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Funding for schools is decreasing 

drastically nationwide. Most districts are 

facing possible cuts in personnel, programs 

and more. There is a way for your district 

to provide an added benefit to the families 

in your district while adding much needed 

revenue for new or revenue for new or existing programs.
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communication channels utilized by the 

members of your community.
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Dear TSPRA members,
 
I sincerely hope you are walking into 2021 with confidence and 
anticipation, just as I am. Yet, we all know that the new year continues with 
many challenges. The lessons we learned together last year will move us 
forward and serve us well in the coming months.
 
It’s okay for us to lean on each other during these tough times. In my 25 
plus years in TSPRA, I have called on colleagues throughout the state when 
I needed inspiration or information and I was never disappointed. Maya 
Angelou summed it up perfectly when she said, “We must support each 
other and empathize with each other because each of us is more alike than 
we are unalike.”
 
I don’t think I’ll ever forget 2020. We started out not having any idea of 
what was to come. But from the moment the pandemic arrived in our 
country, we have all been in this together. Day by day, we have accepted 
every challenge that came our way — virtual meetings, remote learning, 
working from home, racial tensions, political upheaval, COVID testing, 

drive thru ceremonies, postponed games, cancelled seasons and now vaccine clinics.
 
I know many of us are sharing our own pandemic stories of loved ones who got the virus and survived and of 
those who didn’t and died. Just this week, our district suffered the loss of three current employees, two highly 
esteemed teachers and a dedicated bus driver. 
 
Therefore, I would like to encourage as many of you who can to get immunized with the COVID-19 vaccine as 
soon as possible. I know it’s difficult because the lines are long and your arm will probably get sore. But take some 
refreshments, a good book and enjoy the wait.
 
I would also like to take this opportunity to thank all the health care workers and volunteers operating the vaccine 
clinics. I appreciate the efforts of those who directed traffic and kept the lines moving, those who screened the 
applications and the nurses who administered the vaccines. These clinics are a major undertaking and I expect the 
process will be smoother once everyone has ironed out the kinks.
 
Laredo ISD is in the midst of planning a vaccine clinic with the City’s Health Department. I’ll let you know how it 
went in the next issue of Communication Matters. I’m sure many of you will be planning vaccine clinics in the next 
few weeks in your communities. You’re welcome to call me so I can tell you what worked and what didn’t work for 
us.
 
Even with this crazy year, TSPRA has more than thrived. Check out page 53 to read the names of all our new 
members. We certainly couldn’t have finished the year strong without each and every one of you. Thank you 
for your continued support of our beloved association. I look forward to seeing many of you at our annual 
conference. Come expecting a dynamic professional development in Denton. Tune in to your weekly TSPRA 
newsletter for updates and information.
 
 Gratefully yours,
 
Veronica Castillon, APR
TSPRA President
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One Year of Membership Gets You

45+
weekly

newsletters
filled with

informative
and timely

topics

1000+ members to access for
support & networking
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news & legislative
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to public schools
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FREE online learning
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professional public

school communication
pieces in the TSPRA
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1amazing Annual Conference with
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member discount & earn up to
20 hours of PD credit

4 quarterly Communication
Matters magazines full of
educational materials  and
professional guidance

60+
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have your work professionally critiqued 
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members who have your
best interest in mind

Texas School Public Relations Association | www.TSPRA.org | info@tspra.org | 512-474-9107
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26

CONFERENCE IS COMING!
Details begin on page 22!
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Jan. 21 Hugging Day
Jan. 24 Compliment Day
Feb. 1 Texas Day

In a Minute

 Tidbits &
Trivia

National Celebration Days

by Tracie Seed

What is a group of unicorns called?
 A blessing

How old is the world’s oldest piece of 
chewing gum? 9,000 years old

Where were fortune cookies 
invented? America

What is a group of frogs known as? 
An army

Source: polleverywhere.com

Feb. 7 Send a Card to a Friend Day
Feb. 11 Make a Friend Day
Feb. 17 Random Acts of Kindness Day

March 12 Plant a Flower Day
March 19 Let’s Laugh Day
April 6 Student Athlete Day

Makes Scents 
One way to help reduce stress and anxiety is through 
aromatherapy via the use of essential oils. Essential oils are 
derived from plant resources such as flowers, leaves, seeds 
and fruits. Oils can be used in a bath, on the skin when 
mixed with a carrier oil (such as jojoba, sweet almond or 
avocado), as an inhalant or with a diffuser to distribute the 
scent throughout your home or office. Here are some of the 
most commonly-used essential oils to help you relax and feel 
refreshed.   

Lavender
Lemon
Orange

Peppermint
Rosemary

Ylang Ylang
Source: verywellmind.com

Celebrate Texas Public Schools Week March 1-5
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Month Abbreviations AP Style

When a month is used with a specific date, 
abbreviate only Jan., Feb., Aug., Sept., Oct., 
Nov. and Dec. All other months should always be 
completely spelled out. Also, all months should 
be spelled out when they stand alone or are alone 
with a year.

Examples
The play will be shown beginning on July 17. 
(Appears with date but is not a month that is 
abbreviated)

The last day of the play is Aug. 15. (Appears with 
date and is abbreviated)

My birthday is in September. (Appears alone and is 
spelled out)

September 1975 was a very cold month. (Appears 
alone with a year and is spelled out)

Source: writingexplained.org

Grammar
Time

Long days and sometime nights at your desk can 
be hard on your body and mind. Here are seven 
ways you can help relieve some tension and feel 
energized right in your own office. 

1
Drop your chin, roll your head around. 

2
Roll your shoulders in both directions. 

3
Shake your hands then press palms together.

4
Stand up and alternate bringing a knee up as high 

as you can.
5

Go up and down on your toes to do calf raises.
6

Use your desk to do pushups.
7

Pretend to jump rope.

Source: tinypulse.com

Desk-ercise

The ritualistic act of making a cup of tea is a simple way to slow down, help 
relieve stress and feel more balanced. The type of tea you brew can also help 
soothe stress, anxiety and other factors. The next time you’re feeling a little 
(or a lot!) frazzled, try reaching for one of these types of tea.

Chamomile can help reduce stress and headaches.
Peppermint can provide an energy boost.
Lemon Balm boosts brain power.
Lavender relaxes muscles and nerves.
Green reduces fatigue.
Rosehip alleviates pain.

Source: sipsby.com

Tea
Time

January 2021 is School Board Recognition Month. Find out more atwww.TASB.org
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Yvette Reyna
Executive Director of Community Partnerships/BEF
Boerne ISD

What did you do before this job? 
I was the director of marketing at Great Hearts Public Charter 
Schools

Something TSPRA colleagues need to know about you:  
I put my heart and soul into every event, campaign or initiative 
that I’m working on.

Something TSPRA colleagues would not expect to know 
about you: 
Here’s a fun fact: In 2008, I won a trip to the 80th Academy 
Awards in Los Angeles, CA. It was so much fun!

Something on your bucket list:
 Any dream destination where I can enjoy good food, live music, history and architecture.  

Getting to know your fellow TSPRAns

Teresa Benden
Executive Director
College Station ISD Education Foundation

What did you do before this job? 
I was a graphic designer for a local printing company.

Something TSPRA colleagues need to know about you:  
I am a 1988 Aggie grad and have been married to my Aggie 
professor husband, Mark ‘89, for over 31 years. We have three 
Aggie sons who all married wonderful Aggie gals. They have 
blessed us with six grandchildren. 

Something TSPRA colleagues would not expect to know about you: 
I drove a school bus for a year for my district when I was a stay-at-home mom.

Something on your bucket list: I would like to take a Mediterranean cruise.

Want to be featured?We want to know you!Email info@tspra.org
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by Dr. Nikita Russell 
Executive Director of Public Relations

Everman ISD

Changing the Perception of the District

How did you know the perception of the district needed changing?
I knew the perception needed to change when I would tell people I worked in Everman the 
responses would be, “Oh, you sure are great in football” or “Oh, I heard that’s not a great place 
to work.” I didn’t like that perception, because we are great in academics, arts, and it is a great 
place to work. 

What was the background on the issue?
The background came down to people not knowing how great a district we were. Everman was 
known for success in athletics but not academics or arts. People knew Everman as the state 
football champions not Everman as one of U.S. News & World Report’s best schools. They 
also did not know about Everman’s academic achievements on standardized tests, our Buckley 
Theatre Arts awards or our UIL Band Contest wins. We wanted people to know we were great in 
academics, arts and athletics.

 
How long did it take to change the perception of the district?
If I said it took a year to change the perception, that would not be the truth. The perception 
developed over some decades, so you can imagine it took longer than a year to change to a 
positive perception. The perception change was over three years and the process continues. 

What was the process for changing the perception?
I formed a district committee to assist with changing the perception. The committee consisted 
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of teachers, parents, coaches and high school students. We started a marketing campaign, “We 
Are Everman,” and led the district to change our brand. The high school Career and Technical 
Education class created our official seal and official districtwide bulldog. We marketed our brand 
with the local news media, on our new website, new social media pages, Bulldog Broadcast 
Magazine, billboards and brochures. 
 
We planned communitywide events to show district spirit. Some of the events were the back-to-
school bash, Meet the Bulldog, Fall Festival and the food pantry held on the first Wednesday of 
every month.
 
The local news media were important in helping to change our perception. The media is an 
important piece of changing the image. Our academic success was featured on Good Morning 
Texas, Wayne Carter in the Classroom, KKDA radio and K104 radio. We invited the media to every 
event possible. Those relationships helped us to change the narrative of our story. As it was said in 
last issue’s Q & A column, “embrace the news media.”  

How did you know the perception started to change?
I knew the perception changed when people starting coming to our recruitment tables at job 
fairs telling us what great things they heard about Everman, when home builders started building 
homes, when enrollment increased by 400 students, and when I told people I worked in Everman 
ISD and received a positive response. 

What is the most important point?  
You are the force to drive the stories for your district!
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CREATING A DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION 
PLAN IN A SMALL SCHOOL DISTRICT

by Emily White
Director of Communications and Marketing

Sunnyvale ISD

In early June, a little over a week after the death of George Floyd, I received a text from a former student 
— a brilliant, talented and extremely intelligent woman I deeply admire and respect. This alumna, who 

has worked internationally for a human rights organization in the fight against human trafficking, texted 
me of her pain and sadness.
 
“I just read through [fellow alumnus’] Facebook post. My heart is heavy,” she wrote.
 
Young alumni in our community had taken to social media to express their disappointment — and 
disenfranchisement — as persons of color during their time in our high school.
 
Her words unraveled a web of emotions within me — sadness, embarrassment, shame, guilt, anger — all 
at the idea that this person could have been hurt by me or by those with whom I work. We love our kids 
— what could we have possibly done to hurt them? However, the stark truth was that my feelings were 
nothing compared to those that she — and young people across the nation — have felt for ages in their 
long pursuit of equality.
 
This summer was tough. While families were grappling with a lingering pandemic and divisive political 
issues, cities across the nation erupted into racial unrest unlike anything we have seen since the Civil 
Rights Movement of the 1960s. Students voiced their frustrations in communities across the nation. My 
district was no exception. An alumni Facebook group was created in which teachers and administrators 
were disparaged. A student-led protest was held.
 
How were we, as school administrators, to handle this situation? What could our national climate teach 
us? How could we authentically create an open and healthy dialogue in our schools and community 
about race relations and inclusion? My superintendent — also a leader in TASA — led our team through a 
communitywide effort that led to growth and learning for everyone.
 
In Sunnyvale ISD, we felt that because the school district is the center of the community and the heart 
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of learning for our children, the district needed 
to be a leader in the discussion on race. It is our 
responsibility to advocate for every student and his 
or her race, culture or background. Although diversity 
and inclusion issues were already embedded in 
our district initiatives, we felt they needed further 
discussion. To ensure that every student is fairly 
represented, we created a Diversity and Inclusion 
Team. The team was charged with developing a list 
of recommendations for our Board of Trustees. As I 
write this article, the Board is set to meet about the 
recommendations on Nov. 16.*
 
Here are a few of the steps we’ve completed in our 
journey toward creating our Diversity and Inclusion 
Plan:
 
1. Everyone Was Invited to Be Involved
The goal of this team was diversity and inclusion. By 
the very nature of its goals, we felt it was crucial that 
everyone feel welcome and valuable as a participant 
of this team. Team members were encouraged to 
participate at the level they felt comfortable with — 
meaning that they could help with an action team, 
join us for meetings or simply receive team updates.
 
2.  Team Goals Were Crowd Sourced
Using a platform that specifically eliminates bias 
(think: the opposite of the echo chamber of 
Facebook), we asked this question in an online 
exchange: “What are your thoughts and questions 
about what we can do to ensure we are improving 
our diversity and inclusion efforts as a district?”
 
Participants answered thoughtfully, frankly — 
without holding back! The input our team received 
was invaluable. After the exchange, participants 
ranked the comments given and themes were 
identified. Three main themes emerged — policy, 
climate and student learning. Each of these became 
the topics of our three Action Teams. The Action 
Teams began meeting and developed findings and 
recommendations for their related theme.
 
3. Experts Were Consulted 
Dr. Brandie Green, Ph.D., a professor and expert in 
issues of vulnerable populations and diversity issues 

at the University of Texas at Arlington, led our faculty 
in a special back-to-school training. She provided a 
thorough professional development opportunity and 
remains a trusted adviser for our staff.
 
4. Promises Are Being Kept
The Diversity and Inclusion Plan, once approved, 
will become an addendum to our Strategic Plan.
Each goal of the plan will have the same measure of 
accountability as the initial goals of the Strategic Plan, 
ensuring oversight for the team’s goals.

What’s Next?
After our plan is approved, our next step will be to 
implement the plan and then evaluate (following 
the RPIE public relations cycle — Research, Plan, 
Implement and Evaluate). The most critical element 
will be for our team to maintain transparency 
throughout the process and to inform our community 
of progress, improvements and yes, even any 
missteps along the way. Correcting those mistakes 
is how we will grow. We owe this to all our students: 
past, present and future. 

*UPDATE: BOARD OF TRUSTEES APPROVE SISD 
DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION PLAN

Our presentation to the Board of Trustees was a 
success. A member of each of the action teams 
presented their draft of the Diversity and Inclusion 
Plan and board members asked thorough questions 
following each team’s presentation. Our trustees, 
themselves a diverse group, questioned every aspect 
of the presentation, ultimately voting unanimously to 
accept the plan. 
 
Beginning in January, the Diversity and Inclusion Plan 
will be implemented district-wide as an addendum to 
our SISD Strategic Plan. A few recommendations our 
community can expect: a “dashboard-style” page 
on the Sunnyvale ISD website that will constantly be 
updated to document our progress toward diversity 
and inclusion; Superintendent William’s SISD “Anti-
Discrimination Toolkit” which will be used by all 
SISD employees as a tool for intervention and the 
“No Place for Hate”student-led mandatory climate 
program. There are several other recommendations 
that will also be implemented and we look forward to 
continuing this process. 
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EduLege Extra
Some of the timely issues that have been addressed in recent editions of EduLege

by Andy Welch

A no-count test…
Yes, most Texas students will still be required 
to take a battery of accountability tests 
this spring, but their campuses and school 
districts will not receive grades from the 
state.

The Texas Education Agency has decided 
that the results of the State of Texas 
Assessment of Academic Readiness tests 
will not be used to give all districts and 
campuses grades of between A-F.

The pandemic “has disrupted school 
operations in fundamental ways that have 
often been outside the control of our 
school leaders, making it far more difficult 
to use these ratings as a tool to support 
student academic growth,” Texas Education 
Commissioner Mike Morath announced.

A bipartisan majority of Texas House 
members, and many state and local school 
officials, had called on Governor Abbott and 
Commissioner Morath to either postpone 
administration of the STAAR tests or at least 

suspend the A-F grading system.

“We are, I think, collectively going to have 
to make many adjustments over the coming 
years to support students, given what is likely 
to be some significant negative impacts on 
student learning,” due to the pandemic, 
Commissioner Morath said during a 
conference call with school superintendents. 

In July, Governor Abbott announced that 
STAAR would not have an impact on whether 
students in the 5th and 8th grades advance 
to the next grade level. Typically, 5th and 8th 
grade students must retake STAAR exams if 
they do not pass them.

Teacher groups celebrated the cancellation 
of A-F grades but expressed disappointment 
that the state did not also cancel the STAAR 
exams.

The Texas State Teacher’s Association said 
administering the STAAR will force teachers 
to waste time preparing students for the 
exams. The Association of Texas Professional 
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continued on Page 20

Educators said TEA’s change does not go far 
enough.

“For now, at least, our state’s dedicated educators 
have one less thing to worry about,” ATPE 
Executive Director Shannon Holmes said. “We 
believe that waiving the STAAR test mandate 
completely for the year is the best move for our 
Texas public schools.”

Governor Abbott last March canceled both the 
STAAR exams and the A-F school grades for the 
20219-2020 school year, as the coronavirus spread 
across Texas and forced school districts to resort to 
virtual learning for students.

Widespread learning loss has been acknowledged 
by districts across the state, although exactly how 
much the so-called “COVID slide” has affected 
students remains unknown. 

Proof required…
The Texas Education Agency now says that high 
schools and school districts will no longer receive 
“bonus points” for graduates who enlist in the 
military—until the Defense Department provides 
proof that the student has actually joined the 
armed forces.

Under the state’s school accountability system, 
districts and campuses are given credit for students 
who enlist in the military after they graduate from 
high school.

TEA says that it is now requiring Defense 
Department confirmation of enlistment after 
dozens of Texas campuses and districts reported 
abnormally high rates of students joining the 
armed forces.

Those districts reported large percentages of 
graduates in 2018 and 2019 enlisting in the 
military, well above the state average of roughly 
five percent. In several cases, the high enlistment 
rates — as much as 30 percent — dramatically 
boosted state-issued accountability ratings in 
schools and districts with poor standardized test 
scores, college readiness metrics and graduation 

rates.

Without the abnormally large enlistment totals, 
four Texas districts that scored B grades from the 
state in 2019 likely would have received grades of 
D or F.

For most Texas districts and high schools, TEA’s 
clampdown on military enlistments will have 
relatively minimal effect.  Most report only a small 
percentage of seniors who enlist after graduation, 
hardly enough to bump up their letter grade.

A step in the right direction…
Governor Abbott has announced that Texas school 
districts and charter operators will receive $420 
million in reimbursements for the computers and 
Wi-Fi hotspots that they were forced to purchase 
for remote learning during the pandemic.

The reimbursements will be funded entirely by 
the federal Coronavirus Aid, Relief and Economic 
Security (CARES) Act that was passed by Congress 
last spring.

The Association of Texas Professional Educators 
called the reimbursement program a step in the 
right direction but warned that more funding 
would be needed to make school districts whole 
“for the extraordinary costs they have had to bear 
since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic.”

Most school districts were forced to dip into 
Fund Balance to pay for the technology that 
many students needed for their virtual classroom 
education.

The Aggies say…
If the State Legislature finally relents — and 
expands Medicaid services for poor individuals 
— Texas could collect as much as $5.4 billion 
federal dollars and enroll nearly one million more 
people in the federal safety-net health insurance 
program, according to a new study by Texas A&M 
researchers.

Health policy experts also say that Medicaid 
expansion in Texas would help drive down the 
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continued from Page 19

state’s staggering uninsured rate, which — at 18.4 
percent in 2019 — was the highest in the nation, 
according to the U.S. Census Bureau.

The A&M study estimates that roughly 1.2 million 
Texans would qualify if the State Legislature 
expanded Medicaid eligibility to include low-income 
individuals who earn 138 percent, or less, of the 
federal poverty line. To qualify for Medicaid in Texas 
currently, an individual must be 18 or younger, over 
65, pregnant or disabled. Their income must not 
exceed the federal poverty line.

The study was conducted by Texas A&M's Bush 
School of Government and Public Service and funded 
by the Episcopal Health Foundation, a Houston-
based community health advocacy nonprofit.

Texas is one of 12 states that have not adopted the 
Medicaid expansion. If the state expanded Medicaid, 
the federal government would pay 90 percent of the 
cost and the state would pay 10 percent.

“We see no significant changes in spending from 
other state revenues and no evidence that states cut 
back on other priority areas like transportation or 
education” to pay for Medicaid expansion, said Laura 
Dague, one of the study’s authors.

Governor Abbott has long opposed Medicaid 
expansion, previously calling the insurance program 
“broken and bloated.” 

Despite criticism that Medicaid expansion would 
add more poor patients to a health care system that 
does not have enough physicians who accept the 
insurance, Elena Marks, president of the Episcopal 
Health Foundation, says that it is more important to 
ensure that low-income communities have some sort 
of access to medical care.

A former teacher and administrator…
President-elect Biden has announced that he 
will nominate Miguel A. Cardona, currently the 
Commissioner of Education in Connecticut, to serve 
as his Secretary of Education.

If confirmed, Dr. Cardona would face the most urgent 
education crisis in decades and whether he can press 

schools to reopen without turning the issue into a 
partisan matter, as Education Secretary Betsy DeVos 
did, could have major repercussions for the young 
Biden Administration.
 
The selection of Dr. Cardona, a Latino, would fulfill 
Biden’s campaign promise to appoint a diverse 
cabinet and a Secretary of Education with public 
school experience — a blunt juxtaposition to DeVos, 
a billionaire champion of private schools that she and 
her children attended. Dr. Cardona, whose parents 
are from Puerto Rico, grew up in public housing and 
attended public schools throughout his life.

Randi Weingarten, the president of the American 
Federation of Teachers, heralded Dr. Cardona’s 
“deep respect for educators and their unions.” 
Jeanne Allen, who runs the Center for Education 
Reform, called the selection “good news.”
 
Dr. Cardona, 45, was appointed Connecticut’s 
Commissioner of Education in 2019 after two 
decades of experience as a public-school educator. 
He also served as a principal for a decade, and as 
an assistant superintendent. He was also an adjunct 
professor at the University of Connecticut, where he 
received his doctorate.
 
Teachers in Connecticut say that Dr. Cardona’s 
leadership as education commissioner had struck 
the right balance of transparency and flexibility, even 
during the coronavirus crisis.
 
“He has provided the stability the state has needed 
and also focusing on equity and diversity,” said Stuart 
Beckford with the Hartford Federation of Teachers.

Texas flunks the test…
Texas is failing to properly educate students on the 
realities of climate change and global warming, 
according to a new report by the National Center for 
Science Education and the Texas Freedom Network 
Education Fund.

The report gave Texas and five other states a grade 
of F in terms of how well their schools addressed the 
scientific consensus that climate change is real—and 
caused by human activity—as well as the consensus 
that there are ways to mitigate its impact.
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Long-time TSPRA member Andy Welch, the retired Communication 
Director for the Austin Independent School District, compiles and 
writes two issues of EduLege every week during the school year, 
copies of which are typically distributed by the state TSPRA office to 
members on Mondays and Thursdays. That schedule is altered for 
holidays, and for winter, spring and summer breaks—and when he 
needs the occasional day off.

Email any questions, suggestionss or concerns to Andy at 
andywelch1@gmail.com and follow him on Twitter at @welch_andy.

“A failing grade on this topic is simply not 
acceptable,” said Kathy Miller, president of the TFN 
Education Fund, at a press conference.

A lack of proper science education leaves students 
poorly prepared for higher education, officials from 
the groups said. Students also leave the public-
school system without being taught the critical 
thinking and inquiry skills necessary to participate 
in civic discourse about science and its impact on 
society, they said.

“Climate change is a topic that’s had so much 
misinformation spread across our information 
landscape that it’s a very powerful topic to use, not 
only to give students the information they need to 
make decisions going forward, but to learn how 
to think critically about science,” said Ann Reid, 
NCSE’s executive director.

She added that proper science education can 
help students learn how to identify misinformation 
tactics, debunk conspiracy thinking and identify 
logical fallacies in scientific matters.

“We’ve certainly seen in the last year what an 
important skill that is,” Reid said.

‘Best elected board…’
Democrats gained one seat on the republican-
dominated State Board of Education in the 
November general election.

Democrat Rebecca Bell-Metereau, a Texas State 
University professor, defeated republican Lani Popp, 
a Northside School District speech pathologist, in 
a district that runs along the Interstate 35 corridor 
between San Antonio and Austin and stretches 
out into the Hill Country. Incumbent Ken Mercer, a 
republican who held the seat for 14 years, did not 
seek re-election.

But republicans retained control of two other seats 
that Texas Democrats hoped to flip. Republican 
Will Hickman, an intellectual property lawyer, 
led democrat Michelle Palmer, an Aldine history 
teacher, for the seat that is being vacated by Donna 
Bahorich, a Houston republican and former Board 
chair. 

And republican incumbent Tom Maynard defeated 
democrat Marsha Burnett-Webster, a retired teacher 
and college administrator, in the district that runs 
north of Austin and includes both suburban and rural 
areas. 

Experts say the state board’s political dynamic will 
certainly remain conservative, though less radical, 
and controversial than in decades past. 

“The Board continues to be a problem-solving board 
and doesn’t split toward ideological lines like it did 
toward the ’90s or the first decade of this century,” 
said David Anderson, an education lobbyist at Hillco 
Partners. “This has been the best elected board we 
have had in 45 years.”

Throwback to 1950…
State Representative Gina Hinojosa, D-Austin, has 
filed House Bill 613 that would return the Texas 
Commissioner of Education to being a statewide 
elected official. 

HB 613 would amend the Texas Education Code to 
read: “The commissioner of education is elected by 
the qualified voters at the general election for state 
and county officers.”

The governor has appointed the education 
commissioner for 70 years. State law currently 
establishes the commissioner’s four-year term as 
“commensurate with the term of the governor.” 
Representative Hinojosa’s bill harks back to the 
older form of the position. Once called the state 
superintendent of public instruction, the office of 
Texas Commissioner of Education was a statewide 
elected office until 1950.
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Somewhere 
Between 

Summer Camp & 
Homecoming

A retrospective look at TSPRA’s Annual Conference

by Tim Carroll, APR

For the public relations rookie or veteran, the TSPRA conference is a combination of summer 
camp and homecoming weekend wrapped around three days of professional development.

I attended my first TSPRA conference in February 1995 but the history of TSPRAns gathering for a 
conference goes back another 32 years to 1963. It was in that year that the newly formed Lone Star 
Chapter of the National School Public Relations Association began holding workshops at the Texas 
Association of School Administrators (TASA) conference.

The chapter’s history shows a roster of 57 dues-paying members, most of whom were 
superintendents. Of course, public relations duties fell on those superintendents since few school 
districts employed full-time PR staff at the time.

If you’ve ever wondered what the appeal for attending three days of professional meetings 
(surrounded by summer camp and homecoming), ask a first-year TSPRAn. 

“I didn’t even know this was a thing six months ago when they hired me from the newspaper,” one 
rookie told me. “It is so great to meet all these people that do what I do.” Another rookie I met had 
come from a corporate background. “I can’t believe everyone is so willing to share their ideas. In my 
old job, you didn’t share anything because everyone else was a competitor.”

Keeping It Relevant
The conference’s purpose has always been to provide relevant training and discussions about the 
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technical and strategic sides of the PR profession. 
The actual topics on the seminar menu have 
certainly changed though.

Tips for increasing parent involvement and 
then managing over-engaged parents topped 
the agenda in the 1970s. PR folks in the 1980s 
couldn’t hide from the report called “A Nation 
at Risk.” The widely read report showed the U.S. 
lagging behind most countries in public education 
and then put the blame squarely on bad public 
schools. TSPRAns gathered that year to explain 
why “There’s no better place to learn than your 
public schools.”

The 1980s and 1990s were exciting times for PR 
practitioners. First, there was Apple’s gift to the 
world — the Macintosh Computer, which debuted 
in 1984. Let me just summarize its impact on PR 
folks by shouting, “OMG!”  

The days of Compugraphic typesetters and 
wax machines were ending. In their place were 
desktop publishing tools like Aldus PageMaker 
and Adobe Photoshop. The desktop publishing 
trend led to multiple TSPRA sessions and 
workshops on using the new tools. By the end 
of the 1990s, web pages had been added to the 
PR skill set and half-day sessions were devoted 
to tech people who had become part of the PR 
landscape.

Before there was a movie with Tom Hanks and 
Meg Ryan — the phrase “You’ve Got Mail” meant 
AOL (America Online). Dial-up Internet services 
took off in the mid 1990s and by the year 2000, 
TSPRA members were crowding sessions and 
talking to vendors about building web pages 
and managing the new email Listserv universe. 
Ironically, many of the same members were 
crowding sessions in 2005 looking for ways to 
stop people from going online and harassing 

them on the new social media platform 
Facebook. Meanwhile, school administrators 
were searching for ways to make sure “no child 
was left behind” in the early 2000s.

With sessions as varied as video production, 
communicating in a hurricane and engaging 
parents (of course), TSPRA conference planning 
committees are always on the lookout for new 
topics that keep the seminar relevant for the 
times. My crystal ball sees COVID-related topics 
on more than a few session titles next year.

Time to Celebrate
Man — I was gone on this crazy scheme —
Gigging alone with this TSPRA scene —Joined 
by PR cats and foundation daddio’s in their 
finest clothes — Like wow!

With those immortal words, the 2005 TSPRA 
Star Awards banquet was underway. It wasn’t 
your typical banquet speech and it wasn’t your 
typical awards banquet. 

Being in the public relations business, it seems 
logical that TSPRA planners know how to plan a 
good party. That party is called the TSPRA Star 
Awards Banquet and unlike most conference 
banquets, people want to attend — seriously.  

The special event was first held in 1978 for 
approximately 100 people. Planners broke away 
from the traditional awards banquet format in 
1983 when they asked Grapevine-Colleyville PR 
Director and former radio guy, Riney Jordan, to 
MC the event. 

“My plan that first year was to just have some 
fun — to fill in the gaps and keep it moving 
along,” explained Jordan recently. “It may 
seem out of place to poke fun at award 

continued on Page 24
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winners, but it was all in good fun.”

“I remember one year, Becky Nugent at Bryan 
ISD won several publication awards with a 
crayon theme. The next year a bunch of other 
folks won the same awards with crayon themes 
and I just couldn’t let them get off the stage 
without a little bit of ribbing.”

Jordan’s banter was a big hit and he hosted 
the Star Awards Banquet for another 22 years. 
Serving as his musical sidekick for 7 of those 
years was Jon Dahlander, Dallas ISD (now 
Highland Park ISD) executive director for media 
relations. Dahlander continues today to use his 
professional piano skills to entertain and keep 
those long walks to the stage from becoming 
awkwardly quiet moments.

Now back to the PR cats at the crazy scene 
called the Star Awards Banquet. It was in 2005 
that Riney turned the microphone (but not the 
toupee) over to me as banquet MC. Knowing 

I had big shoes to 
fill, I prepared an 
opening monologue 
that included a 
beatnik rap that 
would have made 
Maynard G Krebbs 
proud. (look it up). 

Man — I was gone 
on this crazy scheme 
/ Gigging alone with 
this TSPRA scene / 
Joined by PR cats 
and foundation 

daddio’s in their finest clothes – Like wow!

Like — You don’t need to write no speeches 
daddy / Just tell it like it is /

Like — You don’t need to sing no songs / Just 

blow baby like thissssss / Crazy! Talk to me 
baby

I was not sure if the silence that followed my 
powerful poetry reading was in respect or 
shock for what they had just witnessed. We 
eventually had a few laughs and I’ve had the 
pleasure to serve as MC for the past 15 years.  

Some of the more memorable banquet 
shenanigans have included a Family Feud 
gameshow, a campfire sing-along, a visit to 
the first Star Awards Banquet in Budapest, 
Hungary and an eye-witness account of 
Godzilla’s rampage up I-35. We gave out 
awards too!

Summer Camp & Homecoming
For rookies, a TSPRA seminar can be like 
a summer camp. There is a feeling of 
excitement and anxiety on that first day as 
you check-in. They may not recognize anyone, 
and they don’t want to do anything goofy that 
draws attention. Thank goodness there is no 
swimming test.

A day later, those rookies walk the hotel 
hallways like they own the place. It doesn’t 
take long to realize TSPRAns are friendly folks. 

Veterans, on the other hand, can’t get past the 
lobby check-in desk without shouting out to 
friends and making plans for dinner. It is truly a 
homecoming for hundreds of Texas PR people 
every February.

Whatever category you fall into, I hope you 
will join TSPRA for the 2021 conference in 
Denton. I promise the food will be better than 
summer camp chow and I’m sure your high 
school homecoming date won’t embarrass 
you — probably. Don’t forget to stay for the 
banquet!

It is truly a 
homecoming 
for hundreds 
of Texas PR 
people every 
February.

continued from Page 23
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It’s almost time to Tune in to TSPRA. It is hard to believe that six long years have passed since our 
last conference (OK…it was really just a year ago, but it sure feels like so much longer.) In just a few 
weeks, we will gather in Denton to relearn, refresh and recharge. 

My first TSPRA conference was in 1997. It was quite a bit smaller, and there were fewer session choices, 
but the level of professional learning and growth was amazing and I knew I had found my place and my 
people. 

As our conferences have grown, so has the challenge to get everything covered in four short days. 
Tune in to TSPRA will feature dozens of high-quality sessions, round table discussions, and learning 
opportunities all led by our friends and colleagues. Thanks to the hard work of our staff at the state 
office, we also have vendors offering a wide variety of products and services to help make our jobs a 
little easier. Plus, there are numerous unofficial sessions over meals and during social hours. 

So, how do you manage to get all in? Here are a few tips on how to tune in to the Top Hits, Deep 
Tracks and maybe even find a One Hit Wonder.

Consult the Playlist
In the early years, the conference program was not available until we showed up for the first day. 
By now, thanks to the great TSPRA app, you can see the full conference schedule, all the session 
descriptions and a list of vendors before leaving home. Take advantage of this. Plan your sessions 
around your professional growth wants and needs. Visit vendors based on what services you struggle 

Find Your Jam at  

TSPRA  Annual Conference
A newbie’s guide to #TSPRA21 

by Ian M. Halperin
Executive Director of Communications and Community Relations

Wylie ISD
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with or might fit into your district’s communications 
goals. 

If this is your first conference, I highly suggest the 
Rookie Boot Camp pre-conference session. In 
addition to providing some great information on 
TSPRA and an overview of some of the key areas 
of school PR, you and your fellow rookies will be 
paired with a mentor to help you tune in to the 
conference.  

Make Your Own Top 10 List
What are the issues or needs keeping you up at 
night? Is there a new program or app you are 
curious about? Start making a list now. Topics 
and presenters are purposely selected to cover 
all aspects of school PR. Odds are, if you are 
needing advice or direction, someone else is too. 
And because we have more than 1,000 members 
who are willing to share, you will be able to 
find someone playing your tune. This goes for 
equipment too. Have a question about a new 
digital camera or podcast mixer? Bring it along; 
especially if you see a session (or roundtable) that 
covers your device. 

Deep Tracks
One of the best things about being a member 
of TSPRA is the other TSPRAns. The conference 
provides lots of opportunities for small group 
discussions and even one-on-one chats. Most 
members say networking is one of their top five 
reasons for attending. Make note of who is sitting 
in sessions with you and don’t be afraid to start a 
conversation. We are all friendly and love to meet 
new people and share stories. 

Hopefully, you can leave some of your work behind 
because a lot of these informal sessions occur at 
the end of the day, hanging out at meals or social 
events. I promise you that anywhere you see a 
group of TSPRAns, things are being done. 

B -Side Bonus Finds
With all the great things happening inside the 

breakout rooms, it is sometimes easy to rush past 
our vendors. I encourage you to stop and take a 
listen to what they have to say. Linsae and her team 
carefully vet each of the vendors and sponsors at 
the conference. In addition to providing resources 
for many aspects of our job, they are a great avenue 
to meet colleagues and exchange ideas, tips and 
suggestions. Most of our vendors are longtime 
TSPRA friends and understand the challenges we 
face. If you have a question about a specific vendor 
or product, ask a colleague or talk to Linsae. 

One hit Wonders
I hope that by the end of the conference you will 
be almost overloaded with new ideas and strategic 
suggestions. Try to find that one thing that you 
can start using immediately when you return to 
your district. Might be a software shortcut or a new 
camera setting. Could be a website resource or 
additions to your crisis plan. Or it may be a new 
friend to call when you have a question. That thing 
that 20 years from now you will replay in your head 
like that song you remember from high school. If you 
can do that, it will be a great conference. 



EXHIBITORS

Finalsite
Districts choose Finalsite 
for its industry-standard 

website platform, award-winning design, and 
secure data integration with third-party systems. 
Finalsite is the leading provider for hundreds of 
districts with a team of professionals who care 
deeply about their work and who value a lasting 
partnership.

finalsite.com

John Doornbos, Director of Sales
john.doornbos@finalsite.com
360-383-8439

Class Intercom
Take your school's 
social media to the 

next level. Class Intercom is a social media 
management platform developed specifically 
for schools.

classintercom.com

Taylor Siebert, Co-Founder 
taylor@classintercom.com 
402-617-2000

BenchmarkONE 
K12
Ignite K12 
Relationships - 

Keep Parents, Staff and Community in the Loop 
with Powerful Email Newsletter Software Built 
Specifically for Schools

hatchbuck.com/k12

Lindsey Stroud
lstroud@hatchbuck.com
314-529-1434

Alboum Translation  
Services
Alboum Translation Services 
provides written translation, 
as well as on-demand phone 

and video interpretation. We specialize in 
education and work with dozens of Texas school 
districts.
 
alboum.com
 
Hillary Berman, Chief Marketing Officer
info@alboum.com
571-765-3060

Daktronics
Daktronics is the industry leader 
in designing and manufacturing 
electronic scoreboards, 
programmable display systems 

and large screen video displays.

daktronics.com

Mike Vogelaar, Sports Marketing
mike.vogelaar@daktronics.com
972-632-9686

The Certified Public 
Communicator™ program at TCU 
is a post-baccalaureate, graduate-
level program to help school, city, 
and county communicators build 

comprehensive communication plans for their 
organizations.
 
certifiedpubliccommunicator.org 

Jacqueline Lambiase
Director, CPC Program at TCU
817-360-2547

Discover Denton
From music and museums 
to hiking trails and lakes, 
Denton offers a setting 

where these diverse worlds meet. We have 
shopping and sports; dining and dancing; and 
festivals and fun. There’s so much to discover in 
Denton. The hardest part is deciding where to start!

discoverdenton.com

Jessica Robinson
Jessica@discoverdenton.com
817-966-9126

ArchiveSocial
ArchiveSocial is the 
leading social media 

archiving solution for government agencies 
and school districts to remain compliant and 
actively manage risk online.

archivesocial.com

Nancy Vodicka 
nancy.vodicka@archivesocial.com 
(888) 558-6032
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FlashVote
FlashVote is the newest 

and best way to survey parents - multichannel 
(web/text/voice) and multilingual. No more false 
data from online surveys. Get results 90% faster, 
easier and cheaper than traditional surveys.

flashvote.com/schools

Kevin Lyons, Co-Founder & CEO
kevin@flashvote.com
510-593-4901

Huckabee Communications
Huckabee Communications 
team develops branding and 
communications strategies 

that holistically tell a client’s story, increase 
engagement and elevate their image.

huckabeecommunications.com

Megan Smith, Director of Client Communications
msmith@huckabee-inc.com
512-971-1102 

Harris County 
Department of 
Education
Harris County 
Department 

of Education is a unique educational hybrid 
serving school districts, governmental entities 
and nonprofits in the third largest county in the 
country.

hcde-texas.org

Stephanie De Los Santos, Director, Client 
Engagement
sdelossantos@hcde-texas.org
832-293-0876

Gabbart Communications
Gabbart Communications 
offers an innovative variety 
of product features bringing 
convenience and efficiency 
to School Districts across the 

United States. In today’s time, it’s more important 
than ever to understand how to market your 
district. We empower you to improve your brand, 
influence the narrative, engage your community, 
and tell your story.

gabbart.com

Frankie Hill, Territory Manager 
frankie@gabbart.com
877-810-6894

Friends of Texas Public 
Schools 
We are an apolitical 

organization focused on educating all Texans 
about the virtues and achievements of our Texas 
Public Schools.

www.fotps.org

Jennifer Storm, Executive Director
JStorm@fotps.org
512-334-6555

H-E-B
The H-E-B Excellence in 
Education Awards celebrate 
public school professionals 

whose leadership and dedication inspire a love 
of learning in students of all backgrounds and 
abilities. Since its inception in 2002, the H-E-B 
Excellence in Education Awards program has 
awarded more than $13 million to Texas edu-
cators, schools and districts.  It has become the 
largest monetary program for educators in the 
state, spotlighting best practices and celebrat-
ing the passions and creativity of Texas educa-
tors. In 2022 the program will celebrate it’s 20th 
anniversary. Please visit the website at heb.com/
education to nominate an educator or complete 
an application.

www.heb.com

Jill Reynolds, Director of Public Affairs
reynolds.jill@heb.com
512-421-1048

Forecast5 Analytics, Inc.
Forecast5® Analytics 
provides decision support 

systems for school leaders. Our analytics 
technology helps you identify strategic and 
financial opportunities with highly visual 
output in the areas of financial performance, 
compensation, enrollment/demographics, and 
student performance. More than 2,000 school 
districts across the country are using Forecast5 
tools to maximize data insights.

forecast5analytics.com

Travis Zander, Sr. Analytics Advisor
tzander@forecast5analytics.com
512-767-1507
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Matterlab
Matterlab provides tools 
to catalyze impact, content 

to amplify voices, partnership to advance your 
programs, and frameworks to reimagine our 
education system for greater equity.

matterlab.org

Lane Lowe, Vice President
lane@matterlab.org
703-217-2076

Knockout Specialties Inc.
Welcome to Knock-Out 
Specialties Inc., where 
promoting your business 
is our business. KOS is an 

industry leader offering unique promotional 
products, excellent service and customer-focused 
marketing. We are your premier source for 
branding solutions!

knockoutspecialties.com

Brent Bond, Sr. Account Manager 
brent@knockoutspecialties.com
940-735-2527

K12 Insight LLC
K12 Insight’s powerful 
customer experience 

platform combines technology with industry 
leading research to help school leaders build trust 
with their communities, simplify communication 
and create an equitable and productive school 
climate. Let’s Talk! won the SIIA 2019 CODiE 
Award for Best Collaborative Solution for 
Educators. For more information about K12 
Insight or Let’s Talk!

k12insight.com

Sarah Berman, Regional Account Director 
sberman@k12insight.com
703-542-9633

Parentsquare
ParentSquare was 
built around a 
unique approach 

to engagement. ParentSquare unifies all 
communication and parent engagement tools 
used across classrooms, sites, and school 
districts, with oversight throughout and 
powerful reporting metrics.

parentsquare.com

Ryan Ta, Regional Director
ryan.ta@parentsquare.com
888-496-3168

Relatrix Corporation
Relatrix helps districts across 
Texas track volunteers, 

match business partners, and build community 
relationships. EZvisitor, our newest product, 
tracks visitors and students at your schools. Visit 
us in the exhibit hall.

relatrix.com

Mark Franke, President
mfranke@relatrix.com
800-570-6234

Remo Security
Turning classrooms into safe 
rooms....keeping our students 
staff safe.

remosecuritydoors.com

Robert O'Leary
Rob@remosecuritydoors.com
212-983-1010

Region 4 Print Center
Proud to be the “Official 
Printer of TSPRA.”  We now 
offer online printing services 
available 24 hours a day! Our 
team of friendly professionals 

is ready to assist you with all of your printing 
needs.  Stop by our booth today to see what we 
can do for you.

esc4.net/printcenter

Bryan Tucker, Print Center Supervisor
btucker@esc4.net
713-744-8129 
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Smore
Welcome to TSPRA 2021! 
Smore makes it easy to 

create beautiful newsletters that get real results.

smore.com

Rachel Epstein, VP Business Development
rachel@smore.com
801-362-6336

TeacherLists
TeacherLists makes it easy 
for schools and districts 

to manage back-to-school supply lists, and lists 
are connected directly with retailers, making 
shopping easier than ever for parents!

teacherlists.com

Charlene LaFerriere, Partner Services Manager 
claferriere@teacherlists.com
508-846-5800

Translation & 
Interpretation 
Network

Translation & Interpretation Network has been 
providing educators with the highest quality 
language services and customer service to meet 
all their communication needs and multicultural 
challenges successfully.

tintranslation.com

Fabio Torres, Education & Recruitment Manager
ftorres@tintranslation.com
817-289-0050

®

VolunteerNow / VOLY
VOLY is a user-friendly, 
cloud-based, fully 
integrated solution that 
recruits, vets, manages, 
and acknowledges 
your volunteers and 

community partners.

VOLY.org

Patrick Hicks, Director of Business Development 
phicks@volnow.org
972-489-6228

WRA Architects
Since 1954, WRA has a 
rich history of designing 
educational facilities, focusing 
on making learning spaces not 
only functional, but beautiful 
as well.

wraarchitects.com

Michael Holmberg, Partner
mholmberg@wraarchitects.com
214-750-0077

T-Mobile
Enjoy T-Mobile Perks for 
Education

t-mobile.com/educationperks

Natalya Kasha,Account Manager, Government
natalya.kasha@t-mobile.com
585-370-0883

Thoughtexchange
Thoughtexchange 
helps you quickly 

gauge support for your decisions and get the 
perspective you need.

thoughtexchange.com

Laura Milne Account Executive 
laura.milne@thoughtexchange.com 
250-857-5591

The Scholastic Network
The Scholastic Network 
(TSN) is an Enterprise 
digital broadcast network 
built for schools, post-

secondary institutions and education service 
agencies to efficiently communicate important 
and engaging information to students, 
teachers, staff, and other key stakeholders. 
Our mission is to inform, inspire and create 
community in and outside of schools.

thescholasticnetwork.com

Tom Deliganis, Vice President
tdeliganis@thescholasticnetwork.com
281-615-4143
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by Corey Ryan
Chief Communications Officer

Leander ISD



I remember being terrified to stand up in a 
crowded room of 100 or so school district 
administrators to introduce myself. I was 23 
years old, fresh out of the newsroom, where 

I had been a newspaper reporter, fearless to 
speak to a stranger one-on-one. But groups were 
different. As the new writer/videographer for 
Harlingen CISD, I was expected to go in front 
of the camera to do work on our PEG Channel 
(public-education-government cable television). 
I felt pressed to impress even in this short 
introduction so as to not be seen as a phony. 

The mic bounced table to table as the new central 
office staff members introduced themselves.

My heart pounded and my palms moistened while 
I wondered about the genius that would come 
out of my mouth. I stood up because that’s what 
confident people are supposed to do, I muttered 
my name and thanked “Steve” for hiring me, 
letting me start a new career. Mind you, I was 
only 23 (and I looked 16), so the idea of a “new 
career” probably seemed ridiculous to this group 
of seasoned educators.

But the thing that I said was “Steve” when 
referring to Dr. Flores. The director of staff 
development would come up to me after the 
meeting, commenting to me that I shouldn’t call 
the superintendent “Steve.” My cheeks reddened 
because her remark insinuated that I felt entitled 
when, in fact, I felt incredibly nervous and referred 
to the superintendent by the name he offered 
when I reported on the school district’s bond 
election. 

In my 11th school year working in my third district, 
now as chief communications officer in Leander 
ISD outside Austin, I think most people would 
be shocked to learn public speaking was not 
always a strength of mine. A combination of luck, 
privilege, work and fun brought me to this point. 
I am sharing this story, because I know there are 
dozens of writers, video editors, designers and 
webmasters in our organization who want to be 
directors, assistant superintendents or chiefs 
in a school district. I was hired as an executive 
director at 28. I think my ability to speak in public, 
organize presentations and tell stories was the 
single most important skill that helped me get 

Three tips to grow your career

CONFESSIONS OF AN UNTRAINED 
BUT WELL-PRACTICED 

PUBLIC SPEAKER 
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there (other than luck). I have little formal training, 
but I do have some tips and tricks for public 
speaking.

Here goes…

BE FEARLESS ON THE KARAOKE STAGE
DJ Roland was the karaoke king of Harlingen, 
Texas. Once a week, he’d be at the Oxygen Bar 
blasting tunes and providing positive commentary 
when his regular singers took their turns. My 
wife and her friends from the community theater 
crowded the sign-up list and I’d join them. We’d 
frequent Oxygen or The Point for karaoke night 
once a week in Harlingen or go to the Coral Reef, 
a smoky dive bar on South Padre Island that does 
karaoke 365 days a year. 

My wife and her friends were trained, practiced 
and talented singers and musicians. One had 
been an opera singer, who used to be obsessed 
with singing this huge rendition of Radiohead’s 
“Creep.” 

Karaoke can be a way of life for some people, 
like going to spin classes or dance lessons. It’s an 
inclusive activity in that everyone is encouraged 
to take a turn but also terrifying because you 
essentially perform in front of 10-50 strangers. 

I started singing karaoke, even though I have zero 
(and possibly negative) musical talent. I convinced 
myself that the only way to get better in front of 
a crowd is to force myself to get up in front of a 
crowd as many times as possible. I picked songs 
where I could speak-sing, rap or use what I think 
is referred to as my head voice as a duet with 
my wife. My three songs continue to be “Folsom 
Prison Blues,” “Ice Ice Baby” and “Love Shack.” 

By keeping it simple, playing to my strengths (or 
less weakened), and being unafraid to embarrass 
myself, I got comfortable singing karaoke, even 
when I followed a trained singer. When you can be 
comfortable doing something in front of people 
when you are at your least qualified, it makes 
speaking on subjects where you have knowledge 
much easier. 

So, lessons around karaoke for the nervous public 
speaker are:

• Get in front of an audience whenever possible 
(lead training, answer questions in big 
meetings and sing terribly and fearlessly when 
given the opportunity).

• Make it simple and to your strengths.
• Practice.

STAND AT THE DOOR AND GREET PEOPLE 
I still get nervous when I address thousands of 
employees at convocation every year. I’m usually 
the first person to speak, and it’s a very specific 
role: set the stage for student performers, the 
board president and the superintendent. You have 
to be memorable in the moment but forgettable 
in the grand scheme of the event, because it’s not 
about you. And, most importantly, you have to 
respect teachers’ time as it’s precious and often 
disrespected before the start of the school year 
— that means be on point and have a purpose or 
don’t speak. 

It’d be easy to stand backstage, read note cards 
and focus on delivering a message. But, it’s much 
easier to be at the door, greeting people and 
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practicing the most important words of any public 
speech: the first ones. 

When you hold the door for 10-15 minutes, say 
“hello” and ask people about their day. It allows 
you to make the crowd less scary. If you approach 
public speaking as being about the audience, you 
become more effective. Some speakers focus on 
what they’re going to say, not how the audience is 
going to react. But speaking isn’t like running cross 
country; it’s more like playing tennis. It’s not an 
individual sport where you are trying to beat your 
best time. You should be going back and forth 
with an audience, looking at their reactions to your 
message and determining their engagement.

When leading zoning discussions where people 
attend to protest the new school boundary 
plan, it disarms people to see the person who is 
talking before the meeting. It makes you and your 
coworkers human, not a faceless institution. 

Standing at the door allows you to:

• Practice speaking in front of small groups of 
audience members with the easiest message: 
“hello.”

• Read the room.
• Present your organization as a group of 

people, not a faceless institution. 

ASK FOR SOMEONE ELSE’S APPLAUSE 
My former boss and mentor Dr. Steve Flores is a 
terrified public speaker. That fact surprises people 
who know him, because he’s a passionate and 
engaging. But when he had a big speech, he would 
always call me or talk to me about his nerves. I’d 
play the part of jester to make him laugh or give 
him simple talking points to go back to if he went 
astray. 

But, the thing I noticed he would do was so simple; 
anyone can do it and look good. He’d usually start 
by asking for a round of applause for someone 
else. If we were at our monthly Council of PTAs 
lunchtime, he’d ask the room to applaud our 
volunteers. He’d call this “point with pride” which 
was part of his three-part simple message strategy:

• Point with pride.
• Pause for concern.
• Look to the future with hope.

The sound of applause makes a speaker feel 
confident even when the applause isn’t for you. 
It also makes you look good because it shows 
humility and appreciation. So, always know a 
previous speakers name, the name of the student 
performance group at the event or think of one 
person or group relevant to thank and ask others 
to clap for, buying yourself time to regain your 
composure and confidence.

Asking for applause:

• Gives you time to gain composure.
• Triggers confidence because the sound is 

reassuring.
• Makes you humble because you’re giving 

praise to someone else.

The sound of 
applause makes 
a speaker feel 
confident even 
when the applause 
isn’t for you. 
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A Home Run for 
Mental Health Services

How this district created a mental health initiative 

by Sally Andrews
Director of Community Relations

Vidor ISD

T
ropical Storm Harvey. Tropical Storm Imelda. COVID-19. Hurricanes Laura and Delta. 
Those of us living in Vidor, Texas honestly want to shout, “Enough, already!” If adults 
carry the trauma of repeated stressful events, just imagine what young people must 
feel. And for many of those little ones and teens, the upsetting events that flooded 

their homes, wiped out their school campuses, and took away their possessions are piled atop 
sexual, physical and verbal abuse, neglect, divorce, death, and dysfunction, all occurring before 
they even set foot in their classrooms each morning.

It’s difficult for school districts to meet the social and emotional needs of students, but perhaps 
no ‘outside’ program that is undertaken in public schools is more important, more beneficial, 
and more life-changing than a strong behavioral health offering. After 75 percent of homes and 
businesses were flooded and two of our seven campuses were destroyed in Harvey, Vidor ISD 
decided to step up to the plate and swing a different bat. The results? A home run.

The district began a behavioral health program in 2017 with a handful of part-time people who 
met with students weekly…sometimes in small groups and other times individually, depending 
on the needs documented by school counselors, teachers and principals. The first behavioral 
specialists were retired school counselors, art therapists, or those who had a compendium of 
experience working with youth in trauma. The results were encouraging, with students learning 
tactile ways in which to handle their stressors in the classroom and at home. 

continued on Page 40
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In year two of this initiative, two full time 
therapists were added through grant 
funding from Red Cross, offered through 
the Meadows Mental Health Initiative. Now, 
heading into year four of the program, 
Vidor ISD has received funds from a private 
donor, Hancock Whitney Trust, Texas 
Network of Youth Services (TNOYS) and 
other entities who see the extreme value of 
reaching not only the minds of our young 
charges, but their psyches and emotions. 
More than 500 of our 4,200 students visit 
a behavioral specialist. The young ones 
listen to storybooks about sadness, anger, 
grief and trauma. They paint and sculpt 
and create, and while their small hands are 
busy, their young minds begin to share. 
And from these expressions, specialists craft 
techniques to help the children manage 
their stressors. Older students meet in 
groups or individually to plan futures that 
are positive in spite of life conditions that 
are not.  

Vidor ISD also practices free telepsychiatry 
through a program with UTMB called 
TCHATT ( developed by the Texas Child 
Mental Health Care Consortium), and this 
year is beginning Hope Squad, which trains 
student mentors to be listeners for those 
students grappling with emotional trauma 
and suicidal thoughts. 

As Paul Shane Spear said, “As one person I 
cannot change the world, but I change the 
world of one person.” Behavioral health 
programming is working mighty changes 
for us here, because a caring adult taking 
the time to change the world of one young 
person really is a “home run.”    

continued from Page 39
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I have been in the education profession for more than 40 years. This alone is not the norm, but in the same 
district is practically an anomaly. While I have not been in public relations for my entire career, for the past 
14 years, I have served both human resources and public relations in some capacity. 

I am generally a creature of habit, but what I have learned over these 14 years is that I have to leave that 
comfort zone and see the communication world through a “fresh” set of eyes. When I am introduced to a new 
strategy that I like, I adopt it very quickly in an attempt to ensure that we are flexible in meeting the needs of 
our community and that our modes of delivering communications do not become outdated.  

One change I have witnessed over the course of these years is the influence that technology has played in 
education and the workplace. We now have limitless options to communicate and transfer information from 
one person to another. It’s not just pick-up-the-phone any longer, but we can email, text, Zoom, post on social 
media and collaboration apps, which basically allow us to touch just about anyone we have ever had the 
pleasure of meeting. Through use of our cell phones, we can use shortcuts, symbols or emojis, abbreviations 
and new languages that provide our reader the point with fewer characters. 

While I utilize many of these platforms, I also hold a true belief that personal and professional relationships 
should continue to be a priority. The time spent in one-on-one conversation with someone can go a long 
way. You are able to read a person’s body language, as well as capture the tone of the conversation. To this 
end, I strive to work in new ways to demonstrate our district’s commitment to engage our stakeholders. While 
utilizing technological enhancements, which help to improve efficient stakeholder engagement, I remain 
“refreshed” in my district in our deliberate intent to use community dialogue, focus groups, feedback from 
students, parents and the community to consider new ways to communicate and engage our stakeholders.

Another risk we must guard against is information overload. This has become a reality for me as I am 
sure it has for many of my colleagues. With the advent of digital platforms such as YouTube, SnapChat, 
Facebook and Instagram, knowledge is available with the simple click. Google and other search engines 
have provided us with more data that can be communicated regarding almost any topic. This is only limited 
by our own ability to research, captivate and collect this information. It is the duty of those of us tasked with 
communicating for our districts to review options and determine the most effective sources and methods of 
communication.

In closing, communication is paramount in education. Public information officers walk a tightrope between 
keeping things “fresh” for their stakeholders while also keeping them focused. However, it is worth the 
effort, because effective communication benefits every member of the school community, ensuring everyone 
remains updated and involved. 

A Communication “Refresh” Perspective
by Patti Hanssard

Assistant Superintendent for Public Relations and Human Resources
Santa Fe ISD
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by Patti Pawlik-Perales
Communications Coordinator

Alamo Heights ISD

As communications leaders, we are always focused on others! Crafting and creating that 
heartfelt story, connecting this reporter with that great kid, writing, photographing, 
videotaping, tweeting and posting the stories that share who we are as a school district. Every 
day, we work to create experiences for our students, our staff and our community that are 

memorable and meaningful. It is fabulously inspiring. Creative. (And, exhausting.) So how do we keep 
the momentum and harness the power of the moment for ourselves? We commit to “Finding the Me in 
Moments.”

I found great life lessons in the book, The Power of Moments, by Chip and Dan Heath.

In the book, the authors explore why certain brief experiences can jolt us and elevate us and change us 
— and how we can learn to create such extraordinary or “defining” moments in our work and life.
  
A defining moment is a short experience that is both memorable and meaningful.

In their research, authors Chip and Dan Heath found that these defining moments were made up of 
one or more of four elements:

Elevation
Defining moments rise above the everyday. Moments of ELEVATION transcend the normal course of 
events, they are literally extraordinary.

Think 
A love letter. A ticket stub. A well-worn t-shirt. A haphazardly colored picture or card from your child.

How to put YOU back into focus
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Insight  
Defining moments rewire our understanding of 
ourselves or the world. In a few seconds or moments, 
we realize something that might influence our lives.

Think 
Quotes or articles that moved you. Books that changed 
your view of the world. Diaries or journals that captured 
your thoughts.

Pride 
Defining moments capture us at our best – moments of 
achievement, moments of courage.

Think 
Ribbons, report cards, notes of recognition, certificates, 
thank-yous, awards.

Connection 
Defining moments are social: weddings, graduations, 
baptisms, vacations, work triumphs, speeches and 
sporting events. These moments are strengthened 
because we share them with others.

Think 
Wedding photos, vacation pics, family photos, 
Christmas pics of hideous sweaters. Probably the first 
thing you would grab if your house caught on fire.

I know that each of you knows and realizes the 
elements at the core of these defining moments. I see it 
in the work that you do every day. I think about one of 
my elementary school principals and her staff handing 
out Popsicles at back-to-school night. I think about 
one of our fourth-grade teacher’s engaging bird beak 
lessons, or how our bus drivers dress up for Halloween 
and decorate their buses for every holiday. What comes 
to mind for you?

Even amidst the reward of creating these daily defining 
moments for others, we find ourselves caught up in the 
logistics. We are racing around, trying to just get it all 
done. It’s like herding kittens. 

We struggle to find work-life balance, feeling physically 
and emotionally exhausted. 

What we truly need is to squeeze in some me time.

How do we do that? First, we have to get beyond our 
personal excuses. Do you make them? 

I do.

“I’m so tired.”

“There are just too many other things happening at 
work or home.”

“There is not enough time in a day!”

Rachel Hollis, author of Girl, Stop Apologizing shares, 
“The first thing that we must realize is that YOU are in 
control of your schedule!”

Yes, you, high level communications executive. 
Yes, you mom or dad of four children. Yes, you, 
communications newbie with a demanding boss. 

“You are in control of your schedule. In fact, there is 
not one thing on your calendar right now that you 
didn’t allow to be there. Let that sink in for a second. 
Being overscheduled? That’s on you. Not eating 
lunch? You. Spending two hours at night watching TV 
or scrolling through social media? Also, your choice,” 
shares Hollis.

Hollis continues, “The question is never, do you have 
enough time? The question is, how are you using the 
time you have?”

I see you. You are 
working towards a 
master’s degree or 
your APR while working 
full-time. You are 
trying to squeeze in a 
workout after working 
a 60-hour week. You 
are managing a family, 
building a business…
and more!

How do you find some 
me time? How do you 

find the time to do something that sparks joy for you? 
Something that energizes you or that leads you to 
your next big thing either personally or professionally?

Hollis asks us to answer this question. What am I 

“If you want 
something that 
you never had, 
you have to do 
something that 
you’ve never 
done.”

continued on Page 44
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willing to give up in order to get it?

As you ponder this, add in these two thoughts. These 
hit home for me.

“If you want something that you never had, 
you have to do something that you’ve never done.”

“A goal is a dream with its work boots on.”

These were profound for me.

Hollis says, “First, get over the excuse that you don’t 
have time. Then, reconfigure the time that you do 
have to achieve the goal you’re after.” 

Hollis suggests four steps to achieve this. I 
particularly love this one. 

Make Your Minimum Hours Your 
Best Hours
Hollis affirms, “You CAN make the time to pursue 
your goals. And you have to do it now. Why NOW? 
Because if not now, then when?”

I think of a friend who had all these beautiful dishes 
that she received as a wedding gift. When I or others 
would join her and her family for dinner, she would 
break out all of these mismatched plates and cups. 
One day, I asked her, “Why are you not using your 
beautiful china?” She shared, “I’m saving it for a 
special occasion.”

You do not need to wait for a special moment to 
occur. You can create that moment for yourself.

We have this running conversation in our heads, 
don’t we?

Should we eat off the nice wedding china or use 
paper plates?

Should I dress up for a date night with my spouse or 
just wear jeans again?

Call my parents?

Write a note to a friend or colleague to tell them how 

much I appreciate them?

If not now, then when? 

Start planning to make the time. Actually, put it on 
the calendar. 

Oh, and then, safeguard your time. 

I think about the words of wisdom shared recently 
by TSPRA colleague, Melissa Tortorici. “I always 
feel like I have to constantly check my email in the 
evenings, late at night, and on the weekends. But 
I have gotten so much better at putting limits to 
that after I had an ‘a-ha moment’ at the TSPRA 
conference. I was asked, ‘How many emergency 
situations do you have that you are told about in 
an email?’ Pretty much zero, right? If there is an 
emergency, someone is going to call. I have gained 
back more family moments and eliminated some 
stress just by stopping email checks after 7 p.m. and 
only once on weekends.” 

That’s powering the moment. Reclaiming your 
time for you. Making the most out of the moments 
that are specific to you and yours. And in those 
moments, we take a breath. We live in the moment, 
truly experience it. And we find ourselves again. 

Chip and Dan Heath remind us, “Moments matter. 
Life and work are full of moments that are ripe for 
investment.” 

Define your moments. Just remember the “me.”

You do not need 
to wait for a special 

moment to occur. You 
can create that moment 

for yourself.
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As we were running the holiday race just 
one year ago, who would have ever guessed 
that 2020 would become such a year of 
endurance? Illness impacting people we 
know, lost loved ones, coping with the 
intensity of concerned families in our 
districts and the uncertainty of returning to 
school and work has been exhausting for 
many. Finding a proper balance of work 
and personal life is challenging right now. 
Making yourself a priority has fallen by the 
wayside.

Mental wellness is becoming ever more 
recognized as an important part of self-
care. The value of recharging our batteries 
is magnanimous, but with little time on our 
hands, it can be tough to find the precious 
moments to care for ourselves. If we are 
not caring for ourselves, then we cannot 
take good care of others. So, in the midst 
of this busyness and stress, how can we feel 
refreshed? 

Take heart — it’s in the small things! We do 
not have to have hours to ourselves to find 
rejuvenation in our day. We simply need to 
take note of the moments we do have or 
set aside a few minutes to pause, reflect 
and revive. Read for pleasure, bake cookies, 
play a video game, take a walk, paint, enjoy 
a hike — anything that helps us find that 
reconnection with ourselves will help us 
attain the refreshment we so desperately 
need.

Meditating, whether holistic or spiritual, is a 
wonderful way to reconnect with your calm 
and refresh you to take on the rest of your 
day. Remember, in this time of personal and 
professional growth, you are not alone. We 
share in this experience together. Love on 
each other and take time to do what you 
enjoy. Five minutes a day can help us find 
ourselves again. 

Five Minutes
by Rachel Acosta

School & Community Relations 
Leander ISD

It’s in the small things



46 Winter 2021 | www.TSPRA.org



47Winter 2021 | www.TSPRA.org

by Taylor Poston
Public Information Officer

Krum ISD

When I first entered the world of school PR, I was unsure of what to 
do with my time. For the first year on the job, I was just publishing what I was 
sent by my campus leadership, but it was few and far in between. I began asking 
my teachers to send me photos when they were doing something fun in the 
classroom or when they had a student accomplishment so I could showcase that 
in our communications with the public. A few teachers would send me photos 
occasionally, but it was always the same group of staff; I felt bad only showcasing 
the same classes over and over again, but at the same time I felt bad not using 
what the teachers had sent over, too. I was provided with plenty of athletic and 
extracurricular accomplishments – the volleyball team making it so far in the 
playoffs, senior night for the football team, the band received an outstanding UIL 
rating, and so on and so forth. I was on campuses for big events like fun runs and 
award ceremonies, but I started thinking to myself, “My district is about MORE 
than just athletics and activities.” I knew my teachers were amazing at what they 
did and giving their all in the classroom. I needed to find a way to show that to 
my parents and community, too. 

So, I started searching. I was registering for webinars, reading every school 
leadership magazine I could get my hands on and just constantly absorbing 
content to find the best ideas and best tactics for highlighting and promoting the 
good happening in my schools. It was during these deep dives into research that 
I came across a line that has stuck with me ever since — I couldn’t understand my 

Discoveries
What you can find when you step away from your desk

continued on Page 48



48 Winter 2021 | www.TSPRA.org

Early Education Center (EEC), on seven separate 
occasions. After comparing the same key metrics 
for the 2018-2019 school year with the 2019-
2020 school year, the EEC’s Facebook page saw 
substantial growth. Overall reach for the time 
period grew 93%, and engagement grew almost 
180%! 

Not only does this campaign have data to justify 
the work, it has a feel-good element to it as well. 
I have been able to capture students marveling 
at science experiments, working collaboratively 
on group projects and having those “AHA!” 
moments. I now have a plethora of photos 
on hand that can be used for promoting my 
district and schools in a variety of instances. Not 
only is this better than stock photos, but I am 
able to keep the photos I use up to date and 
relevant; you won’t see a photo for kindergarten 
registration featuring a Class of 2021 student 
when they were five years old. Another added 
bonus? There is something about seeing a 
parent comment on a photo of their child with 
such positivity and excitement to see their child 
learning that makes the time spent combing 
through lesson plans and photos worth every 
second. 

district if I was chained to my desk. This particular 
line was in an article for a new superintendent’s 
story of success, but it really resonated with 
me: “how could I expect to share what was 
happening in my district, if I wasn’t IN the district? 
“I happened to be on campus for an event a few 
days later and a teacher was conducting a really 
neat lesson that I could see from the hallway. I 
popped my head in and took a few photos and 
that was when an idea came to me — I needed to 
look for academic content rather than waiting for 
it to come to me. I received permission from my 
Assistant Superintendent to look at the teacher 
lesson plans, and my campaign was created. Each 
Monday morning, I access the lesson plans and 
spend about two hours reviewing them. I look at 
the blueprint that each teacher has laid out for 
their week looking for lessons that sound unique 
and interactive. When I find a lesson that piques 
my interest, I email that teacher asking if I can 
come to their classroom to take some photos. If 
they say yes, I silently sneak in the classroom and 
start taking photos, all the while doing my best 
to not distract the students from the task at hand. 
Let’s just say, the results have been amazing! 

The #LearningLikeaBobcat campaign was 
launched in November of 2019. I diligently 
monitored our social media analytics for the 
first six weeks of the campaign and the results 
speak for themselves. During that time frame, 
I visited our PreK-first-grade campus, the Krum 
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REFRESH YOUR SOCIAL MEDIA FEED!
Try something new

by Scott Chidgey
North East ISD Communications

Social Media Marketing Coordinator

It’s 2021 and the world is in desperate need of a REFRESH — including our social media feeds. 

Social media is a quickly changing landscape, and with daily algorithm tweaks, it always will be. Now, add the 
‘COVID-19 and Election’ effects as you try to communicate your district’s message in ways that resonate. Well, 
good news; there is hope! 

In order to keep parents, teachers, students and community stakeholders interested, you need to LISTEN. Take a 
closer look at your social media analytics. What posts were shared, commented on or liked the most? 

After taking a look at your analytics for the past year, find common themes. Did the posts focus on students, 
teachers, fine arts, bond improvements, etc? 

North East ISD in San Antonio, has more than 60,000 students and 9,000 employees and guess what major theme 
we found resonated with our audience?  

INNOVATION. 

Our news stories and posts that highlight the innovation within our district resonated with parents, students and 
tax payers who want to see their money at work. 

Innovation is one of several pillars that we have built our brand and social media strategy around — and it has 
worked. 

So, take an hour or two to REFRESH and dive into your analytics. What posts are working? What do they have in 
common? From there build four to six pillars. All posts will spotlight one, if not more of your pillars. 

There are great stories coming from campuses across your district, but if the story doesn’t fall under your now 
proven pillars—you may want to think twice about if it is worth posting. At first this is difficult. But as you see your 
pillars become a sort of ‘cheat sheet’ it will be easy to know if a post is worthy of your social media space. 



The Write Stuff

by Ronnie Zamora
Coordinator, Public Relations
Los Fresnos CISD

    eople judge us by the words we use.

How many times have you seen co-workers – even administrators – write emails or presentations 
and not know the difference between it’s and its, your and you’re, affect or effect, ensure and 
insure, and (the one I don’t understand) lose and loose?

Doesn’t that change your impression of your friends just a little?

Many of us take our writing for granted. We think we know everything about writing, but we 
don’t. I have been writing professionally for 48+ years, and I still don’t know everything.

Yet, we are expected to be the writing experts in our school districts. We’re the smartest people 
in town! We are in the education business! We don’t make typos and have bad grammar. 

It is up to us to write well, write concisely, follow AP style and be a good storyteller.

Also, use a grammar checker like my favorite Grammarly, which got credit for an assist to this 
story.

WORD ECONOMY

Journalists write to provide information concisely following the inverted pyramid style for 
journalists. The most important information goes first to the least important. Why?

If you worked in the newspaper business, editors knew how much space they had for your story. 
They may have had only 10 column inches to fit your story. If you follow the inverted pyramid 
style, your story could be cut to fit the news hole.

It’s the same for PR professionals. You may submit a story to your local newspaper, and they 
only have room to use some of it, so they’ll use your most important stuff at the top first before 
cutting your story.

P
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AP Style refresh and more!

continued on Page 52
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We need to write as tight as possible. We say in 
three or four words what we can write in one or two.

Here are a few examples of words and phrases that 
could be edited:
• Successfully completed – completed
• Dead body – body
• A sufficient number of – enough
• At the present time – now
• Anyone of the two – either
• Due to the fact that – because
• New record – record

My favorite is when someone wrote “advanced 
planning.” What other kind of planning is there? 

You don’t plan ahead; you just plan. You can’t plan 
behind. Once I heard “advanced pre-planning.” 
Duh …

WHY USE AP STYLE?

If you are the grammar and style police for your 
school district, you know how frustrating it can be to 
try to explain style to a non-journalist co-worker.

You may ask, “What style do you use?” and expect 
an answer like the Chicago Manual of Style for 
publishing or APA style for scholarly writing. And the 
response could be “my style.”

AP Style is for journalists, but we should stress it to 
others in our district whose writing is made public – 
including letters to parents.

If you haven't updated your AP Stylebook recently, 
now is a good time. AP Stylebooks used to be 
published annually, but the latest edition released in 
May is for 2020-22.

AP STYLE CHANGES

As times change, so does AP style. The pandemic 
and the racial justice this year have led AP editors to 
pause to reflect. Changes were announced in May, 
just before the publication of the new stylebook.

Pandemic terms
COVID-19 is the disease, and the coronavirus 
causes the disease. People are tested for the 
presence of the coronavirus. Correct: She tested 
positive for the coronavirus. Incorrect: She tested 
positive for COVID-19 for the disease
.
Use shelter in place and stay at home as verbs. 
But as a compound modifier, it's shelter-in-place 
or stay-at-home. For example, the shelter-in-
place order means we need to stay at home.

Black
After years of discussion, AP's leadership 
determined there was a clear desire and reason 
to capitalize Black. People who are Black have 
much in common, through history and culture, 
even if they are from different parts of the world.

Updates
AP style now uses % instead of spelling out 
percent, in most cases. For example, 56% of the 
votes counted.

Over the last few years, there are many changes 
that old-timers like me still can’t get used to. I 
used to preach that you have “more than” $10 
in your wallet, and you would jump “over” the 
fence. Saying that you have over $10 in your 
wallet would be incorrect.

Then AP changed so that both are correct.
I still can’t get used to it. I will keep using “more 
than” and “over” correctly. I hope nobody tells 
me to change it.

My reply will be “more than my dead body.”
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Leonard Abramovich
Midlothian ISD

Keri Allen
Caddo Mills ISD

Alex Andrews 
Rains ISD
 
Myra Barrera 
Beeville ISD

Vanessa Barry
San Antonio ISD

Karyn Bullock 
Mineral Wells ISD

Shannon Carrico
Lubbock ISD

Christopher Frazier 
Longview ISD

Erin Garcia 
Frenship ISD

Chase Geurin
Medina Valley ISD

Kathy Goleman
Quinlan ISD

Daniel Guerra
Hidalgo ISD

Sadan Gunonu 
Harmony Public Schools - 
Houston North

Tim Hallila
Harmony Public Schools - 
Houston North

Haley Hawkins 
Village Tech Schools

Lindsey Hunt 
Clear Creek ISD

Caleigh Isaacks
North East ISD

Sarah James
TASB Texas Association 
of School Boards

Hugo Jimenez 
HCDE

Kimberly Juarez
Pecos Barstow Toyah ISD

Valerie Little
Prosper ISD

Ryan Loyd 
San Antonio ISD

Natalie Martinez
Somerset ISD

Grant McGalliard 
Bay City ISD

Jennifer Mitchell
Shallowater ISD

Tom Nielsen 
ESC Region 10

Ryan Ordmandy 
Tyler ISD

Zachary Perkins
New Braunfels ISD

Chad Pirtle
Pleasant Grove ISD

Matthew Prosser
Longview ISD

JP Richardson 
Tatum ISD

Francisco Rojas 
Longview ISD

Akalina Sanchez 
Clear Creek ISD

Gerardo Sanchez 
Mission CISD

Ashley Scott 
Victoria ISD

Brock Scott
Harmony Public Schools - 
Houston North

Kacy Swaim 
Longview ISD

Dustin Taylor
Longview ISD

Jocelyn Vokes,
Austin ISD

as of 1/1/21
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Communication Professionals Share Their Goals for the New Year.

TY JONES
Communications Assistant
Forney ISD

My first goal is to attain additional education. 
I plan to start a Digital Marketing certificate 
program in February to supplement my 
journalism degree. I’m also working on less 
formal ways of learning like simply reading more 
books — at least two a month — so right now 
I’m reading Everybody Writes by Ann Handley 
and re-reading I Shouldn’t Be Telling You This by 
Kate White.

I’m on a mission to get healthy. 
What that means for me is exercising five times 
a week and being more conscious about what 
I eat. My focus on health isn’t just physical; 
it includes mental health too, so I’d like to 
incorporate meditation into my morning routine.

I intend to focus on spending more time 
writing. 
Writing is my absolute passion, but I don’t get 
to do it as much as I’d like to, so I’m hoping to 
participate in the OnDeck Writer Fellowship in 
2021. Additionally, I hope to contribute to digital 
publications.

I also plan to beef up my social calendar, both 

personal and professional. 
Needless to say, socializing was nonexistent for 
me in 2020, but I’m looking forward to meeting 
new people (like other new TSPRA members) 
and joining new professional and social 
organizations in 2021. 

Another goal is to get a hobby. 
I’ve been wanting to learn hand lettering for 
a while and 2021 will be the year I finally start 
practicing. I’ve already purchased the materials 
so it’s just a matter of committing to learning the 
process.

As the first female assistant fire chief at 
Magnolia Fire Department since 1952, I have 
had many challenges. I have used these 
challenges as opportunities to grow and make 
ways for others. Diversity within our team has 
made us a leading, innovative and successful fire 
department. 

Do more fundraising that helps fund the 
education of firefighters and other programs.

ELISA NORIEGA
Director of Communications
Magnolia Volunteer Fire Department
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KELLY JUNTUNEN
Communications & Activities Coordinator 
Allen High School

Develop a strategic communications plan for 
our high school. 
With more than 5,000 students enrolled in one 
high school, Allen High School needs its own 
personalized plan. I’ve already registered for the 
Certified Public Communicator program through 
Texas Christian University, which will help me 
create a plan, but I want to gather resources and 
analyze needs in the spring. 

Get students involved in projects. 
Students are skilled in many of the day-to-day 
parts of public relations and marketing — video, 
social media, graphic design. Incorporating 
students and student voice will help keep 
my materials fresh and relevant and also give 
students a chance to share their work with a wider 
audience. 

Emphasize and highlight school culture. 
What makes us us? With virtual learning and in-
person learning both happening simultaneously, 
intentional effort has to be made to stay 
connected. I want to rev up the school spirit and 
emphasize what makes our school special. 

Pick an organizational strategy and stick with 
it! 
Enough bouncing between planners, online to-do 
lists, sticky notes and whatever the next office 
product of the moment is. Instead of looking for 
the next better thing, I’m committing to embracing 
simplicity and using a planner, even if something 
newer and shinier comes out.  

Appreciate and lean into moments of quiet. 
Instead of barreling into the next project, I want 
to take a moment to take a walk, tidy my desk or 
chat with a colleague. Plenty of work occurs at 
breaneck speed, but there’s value in the calm, too.

One of my major fundraising goals is to organize 
a golf tournament. Golf tournaments can be 
successful fundraising events when done right. 
Other fundraising ideas I have are fishing 
tournaments, a chili cook-off, creating a cookbook 
with our fireman’s favorite dishes and a black tie 
gala.

Finish my Master of Public Administration 
degree in spring 2020. 
After completing my MBA, I made the decision to 
pursue a MPA degree to gain greater skills working 
in the emergency management organizations. 
These skills prepare in developing, implementing 
emergency managing programs and instructing  
how public policy can reduce risk for entire 
communities.

Develop a fire prevention program for juveniles.
I have a great interest in the youth of our 
community. I plan on developing a Juvenile Fire 
Safety Program. This will help educate children 
having trouble understanding the dangers of fire 
play and fire settings. 

Find effective ways to connect with community 
leaders in this virtual environment.
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, I held monthly 
in-person meetings with community leaders. After 
COVID-19, we now have had to adjust to the 
“new norms” of doing things, which has been a 
challenge. I’ve learned through this experience, 
in order to be successful in this virtual world of 
communicating, it is vital to lead with empathy, have 
excellent communication skills, and to stay within a 
defined timeframe. 

Create a solid marketing strategy for the 
Magnolia Fire Department. 
The Magnolia Fire Department marketing plan 
consists of using a variety of mediums and methods 
to provide effective and efficient deliveries of 
public information regarding fire, and EMS 
prevention education programs to the Magnolia 
community. Our goal is to expand this plan from 
local to statewide, and ultimately to be a model of 
excellence both nationally and internationally.  

continued on Page 56
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REESHA BROWN
Communication & Alumni 
Development Coordinator
Pasadena ISD

Don’t forget our alumni friends. 
Graduates are the greatest advocates and 
resources for our school district. They provide 
valuable input, support for additional resources for 
students or staff and help to expand networking 
opportunities. But they often go unnoticed 
or un-engaged. I plan to incorporate alumni 
engagement into our communication plan and set 
strategic goals for including them in our school 
district community.

Think big. Start small. 
Taking on the responsibility of building an alumni 
network initially seemed like an overwhelming 
project, especially since Pasadena ISD is a large 
school district with 52,000 students, graduating 
about 3,000 students annually. Next year, I am 
going to work on one small project at a time, 
whether that involves mini fundraisers, virtual 
alumni mixers or building an alumni database. 
I am confident that eventually students, staff, 
leaders and alumni will jump on board and help 
out to bring our goals to fruition. Currently, I am 
working on developing an end of 2020 newsletter 
spotlighting our heroic alumni for their response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. I want to continue 
producing these newsletters each month starting 
in January.

Build connections. 
Building connections is the key to successful 
engagement. I want to reach out to alumni 
class leaders and invite them to participate in 
community meetings (whether virtually or safely 
in person), in addition to involving them in 
fundraising efforts. In an effort to build awareness 
about each alumni chapter, I also plan to develop 
a senior ambassador organization along with a 
mentorship program for upperclassmen. 

Social networking with social media. 
I want to build an online presence by connecting 
with alumni through various social media 
platforms. Eventually, I also want to develop an 
alumni database that will allow me to connect 
regularly with alumni and keep them up to date 
about news happening around the district and at 
their alma mater.

Reach out and ask somebody. 
We have seven high school campuses, each one 
vastly different from the other. When I started 
this role, we initially had plans to build an alumni 
association for the district, but that did not meet 
the needs of our alumni audience. Some alumni 
associations were interested in receiving support 
at the district level. Some were still considering 
building an alumni association but needed 
guidance. The point is, there is no one-size-fits-all 
method for alumni development, especially if you 
are in a large school district. My plan is to reach 
out to alumni and find out what their needs are 
and work together to meet them. 

MEGAN OVERMAN, APR, CPC
Director of Communications
Eagle Mountain-Saginaw ISD

This past year has brought new realities that were 
not on the radar when we set goals for 2020. Living 
in a COVID-19 environment has obliged us to 
new expressions and experiences that have now 
become household commonalities. I read an article 
that presented the idea of not just leading through 
a traumatic situation, but to also grow through it. 
Basically, turn the challenge into an opportunity to 
change for the better.

Sounds simple, but also effective. I don’t know 
about you, but I could use a little more simple right 
about now. So, as I slam the door on 2020 and look 
to a brighter 2021, my goal is to take all the good, 

continued from Page 55
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bad, and ugly and use it to be a positive change 
agent for myself and others. Here are my key 
objectives:

Unmask the ugly and trace the gaps. 
I accept the scars from 2020 as valuable 
experience and wear them as badges of growth. 
I will examine my own deficiencies and where our 
staff may benefit from additional development to 
better prepare us for the next crisis. 

Distance the bad. 
Negativity breeds negativity, so I will stay at 
least six feet away from it. Instead, I will move 
closer to the positive aspects of my personal and 
professional life. 

Create more close contact. 
I will work to build genuine connections and 
engagement, whether that happens face-to-face 
or virtually. Forging relationships remains a key 
way for us to work as effective communicators. 

Sanitize the brand. 
The perception of school districts has been 
affected by the pandemic. I will strengthen the 
focus of our local messages on our core values 
and brand messaging — that we are a family, an 
#EMScommUNITY, and we care about each other. 

Spread the good. 
Our jobs as school communicators is to literally 
share the good news about public education. 
Great things are happening in our classrooms 
not only in spite of the pandemic, but sometimes 
because of it. Let’s make those stories go viral.

The year 2020 dealt us solid blows, but it will not 
defeat us. As the article stated, “Instead of asking 
how we will recover from these painful times, we 
should ask how we will be changed by them.” 
We live, we learn, we grow and we endeavor to 
change for the better. All the best for a new and 
stronger you in 2021.
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Important Dates 
January 
12 87th Texas Legislature convenes

20 TSPRA Media Award and Partner in Public Education Award recipients announced

21 TSPRA Virtual Learning: The Online Battlefield for Website Traffic and YOUR keywords: Critical   
 Information and Next Steps
 REGISTER: https://www.tspra.org/conference-professional-development/online-learning

28  TSPRA Virtual Learning: Instagram 101 – Effective Use and Engagement sponsored by    
 Blackboard 
 REGISTER: https://www.tspra.org/conference-professional-development/online-learning

18 Martin Luther King Day

25 Last day to register for #TSPRA21 Conference without late fee

26 $100 late fee added to all #TSPRA21 Conference registrations after this date

February
2 TSPRA Virtual Learning REQUIRED for all #TSPRA21 Conference Attendees: #TSPRA 21 
 Conference Protocols and Expectations for Attendance 
 REGISTER: http://www.tspra.org/required-orientation 

3 TSPRA Virtual Learning: Virtual Events and Options for Teacher of the Year, Galas, Staff    
 Appreciations, Retirements and Service Recognitions
 REGISTER: https://www.tspra.org/conference-professional-development/online-learning

5 Last day to request #TSPRA21 Conference Cancellation in writing ($100 administrative fee for   
 all conference registrations after December 20, 2020)

5 TSPRA Virtual Learning REQUIRED for all #TSPRA21 Conference Attendees: #TSPRA 21    
 Conference Protocols and Expectations for Attendance
 REGISTER: http://www.tspra.org/required-orientation 

6 No refunds for #TSPRA21 conference cancellations; however, attendee substitutions can be   
 made

9 TSPRA Virtual Learning: New Member Orientation (focus on #TSPRA21 conference    
 expectations) sponsored by Intrado
 REGISTER: https://www.tspra.org/conference-professional-development/online-learning

10 TSPRA Virtual Learning:  Virtual, Hybrid, In-Person Alternatives and Ideas for PK and    
 Kindergarten Round-Up
 REGISTER: https://www.tspra.org/conference-professional-development/online-learning
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11 TSPRA Virtual Learning REQUIRED for all #TSPRA21 Conference Attendees: #TSPRA 21   
 Conference Protocols and Expectations for Attendance
 REGISTER: http://www.tspra.org/required-orientation 

15 Denton Embassy Suites and Marriott Champions Circle Hotels must receive payment via check  
 TEN days in advance  of check-in.  

16 TSPRA Virtual Learning REQUIRED for all #TSPRA21 Conference Attendees: #TSPRA 21   
 Conference Protocols and Expectations for Attendance
 REGISTER: http://www.tspra.org/required-orientation 

19 TSPRA Virtual Learning REQUIRED for all #TSPRA21 Conference Attendees: #TSPRA 21   
 Conference Protocols and Expectations for Attendance
 REGISTER: http://www.tspra.org/required-orientation 

23-25 #TSPRA21 Annual Conference at Denton Embassy Suites and Convention Center

24 2020 TSPRA Star Awards Banquet

25 TSPRA General Membership Meeting

March
1-5 Celebrate Texas Public Schools Week

2 Celebrate Texas Public Schools Day

2 Invoices for postage/freight charges incurred for Star Award certificates and medals to be  
 emailed to those not attending the Star Awards Banquet on February 24. Payment required  
 before the awards will be shipped.  

3 TSPRA Virtual Learning: Having May 2021 Bond Election? It’s Time to Takeoff!

12 Deadline for all eligible for #TSPRA21 conference reimbursements (scholarship recipients,  
 consultants with contract agreements)

15-19 TSPRA State Office Spring Break

24 #TSPRA Conference cancellations refunds mailed

25 Late fees apply to all unpaid conference invoices (including Star Awards shipments)

April
2 TSPRA Offices Closed

5 TSPRA Offices Closed

12 TSPRA Virtual Learning:  Lunch with the Lawyer Dennis Eichelbaum
 REGISTER: https://www.tspra.org/conference-professional-development/online-learning

For more spring 
online learning 

sessions, visit our 
website at 

www.TSPRA.org.


