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Telling elected officials about education
Have you ever visited one of your elected officials in Washington, D.C.?  If so, 

you’ve probably had the experience of scheduling a 10-minute-or-less meeting with 
your representative and, depending on the Congressional schedule, may or may not 
have met with the representative. Perhaps you were only able to chat with an assistant, 
a member of the congressperson’s staff who filled in while his/her boss was “on the 
hill” and couldn’t make the meeting scheduled with you. Whether or not you were able 
to talk directly with your representative, you probably noticed that you were among a 
line up of visitors wanting his or her attention. 

The same experience could be repeated at your state capitol or in county or city 
offices. Every business, association, agency and individual has a story to tell, and they 
are competing for “story-telling” time. 

Yet, as an educator or school board member, it is a critical part of your job to tell 
education’s story. Officials need to know how their actions affect student learning. They 
need to hear success stories as well as how you deal with financial struggles. They 
need to know how local, state and federal funds are being used to educate children in 
your district. They need to hear about the impacts of their actions. 

A once-a-year visit, letter or report isn’t going to provide them the knowledge 
base they need in order to make informed decisions about education and directly or 
indirectly about your school district. This limited contact will also not be conducive to 
the formation of a trusting relationship.

Developing strategies for continuous, two-way communication with elected 
officials is as important as communicating with parents and other residents of your 
community. If you don’t include elected officials in your school district’s communication 
plan, consider the following ideas as you create a strategy for telling elected officials 
what they need to know about schools.

Local officials
Your city or town council members will be the easiest to reach by virtue of 

proximity.  If you haven’t yet met the mayor or council members face-to-face, make it 
a point to do so. You don’t need an issue to discuss. In fact, it is best to start building a 
relationship before you need to deal with a specific issue.

Suggest meeting for coffee; somewhere other than each other’s offices.

Offer to give a tour of the school district. Explain the district’s size, facility plans 
and budget constraints. 

Instead of sitting in an office explaining academic standards and their funding 
implications, schedule the district tour to include classroom visits so the officials 
can witness students involved in academic pursuits.

Attend a city/town council meeting to better understand the issues with which 
elected officials are grappling.

Invite council members to a school board meeting. Introduce those who attend to 
other school board members and administrators. 
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Encourage elected officials to call you about education issues. Your goal should be 
to become recognized as a local authority on academic topics. 

As you build a relationship and develop trust, begin to discuss ways the city and 
the school district can economize finances and efforts by working together on 
projects such as improving athletic and play fields or providing child care.

Add elected officials to Key Communicator and district publication mailing lists as 
well as to Internet distribution lists.

County officials
This group could be approached in much the same manner as city officials. If they 

are not local, at least call to introduce yourself, and let them know you welcome their 
calls.

If part of your district lies in the county’s jurisdiction and part in the city’s, try 
to coordinate discussions between representatives of all of the entities periodically 
throughout the year.  As time and distance permits, let the officials know what is 
happening in the classrooms by using techniques described above. 

State and federal officials
These are the people at the state and national levels who influence learning 

standards, mandate actions and determine funding levels. Above all else, they need to 
know the impact of their actions – or lack of action in some cases – on education.

Don’t wait until they are in a congressional or legislative session to make the first 
contact.  Arrange a time to meet while your representatives are in their home 
offices and presumably have more time to talk with constituents.

Make sure they receive all print and electronic communications that you send to 
parents and others in the community. 

When you provide state and local officials a packet of printed materials, include 
a CD of the same information to make it easier for them to access and re-use the 
information. Make sure they have basic enrollment, demographic, and funding 
information about your district.

Write or call them regularly to let them know how you are spending state and 
federal funds. However, don’t begin the conversation by saying you need more. 
Illustrate the point that needs are still unmet by telling how many students are 
being served and how many are left unserved. Give them the opportunity to decide 
whether more funding is needed.

When you have stellar programs, share stories about those programs with 
elected officials: why they have worked, who is benefiting from them, and how you 
provided/obtained funds to do the job.

Survey your school board and cabinet members to determine how many have 
personal connections to, or are friends with, state or federal officials. Determine 
if they are comfortable contacting them about issues affecting your district before 
asking them to take such action.

Survey your elected officials to find out if you are providing enough information 
for them to make informed decisions about education.

Encourage all school board members to contact legislators. Elected officials 
talking to elected officials is very powerful.

Provide legislative staff district contact information.  Let them know you will be 
glad to provide information about education and that you are willing to testify at 
hearings on educational bills that would help your district.
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Educate yourself about other issues with which they are dealing.  Be able to 
discuss education needs as they compare and contrast with other requests for 
state and federal resources.

Above all, remember to say, “Thank you!” for the support they give to education.  
If you have credited the actions of the state Legislature or the Congress for being 
supportive of education, then pick up a pen and write a quick thank you note to 
individuals who were responsible for the legislation.

You will find that, over time, the relationships you develop with elected officials 
through a system of continuous, two-way communication will provide strong support 
for your district and for public education. 

Contributed by: Jackie Smith, communications consultant






