River Forest District 90 Communications and Community Engagement Plan

Background

During 2023, District 90 Schools (D90) received increased negative feedback from parents and residents and misinformation was
circulating in the community. District leadership identified the need to revamp its approach to communications and community
engagement to build positive sustained support in the community.

Research

During fall 2023, a situation analysis of the existing communications efforts was completed to identify strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities, and threats for increasing positive community engagement. Research included an audit of existing communications
efforts, a review of the communications at 6 area school districts, and a survey among D90 parents to identify overall satisfaction,
preferred communication vehicles, and more. In addition, stakeholder interviews were conducted with board members and
informal feedback was gathered from teachers, staff, parents, and community members in-person and through Facebook.

Findings showed that parents preferred to receive information via brief newsletters (93% prefer) and read D90 information
predominantly on their mobile phones (80% of the time), indicating the existing long-form newsletter format was in need of an
overhaul. The website, which had grown cluttered and out of date, was identified as an opportunity to provide succinct, up-to-date
introductory information. While some parents use social media, as a group, they indicated that it was their least-preferred place to
learn information about school. Among the social media platforms, Facebook was the most preferred (28% prefer). Board members
and staff underscored the need for more pro-active, external focus to communications efforts to provide critical information that
anticipates areas of interest.

Planning

Using the research findings, an overarching plan was created and presented to the Board of Education. The goal was to foster greater
support for the work of District 90 Schools among parents (with kids enrolled in our schools) and community residents (who do not
have kids enrolled in our schools) starting in 2024. Results would be measured by an increase in positive feedback, a reduction in
negative feedback, and greater interest and participation in the work of our schools.

Three strategies were identified:
1. Proactively share the remarkable work happening in our schools by capturing and widely sharing stories and photos of
learning in action.
2. Optimize and streamline communication tactics across all touchpoints by identifying priority audiences and an objective for
each tactic.
3. Invite and foster participation by encouraging parents to contribute to the work of the school.



Implementation
Due to our small team of one communications employee, tactics were implemented in phases starting in Jan 2024. Below are
highlights of the primary communication tactics.

Tactic Audience | Objective/s In-market
timing
PR/Earned | Residents e Increase positive news coverage through disciplined relationship building, Jan 2024 -
media Parents pitching, and responsiveness Mar 2025
e Provide access and correct information to minimize negative coverage
D90 website | Parents e Transform website from an overgrown garden to a welcoming digital entryway June 2024-
redesign Residents e Provide up-to-date, introductory info only Mar 2025
e Incorporate good news and photos that show learning moments
Email Parents e Revamp and streamline newsletters by adopting new mobile-responsive Aug 2024 -
newsletters publishing tool and including only essential info, good news, and invitations to Mar 2025
get involved
Paper Residents o Redesign mailers from a text-heavy two-color stapled trifold to a colorful one- May 2024 -
Mailers Parents pager with good news and photos that show learning in action Mar 2025
Facebook Parents e Improve Facebook content by sharing periodic good news, photos, and Jan 2024 -
page Residents recognition for our schools for people on the platform Mar 2025
Photo Parents e Take more high-quality photographs of diverse learning moments through active | Jan 2024 -
capture Residents outreach to teachers, use photos throughout communication tactics Mar 2025
Evaluation

Following implementation, D90 received an increase in positive feedback and comments from parents and residents via email,
public comment, and in Facebook community groups, and a reduction in negative feedback. The proactive PR effort generated 28
articles/features in local news (26 positive, 2 neutral, and no negative coverage) from March 2024 through March 2025, more than
double the positive coverage in prior comparison period. In addition, there were indicators of greater parent and community
involvement. Parents volunteered for all open positions with the Parent-Teacher Organizations for the 2024-25 school year, and six
residents were moved to collect sighatures to enable them to take on the ultimate volunteer role, serving on the Board of Education,
in response to communication about four open board seats in Mar 2025. Finally, all three schools received Exemplary Ratings from

the State of Illinois in Nov 2025, one of only two districts in the state with three or more schools to have all schools receive the honor.
Looking ahead, in May of 2025 a second survey among parents will be conducted to assess impact of all the revamped
communication tactics and to identify opportunities for further improvements in the 2025-26 School Year.



Proactive PR outreach generated 28 articles/features in local news (26 positive, 2 neutral, and no negative coverage) from March
2024 through March 2025, more than double the positive coverage in prior comparison period. Examples below WGN Story
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New mobile-responsive email newsletter to parents
* Includes only essential information and good news
* Always includes one photo at the end to show learning in action
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» Improved content with periodic good
news, photos of learning moments,
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One-page mailers
sent to all residents

Builds pride in our
schools

Shares good
news

Uses photos to
convey powerful
learning moments
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