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School Board Media Relations: Develop a 
successful relationship with your local news media
School board members and local news reporters have more in common than one might think. 
They rely on mutual cooperation to get the story to the public. Education reporters need the 
insights and cooperation of the school board to cover their assignments. School boards need 
a reporter’s cooperation and willingness to listen to get detailed and correct information to 
the school district’s publics.

By working with local reporters the school board can improve the district’s image and 
enhance the school district’s coverage, thereby gaining a community’s better understanding 
of the district’s successes and challenges.

Tips on how to develop a successful relationship with the local news media:
Watch your words. As a public official, what you say is news and in varying degrees it 
influences what the public thinks about the school district.

Don’t exchange punches. If a reporters’ manner is confrontational, don’t respond in 
kind. Stick to what you want to say and keep repeating your main points.

Everything gets shortened. Remember that your comments may be summarized or 
paraphrased. Often reporters will build one concise statement out of several lengthy 
statements. Be careful what you say at all times. Keeping your comment short, in sound 
bites, reduces the editing.

Respect the media. Treat reporters as the professionals they are. Don’t tell them how 
they should write the story or what stories they should write. Provide them with ideas for 
stories that might be interesting to their readers.

Be credible. If you expect the news media to provide balanced, fair, accurate and 
interesting coverage of the schools, make sure the information that the school board 
provides is balanced, fair, accurate and informative.

Stay informed. While the superintendent and/or designee will handle the bulk of news 
media coverage, you, as a school board member, may be asked to comment on an issue 
about which the board has not yet taken a position. If this happens, carefully choose what 
you say and emphasize that your opinions are not those of the entire school board. If the 
issue is sensitive, decline to comment until you are sure of the board’s position, even 
though you may have strong feelings about the issue. Tell reporters that you will get back 
to them when you are fully informed about the issue, and then do so.

Expect to have a good relationship. Even if you have been burned by a reporter, don’t 
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assume every reporter has the same attitudes, skills or knowledge. Cultivate a positive 
relationship with reporters who cover your district by being available, friendly, honest 
and informative.

Don’t let an error go unnoticed. If there is an error in an article or broadcast, contact 
the reporter first, then the publisher, editor or news director. If the error is the reporter’s 
fault, oftentimes it will be clarified in a follow-up article or broadcast. Sometimes 
though, the error is due to lack of information and the reporter will appreciate your help 
in making future coverage of the issue accurate. Remember that reporters don’t write 
headlines. If a headline is misleading, talk to the news editor.

Face time is important. Take time to meet personally with reporters who are assigned 
to your school district. If you notice a new reporter at a school board meeting, introduce 
yourself and welcome them.

Be honest. Always tell the truth, even if it hurts. It will be far less painful than if a 
reporter has to dig out the facts because you haven’t been honest. If you discover you 
made an error, try to correct it as soon as possible.

Never say “no comment.” If you can’t answer a question, simply say so. If you don’t 
know the answer, say you will try to find the information. If you cannot discuss an issue 
with a reporter because of its sensitivity, tell the reporter directly rather than evading the 
question. If you are not comfortable speaking to the press, find someone who is. 
No sneak peeks. Don’t ask a reporter to let you review a story before it is published or 
aired. However, it is generally good to offer to spend more time with the reporter to 
clarify any questions she or he may have later. 

Be responsive. Return a reporter’s call as quickly as possible, even if you know the 
call is about a negative issue. Whether the news is good or bad, the best policy is to be 
consistently open, forthright and helpful. Make sure you know the reporter’s deadline 
and try to help meet it.

Be concise. When a reporter calls, keep your answers brief and to the point. Don’t ramble 
or you may say something inappropriate. Many reporters want to keep you talking. 
Resist the temptation. Again, say what you want reported and help keep editing to the 
minimum.

Do not speculate. Even if you’ve got a good, educated guess, don’t share it. You may 
not have all the pertinent information; what you say now you may regret later when you 
know the facts. If you don’t want your words repeated or quoted, don’t say them. 
Don’t go off the record. Most reporters are people of integrity who will keep your 
confidence for background information. But can you or your school district afford the 
consequences of having information you shared in confidence be published or broadcast? 
It frequently is easy for a reporter to turn information received “off the record” into an 
“on the record” quote from another source.

Speak in one voice. If you are asked to comment on a decision of the board with which 
you disagree, stand by the board’s action. Don’t fuel the fires of controversy by taking on 
your colleagues in the news media.

When dealing with reporters, remember their role is to provide objective, accurate 
information to their readers and listeners. It is not to make the school district look good. 
If the board argues at a school board meeting, expect to see it in a reporter’s news story.
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Be prepared. Finally, make sure you have done everything you can in advance to be a 
positive influence on the story. If you have notice of the issue, prepare a set of three-to-
five key messages you want to get across. Have a set of factual talking points in your 
head or on paper. Get agreement from the board on who will be a spokesperson on the 
issue and stick to it. And on a regular basis, ask the superintendent to provide full board 
meeting agenda packets to reporters. This includes not only the agenda but also the 
backup material. 

Contributed by: Margaret Peterson, communications consultant


