15? 
a. YES: 29 of 29 elementary schools with new bell times promoted those times = 100% 
b. YES: 9 of 9 middle schools with new bell times promoted those times = 100% 
c. YES: 6 of 6 high schools with new bell times promoted those times = 100% 

3. Did opening-day attendance reach 90%? 
a. NO: opening-day attendance reached 85.7%.  

(40,202 of projected 46,864; 784 more than last year’s first-day attendance). 
4. Did opening-week attendance reach 90%? 

a. YES: opening-week attendance reached 90.9%.  
(45,111 of projected 46,864; 1,548 more than last year’s first-week attendance)  

 
NEXT STEPS 
To engage more students/parents/families:  

• To increase opening-day attendance, we need to build more excitement into the days immediately leading up to 
opening day. This could be accomplished through school-based events with higher visibility including 
orientations, open houses, new teacher/student celebrations, etc.  

• To build opening-week attendance, we should consider creating more visible celebrations for opening week 
including street banners, campus signs, inspiring and informative videos posted online, and secure community 
partners to share first-day and opening-week messaging on their marquees.  

• Invite local media to produce more opening day live-shots and live broadcasts on campuses throughout the 
District.  

• Engage students/parents/families even more with incentives, free food, giveaways, and other campus-
community partnerships, cross promoting them on opening day and during opening week.  

 
BUDGET 

• Zero additional dollars were allocated to these efforts. Instead, staff time (14 hours) covered the responsibilities 
previously outlined and were assimilated into normal daily routines.  

• Staff time at the school level was estimated at two hours per campus based on time to include content in 
newsletters, add to school marquees, post to social media, and share with Skylert messaging (total of 44 schools 
= 88 hours).  

• Total estimated hourly investment = 102 hours  
  



 

 
 

 

MEDIA RELEASE - School Times Change for Marion County Students  

Media Coverage 

What time does school start in Ocala? Get ready for classes to begin Aug. 12 – Ocala Star Banner 

RESOURCES PROVIDED TO SCHOOLS 
 
SCHOOL MARQUEE MESSAGING OPTIONS: 
Don’t Wait to Be Late 
New School Times 
[insert start & stop times here] 
 
School Starts Aug. 12 
@ {insert new time here] 
Arrive Early 
 
 

New School Start Time 
[insert time here] 
 
School Now Starts @  
[insert time here] 
 
New School Times 
[insert start & stop times here] 
 

INSERT THESE MINI-MESSAGE OPTIONS INTO YOUR EXISTING SKYLERT MESSAGING:  
Parents, remember we have new school times this year. Starting August 12th, we begin school every day at _____AM 
and finish at _____PM. Please help your student be ready for class and arrive on time.  
 
Another new factor this year is our school times. Remember, we now start at _____AM and finish the instructional day 
at _____PM. Please help your child be on time every day starting with opening day.  
 
District Skylert Messaging 
Please scroll down to see this entire message.     
Good evening.  This is the district office of Marion County Public Schools. 
Many schools have new start times for the new school year. 
Most elementary schools are starting at 7:35AM. 
Middle and high school times are significantly different in many cases. 
We encourage you to check the list emailed with this message, your school marquee or website, or visit 
marionschools.net to view the new times well in advance so your child will be on time for the first day of 
school on August 12th. 
These new times impact most schools and most students throughout our district. 
Thanks for your time, and have a great evening. 
 
Desplácese hacia abajo para ver este mensaje completo.   
Buenas noches.  Esta es la oficina del distrito de las Escuelas Públicas del Condado de Marion.  
Muchas escuelas tienen nuevos horarios de inicio para el nuevo año escolar. 
La mayoría de las escuelas primarias comienzan a las 7:35 a. m.  
Los tiempos de la escuela intermedia y secundaria son significativamente diferentes en muchos casos. 

https://www.marionschools.net/news/what_s_new/school_times_change_for_marion_county_students
http://www.marionschools.net


Le recomendamos que consulte la lista enviada por correo electrónico con este mensaje, la marquesina de su 
escuela o el sitio web, o visite marionschools.net para ver los nuevos horarios con suficiente antelación para 
que su hijo llegue a tiempo al primer día de clases el 12 de agosto.  
Estos nuevos tiempos impactan a la mayoría de las escuelas y a la mayoría de los estudiantes de nuestro 
distrito.  
Gracias por su tiempo y que tenga una excelente velada. 

TEXT/SMS: 
Many schools have new start times for the new school year. Check your school marquee, website, or 
marionschools.net to ensure your child's on time. 
 
District Skylert Messaging Results 

 
 

   

     

   

 



School Marquees 
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