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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to determine the 

extent to which Arizona public school districts had a 

designated school-community relations director position 

with a clearly defined "gatekeeper" role and to determine 

the effectiveness of this role as perceived by newspaper 

editors and as evidenced by newspaper coverage of various 

news topics. 

Two different questionnaires and a topic analysis 

of newspaper stories were methods used to collect data. 

One questionnaire, responded to by 87 superintendents of 

Arizona school districts having enrollments of more than 

800, pertained to the status of the position of school

community relations director and to school-press relation

ships. Data collected by this instrument was used to 

categorize districts into 18 different groups on the 

bases of district size, district type, and the employ

ment of school-community relations personnel. A 

representative school district was selected from each 

category and editors of the newspapers serving those 

particular districts were contacted. Eleven different 

editors responded to a questionnaire or telephone 

interview pertaining to school-press relations and news 

x 



coverage. Specific issues of the designated newspapers 

were then analyzed to identify the number and direction 

of different school news topics. In addition, an 

xi 

analysis of job descriptions submitted by school-community 

relations personnel determined specific functions of the 

position. 

The major findings of the study included: (1) 

Twenty-nine full- or part-time school-community relations 

directors were identified, who to. some extent served as 

"gatekeeper" between their districts and the newspapers. 

(2) Although school-community relations directors 

expressed high priority on press-related activities, the 

amount of news coverage pertaining to these districts in 

most instances did not reflect this priority. Districts 

without school-community relations personnel appeared to 

receive just as much news coverage as those districts 

which did employ someone in the position. (3) School

community relations personnel perceived relations with 

newspapers to be much ltlOre positive than did newspaper 

editors. (4) Virtually no differences existed in the 

number of different topics nor in the direction of 

coverage between news about school districts employing 

school-community relations directors and districts that 

did not. 



Additional findings pertained to job roles, 

news sources, positive press-school relationships, and 

types of news topics. 

xii 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Communication has always been a critical factor 

in effective school-community relationships, but in the 

"education conscious-raising" 1980's its impact will be 

even more crucial as American public schools continue 

to be "whipping boys" for social, political, and economic 

ills, as well as for educational ones. Modern technology 

abounds with a wide array of communication media, but of 

them all, the newspaper still remains the primary source 

of news, partly because of its ability to present in

depth coverage and partly because of its usefulness over 

an extended period of time. Besides being picked up 

and perused 'at the reader's convenience, a newspaper can 

be stored in archives and catalogs, becoming part of 

tangible history, in contrast with the intransient nature 

of radio and television news. These elements of extended 

coverage and extended usability make newspapers still the 

most important medium for good school public relations, 

a medium too often slighted or ignored by school district 

administrators (Walling, 1982). School-community relations 

specialists report that although school administrators 

list the newspaper as the most effective communication 

1 



medium covering their school districts, they still place 

little emphasis on establishing good rapport with news 

reporters (Kindred, Bagin & Gallagher, 1976). 

Newspaper coverage of school events has been 

common practice for as long as schools and newspapers 

2 

have existed in the same communities, but the school 

representative responsible for press cov~rage has often 

been the weak link in the press-school connection, perhaps 

unwittingly preventing the practice from being as effective 

as it could be. Traditionally, the local newspaper may 

acquire school news from a variety of sources. First, a 

newspaper reporter with the education beat may interview 

the superintendent or other district officials about 

either assigned "important" stories or reporter generated 

stories. Second, the high school English or journalism 

teacher may be responsible for writing news stories and 

for seeing that they are submitted to the local paper. 

If a journalism teacher is not granted release time or 

some other type of compensation for performing this duty, 

chances are that the teacher will assign the stories to 

journalism students as part of their class work. Third, 

to advertise their special projects or activities, 

individual building principals or teachers may compose 

quick "publicity releases" of their own without being 

responsible to a central clearinghouse for the handling 



and dissemination of school news. School news does 

receive coverage in the local press through all of these 

sources, but the significance of the information itself, 

the quality of the writing, and the amity of the 

relationship between the school and the press have often 

been weak, incurring complaints about insufficient 

coverage from the schools, and about "outrageous 

expectations," unprofessional attitudes, and inaccessible 

administrators from the press. 

3 

Many of the complaints arising from the traditional 

school-press relationships are valid. Generally, press 

coverage emphasizes local athletics, student activities 

and school board meetings. Urban newspapers occasionally 

cover national educational news, specifically such 

negative topics as declining test scores, social and 

racial inequities, teacher militancy and strikes, merit 

pay and tenure, desegregation violations, and most 

recently lack of excellence in education. Rarely do local 

newspapers as a whole report educational speeches, 

opinions of teachers on critical issues, teachers' 

preparations for teaching, and educators' stands on 

educational concerns. Even newspapers with full-time 

education writers have been criticized for concentrating 

on "student extra-curricular activities, teacher 

appointments, school finance and buildings, and PTA notes." 



Critics have noted that most printed items lack 

imaginative, informed reporting and are often relegated 

to low-readership sections of the paper (Dapper & Carter, 

1962) • 

In his doctoral dissertation, Bagin (1970) reports 

that much of the research done in the area of school-

press relations between 1923 and 1968 has indicated that 

only about five percent or less of the newspaper space 

devoted to news about schools is used for curricular news, 

even though taxpayers and parents have consistently 

indicated that they are interested in reading about topics 

other than athletics and extra-curricular activities. A 

more recent survey of newspaper editors on trends in 

educational news coverage reveals that many newspapers 

are improving their coverage, concentrating on a variety 

of educational activities and viewpoints, but that the 

4 

press could still be a more viable medium for school

community communication (Hynds, 1981). This study also 

indicated that fewer than half of those newspapers surveyed 

have a fulltime reporter assigned to education. An analysis 

of information collected as part of the National 

Association of Secondary School Principals' study of the 

effective senior high school principal showed that 48 per

cent of the respondent principals still feel that the 

influence of the news media is negative. Few principals 

feel that newspaper coverage is neutral (Gorton, 1979). 



Thus the responsibility for positive school news 

coverage belongs primarily to the schools, just as it 

always has, since schools cannot rely on local newspapers 

hiring or assigning someone to handle educational news. 

The schools are responsible for effective press relation

ships to insure -their strategic position in the community; 

therefore, administrators need to rectify the complaints 

5 

of local newspapers by doubling their efforts to communicate 

with the press in an organized manner, rather than in 

sporadic, feeble attempts to persuade newspapers to print 

their stories. 

This type of organized, on-going, two-way 

communication can perhaps best be vested in the position 

of a school-community relations director, a school district 

staff employee who is charged with effecting sound and 

constructive relationships and positive two-way communi

cation between the school district and the community, 

vital factors in the effort to make improvements in the 

educational program and to facilitate necessary adjust

ments in the mission of the nation's public schools. 

Because education is a continuous and complex story, it 

is best served by continuity and depth of reporting by a 

person with an interest in seeing that communication 

between the public and the school passes through a channel 

most amenable to cementing positive school-community 

relationships. 



That a school-community relations director can 

make a difference in the amount of news coverage has been 

shown by Bolaji (1973) in a study of large city newspapers 

in Kansas. Bolaji concerned himself with an analysis of 

coverag'e on four school news topics--sports, school 

administration, student affairs, and public affairs--and 

found that newspapers serving districts without school

community relations directors and newspapers without 

education reporters usually emphasized sports, with 

school activities being covered to a slightly less degree. 

In a previous study, Rings (1971) theorized that news

papers covering districts without school-community 

relations directors had significantly more sports 

coverage since the newspapers initiated much of the sports 

coverage, whereas the school district usually initiated 

coverage pertaining to student affairs. He concluded that 

overall, public relations directors were associated with 

school districts with more proficient utilizationDf the 

newspaper medium. 

6 

The vital link in the communications network, the 

most influential person in deciding what is newsworthy and 

in determining how the public is to perceive the 

educational system, can be the school-community relations 

director, who controls the "gate" through which information 



passes from the school district to the newspaper and in 

turn to the public. The school-community relations 

director can be the strongest component in the communi

cations network--the gatekeeper--a significant role in 

determining what information shall be brought to the 

attention of the press and through the media to the 

public at large. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purposes of this study were (1) to determine 

the extent to which the public school districts of 
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Arizona have a designated position for school public 

relations/school-community relations; (2) to determine if 

the public relations officer/school-community relations 

director functions as the "gatekeeper," i.e., media control 

officer, in the public school districts of Arizona; (3) to 

determine the effectiveness of this "gatekeeper" role as 

perceived by local editors of newspapers serving selected 

school districts; and (4) to determine if a relationship 

exists between news topics and their direction in 

newspapers serving districts with a designated public 

relations position or clearly defined "gatekeeper" and 

news topics and their direction in newspapers serving 

districts without such a designated position. 



Statement of the Problem 

The purpose of this study was to determine the 

extent to which the public school districts in Arizona 

have a designated public relations/school-community 

relations director position with a clearly defined 

"gatekeeper" role and to determine the effectiveness of 

this role a~. perceived by local newspaper editors and as 

evidenced by newspaper coverage of various news topics 

and their direction. 

Significance of the Problem 

A review of the related literature pertaining to 

the "gatekeeper" concept reveals that ~enerally this role 

is restricted to members of the mass media, although 

isolated references to the concept can be found in some of 

the social science fields. This researcher proposed to 

add another dimension to the mass communications model, 

demonstrating that the school-community relations director 

can actually be the "gatekeeper" between the news sources 

and the press, and ultimately between the school and the 

public. If the school-community relations director 

perceives the significance of the potential inherent in 

this specialized role, then he/she will be more effective 

as a facilitator of communication between his/her district 

and the public. 

8 



School administrators readily admit that one of 

the primary functions of the school-community relations 

director is that of liaison between the district and the 

press, but seldom do they speculate on the significance 

of this task. Too many schools handle school-press 

relations in a superficial manner, developing a general 

goal of "communicating effectively with the press" rather 

than formulating specific objectives of disseminating news 

and maintaining rapport with the press according to a 

carefully executed plan. The school district has a 

9 

plethora of information available for possible news coverage, 

and the school-community relations director in his "gate

keeper" role is in the enviable position to influence 

public opinion concerning local education by determining 

how the information is utilized by the local press. 

If an examination of selected newspapers were to 

reveal that no true differences exist between various 

categories of news topics and their direction covered by 

newspapers serving districts with school-community relations 

directors and those newspapers receiving news from other 

sources, then it would be evident, all else being equal, 

that school administrators and/or school-community relations 

directors have not grasped the significance of the 

influential position that the "gatekeeper" role affords. 

In such a case, a thorough examination of this facet of 

the public relations policy might be advisable. 



Assumptions Underlying the Problem 

For the purpose of this study the following 

assumptions were made: 

1. The school-community relations director is a 

viable agent in effective school-press relation

ships. 

2. Most members of the public have access to a local 

newspaper and receive a major portion of 

educational information via daily or weekly 

newspapers. 

3. The school-community relations director functions 

as a "central clearinghouse" for news coverage 

pertaining to his diitrict. 

10 

4. When rapport is established between the local press 

and the school district, local editors are willing 

to print as much school news as space allows. 

Limitations of the Study 

This study was limited in the following ways: 

1. The matched sampling of newspapers should not be 

construed to be indicative of all newspapers in 

Arizona. The topic analysis of the sample is 

intended to depict a general trend occurring in 

substantiation with other studies rather than to 

present a statistical difference between two 

groups of newspapers. 
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2. One specific period of time from which topic 

analysis data was drawn could have led to a 

skewing of information in that educational news 

should be at a maximum during American Education 

Week, one of the time frameworks selected for the 

analysis. Although this particular time frame may 

not be representative of news coverage throughout 

the year, it was felt that individual schools 

should take advantage of the information available 

from many other sources during American Education 

Week and should use this time of high visibility 

and additional availability of materials to their 

best interests. The selection of the other time 

periods; that is, the last weeks of February 1983 

or January 1984, when news was probably at a low, 

hopefully offset any possible skewing. 

3. This study was concerned with the different topics 

covered in newspaper articles and with their 

direction (favorable--unfavorable) but not with 

the relative amount of newspaper space devoted to 

school news, nor with the effectiveness of the 

published news. Neither was any correspondence 

between the amount of news submitted to the 

newspaper and the amount actually published 

determined, since this variable is usually beyond 



the control of the news source and depends on 

space available. 

4. The school districts used in the study were 

selected on an enrollment basis only, not on 

ethnic balance or geographical location. Schools 

administered by county superintendents were not 

included in the sample. 

Definition of Terms 

For the purpose of this study the following 

definitions were established: 

Central clearinghouse: The office of the school

community relations director which is responsible for 

disseminating news from individual schools or persons to 

the media in an organized flow. 

Channel: In mass communication, a vehicle of 

communication, such as newspapers, radio or television. 

12 

Communication: IIA cooperative enterprise 

requiring the mutual interchange of ideas and information, 

and out of which understanding develops and action is 

taken ll (Kindred, et al., 1976); lIall procedures by which 

one mind may affect another ll (Weaver, 1949). 

Content analysis: Carney (1972) offers this recent 

trend in defining IIcontent analysis ll
: lIany technique for 

making inferences by objectively and systematically 



identifying specified characteristics of messages" 

(pp. 5-6). A way of asking a fixed set of questions of 

all of a predetermined body of writings in such a way as 

to produce countable results. 
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Direction of coverage: The overt or implied 

attitude or bias expressed in a newspaper item, ranging 

from favorable to neutral to unfavorable (Budd, 1962). 

Articles refle~ting cohesion, cooperation, success, and 

unity were judged as favorable. School news articles were 

deemed unfavorable if they depicted weakness, uncoopera

tiveness, conflict, disunity, or lack of leadership. 

Articles which reflected neither favorable nor unfavorable 

conditions were considered neutral. 

Feedback: The means by which one person obtains 

information about the effects of messages on the person(s) 

with whom he is communicating. 

Gatekeeper: A person charged with the responsi

bility of deciding what information should be passed 

along a communications chain according to perceived 

relevance to audience interests and needs. 

Public opinion: The sum of accumulated 

individual opinions on an issue which affects a group 

of people. 



School-community relations or school public 

relations: According to Kindred et al. (1976), "sound 

and constructive relations between the school and 

community are achieved through a process of exchanging 

information, ideas and viewpoints out of which decisions 

are made concerning essential improvements in the 

educational program and adjustments to the climate of 

social change." 
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School-community relations director (or comparable 

titles): A member of the school district administrative 

team who is responsible for the overall school-community 

relations program. Six basic functions attributed to 

this staff position are research, advisement, planning, 

coordination, communication, and evaluation (Kindred et al., 

1976) . 

summary 

After introducing the general topic of study, this 

chapter has presented (1) the purpose of the study, (2) 

the statement of the problem, (3) the significance of the 

problem, (4) assumptions, (5) limitations, and (6) 

definitions of terms. Chapter 2 will present a review of 

the liter~ture related to the topic. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE 

This chapter is divided into three sections. 

The first part offers a general description of 

communication theory and traces the development of the 

gatekeeper concept as it applies to mass communications. 

The second section reviews the literature pertaining to 

the specific job function of the school-community 

relations director as liaison person between the school 

district and the press. A theoretical communications 

model containing the addition of the school-community 

relations director will be proposed in the third part to 

illustrate a key relationship that can be developed in 

the communications chain. Implications concerning the 

influential position of the director as gatekeeper will 

also be considered. 

The Gatekeeper Concept in Communication Theory 

The entire concept of communication is a nebulous 

one, for as with any abstract term, the complexity of the 

process itself makes term delimitation very difficult. 

In fact, the definition accepted by an individual will 

largely depend on whether he is a sociologist, a 
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mathematician, a psychologist, an anthropologist, a 

linguist, a journalist, an educator, a phonetician, a 

psycholinguist, a social scientist, a psychoacoustician, 

or "none of the above." Dance and Larson (1976) have 

identified 126 different definitions of communication, 

the diversity of which makes it very difficult to provide 

a simple framework within which to operate. However, 
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this researcher will attempt to offer those general theories 

encompassing a description of communication applicable to 

this particular study. 

Even with the multiplicity of definitions, a survey 

of a few of them reveals significant similarities: 

"All communication behavior has as its purpose 

the eliciting of a specific response from a specific 

person (or group of persons)" (Berlo, 1960). 

"In the most general sense, we have communication 

wherever one system, a source, influences another, the 

destination, by manipulation of alternative symbols, 

which can be transmitted over the channel connecting them" 

(Osgood, Suci & Tannenbaum, 1957). 

"Communication may be defined as 'social inter

action' through messages" (Gerbner, 1967). 

"Communication is cooperative enterprise requiring 

the mutual interchange of ideas and information, and out 



of which understanding develops and action is taken" 

(Kindred et al., 1976). 

" ..• a process by which senders and receivers 

of messages interact in given social contexts II 

(Sereno, 1970). 
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lilt (communication) is a process that makes common 

to two or several what was the monopoly of one or some" 

(Gode, quoted in "What is Communication? II , 1959). 

"Communication is the discriminatory response of 

an organism to a stimulus" (Stevens, quoted by Cherry, 

1950) . 

Who 

Says What 

In Which Channel 

To Whom 

With What Effect? (Lasswell, 1948). 

In the most general terms, then, communication 

implies a sender or stimulus, a channel, a message or 

exchange, a response or receiver and an effect or action. 

Sometimes purpose or intention is involved in the 

process, but this factor isn't a prerequisite. Communi

cation can also be action, interaction, or reaction. 

Since the same basic components appear to be inherent in 

most of the definitions themselves, the intent of 

individual communication theorists is to develop systems 
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or models demonstrating the interrelationships among the 

various elements. McQuail (1981) defines a model as I'a 

consciously simplified description in graphic form of a 

piece of reality. A model seeks to show the main elements 

of any structure or process and the relationships 

between these elements" (p. 2). By ordering and relating 

elements to one another and by providing an image of a 

complex concept that might be difficult to perceive 

otherwise, a model provides an organized frame within 

which one can consider a problem. 

A general human communications model encompassing 

all forms of communication has been developed by 

Berlo (1960). He includes the following elements: 

1. the communication source 

2. the encoder 

3. the message 

4. the channel 

5. the decoder 

6. the communication receiver 

Berlo defines communication source as a person or group 

with a purpose for engaging in communication, but other 

theorists such as Newcomb and Stevens do not include 

purpose or intent as a criterion for communication. The 

encoder is responsible for taking the source's ideas and 

formulating them into a code, expressing the source's 



purpose in a message. In person-to-person communication 

the encoder is the motor skills of the source. The 

simplest model depicts the message as the purpose 

expressed in physical form--a code--which is carried by 

the channel, itself an important factor in the 

effectiveness of communication. For communication to 

occur someone must be at the other end of the channel--a 

receiver who is the target of communication. Just as a 

source requires an encoder to put his purpose into a 

message, so does the receiver need a decoder to put the 

message into a form the receiver can use. In addition, 

the receiver and source must be similar systems for 

communication to take place. 

Another simple model developed by Lasswell in 
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1948 has been used to organize and to give structure to 

discussions about communication (McQuail, 1981). Lasswell 

said, "A convenient way to describe an art of communi

cation is to answer the following questions: 

"Who 

Says What 

In Which Channel 

To Whom 

With What Effect?" (McQuail, 1981, p. 10). 

Transformed to a graphic model, the formula appears in 

Figure 1. Although the Lasswell model has been criticized 



Who ISays what 1 In which ·To Whom I With what 
channel effect 

Communi- 1-7 /MeSSage 
) ~ ~ 

Medium Receiver I Effect 
cator 

Figure 1. The Lasswell Formula with corresponding elements of the communication 
process (McQuail, 1981, p. 10). 
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for its simplicity, it has been utilized as a convenient 

and comprehensive way. of introducing people to the study 

of the communications process. 

The basic sender-channel-message-receiver model 

was rapidly modified during the 1950s when communications 

researchers became more cognizant of feedback and intra-

personal communication. Osgood (1954) provides for both 

the sending and receiving function within one individual 

as well as places inter-personal communication within the 

wider context of the communication act. Figures 2 and 3 

illustrate these interrelationships as perceived by 

Osgood. He stresses the social nature of communication by 

saying: 

Any adequate model must therefore include at least 
two communicating units, a source unit (speaker) 
and a destination unit (hearer). Between any two 
such units, connecting them into a single system, 
is what we may call the message. For purposes 
of this report, we will define the message as 
that part of the total output (responses) of a 
source unit which simultaneously may be a part of 
the total input (stimuli) to a destination unit. 
When individual A talks to individual B, for 
example, his postures, gestures, facial expressions, 
and even manipulations with objects may all be a 
part of the message, as of course are events in 
the sound wave channel. But other parts of Als 
total behavior do not derive from Als behavior-
these events are not part of the message ..... 
These R-S message events (reactions of one 
individual that produce stimuli for another) may 
be either immediate or mediate--ordinary face-to
face conversation illustrates the former and 
written communication the latter (pp. 33-34). 



COMMUNICATION UNIT 

INPUT + - 4 RECEIVER - - ~ DESTINATION - - ~ SOURCE - - 7 TRANSMITTER - -I~ OUTPUT 

~-- - - decoding - - - ~ ~ - - - - - encoding - - - - - 7 

Figure 2. Osgood's Communication Unit (Severin, 1979, p. '33). 
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Figure 3. Osgood's Model of the Essential Communication Act (Severin, 1979, p. 33). 
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One other model describing inter-personal, face

to-face communication is Newcomb's Symmetry Model or 

ABX model, developed in 1953. (See Figure 4). His 
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model is a simple representation of the dynamics of 

communication ·between two individuals in an intentional, 

verbal, face-to-face relationship. In Newcomb's model, 

the points of the triangle represent individuals A and B 

and an object X in their common environment. Both 

individuals are oriented to each other and to X, 

communication being the process supporting the orientation 

structure and maintaining or improving the balance of the 

relationships among the three elements (Newcomb, 1953). 

Newcomb also developed a number of postulates concerning 

these relationships and the strain toward consistency, 

but they are beyond the scope of this study. 

The preceding models are basic descriptions of 

communication theory in general and of verbal inter

personal communication specifically. Although the models 

can be extended to include mass communication, many of the 

basic terms take on different meanings, just as the term 

"mass communication ll has its own particular definition: 

"Mass communications comprise the institutions and 

techniques by which specialized groups employ technological 



x· 

A ~ ______________ > B 
( 

Figure 4. The basic Newcomb A-B-X model (Severin, 1979, 
p. 35). 
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devices (press, radio, films, etc.) to disseminate 

symbolic content to large, heterogeneous and widely 

dispersed audiences" (Janowitz, 1968). 

As McQuail (1981) explains, the sender in mass 

communications is always a part of an organized group 
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and often a member of an institution which has tasks other 

than communication. The receiver is an individual but 

has the general characteristics of a particular group. The 

channel is no longer a social relationship but rather a 

technologically based device. The message is not unique but 

mass produced, repeatable, and complex. 

A number of theorists have drawn elaborate models 

incorporating as many elements of mass communication as 

possible, but one of the most influential was developed 

by Westley and MacLean in 1957 in an effort to provide 

systematic treatment for mass communications research. 

They wanted to "develop a single communications model which 

may help to order existing findings. It also may provide 

a system of concepts which will evoke new and interrelated 

research directions, compose old theoretical and discipli

nary differences, and in general bring some order out of a 

chaotic situation" (Westley & MacLean, 1957). (See Figure 

5 • ) 



Figure 5. Westley and MacLean's conceptual model of 
mass communication (Severin, 1979, p. 39). 
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The Westley-MacLean model is an adaptation of the 

Newcomb model previously discussed, to which is added an 

infinite number of events, ideas, objects, and people in 

the sensory field (Xs) which are objects of "orientation." 

They also included a C or channel role between A, the 

source, and B, the ultimate receiver, and provided for 

feedback. The model shows that A selects from a multitude 

of XS to communicate with B. In addition, B can have a 

direct perception of X and can respond by the feedback link 

(FBA). The important contribution of this model is the 

inclusion of the channel role C as the mass communicator who 

acts as intermediary, interpreting the needs of B and then 

transforming meaning and transmitting messages to B by way 

of a channel or medium. Sereno (1970) describes the 

principal elements of the model: 

As (Advocacy roles). This is what is usually meant 
by "the communicator"--a personality or social 
system engaged in selecting and transmitting 
messages purposively. 

Bs (Behavioral system roles). This is what is 
usually meant by "the receiver," "the public," 
etc.--a personality or social system requiring 
and using communications about the condition of 
its environment for the satisfaction of its 
needs and solution of its problems. 

Cs (Channel roles). Often confounded with As, Cs 
serve as the agents of Bs in selecting and 
transmitting non-purposively the information Bs 
require, especially when the information is 
beyond the immediate reach of B. 



X The totality of objects and events "out there." 
Xl is these objects and events as abstracted 
into tranmissible form: "messages" about XS 
and A-X relationships (such as "opinions"). 

Channels. The means by which Xs are moved by way 
of As and/or Cs to Bs. Channels include "gates" 
manned by Cs who in various ways alter messages. 

Encoding. The process by which As and Cs transform 
Xs into Xls. Decoding is the process by which Bs 
interiorize messages. 

Feedback. The means by which As and Cs obtain 
information about the effects of messages on Bs 
(pp . 81- 82) . 

The added element C is the component with which 

this particular study is concerned. According to Westley 

and MacLean, "c will be recognized as the 'gatekeeper' 

of Lewin as adapted to mass communications by White" 

(Westley & MacLean, 1957). 

The concept of "gatekeeper" has generally been 

utilized in studies of the mass communications process, 
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referring to the action taken by someone in the network to 

choose or to reject a potential news item. The idea 

originated in studies conducted by Kurt Lewin (1947) dealing 

with decisions about household food purchases. He noted 

that information does not diffuse throughout a system in 

random fashion but flows along certain channels which 

contain "gate sections," where decisions are made by 

"gatekeepers" as to whether information will be allowed to 

enter, or if it is already in the channel, to continue. 



Lewin's concept was applied to mass communication 

by White (1950) in a classic study of the wire editor on 

a nonmetropolitan newspaper, whose decision to discard 

news items was seen as the most significant role of a 

"gatekeeper" in the communications process. White 

indicated that news does not flow directly and completely 

from source to receiver, but is filtered through a chain 
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of gates. He also noted that through studying the editor's 

overt reasons for rejecting news stories, one can see how 

highly subjective the communication of "news" really is. 

White's simple gatekeeping model is shown in Figure 6. 

In summary, a "gatekeeper" determines what infor

mation is passed along the communications chain and how 

faithfully it is reproduced. The principle applies to 

report.ers, photographers, editors, commentators or anyone 

else who decides what information to use in the media from 

the vast amount of facts at hand. Obviously, the "gate

keeper" is an extremely influential position, often 

engaging in communication designed to engender attitude 

change, as in the case of public relations campaigns. The 

individual in this role has the potential to exercise 

great influence over what readers and viewers will think 

about, even if not what conclusions they will reach about 

an issue. In a political sense, the "gatekeeper" can also 

be a "change agent," a professional who tries to influence 



N M 

N: Source of news item 

N1 , 2, 3, 4 : News items 

N21, 31 : Selected items 

M: Audience 

N1 , N4 : Discarded items 

Figure 6: White's simple gatekeeping model (McQuail, 
1981, p. 100). 
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adoption decisions in a particular direction. If a 

"gatekeeper" is desirous of linking the newspaper source and 

the public to effect a specific decision, then he is this 

change agent, another highly influential position in the 

communications network (Severin, 1979). 

The School-Community Relations Director 
and Press-Related Tasks 

Traditionally, the responsibility of school public 

relations has been undertaken personally by the school 

district superintendent, who, depending upon the size of his 

district, would either delegate individual tasks to other 

staff members or would plan and implement the entire 

program himself. A study conducted in 1963 is probably 

indicative of the national trend in school-community 

relations up until the last few years. This study, based 

on a questionnaire sent to a representative sample of 

Wisconsin school districts found: 

1. Few Wisconsin public school districts follow a 
predetermined information policy. Concern for 
such a policy may be increasing, but, as yet, 
most school districts handle communications 
problems as they arise. 

2. Most school districts have some method of 
allocating informational duties, but in many 
cases communicating seems to be looked upon as 
just another duty to be performed. 

3. The attitudes of school district administrators 
are not always on the side of the people's right 
to know. 



4. The most frequently used channel of 
communication of the school districts is written 
press releases, whether or not an information 
specialist is employed. 

5. Only three school districts in Wisconsin 
employed fulltime PR practitioners. Many 
schools use teachers on a part-time basis to 
handle publicity. Most specialists replying in 
the study said that they needed more time to do 
their PR tasks, particularly for external 
communications (Cutlip & Center, 1964, p. 399). 

As school districts have found themselves 

increasingly becoming the brunt of the public's dissatis-

faction with social institutions as a whole and with the 

American public school system in particular, they have 

deemed it necessary to more closely examine their public 

relations programs and especially their relationships 

with the local press, which is still the major news 
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disseminator and opinion leader in most communities. This 

examination often reveals that the communication function 

is not a minor facet of the school administrator's duties 

at all but actually encompasses every aspect of school life. 

In genera~, school public relations places top 

priority on this communication factor. As Kindred (1957) 

explains, school public relations is "a process of 

communication between the school and community for the 

purpose of increasing citizen understanding of educational 

needs and practices and encouraging intelligent citizen 

interest and cooperation in the work of improving the 

school" (p. 9). More specifically, the dynamic process 



that combines the following ideas and practices makes for 

strong, constructive relationships between the school and 

the community: 

1. A way of life expressed daily by staff members in 
their personal relations with colleagues, pupils, 
parents, and people in the community. 

2. A planned and continuing series of activities for 
communicating with both internal and external 
publics concerning the purposes, needs, programs, 
and accomplishments of the school. 

3. A planned and continuing series of activities for 
determining what citizens think of the schools 
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and the aspirations they hold for the education of 
their children. 

4. The active involvement of citizens in the 
decision-making process of the school so that 
essential improvements may be made in the 
educational program and adjustments brought 
about to meet the climate of social change 
(Kindred et al., 1976, p. 9). 

Instead of being part of the superintendent's 

duties, the preceding functions are frequently being 

placed in the hands of an individual solely responsible 

for school-community relations. This individual is 

usually a member of the district administrative team and 

is given such titles as assistant superintendent, 

administrative assistant, director of information services, 

director of community relations, director of public rela-

tions, communications director, director of information 

and public relations, director of information and 

communications, director of community-school relations, 
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director of publications, coordinator of school infor-

mation, public information officer, director of school-

community relations (Kindred et al., 1976). Kindred notes 

that the titles represent a shift in concept that has 

taken place since his earlier book was published in 1957. 

Where previously the emphasis was on public relations, 

today it is more on community, communication, and 

information. 

An examination of the literature pertaining to the 

job description of this position reveals that since the 

press plays a major role in the school-community relations 

program, the relationship established between the director 

and the local newspaper is a vital one. For example, in 

Wichita, Kansas, the major activities of the school-

community relations director are as follows: 

1. Establish a two-way communication system within 
the school system, between the school system 
and the community, and between the school 
system and state and national groups. 

2. Interpret policy of the Board of Education and 
the programs of the school system to the public. 

3. Plan, develop, and produce internal and 
external publications. 

4. Prepare feature material for newspaper, ~adio 
and television. 

5. Assume the role of liaison person with all 
news media. 



6. Assist school personnel and board personn~l 
in planning public participation events. 

7. Provide school-community relations consulting 
service to board of education members, 
central office administrators and school 
principals. 

8! Help assess public attitude and keep 
appropriate school personnel informed. 

9. Serve as a source for information to individuals 
from the community regarding school matters. 

10. Serve as a con9ultant in the preparation of 
informational materials prepared by school 
personnel. 

11. Assimilate and disseminate informative materials. 

12. Evaluate informative materials produced by the 
school system in terms of their internal and 
external communicative value (Kindred, et al., 
1976, p. 327). 

Items 2, 4, 5, 9, 10, 11, and 12 of this responsibility 

statement can be interpreted as press-related. A similar 

statement prepared for Supervisor of Information, 
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Beverly Hills Unified District, California, lists eight 

responsibilities, five of which are press-related (Kindred 

et al., 1976, p. 328). Another specific example is the 

job description for the Supervisor of Public Information 

for Los Angeles, California schools, which suggests that 

eight out of fourteen duties are directly related to the 

press (See Appendix E). The Community Relations Director 

of the Mesa Unified School District, Mesa, Arizona, is 

responsible for twenty different duties, nine of which 



involve working with the press. The corresponding 

position in Madison School District, Phoenix, Arizona, is 

combined with that of personnel director, but of the 

seven specified communications-related activities, three 

are press-related (See Appendix E) . 
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School Management Magazine interviewed fifteen 

school-community relations directors and found that press

related duties included preparing press releases, provi~ing 

editorial services, providing a standardized form for 

releasing news reports, and maintaining a file on all 

releases. Results of another survey indicated that 90 

percent of the fulltime directors "considered press, radio, 

and television contacts as one of their major responsibili

ties" (Mayer, 1974). 

Freeman (1965), in conducting a study of school

community relations directors in large city school 

districts, found that only 63 'percent were directly involved 

in preparing newspaper releases. By 1970, however, press

related activities were receiving more emphasis in the 

school-community relations program. Bagin (1970) researched 

ninety school public relations personnel, finding that all 

of them spent time on newspaper activities, with the 

median percent of time allocated for press-related 

activities being 23.5 percent, nearly a fourth of their 

working hours. Of 184 respondents questioned in a recent 



study by Sekerak (1980), 182 fully or partially 

responsible for writing press releases. 

Modification of the Westley-MacLean 
Mass Communications Model 

An analysis of the Westley-MacLean mass 

communications model reveals that an additional component 

38 

may be inserted to demonstrate the school-community 

relations director as the link between the school district 

and the media. Since the source of information is not the 

director, but the school district itself, this additional 

element stands between the source and the traditional 

gatekeeper and becomes the true gatekeeper-in the school-

community network. This theoretical extension would take 

the form shown in Figure 7. Pertaining to this model, 

this researcher offers the following explanation: 

Xs are events or objects in the school environment 

worthy of news coverage. Some of these (Xl' X2 

and X
3

) are identified by someone in the school 

itself and others (X 3C ' X4 ) are observations made 

directly by the press; for example, an eyewitness 

account made by a reporter. 

A is the school district's position. Because it has 

something to say about the XS to the public, 

it is the communication source or purposive 

communicator. 



Figure 7. Researcher's adaptation of the Westley-MacLean 
mass communications model. 
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D is the school-community relations director who 

sorts through all the Xs conveyed to him by 

individuals in the A position, and according to 

journalistic criteria of perceived relevance to 

audience interests and needs, acts as a gate

keeper in the selection process. D also acts as 

a "clearinghouse" in the communication chain. 

C is the newspaper or its representative who 

receives the news from D. If good rapport exists 

between D and C, C may not go through a selection 

process but will rely on D's judgment and auto

matically accept the news, therefore serving as 

a nonpurposive transfer agent. 

B represents the audience or receiver of the 

information, i.e., the public. 

fBA is the feedback from a member of the public to 

the school district, e.g., a personal letter to 
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a teacher featured in a story for using innovative 

methods. 

fBC is the feedback from a member of the public to the 

newspaper, perhaps in the form of a letter to 

the editor. 

fBD is feedback from a member.of the public to the 

director, e.g., a telephone call or letter about 

a particular item in the newspaper. 



fCD is the feedback from the newspaper to the school

community relations director. fCA would rarely 

exist because of D's gatekeeper-clearinghouse 

role. 

fDA is feedback from the director to the source, 

perhaps to encourage, to modify, or even to 

reject the attempt to transmit an X. 

Summary 

As is evident from the amount of emphasis placed 

on the press-related functions of the school-community 

relations director, this individual is in a crucial 

position to influence attitudes of the media and of the 

public. The literature emphasizes the important criteria 

for effective school-press relations in terms of two-way 

communication, inter-personal relations, and inter

institutional factors, but research appears to be lacking 

concerning the potential of this influential position in 

the mass communications network. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODS 

Introduction 

The purposes of this study were to: 

1. Determine the extent to which the public 

school districts of Arizona have a designated position 

for school public relations/school-community relations; 

2. Determine if the public relations officer/ 

school-community relations director functions as the 

"gatekeeper" (i.e., media control officer)' in the 

public school districts of Arizona; 

3. Determine the effectiveness of this "gatekeeper" 

role as perceived by local editors of newspapers serving 

selected school districts; and 

4. Determine if a relationship exists between news 

topics and their direction in newspapers serving districts 

with a designated public relations position or clearly 

defined "gatekeeper" and news topics and their 

direction in newspapers serving districts without such 

a designated position. 
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Methodology 

The methods used in this study consisted of: 

1. Identification of the composition of the public 

school districts in Arizona; 

2. Questionnaire of school superintendents and 

school-community relations directors to determine the 

status and functions of the position of school-community 

relations director; 
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3. Questionnaire of and/or telephone interviews with 

newspaper editors to determine their perception of the 

school-community relations director's role as a 

"gatekeeper"; and 

4. Content/topic analysis of selected local newspaper 

coverage. 

Selection of Subjects 

For the purposes of this study, three populations 

were sampled. 

Population One: Arizona public school superin

tendents and/or school community relations personnel: 

Step 1: Identification of public school districts in 

Arizona: On the basis of school district enrollment 

figures provided by the Arizona State Department of 

Education, 99 Arizona public school districts enrolling 

800 or more students were identified and grouped into 

nine categories: 
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1. Large elementary districts, 
2. Medium elementary districts, 
3. Small elementary districts, 
4. Large secondary districts, 
5. Medium secondary districts, 
6. Small secondary districts, 
7. Large unified districts, 
8. Medium unified districts, 
9. Small unified districts. 

Designations of large, medium and small were arbitrarily 

placed at large, 5,000+ enrollment; medium, 1,500-4999 

enrollment; and small, 800-1499 enrollment. Table 1 

identifies the names of districts corresponding to each 

category as determined by current enrollment figures. 

Step 2: A questionnaire under cover of a letter of 

transmittal was sent to each of the superintendents of 

the public school districts identified in Table 1. A 

total of 87 (or 87.8% of superintendents surveyed) 

responded to the questionnaire, the categorization of 

which is indicated in Table 2. Step 3: Responses to the 

questionnaire item pertaining to the existence of the 

position of school-community relations director in a 

district were used to further subdivide each of the size 

categories into two strata--those districts with school-

community relations directors and those without. Table 3 

indicates the final stratification for the selection of 

Population Two. 
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Table 1. Arizona Public School Districts with 
enrollments of 800 or more, fall 1983. 

Small Medium Large 
800-1499 1500-4999 5000+ 

Bullhead City Kingman Cartwright 
Somerton Casa Grande Tempe 
Cave Creek Isaac Roosevelt 
Wilson Balsz Glendale 
Littleton Murphy Yuma 
Chino Valley Crane Alhambra 
Catalina Creighton Phoenix 

Elementary Foothills Avondale Washington 
*Rice Tanque Verde 
*Buckeye Osborne 
*Litchfie1d Kyrene 
*Eloy Pendergast 

Madison 
*Laveen 
*Cottonwood-

Oak Creek 

Mingus Casa Grande Tempe 
Buckeye Mohave Phoenix 

Secondary Agua Fria Yuma Glendale 
Tolleson 

St. Johns Marana Sierra Vista 
Bisbee Holbrook Deer Valley 
Morenci Snowflake Scottsdale 
Florence Page Paradise 
Tombstone Nogales Valley 
Payson Round Valley Mesa 

Unified Wickenberg Winslow Peoria 
Camp Verde Sahuarita Tucson 
Superior Gilbert Chandler 
Ray Coolidge Flagstaff 
Indian Oasis- Dysart Sunnyside 

Baboquivari Show low Amphitheater 
Ajo Pinetop-

Lakeside 



Table 1--Continued 

Small 
800-1499 

Unified- Willcox 
Continued Humboldt 

*Thatcher 
*Whiteriver 

Medium 
1500-4999 

Lake Havasu 
Flowing Wells 
Globe 
Ganado 
Safford 
Prescott 
Window Rock 
Miami 
Parker 
Apache 

Junction 
Douglas 
*Chinle 
*Tuba City 
*Kayenta 
*Marnrnoth/San 

Manuel 

*Non-responding districts 

Large 
5000+ 
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Table 2. Respondent Arizona Public School Districts with 
enrollments of 800 or more, fall 1983. 

Small Medium Large 
800-1499 1500-4999 5000+ 

Bullhead City Kingman Cartwright 
Somerton Casa Grande Tempe 
Cave Creek Isaac Roosevelt 
Wilson Balsz Glendale 
Littleton Murphy Yuma 

Elementary Chino Valley Crane Alhambra 
Catalina Creighton Phoenix 

Foothills Avondale Washington 
Tanque Verde 
Osborne 
Kyrene 
Pendergast 
Madison 

Mingus Casa Grande Tempe 
Secondary Buckeye Mohave Phoenix 

Agua Fria Yuma Glendale 
Tolleson 

st. Johns Marana Sierra Vista 
Bisbee Holbrook Deer Valley 
Morenci Snowflake Scottsdale 
Florence Page Paradise 
Tombstone Nogales Valley 
Payson Round Valley Mesa 
Wickenburg Winslow Peoria 

Unified Camp Verde Sahuarita Tucson 
Superior Gilbert Chandler 
Ray Coolidge Flagstaff 
Indian Oasis- Dysart Sunnyside 

Baboquivari Showlow Amphitheater 
Ajo Pinetop-
Willcox Lakeside 
Humboldt Lake Havasu 

Flowing Wells 



Table 2--Continued 

Unifieq.
Continued 

Small 
800-1499 

Medium 
1500-4999 

Globe 
Ganado 
Safford 
P:r:-escott 
Window Rock 
Miami 
Parker 
Apache Junction 
Douglas 

Large 
5000+ 
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Population Two: Editors of Arizona newspapers 

specified by selected public school administrators as 

serving their districts' communication needs. 

Step 4: On the basis of the stratification information 

provided in Table 3, a representative school district 

from each of the 18 categories was selected. This 

selection was determined by matching districts from 

horizontal categories, for example, a large elementary 

district without a school-community relations director 

was matched with a large elementary district with a 

school-community relations director. Matching of 

districts was based on intercity/suburban, geographical, 

socio-economic considerations within the realm of the 

researcher's knowledge of the state. Similar enrollment 

figures for the districts were also major determinants 

for matching. No school districts in Arizona fill two 

of the categories, small elementary districts and small 

secondary districts; therefore, representatives from the 

corresponding districts were arbitrarily selected. 
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Step 5: From responses to the questionnaire item 

concerning the name of the newspaper(s) serving the 

districts, the sample of local newspapers was determined. 

Table 4 indicates the districts representing each category 

and the names of the newspapers :serving those:.districts. 

Step 6: Questionnaires under cover of a letter of 



50 

Table 3. Status of school-community relations director's 
position in respondent Arizona Public School 
Districts with enrollments of 800+ 

Without school- With school-
community community 
relations relations 
director director 

Cartwright Yuma 
Tempe Alhambra 

Elementary Roosevelt Phoenix 
Glendale Washington 

Large: Secondary Tempe Phoenix 

5000+ 
Glendale 

Sierra Vista Scottsdale 
Deer Valley Paradise Valley 

Mesa 
Unified Peoria 

Tucson 
Chandler 
Flagstaff 
Sunnyside 
Amphitheater 

Kingman Osborne 
Casa Grande Kyrene 
Isaac Pendergast 
Balsz Madison 

Elementary Murphy 
Crane 
Creighton 

Medium: Avondale 
1500+ Tanque Verde 

Casa Grande Tolleson 
Secondary Mohave 

Yuma 



Table 3--Continued 

Medium: 
Continued 

Small 
800+ 

Unified 

Elementary 

Secondary 

Without school
community 
relations 
director 

Marana 
Holbrook 
Snowflake 
Page 
Nogales 
Round Valley 
Winslow 
Sahuarita 
Gilbert 
Coolidge 
Dysart 
Showlow 
Pinetop-

Lakeside 
Lake Havasu 
Flowing Wells 
Globe 

Bullhead City 
Somerton 
Cave Creek 
Wilson 
Littleton 
Chino Valley 
Catalina 

Foothills 

Mingus 
Buckeye 
Agua Fria 
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With school- . 
community 
relations 
director 

Ganado 
Safford 
Pr'escott 
Window Rock 
Miami 
Parker 
Apache Junction 
Douglas 



Table 3--Continued 

Small: 
Continued 

Unified 

Without school
community 
relations 
director 

St. Johns 
Bisbee 
Morenci 
Florence 
Tombstone 
Payson 
Wickenburg 
Camp Verde 
Superior 
Ray 
Indian Oasis

Baboquivari 
Ajo 
Wilcox 

With school
community 
relations 
director 

Humboldt 

52 
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Table 4. Representative school districts and designated 
newspapers serving them (approximate 
enrollment figures included in parentheses) . 

Large 
5000+ 

Elementary 

Secondary 

Unified 

Elementary 

Medium Secondary 
1500+ 

Unified 

Without school 
community 
relations 
directors 

Roosevelt (9600) 
Arizona Republic 
Phoenix Gazette 

Tempe (9800) 
Tempe Daily News 
Arizona Republic 
Phoenix Gazette 

Deer Valley 
(11,000) 
Arizona Republic 
Phoenix Gazette 

Creighton (3500) 
Arizona Republic 
Phoenix Gazette 
Scottsdale 

Progress 

With school
community 
relations 
directors 

Phoenix (7100) 
Arizona Republic 
Phoenix Gazette 

Glendale (15,500) 
Arizona Republic 
Phoenix Gazette 

Sunnyside (11,500) 
Arizona Daily Star 
Tucson Citizen 

Kyrene (3500) 
Arizona Republic 
Phoenix Gazette 
Tempe News 
Chandler Arizonan 

Casa Grande (1725) Tolleson (1975) 
Daily Dispatch Westsider 

Nogales (4800) 
Nogales 

International 
Nogales Daily 

Herald 

Arizona Republic 
Phoenix Gazette 

Douglas (4000) 
Douglas Dispatch 



Table 4--Continued 

Small 
800+ 

Elementary 

Secondary 

Unified 

Without school
community 
relations 
directors 

Catalina Foothills 
(1380) 

Arizona Daily Star 
Tucson Citizen 

Agua Fria (1325) 
Westsider 

Bisbee (1450) 
Bisbee Daily 

Review 
Sierra Vista 

Herald
Dispatch 

With school
community 
relations 
directors 
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Humboldt (1480) 
Prescott Courier 



transmittal were sent to the editors of each of the 

15 newspapers that district administrators indicated as 

serving their needs. A personal/telephone interview was 

offered as an option to the questionnaire. 

Population Three: Specified issues of Arizona 

daily and weekly newspapers under the editorship of 

individuals indicated in Population Two. 
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Step 7: The newspaper issues analyzed were those 

published during three specific time periods: (1) the 

last week of February (February 20-26, 1983), generically 

a slow time for school news; (2) American Education Week 

in November (November 13-19, 1983), theoretically a peak 

period for school news and activities; and (3) the last 

week of January (January 22-28, 1984), as an alternative 

to the February 1983 issues. If a newspaper is a daily, 

then all issues published during the designated week 

were utilized. For analysis of weekly newspapers, only 

the issue published during the specific week was 

considered. Table 5 indicates the particular issues 

of newspapers involved in the analysis. 



Table 5. Issues of newspapers considered in topic 
analysis. 

Newspapers Dates 

I. Arizona Republic February 20-26, 1983 
November 13-19, 1983 

2. Phoenix Gazette February 20-26, 1983 
November 13-19, 1983 

3. Arizona Daily Star February 20-26, 1983 
November 13-19, 1983 

4. Tucson Citizen February 20-26, 1983 
November 13-19, 1983 

5. Bisbee Daily Review February 20-26, 1983 
November 13-19, 1983 

6. Tempe Daily News November 13-19, 1983 
January 22-28, 1984 

7. Chandler Arizonan November 13-19, 1983 
January 22-28, 1984 

8. Sierra Vista Herald- February 20-26, 1983 
Dispatch November 13-19, 1983 

9. Scottsdale Progress November 13-19, 1983 
January 22-28, 1984 

10. Prescott Courier February 20-26, 1983 
November 13-19, 1983 

II. Casa Grande Daily February 20-26, 1983 
Dispatch November 13-19, 1983 

12. Nogales Daily Herald February 20-26, 1983 
November 13-19, 1983 

13. Douglas Dispatch February 20-26, 1983 
November 13-19, 1983 
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Table 5--Continued 

Newspapers 

14. Nogales International 

15. Westsider 
(Avondale) 

Dates 

November 16, 1983 
January 25, 1984 

November 15, 1983 
January 24, 1984 
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Instrumentation 

The instruments used in this study consisted of 

two original questionnaires, one designed for school 

superintendents and/or school-community relations direc

tors and the other for newspaper editors or their designees. 

An optional telephone or personal interview was offered 

editors in lieu of responding to the questionnaire. 

The questionnaire sent to school administrators 

(See Appendix A) was composed of two sections, the first 

part containing closed questions designed to solicit 

information to establish a data base for categorization 

purposes, and the second part calling for open-ended 

responses about press relations. Part I questions 

concerned type of school district, size of districts, 

respondent's title, information about the existence of 

a school-community relations director's position, the 

title of the person responsible for press relations, and 

the name of the newspaper(s) serving the attendance area 

of the school district. If a district has an employee 

in the position of school-community relations director, 

or in a corresponding position, than that person was asked 

to respond to Part II of the questionnaire, encompassing 

such topics as the importance of press-related activities, 

relationships with the press, and topics of the news 

items submitted to the newspaper for publication. Eighteen 



individual topics were grouped under four general 

headings of Curriculum and Instruction, Operations and 

Administration, Student Activities, and Personnel. 
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A separate questionnaire was designed to solicit 

information from the editors/designees of the newspapers 

serving representative school districts. The questions 

involved a discussion of newspaper policies concerning the 

printing of school 'news, press-school district relation

ships, news topics of interest, the status of the school

community relations director in the gatekeeper role, and 

suggestions for improving relationships between the press 

and the school districts. The interview response schedule 

utilized for the optional personal interview contained 

basically the same questions (See Appendix B) . 

To determine their validity, the researcher 

subjected both questionnaires to a pilot test by 

selected members of the Arizona School Public Relations 

Association. In addition, a comparison between 

corresponding answers to questions asked of adminis

trators and those asked of newspaper editors, as well as 

an examination of the newspaper topic analysis results 

provided a partial reliability check on the questionnaire 

instruments. 



60 

Administration of the Instruments 

The first questionnaire was mailed to superin

tendents of 99 Arizona public school districts having 

enrollments of 800 or more students during October 1983, 

under cover of a letter of transmittal. A follow-up 

letter was mailed approximately three weeks later. 

Interviews with newspaper editors were arranged by means 

of a letter from the researcher, offering options of 

responding to the questionnaire, being interviewed over 

the telephone, or attending a personal meeting. Responses 

to questions asked during telephone or personal interviews 

were recorded on previously prepared interview response 

schedules. Approximately three weeks after the first 

mailing to newspaper editors, a follow-up letter was sent 

to non-responding editors (See Appendices for letters, 

interview response schedules, and questionnaires) . 

Collation of Data 

The data for this research was collated from the 

following sources: 

1. Responses to questionnaires completed by 

school district superintendents and/or school-community 

relations directors. 



2. Content of job descriptions pertaining to 

the position of school-community relations director and 

the role of "gatekeeper." These job descriptions were 

solicited from respondent school-community relations 

directors. 

3. Responses to questionnaires or interviews 

conducted with newspaper editors or their designees. 
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4. Topic analysis of school news covered by 

newspapers published during three designated time periods. 

This analysis was undertaken by the researcher 

who utilized a preprinted response form to record the 

number of topics and their direction. Topics were 

grouped under the four general categories of: (A) Student 

Activities, (B) School Operations and Administration, 

(C) Personnel, and (D) Instruction and Curriculum; and 

evaluated for direction of coverage: (A) favorable, 

(B) neutral, or (C) unfavorable. All newspapers were 

either found on file in The University of Arizona 

Library, in print version or on microfilm, or were 

borrowed from other libraries through Inter-Library Loan 

(See Appendix D for recording format) . 

Treatment of the Data 

Data received from Population One was used to 

categorize Arizona public school districts according to 

size, type of district and the existence of a school-
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community relations director's position. This 

categorization was the basis of selection of Population 

Two and Population Three. Data obtained from question

naires and job descriptions concerning the position of 

school-community relations directors was analyzed to 

determine both the importance of press-related activities 

and the topics of school news generally covered in local 

newspapers. 

Data received from newspaper editors was analyzed 

to provide the basis for a description of current 

relationships between the press and selected school 

districts and the role of school-community relations 

directors in these relationships. Topic analysis data 

was utilized to ascertain the trends in school news 

coverage in the State of Arizona. 

Summary 

This chapter has described the methods of research 

utilized in this study, including (1) methodology and 

subject selection, (2) instrumentation, (3) administration 

of the instruments, (4) collation of the data, and (5) 

treatment of the data. Chapter 4 will present and analyze 

the data obtained from the various sources. 



CHAPTER 4 

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 

The purpose of this chapter is to analyze the 

data obtained from four different sources: (1) 

questionnaire responses from administrators/school-

community relations directors of Arizona public school 

districts, (2) job descriptions submitted by school-

community relations directors or personnel in comparable 

positions, (3) questionnaire/telephone interview responses 

from newspaper editors/designees, and (4) topic analysis 

of school news stories in selected issues of Arizona 

weekly and daily newspapers. The chapter is divided into 

four sections analyzing data derived from each source, a 

section pertaining to non-responding newspapers, and a 

final section summarizing the chapter itself. 

Data Derived from School Administrators/ 
School-Community Relations Directors 

The questionnaire responded to by school 

administrators was composed of two parts, the first to 

be completed by superintendents and the second part by 

school-community relations directors or comparable 

personnel (Appendix A). Part I consisted of eight 

questions, the analysis of which follows: 
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(1) Name of district 

Address 

Telephone 

(2) Person responding to questionnaire 

Title 

Questions (1) and (2) were for identification 

purposes only. 
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(3) Type of district: Elementary Secondary Unified 

Of 87 respondent districts, the following types 

were identified: 

Elementary: 

Secondary: 

Unified: 

(4) AEEroximate enrollment, 

Large, 5000+: 

Medium, 1500-4999: 

Small, 800-1499: 

28 

10 

49 

Fall 

22 

41 

24 

----a7 

(32.2%) 

(11.5%) 

(56.3%) 

1983: 

(25.3%) 

(47.1%) 

(27.6%) 

(5) Does your school district have a designated 

director or someone employed in a similar 

position? Yes No 

Respondents indicated the following: 

Districts responding Yes: 

Districts responding No: 

29 

58 
87 

( 33%) 

(67% ) 



An analysis of the 29 districts employing a school

community relations director, based on district size is 

as follows: 

Large Districts: 

Medium Districts: 

Small Districts: 

15 

13 

1 
29 

(51.7%) 

(44.8%) 

( 3.5%) 

On the basis of district type, the same 29 districts 

were analyzed as follows: 

Elementary: 

Secondary: 

Unified: 

8 

3 

18 
29 

(27.6%) 

(10.3%) 

(62.1%) 
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Responses to questions 1-5 were used to formulate 

a data base on which to categorize school districts on 

the bases of (1) enrollment, (2) type of districts, and 

(3) the employment of a school-community relations 

director. Categories were arranged in a grid from which 

representative districts could be identified (see 

Table 2). Numbers of respondents corresponding to 

each category were as follows: 

A. Districts not employing a school-community 

relations director: 

Large Elementary 

Large Secondary 

Large Unified 

4 

1 

2 



66 

Medium Elementary 9 

Medium Secondary 3 

Medium Unified 16 

Small Elementary 7 

Small Secondary 3 

Small Unified 13 
58 

B. Districts employing a school-community relations 

director: 

Large Elementary 4 

Large Secondary 2 

Large Unified 9 

Medium Elementary 4 

Medium Secondary 1 

Medium Unified 8 

Small Elementary 0 

Small Secondary 0 

Small Unified 1 
29 

(6) In your district, who is responsible for 

submitting school news stories and/or infor-

mation to the local newspapers? Please check 

one or more of the following: Teachers 

Principals Superintendents Students 

School-Community relations director 

Club sponsors Department chairman Other 

(Please explain) 



Table 6 illustrates the data received in 

response to question 6. Percentages do not total 100% 

because respondents were asked to identify one or more 

individuals or groups. Of all districts responding to 

the questionnaire (87), the following percentages 

identified the itemized news story sources as being 

responsible: 

Teachers 36% 

Principals 74% 

Superintendent 73% 

Students 17% 

School-community 
relations 
director 33% 

Club sponsors 21% 

Department 
chairmen 17% 

Other 10% 

Of the 58 districts not employing a school-community 

relations director, the following categories were 

identified as news suppliers: 

Teachers 43% 

Principals 90% 

Superintendents 95% 

Students 23% 

Club sponsors 26% 
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Table 6. Groups or individuals responsible for sub
mitting school news stories and/or 
information to the local newspapers 
(Percentage of districts identifying each 
category) • 

Responsible Groups Total % No SCR SCR 
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(n=87) Director Director 
(n=58 ) (n=29) 

Teachers 36% 43% 21% 

Principals 74% 90% 41% 

Superintendents 73% 95% 28% 

School-community 
relations 
director 33% 0% 97% 

Students 17% 23% 7% 

Club Sponsors 21% 26% 10% 

Department Chairmen 17% 19% 14% 

Other 10% 13% 7% 



Department 
Chairmen 

Others 

19% 

13% 

News submitters identified by the 29 districts employing 

school-community relations personnel include: 

Teachers 21% 

Principals 41% 

Superintendents 28% 

Students 7% 

School-community 
relations 
directors 97% 

Club sponsors 10% 

Department 
Chairmen 14% 

Others 7% 

Superintendents designated nine "other" individuals as 

being in that category. These included (1) athletic 
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director, 1; (2) curriculum director, 2; (3) federal project 

officer, 1; (4) parent who writes articles for the local 

newspaper, 1; (5) assistant superintendent for instruc-

tional services, 1; (6) director of special services, 1; 

(7) business secretary, 1; and (8) student news bureau, 1. 

7. What is (are) the local newspaper(s) that cover(s) 

school news for your district? 

A total of 71 local newspapers were identified as 

serving the communications needs of the districts in the 



study. Twenty-three percent (23%) are dailies. Thirty

two percent (32%) or 28 of the respondent districts 

specifically identified the Arizona Republic and Phoenix 

Gazette as printing their district news. 

(8) Does the newspaper have an education reporter? 

Full Part None 

Full-time 29% Part-time 34% None 19% 

Unknown 3% No response 2% 

The purpose of questions 7 and 8 was to identify 

newspapers and education reporters serving school 

districts' communication needs in order to determine 

Population Two of the study. 
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Part II of the questionnaire consisted of seven 

questions to be completed by school-community relations 

directors or comparable personnel. Several superintendents 

considered themselves to be comparable to school-community 

relations directors as a part of the superintendency role 

and thus completed Part II. However, these responses were 

not considered in the analysis of Part II information. 

Questions and analyses of data received in responses is 

as follows: 

(1) Title of position 

A total of 24 different titles was attributed to 

the 29 positions generically labeled as "school-community 

relations director. I, An analysis of designated staff 

position titles reveals the following: 
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Coordinator 10 

Director 11 

Specialist 3 

Administrative 
Assistant to 
Superintendent 2 

Manager 1 

Assistant 
Superintendent 1 

Assistant to the 
Superintendent 1 

~ 

An analysis of descriptors applied to the position 

indicates the following: 

Public Relations 7 

Community 
Relations 5 

Communication(s) 5 

Information 3 

Communications/ 
Public 
Relations 2 

Information/ 
Personnel 2 

Parenti 
Community 
Relations 1 

School-
Community 
Communications 1 

Community 
Information 1 

Personnel/ 
Public 
Relations 1 

Curriculum/ 
Public 
Relations 1 

29 



(2) Is this a part-time or full-time position? If 

part-time, what other position do you hold. 

Twelve or 41% of the respondents indicated that 
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the "school-community relations" aspect of their positions 

was part-time. Other responsibilities attributed to 

either the position itself or to the individual filling 

the position were the following: 

Chapter 1 
Coordinator 1 

Library Services 1 

Teachers 4 

Federal Program 
Administrator 1 

Personnel 
Directors 3 

Curriculum 
Directors 1 

Part-time School 
Employee 1 

12 

(3) Of all the job activities involved in your position 

in school-community relations, what priority do 

press-related activities have? What percentage 

of your time do you spend in these types of 

activities? 

Press-related activity is normally designated as 

only one of the functions of school-community relations 

personnel. Question 3 was designated to determine the 

priority/percentage of local time spent on press-related 

activities. Although most respondents said that these 
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activities were of high priority, the amount of time spent 

on them ranged from 0% in some districts to 100% in 

others. Responses were grouped accordingly: 

Less than 25%: 12 districts 
25-50%: 10 districts 
51-75%: 3 districts 
More than 75%: 2 districts 
No response: 2 districts 

29 

Other priorities cited as being more important than press-

related activities included: (1) employee relations/ 

personnel matters, (2) duties assigned incidentally by the 

superintendent and/or Board, (3) internal communication, 

(4) teaching (from part-time position employee), and 

(5) federal programs. 

(4) How would you judge the attitude of the local 

newspaper toward receiving and printing news 

about your district? 

Data received in response to general attitudes 

concerning newspaper relations and school news coverage 

was analyzed as follows: 

Excellent to 
very good 13 (45%) 

Favorable 13 (45% ) 

Fair 1 ( 3%) 

Poor 2 ( 7%) 
29 100% 

Reasons given by school-community relations directors for 

positive press relations included: (1) receptive 
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appreciative attitude of editor, (2) widespread coverage 

of school news, (3) acceptance of press releases, (4) 

reporters wanting good facts, and (5) development of zone 

editions by large newspapers. Poor relations were 

attributed to the following: (1) newspapers desiring 

controversial topics for articles, (2) newspapers' 

negativism toward school-initiated press releases, 

(3) newspaper misinterpretation of facts/content, 

(4) reporters wanting to choose their own contacts. 

(5) Do you, or does your office, have the 

responsibility of acting as a "clearinghouse" 

for all school news sent to the local newspaper? 

Yes No Comment: 

Another recognized function of the school

community relations director is to act as a "clearing

house" for all school news sent to the local newspaper, 

a role in which the staff member acts as a gatekeeper 

between the district schools and the newspaper. The 

purpose of question 5 was to determine the extent to 

which the school-community relations director in indi

vidual districts functioned in this gatekeeper role. Of 

the 29 districts responding, 17 or 59% indicated that this 

role was an integral part of the position. Reasons for 

the "clearinghouse" role as perceived by the respondents 

included: (1) coordination of information, (2) keeping 

school-community relations director informed, 



(3) convenience in setting up interviews/photographic 

appointments, and (4) assistance in preparing releases. 

Other individuals cited as being responsible for 

this function include: (1) superintendent, (2) federal 

project officer, (3) building administrators, staff, and 

(4) student news bureau. These respondents indicated 

that large district size and easy accessibility of the 

media to schools made the "clearinghouse ll function 

difficult to fulfill. 
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(6) Please check the topics of school news covered 

by the local newspaper: (Itemized list provided) 

Question 6 was designated to identify the topics 

of school news that district personnel felt are covered 

by the local press. Table 7 indicates the number of 

districts specifying each topic as a news subject. The 

greatest number of districts (90%) checked "coverage of 

school board meetings"; 86% named "curriculum projects"; 

bond issues; and musical programs, plays and concerts as 

being covered in the newspaper. In the perception of the 

respondents, none of the areas seem to be in need of 

more coverage. Other topics mentioned as being topics 

of news coverage included: (1) special events, (2) 

visiting teachers or experts, (3) children's activities, 

(4) meet and confer sessions (negotiation), (5) student 

writings, (6) union opinions, and (7) parent involvement 

in controversy. 
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Table 7. School news topics covered by local newspapers 
according to school-community relations 
directors. (n=29) 

Districts Responding 

25 

24 

22 

18 

16 

24 

21 

20 

20 

26 

25 

22 

18 

4 

18 

25 

16 

15 

20 

School News Topics 

Curriculum and Instruction 

Curriculum/special projects 

Classroom activities 

Testing 

Teaching techniques/innovations 

Operations and Administration 

Operational 

School funding 

school policies 

Discipline, vandalism, drugs, 
violence 

Parent/community involvement 

School Board meetings 

Bond issues 

Student Activities 

Athletics 

Club activities 

Dances, parties, etc. 

Student personalities 

Musical programs, plays, 
concerts 

Personnel 

Teacher/staff personalities 

Teacher/staff opinions 

Meetings, workshops 



Data Derived from Job Descriptions of 
School-Community Relations Directors 

or Comparable Personnel 

The purpose of the last question on the 

questionnaire was to derive a source of data related to 

job functions of the school-community relations director 

to determine the status of the position. 
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(7) Does your position have a written job description? 

Yes No If yes, will you please send me a 

copy of it with this completed guestionnaire? 

Of the 29 respondents, eight reported that they 

did not have a written job description and three others 

did not send them. The eighteen job descriptions 

received from the respondents were analyzed to determine 

commonly recognized general categories of responsibili-

ties attributed to this position. For those positions 

that included personnel or curriculum-related duties only 

the community-relations and press-related activities 

were considered. General categories of duties included: 

1. Press-related activities 

2. External communication other than press-
related 

3. Internal communication 

4. Public relations consultation 

5. Opinion/research/survey/feedback 

Table 8 indicates respondent districts and general 

categories of duties fulfilled according to submitted 

job descriptions. Two categories of duties are 



Table 8. Respondent districts and job functions of designated school-community 
relations directors. 

District Press- Internal External Public· Opinion 
Related Communi- Communica- Relations Research/ 
Activities cation tion Consultant Survey 

(excluding 
press-related) 

Alhambra X X X X 

Apache X X X X 
Junction 

Chandler X X X X X 

Douglas X X X X X 

Flagstaff X X X X X 

Ganado X X X X 

Glendale X X X X X 

Kyrene X X X X X 

Madison X X X X 

Mesa X X X X X 

~ 
co 



Table 8--Continued 

District 

Miami 

Paradise 
Valley 

Peoria 

Phoenix Union 

Prescott 

Scottsdale 

Washington 

Window Rock 

Press
Related 
Activities 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

Internal 
Communi
cation 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

External 
Communica
tion 
(excluding 

Public 
Relations 
Consultant 

press-related) 

X X 

X X 

X X 

X X 

X X 

X 

X X 

X 

Opinion 
Research/ 
Survey 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

~ 
\0 
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performed by school-community relations personnel in every 

responding district: (1) press-related activities, and 

(2) external communication exclusive of press-related 

activities. Percentages of school-community relations 

directors performing other categories of duties are as 

follows: (3) internal communication, 94%~ (4) public 

relations consultation, 67%~ and (5) opinion research, 

survey, feedback, 67%. 

Data Derived from Editors/Designees of Newspapers 
Serving Selected Arizona Public School Districts 

Basic data derived from school administrators were 

used to determine the categorization of districts into 18 

different subdivisions. A representative district was 

chosen from each category, and newspapers identified 

by respondents as serving the needs of their particular 

districts were noted. An overlapping of respondents 

occurred since several districts named the same newspapers. 

If a district identified more than one newspaper, then 

contact was made with each newspaper specified. Fourteen 

different newspapers were selected and contacted by 

personal letter, eleven of which responded to either the 

questionnaire or' to a telephone interview (Appendix B). 

Table 9 data delineates respondent newspapers and local 

districts upon which editors were asked to comment. The 

asterisk identifies districts employing school-community 

relations directors involved in this phase of the study. 



Table 9. Respondent newspaper editors and districts 
served. 

Newspapers Districts served 

Arizona Daily star 

Phoenix Gazette 

Tucson Citizen 

Tempe Daily News 

Scottsdale Progress 

Prescott Courier 

Westsider 

Casa Grande Daily 
Dispatch 

Nogales International 

Douglas Dispatch 

Chandler Arizonan 

catalina Foothills 
*Sunnyside 

Tempe Union High School 
*Glendale Union High School 
Roosevelt 
Creighton 
Deer Valley 

*Kyrene 
*Phoenix Elementary 
*Tolleson 

Catalina Foothills 
*Sunnyside 

Tempe Union High School 
*Kyrene 

Creighton 

*Humboldt Unified 

Agua Fria 
*Tolleson 

*Casa Grande Union High School 

Nogales 

*Douglas 

*Kyrene 

*District employs school-community relations director. 
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The editors/designees of the newspapers selected 

for special study responded to eight questions, five of 

which pertained to their relationships with specified 

districts. Editors freely commented on their relation

ships with districts other than and in addition to the 

ones specified by the researcher. No attempt was made 

to distinguish among these since prevailing attitudes 

were of primary consideration. The questions and 

corresponding analyses are as follows: 

(1) Name of respondent 

Title Newspapers 

Respondent representatives of the eleven 

newspapers included: 

Education 
Reporters 3 

Editor 1 

Associate 
Editor 1 

Publisher 1 

City Editor 1 

Suburban Editor 1 

Managing Editor 1 

News Editor 1 

Associate 
Publisher 1 

"Neighbors" 
Editor 1 

12 

The Suburban Editor and City Editor were co-workers who 

responded to one questionnaire. 
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(2) Name of school districts reported upon. 

Responses to this question were used for 

identification purposes (See Table 9). 

(3) What policies do you have about printing school 

news? 

Respondents indicated that school news was 

83 

covered like any other type of news, with primary 

consideration being general public interest and pertinence 

of information. Other factors given consideration when 

deciding what to print included: (1) mechanics (typed, 

double spaced releases) and (2) limitations of time and 

space. 

(4) What news subjects (topics) do you normally 

encourage districts to submit? 

As illustrated by Table 10, news topics in 

response to this question were basically similar to 

topics listed by school-community relations directors 

as being ones covered by the local press. Topics cited 

the most frequently were: (1) curriculum/special 

projects, (2) classroom activities, (3) school policies, 

and (4) school board meetings. 



Table 10. School news topics encouraged by local 
newspapers according to editors/designees. 

Editor School News Topics 
Citation 

Curriculum and Instruction 

14 Curriculum/special projects 

4 Classroom activities 

1 Testing 

1 Teaching techniques/innovations 

Operations and Administration 

1 Operational 

3 School funding 

6 School policies 
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o Discipline,'vandalism, drugs, violence 

2 Parent/community involvement 

4 School Board meetings 

1 Bond issues 

2 

2 

1 

3 

o 

2 

o 
o 

Student Activities 

Athletics 

Club activities 

Graduation 

Student personalities 

Musical programs, plays, concerts 

Personnel 

Teacher/staff personalities 

Teacher/staff opinions 

Meetings, workshops 



(5) What are your major sources of local school 

news? 

(6) Does your newspaper employ an education 

reporter? 

Table 11 shows that newspapers received news 
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from a variety of sources fairly equally. All newspapers 

rely on reporter generated news, the six larger 

responding newspapers, i.e., Tucson Citizen, Chandler 

Arizonan, Arizona Daily Star, Phoenix Gazette, Scottsdale 

Progress, and Tempe Daily News, employing a full-time 

education reporter. Six newspapers named parents as a 

news source, in addition to the more traditionally used 

sources, such as teachers and school administrators. 

(7) Many school districts employ a person responsible 

for disseminating district news. Do you work with 

a person in such a capacity from any district? 

How would you describe this relationship? 

Nine of the eleven newspaper respondents 

expressed experience in working with a school-community 

relations person in one or more districts. All 

respondents described the working relationships as being 

favorable but expressed additional considerations, 

including the following: (1) District spokesmen were 

often more concerned with making the district look good 

than with informing the public; (2) District spokesmen 



Table 11. Sources of school news as identified by newspaper editors. 

Newspaper 

West sider 

Arizonan 

Citizen 

Star 

Gazette 

Casa Grande 
Dispatch 

Progress 

Daily Dispatch 

Daily News 

Courier 

International 

Teachers 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

School 
Public 
Rela-

tions 
People 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

Principals Parents 
Superin-

tendents/ 
Administra-

tion 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

Students 

X 

X 

Board Reporters 
Members 

X 

X 

X 

X X 

X X 

X X 

X 

X 

X 

X 

X X 

co 
m 



should not screen out unwanted call and questions, but 

should expedite news gathering; (3) District personnel 

should not expect 100% "good press." 
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(8) Can you offer any suggestions for better relation

ships between the local press and the school 

districts? What would you consider to be the 

most important criteria for good relations? 

The purpose of this question and the one 

preceding it was to provide a basis for comparing 

perceptions of school-community relations directors and 

newspaper editors in regard to their working relation-

ships. .The overall judgment of newspaper editors is that 

more openness and improved communication are vital factors, 

especially about topics that may be controversial. 

Specific criteria mentioned and the number of respondents 

who deemed them important include: 

Openness and improved 
communication 9 

Reasonable expectations 
from each other 4 

Less defensiveness 3 

District objectivity 
about controversy 3 

Trust 2 

Accuracy and timeli-
ness of information 2 



Detailed board 
meeting 
agendas 1 

Sincere emphasis 
on education 1 

Data Pertainirig to Non-Respondent Newspapers 

The editors of three newspapers identified as 
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covering news for districts in the sample failed to respond 

to the request for questionnaire/interview, even after a 

follow-up letter was sent to them. These three newspapers 

were: The Arizona Republic, designated by all Phoenix 

area districts as serving their community needs; Nogales 

Daily Herald, designated by Nogales Unified School District 

as one of t .... lO newspapers covering its news; and Bisbee 

Daily Review/Sierra Vista Herald-Dispatch, identified by 

Bisbee Unified District. The Review and Herald-Dispatch 

are virtually the same newspaper, having the same 

publisher, editord~l staff, and printing facilities. Only 

the name plates of the two papers are different, as well 

as some of the front page stories in each being localized. 

Data Derived from Topic Analysis of School 
News Stories in Selected 

Issues of Newspapers 

From data received by means of a topic analysis 

of school news stories in selected issues of Arizona 

newspapers (Tables 4 and 9), Tables 12 and 13 were 

developed. Table 12, pertaining to districts employing 



Table 12. Differences between school news topics reported as being covered and 
those actually covered: Districts employing school-community 
relations directors. 

TOPIC DISTRICT 

Phoenix Glendale Sunnyside Kyrene Tolleson Douglas Humboldt 

Curriculum 
and 
Instruction 

Curriculum/ 
Special 
Projects Y YX YX Y Y YX Y 

Classroom 
Activities X Y Y YX YX YX 

Testing Y Y Y Y Y 

Teaching 
Techniques/ 
Innova-

tions Y Y Y Y 

co 
1.0 



Table 12. Differences between school news topics reported as being covered and those 
actually covered: Districts employing school-community relations 
directors. 

TOPIC DISTRICT 

Phoenix Glendale Sunnyside Kyrene Tolleson Douglas Humboldt 

0:eerations and 
Administration 

Opera-
tional Y YX YX Y Y X 

School 
funding Y Y Y YX Y Y 

School 
policies Y Y YX Y Y Y 

Discipline, 
vandalism, 
drugs, 
violence Y YX Y Y 

Parenti 
community 
involvement X Y Y Y YX 

School board 
meetings Y Y YX YX YX YX 

Bond issues Y Y Y YX Y Y Y 
\0 
0 



Table 12. Differences between school news topics reported as being covered and those 
actually covered: Districts employing school-community relations 
directors. 

TOPIC DISTRICT 

Phoenix Glendale Sunnyside. Kyrene Tolleson Douglas Humboldt 

Student 
Activities 

Athletics YX YX YX YX Y 

Club 
activities Y Y Y Y YX Y 

Dances, 
parties, etc. Y Y 

Student 
personalities/ 
profiles X Y YX YX X 

Musical 
programs, 
plays, concerts YX Y Y YX YX 

\.D 
I-' 



Table 12. Differences between school news topics reported as being covered and 
those actually covered: Districts employing school-community relations 
directors. . 

TOPIC 

Phoenix 

Personnel 

Teacher/ 
staff 
person-
alities/ 
profiles 

Teacher/ 
staff 
opinions Y 

Meetings, 
workshops 

Y = reported as covered 
X = Actually covered 
* = no response 

DISTRICT 

Glendale Sunnyside Kyrene 

YX Y Y 

Y Y Y 

Y Y 

Tolleson Douglas Humboldt 

YX Y 

Y Y 

\D 
N 
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school-community relations personnel, shows differences 

between school news topics reported as normally being 

covered and those of which the analysis actually gave 

evidence. The symbol "Y" designates the topics school

community relations personnel specified as being covered 

by the local newspaper; "X" signffies topics actually 

covered by newspapers in the sampling. 

Table 13, illustrating responses from districts 

not employing school-community relations personnel, also 

indicates differences between school news topics reported 

as normally being covered and those of which the analysis 

actually gave evidence. As explained previously, "Y" 

indicates topics reported as being covered, "X" refers 

to topics covered in the sampling. 

An examination of Tables 12 and 13 show that in 

most cases, vast differences exist between the topics 

indicated by school personnel as being covered and the 

topics actually covered in the sampling. The news 

topics not covered by any newspaper in the sample were: 

(1) testing, (2) dances and parties, (3) teacher/staff 

opinions, and (4) staff meetings and workshops. 

Tables 14-18 indicate (1) the overall number of 

stories of each school news topic covered by the newspapers 

sampled, and (2) the direction of coverage--favorable, 

unfavorable, neutral--of those news stories. These 



Table 13. Differences between school news topics reported as being covered and those 
actually covered: Districts not employing school-community relations 
directors. 

TOPIC 

Roosevelt Tempe Deer Creighton 
UHS Valley 

Curriculum and 
Instruction 

Curriculum! 
special 
projects YX X 

Classroom 
activities X Y 

Testing Y 

Teaching 
techniques! Y X 
innovations 

DISTRICTS 

Casa Nogales Catalina 
Grande Foothills 

YX Y 

Y YX YX 

Y Y 

Y 

Agua 
Fria 

YX 

Y 

Y 

Y 

Bisbee 

YX 

Y 

Y 

Y 

\0 
~ 



Table 13. Differences between school news topics reported as being covered and those 
actually covered: Districts not employing school-community relations 
directors. ---

TOPIC DISTRICTS 

Roosevelt Tempe Deer . Creighton Casa Nogales Catalina 1\gua Bisbee 
UHS Valley Grande Foothills Fria 

Operations and 
Administration 

Operational Y X YX X Y Y 

School 
funding Y X Y Y YX 

School 
policies YX YX Y YX Y 

Discipline, 
vandalism, 
drugs, 
violence Y X Y Y Y 

Parenti 
community 
involvement Y X YX Y Y 

School Board 
meetings YX X YX YX Y Y 

Bond issues Y Y Y Y Y 

\0 
U1 



Table 13. Differences between school news topics reported as being covered and those 
actually covered: Districts not employing school-community relations 
directors. ---

TOPIC DISTRICTS 

Roosevelt Tempe Deer Creighton Casa Nogales Catalina Agua Bisbee 
UHS Valley Grande Foothills Fr1a 

Personnel 

Teacher/staff 
personalities/ 
profiles 'I X X 'I 'I 

Teacher/ 
staff 
opinions 'I 'I 

Meetings, 
workshops 'I 'I 'I 'I 

Student Activities 

Athletics 'IX 'IX 'IX YX YX 

Club Activities 'I X X 'IX X 

Dances, parties, etc. 'I 

Student personalities/ 
profiles YX 'IX X 'IX X 

Musical programs, plays, 
concerts 'IX 'IX 'IX 'I 'I 'I 

'I Reported as covered 
X Actually covered 
* No response 1.0 

0\ 



tables are arranged on the bases of school district size 

and whether or not a school-community relations director 

is employed by the district. 

Table 14 indicates the numbers of stories 

pertaining to different school news topics in newspapers 

serving large school districts employing school

community relations personnel. Direction of coverage 

as well as totals for each school district are also 

specified. 

Table 15 shows numbers of stories for each topic 

in newspapers serving large school districts not 

employing school-community relations personnel. In 

addition, direction of coverage and totals for each 

school district are indicated. 
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A comparison of Tables 14 and 15 reveals that 

virtually no differences exist in the number of different 

topics nor in the direction of coverage between large 

districts employing school-community relations directors 

and the districts that do not, except in the relatively 

high number of sports stories about Tempe Union High 

School, a district without school-community relations 

personnel. This inordinate amount of sports coverage 

corresponds to findings previously cited (Rings, 1971). 

News topics not covered are those cited by the literature 

as normally receiving low coverage: (1) testing, (2) teacher 

staff opinions, and (5) teacher meetings and workshops. 
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Table 14. School news topics in newspapers serving large 
school districts employing school-community 
relations directors. 
F = Favorable U = Unfavorable N = Neutral 

Topic 

Curriculum and 
Instruction 

Cu.rriculum/ 
special 
projects 

Classroom 
activities 

Testing 

Testing 
techniques/ 
innovations 

Operations and 
Administration 

Operational 

School 
funding 

School 
policies 

Discipline, 
vandalism, 
drugs, 
violence 

Parenti 
community 
involvement 

School board 
meetings 

Bond issues 

Phoenix 
Elem. 

F N U 

1 

Glendale 

F N U 

2 

1 1 

1 

1 

Sunnyside 

F N U 

1 

1 

1 

1 



Table l4--Continued 

Topic 

Student I Activities 

Athletics 

Club 
activities 

Dances, 
parties, 
etc. 

Student 
person-
alities/ 
profiles 

Musical 
programs, 
plays, 
concerts 

Personnel 

Teacher/ 
staff 
person-
alities/ 
profiles 

Teacher/ 
staff 
opinions 

Meetings, 
workshops 

Other 
(Specify) 

TOTAL 

Phoenix 
Elem. 

F N U 

1 0 0 

Glendale 

F N U 

2 

2 1 

2 

2 1 

7 6 3 

99 

Sunnyside 

F N U 

1 4 

1 8 0 
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Table 15. School news topics in newspapers serving large 
school districts not employing school-community 
relations directors7 
F = Favorable U = Unfavorable U = Neutral 

Topic 

Curriculum and 

Instruction 

Curriculum/ 
special 
projects 

Classroom 
activities 

Testing 

Teaching 
techniques/ 
innovations 

Operations and 
Administration 

Operational 

School 
funding 

School 
policies 

Discipline, 
vandalism, 
drugs, 
violence 

Parenti 
community 
involvement 

School board 
meetings 

Bond issues 

Roosevelt 

F N U 

1 

Tempe 
UHS 

F N U 

1 3 

1 

1 1 

Deer 
Valley 
F N U 

1 

1 

2 1 1 

1 



Table l5--Continued 

Topic 

Student 
Activities 

Athletics 

Club 
activities 

Dances, 
parties, 
etc. 

Student per-
sonality/ 
profiles 

Musical 
programs, 
plays, 
concerts 

Personnel 

Teacher/ 
staff 

.person-
alities/ 
profiles 

Teacher/ 
staff 
opinions 

Meetings 
workshops 

Other 
(Specify) 

TOTAL 

Roosevelt 

F N U 

1 0 0 

Tempe 
UHS 

F N U 

3 24 

2 2 

2 

6 33 1 
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Deer 
Valley 
F N U 

3 3 2 



102 

The numbers of stories for different school news 

topics in newspapers serving medium-sized school districts 

employing school-community relations personnel are 

illustrated by Table 16. 

Table 17 specifies numbers of stories for different 

topics in newspapers serving the corresponding medium

sized school districts which do not employ school

community relations personnel. 

Tables 16 and 17 reflect the fact that many 

medium-sized schools are in rural communities having 

their own newspapers, such as Cas a Grande, Nogales, and 

Douglas. These schools receive much more coverage than 

do larger distri~ts, especially in the areas of sports 

and student activities. Again, the specific types of 

topics covered do not significantly differ between 

districts employing school-community relations directors 

and those that do not. Athletics and club activities 

again receive a large amount of coverage by newspapers 

serving schools without school-community relations 

personnel. 

Data illustrated by Table 18, pertaining to all 

small school districts, indicate that small districts 

have slight news coverage if their community does not 

have its own newspaper. Even the one district employing 



Table 16. School news topics in newspapers serving 
medium school districts employing school
community relations directors. 
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F = Favorable U = Unfavorable N = Neutral 

Topic 

Curriculum and 
Instruction 

Curriculum/ 
special 
projects 

Classroom 
activities 

Testing 

Teaching 
techniques/ 
innovations 

Operations and 
Administration 

Operational 
school 
funding 

School -
policies 

Discipline, 
vandalism, 
drugs, 
violence 

Parenti 
community 
involvement 

School board 
meetings 

Bond issues 

Kyrene 
F N U 

1 

1 

3 1 

1 

Tolleson 
F N U 

1 

Douglas 
F N U 

1 

1 1 

1 

2 



Table l6--Continued 

Topic 

Student 
Activities 

Athletics 

Club 
activities 

Dances, 
parties, etc. 

Student 
person-
alities/ 
profiles 

Musical 
programs, 
plays, 
concerts 

Personnel 

Teacher/ 
staff 
person-
alities/ 
profiles 

Teacher/ 
staff 
opinions 

Meetings, 
workshops 

Other 
(Specify) 

TOTAL 

Kyrene 
F N U 

1 

1 

2 5 2 

Tolleson 
F N U 

1 

1 2 

1 

1 2 

2 5 0 
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Douglas 
F N U 

7 

1 1 

1 

2 

1 

5 13 0 
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Table 17. School news topics in newspapers serving medium 
school districts not employing school-community 
relations directo~ 
F = Favorable U = Unfavorable N = Neutral 

Topic Creighton Casa Nogales 
Grande 

F N U F N U F N U 

Curriculum and 
Instruct~on 

Curriculum/ 
special 
projects 2 2 

Classroom 
activities 1 1 

Testing 

Teaching 
techniques/ 
innovations 

Operations and 
Admin~stration 

Operational 1 

School 
funding 

School 
policies 1 

Discipline, 
vandalism, 
drugs, 
violence 1 

Parenti 
community 
involvement 1 2 

School board 
meetings 1 2 

Bond issues 



Table l7--Continued 

Topic 

student 
Activities 

Athletics 

Club 
activities 

Dances, 
parties, etc. 

Student 
person-
alities/ 
profiles 

Musical 
programs, 
plays, 
concerts 

Personnel 

Teacher/ 
staff 
person-
alities/ 
profiles 

Teacher/ 
staff 
opinions 

Meetings, 
workshops 

Association 
news 

Other 
(Specify) 

TOTAL 

Creighton 

F N U 

1 

0 1 0 

Casa 
Grande 
F N U 

1 6 1 

2 

7 

3 

2 

13 10 1 
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Nogales 

F N U 

3 14 

13 

2 1 

1 4 

13 27 1 
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Table 18. School news topics in newspapers serving 
small districts. 
F = Favorable U = Unfavorable N = Neutral 

TOPIC Humboldt** Catalina Agua Bisbee* 
Foothills* Fria* 

F N U F N U F N U F N U 

Curriculum and 
Instruction 

Curriculum/ 
special 
projects 1 1 

Classroom 
activities 1 

Testing 

Teaching 
techniques/ 
innovations 

0Eerations and 
Administratior. 

Operational 1 1 

School 
funding 1 

School 
policies 1 

Discipline, 
vandalism, 
drugs, 
violence 

Parenti 
community 
involvement 

School 
board 
meetings 1 1 1 

Bond issues 



Table 18--Continued 

TOPIC 

Student Activities 

Athletics 

Club 
activities 

Dances, 
parties, etc. 

Student 
person-
alities/ 
profiles 

Musical 
programs, 
plays, 
concerts 

Personnel 

Teacher/ 
staff 
person-
alities/ 
profiles 

Teacher/staff 
opinions 

Meetings, 
workshops 

Association 
news 

Other (Specify) 

TOTAL 

Humboldt** Catalina 
Foothills* 

F N U F N U F 

0 1 2 0 3 0 7 
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Agua Bisbee* 
Fria* 
N U F N U 

3 2 

1 1 

1 1 

0 0 0 5 1 

* W~thout school-commun~ty relat~ons d~rectors 
** With school-community relations directors 



109 

a school-community relations person receives very little 

newspaper coverage on very few topics because it relies 

on another community's newspaper for coverage. 

Summary 

Data derived from four different sources indicate 

the status of the position of school-community relations 

director in the state of Arizona. Of 87 public school 

district respondents with enrollments of 800 or more 

students, 29 districts have been identified as having a 

designated school-community relations director position. 

This chapter has presented and analyzed the data 

concerning the primary job functions of that position, 

emphasizing the press-related activities. An examination 

has also been conducted pertaining to relationships 

between selected school districts and the local newspapers 

which serve their communication needs, from the perspec

tive of both the school-community relations director and 

local newspaper editors. Finally, an analysis of school 

news story topics was undertaken and data presented 

illustrating prevailing trends in school news coverage. 



CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND 
SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the: 

(1) summary, (2) conclusions, (3) implications, and 

(4) suggestions for further study. 

Summary 

The plethora of recent educational reports at 

both the national and state levels, either implicitly or 

explicitly have identified major d~ficiencies in communi-

cation between school districts and their publics and 

strongly recommended attention to and rectification of 

weaknesses in this crucial area. School authorities have 

long recognized the local newspaper as a vital communication 

tool between districts and the community, but relationships 

with the press have not always been the most positive. 

Too often, by assuming the responsibilities of press

related activities in addition to their myriad of other 

duties, school superintendents have failed to develop 

relations with the press in a manner conducive to open, 

honest communication, thus contributing to feelings of a 

negative, adversarial nature on the part of both news-

paper editors and school authorities. In addition, as 

110 
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superintendents become increasingly engaged in other 

administrative tasks, press relations priorities may take 

a "back seat," causing whatever district news reported 

upon by the local newspaper to be determined either by 

chance or by the personal judgment of a newspaper

employed education reporter. 

One solution to the communication needs of the 

school district is the employment of a specialist in 

school-community relations, an individual responsible for 

both external and internal communication, as well as for 

relations with all the district's publics. This individual 

would be in a position to relieve the superintendent of 

many public relations duties, thereby allowing the elevation 

of press-related responsibilities to the position mandated 

by the need for more effective communication. The present 

study was undertaken under the assumption that the position 

of school-community relations director is a viable one in 

the maintenance of positive district/newspaper/public 

relationships. "Positive" does not imply that the district 

is to be portrayed as "good" and that the primary 

responsibility of the school-community relations director 

is to "white wash" for the school district. "Positive" 

does mean open honest, two-way communication regardless -- , 
of any degree of controversy clouding educational issues. 
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Restatement of the Problem 

This study determined the extent to which the 

public school districts in Arizona had a designated 

school-community relations director position with a 

clearly defined "gatekeeper" role. It also determined 

the effectiveness of this role as perceived by local 

newspaper editors and as evidenced by newspaper coverage 

of various school news topics. 

Summary of the Procedures 

Two different questionnaires and a topic analysis 

were the methods used to collect data. One questionnaire 

was sent to 99 administrators of Arizona public school 

districts, the total number of districts enrolling more 

than 800 students, according to figures released by the 

Arizona Department of Education (1982). Data returned 

from 87 districts were utilized to develop a grid 

categorizing districts into 18 different groups on the 

bases of school enrollment, type of district, and the 

employment of a school-community relations director. A 

representative school district was selected from each of 

the 18 categories, and personal letters were sent to the 

editors of newspapers designated by the superintendents of 

those particular districts. Of 14 different newspaper 

editors contacted, 11 responded by either completing a 

questionnaire or by participating in a telephone interview. 
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Specific issues of the designated newspapers were then 

analyzed to identify the number and direction of different 

school news topics. In addition, a content analysis of 

job descriptions submitted by Arizona school-community 

relations personnel was conducted to determine specific 

functions of the position. 

Conclusions 

The following conclusions with regard to the 

identification, status and influence of school-community 

relations directors of selected Arizona public school 

districts are warranted as a result of the findings of 

this study: 

1. Between one-quarter and one-third of the 

public school districts in Arizona having enrollments 

of more than 800 students employed someone in the position 

of sChool-community relations director, or in a position 

with a comparable title, either full- or part-time. 

Half of the districts employing such a person were large 

ones, maintaining enrollments of more than 5000 students. 

All but four of these districts were in the Phoenix 

metropolitan area. School-community relations directors 

employed by medium-sized districts usually were on part

time status. Only one small district was identified as 

employing a school-community relations director; usually 
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superintendents of small districts considered public 

relations to be an integral part of their responsibilities. 

2. The school-community relations director 

clearly served as a "gatekeeper" or media control officer 

in many districts as indicated by the significant 

differences between the percentages of "non-school

community relations" districts in which the superintendent 

and principal submitted school news as a major respon

sibility and those districts in which the school

community relations director performed this task. 

3. The term "school-community relations director" 

was a generic one, encompassing position titles such as 

coordinator, assistant superintendent, administrative 

assistant, assistant to the superintendent, manager, and 

specialist. "School-community relations" was synonymous 

with public relations, communication, information 

services, community relations, parent/community relations, 

and public information. All positions performed basically 

the same tasks, however, as was illustrated by an analysis 

of job descriptions related to the positions. 

4. According to both job descriptions submitted 

by individuals in this position and questionnaire 

responses, school-community relations directors placed 

high priority on press-related activities, although the 

amount of news coverage pertaining to these districts 



in most instances did not reflect this priority. 

Districts without school-community relations directors 

appeared to have just as much news coverage as those 

districts which did have such a designated employee. 

5. School-community relations personnel 

perceived relations with local newspapers to be much 

more positive than did newspaper editors, as demon

strated by responses of both groups to questionnaire 

items pertaining to news coverage and press/district 

relationships. 

115 

6. The "clearinghouse" function of most school

community relations directors was an arbitrary one, 

ranging from full control to complete lack of coordi

nation responsibility. Directors who were involved in 

school-community relations in addition to other duties 

such as personnel or who were employed on a part-time 

basis placed less emphasis on the "clearinghouse" role. 

7. Differences existed between the school news 

topics that school-community relations directors perceived 

as being covered and those that were actually covered, 

according to the sample analysis of newspaper issues. 

8. School news coverage did not appear to be any 

more or less important than coverage of any other type of 

general news, according to editors of newspapers serving 

district communication needs. 
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9. News topics perceived by newspaper editors 

to be of interest to the public were basically the same 

topics specified by school-community relations directors. 

10. News sources identified by newspaper editors 

were primarily the same ones specified by school superin

tendents. Newspaper editors did not seem to place much 

value on the media control function of the school

community relations director, however, expressing the 

desire to maintain a number of different news sources 

for different purposes. 

11. Newspaper editors identified both parents and 

teachers as major news sources; however, superintendents 

did not specify these groups as having major responsi

bility for submission of school news. 

12. In general, newspaper editors felt that more 

openness and improved communication between the press and 

school districts were vital factors for good relations. 

They insisted that controversial topics should not be 

"covered up" by school district authorities. 

13. Virtually no differences existed in the 

number of different topics nor in the direction of 

coverage between stories about large districts employing 

school-community relations directors and the districts 

that did not. 



14. Athletics was the topic receiving the most 

overall coverage for almost all districts, regardless 

of size, with school board-related news receiving the 

next largest number of stories. 

15. Receiving low coverage were the same topics 
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that have been identified by related literature: testing, 

teaching techniques/innovations, school funding/finance, 

teacher/staff opinions, and teacher meetings/workshops. 

16. Although medium-sized school districts 

received proportionately better coverage in local news-

papers than did large and small districts, virtually no 

differences existed in the topics covered nor in the 

direction of coverage between stories about those 

districts employing school-community relations directors 

and those that did not. 

17. Small school districts had slight news 

coverage, especially if they were in a community without 

its own local newspaper. Virtually no differences 

existed in the topics covered nor in the direction of 

coverage between news about small districts employing 

school-community relations directors and those that did not. 

Implications 

After analyzing the findings and conclusions of 

this study, the following implications are proposed: 



1. The status of the position of school

community relations director is a nebulous one in the 

state of Arizona. Some school districts place high 

priority on the duties inherent in this position, 

affording it a top administrative position; other 

districts perceive the position to be virtually little 

more than that of a newsletter editorship and credit it 

with part-time status and no authority. The latter 

districts should examine the feasibility of elevating 

the position to a level at which the director may be a 

viable member of the superintendent's staff. 
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2. School districts not employing school

community relations directors need to re-examine their 

communication programs and needs with all their publics 

and to consider allocating funds to employ an individual 

responsible not only for working with the press, but 

also for developing better relationships and partner-

ships with parents, businesses, and the community at large. 

3. Newspapers often receive school news 

haphazardly, either by press releases submitted by the 

district or by telephone calls or memos; therefore, the 

news itself may be treated as filler or public service 

announcements rather than as "hard news." If school 

personnel were to provide newspapers with more complete 

information on non-traditional news topics, then better 

in-depth coverage may be forthcoming. 



4. Coverage of school news in major daily 

newspapers may be poor unless the newspaper employs a 

reporter assigned to a specific school district, or 

unless the newspaper maintains regional bureaus or 

zone editions which have space to cover school news. 

Controversial topics are much more likely to receive 

widespread coverage than are stories about classroom 

activities, possibly owing to the fact that many news

papers and schools hold traditional views about what 

119 

makes news. Again, both newspapers and school districts 

need to think beyond such traditional topics as sports 

and school board meetings. 

5. The importance of the attitudes of school 

district personnel and newspaper editors cannot be 

ignored, if the effectiveness of school news coverage 

is to be improved. Local school districts need to take 

steps to determine what these attitudes are. 

6. Relationships between school districts and 

local newspapers range from poor to favorable. Some 

district personnel have developed open, meaningful 

working relationships with local newspaper reporters, 

but these are based more on individual personalities 

rather than on professional duties. A lack of amenable 

working relations seem to suggest that school districts 

and newspapers wish to consider formulating written 
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guidelines and/or policies and to sponsor workshops 

for press and school personnel to improve communication. 

Topics for consideration may include: 

a. Expectations of newspaper editors in regard 

to school news; 

b. Needs and expectations of school district 

personnel in regard to press coverage; 

c. Practical means of maintaining open, trusting 

two-way communication; 

d. "Clearinghouse" and/or gatekeeper role as a 

positive method for coordinating news, not as a 

means of censorship; 

e. Practical ideas for covering schools in non

traditional ways--new topics, etc. 

6. All school districts should financially 

encourage their school-community relations directors 

and/or other district administrators to hold membership 

in the Arizona School Public Relations Association, thus 

establishing a network of professionals utilizing one 

another's expertise in all functions related to the 

position. 

Suggestions for Further Study 

The following studies are suggested in order to 

develop a better understanding of school district

press relationships: 



1. A study should be made of national and state

based school public relations association membership, 

functions, activities, and influence to determine the 

efficacy of such organizations. 

2. A study should be conducted pertaining to the 

characteristics of school-community relations directors 

in terms of background, education, experience, etc. to 

determine prevailing trends in the profession. 
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3. A more complete analysis of school news coverage 

should be conducted, comparing coverage during a relative 

complacent period with coverage during periods of high 

criticism of schools, such as the present. 

4. A complete analysis should be undertaken to 

determine the effects on school news coverage of the 

regional bureaus/news zones implemented by the major 

urban newspapers. 

5. A model should be developed which identifies 

possible guidelines and policies to be followed in 

maintaining a positive working relationship with the 

press, including a recommended workshop format flexible 

enough to address the needs of individual school 

districts. 

6. A complete study should be made of school news 

coverage by the electronic media, specifically pertaining 

to the differences between coverage of districts employing 



school-communi ty relations personnel and covera.ge of 

those districts that do not. 

Concluding Statement 
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This study has been undertaken to analyze several 

components of an area of educational services often 

overlooked--school public relations, or preferably, school

community relations. First of all, the current status of 

the position of school-community relations director has 

been examined, revealing a nebulous state of affairs 

contingent upon the "fatness" of budget lines rather 

than upon the communication needs of the district. That 

this position has been created, filled, left vacant, or 

eliminated in accordance with nothing more than 

financial restraints is an indication of the lack of high 

priority often placed upon positive, open, two-way 

communication between school districts and their pUblics. 

Secondly, this study has broached the theory of a 

communication model incorporating the school-community 

relations director as a gatekeeper in the network 

between the district, the news media, and the public. 

In districts where administrators have recognized the 

significance of the "gatekeeper" or "media control" role 

and have designated the school-community relations director 

as district spokesman, particularly in times of crisis, 

the communications network is greatly facilitated. 



Whereas the findings of this study do not show signifi

cant emphasis on this "gatekeeper" role in numerous 

districts, perhaps school administrators may well 

address some revision in their district communications 

policies, encouraging a development of this area. 

A third component of this study was an analysis 

of the working relationships between school personnel 
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and the press, especially in the realm of "media control." 

The prevailing attitudes and resultant opinions of 

representatives of both groups are similar to those 

described in numerous studies: mistrust and doubt about 

one another's motivations abound. One newspaperman 

viewed the school district and the newspaper as being in 

adversarial roles. Although each espouses the desire for 

~ore honesty and open communication, districts continue 

to worry lest they look "bad" and the press persists in 

searching for "what's being covered up." Apparently, 

years of adversarial relationships are difficult to 

overcome. 

The final facet of this study was a consideration 

of school news topics covered by local newspapers. Again, 

tradition emerges as a predominant factor, encouraging 

the printing of stories about school board meetings 

and athletics, rather than about the internal operations 

of the schools. News must be of general interest to the 

public, respond the newspaper editors when queried about 



possible "new" ideas for stories. Someone might well 

establish the identity of the "standard-setter" that 

determines what is of interest. Educating the reader 

may be a valuable undertaking for the press, especially 

in expanding the realm of topics of interest to include 

such low readership items as teacher opinions and 

classroom operations. 
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In conclusion, positive relationship between the 

school and the press is more critical today than ever 

before. Partnership seems to be touchstone for public 

education in the 1980's--home-school partnerships, teacher

parent partnerships, school-community partnerships, 

education-business partnerships, school-horne-community 

partnerships. Another viable marriage is a school-press 

partnership promoting the same key components as any 

collaborative process--bringing individuals or groups 

together to recognize their common goals and developing 

the trust required to achieve them. When a partnership 

of school, community, business, home, and press encourages 

the forgetting of individual differences and recognizes a 

common goal of providing the best education possible for 

youngsters, then all of American society will be well 

underway to developing that trust necessary to meet not 

only educational goals, but also the more esoteric ones 

of humaneness and understanding. 



APPENDIX A 

SCHOOL-COMMUNITY RELATIONS QUESTIONNAIRE 

125 



SCHOOL-COMMUNITY RELATIONS QUESTIONNAIRE 

Part I:. To be filled in by all respondents 

1. Name of district 
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-------------------------------------------
Address 

Telephone 

2. Person responding to questionnaire: 

Title 

3. Type of district: Elementary __ Secondary __ Unified 

4. Approximate enrollment, Fall 1983 

5. Does your school district have a designated school
community relations director or someone employed in 
a similar position? Yes No 

6. In your district, who is responsible for sUbmitting 
school news stories and/or information to the local 
newspaper? Please check one or more of the following: 

teachers principals ___ superintendents __ _ 

students school-community relations director 

club sponsors department chairmen ___ other 

(Please explain) 

7. What is (are) the local newspaper(s) that cover(s) 
school news for your district? 

8. Does the newspaper have an education reporter? 

full-time part-time ____ none 



Part II: To be completed by school-community relations 
directors or by comparable personnel. 

1. Title of position 

2. Is this a part-time or full-time position? 

If part-time, what other position do you hold? 
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3. Of all the job activities involved in your position in 
school-community relations, what priority do press
related activities have? What percentage of your 
time do you spend in these types of activities? 

4. How would you judge the attitude of the local newspaper 
toward receiving and printing news about your district? 

5. Do you, or does your office, have the responsibility 
of acting as a "clearinghouse" for all school news 
sent to the local newspaper? 

Yes No 

Comment: 

6. Please check the topics of school news covered by the 
local newspaper: (local news only) 

Curriculum and Instruction 

Curriculum/special projects 

Classroom activities 

_____ Testing 

Teaching techniques/innovations 



Operations and Administration 

Operational 

School funding 

School policies 

____ Discipline, vandalism, drugs, violence 

Parent/community involvement 

School Board meetings 

Bond issues 

Student Activities 

Athletics 

Club activities 

Dances, parties, etc. 

Student personalities 

Musical programs, plays, concerts 

Personnel 

Teacher/staff personalities 

Teacher/staff opinions 

--- Meetings, workshops 

Other: Please specify 

7, Does your position have a written job description? 

Yes No 

If yes, will you please send me a copy of it with 
this completed questionnaire. 
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Please offer any further comments that may be helpful 
to me in conducting this study. I appreciate your 
taking the time and effort to participate in this 
research. 

Please return to: Suzanne Ashby 
1533 E. Linden St. 
Tucson, AZ 85719 
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1. Name of respondent 

Title Newspaper 

2. Name of school district(s) reported upon: 

3. What policies do you have about printing school news? 

4. What news subjects (topics) do you normally encourage 
districts to submit? 

5. What are your major sources of local school news? 

6. Does your newspaper employ an education reporter? 

7. Many school districts employ a person responsible for 
disseminating district news. Do you work with a 
person in such a capacity from any district? How 
would you describe this relationship? 

8. Can you offer any suggestions for better relation
ships between the local press and the school districts? 
What would you consider to be the most· important 
criteria for good relationships. 

~lease return to: Suzanne Ashby 
1533 E. Linden 
Tucson, AZ 85719 
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October 10, 1983 

TO: 

FROM: 

RE: 

Members of Arizona School Public Relations 
Association 

Suzanne Ashby 
The University of Arizona Doctoral Candidate 

Dissertation Questionnaire Pre-evaluation 

As a doctoral student in the Department of Educational 
Foundations and Administration, College of Education, 
The University of Arizona, I am preparing a disser
tation on the relationship between school-community 
relations directors and the local press and plan to use 
both a questionnaire and an interview as two means of 
collecting data. I would appreciate it if you, 
as a member of Arizona School Public Relations 
Association, would cooperate with me by completing the 
enclosed questionnaire as part of the pilot testing. 
Please respond honestly to the questions and offer any 
suggestions for improvement. In addition, I am 
including a list of questions that I intend to ask 
newspaper editors and would also appreciate some feed
back on these. 

Thank you so much for your time, input, and prompt 
return of your comments. 

Enclosure 

Please return to: Suzanne Ashby 
1533 E. Linden St. 
Tucson, AZ 85719 
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THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
TUCSON, ARIZONA 85721 

COLLEGE OF EDUCATION 
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Department of Educational Foundations and Administration 

October 25, 1983 

As a top administrator of an Arizona public school district, you 
have been selected to participate in a study to investigate the 
relationship between school-community relations directors and local 
newspapers. More specifically, the study is designed to provide 
information about the amount of control that school-community relations 
directors and/or personnel have over the press coverage of school news. 

If your district employs a person in the capacity of school-community 
relations director, school public relations person, public information 
officer, or any similar title, please forward this letter and the 
enclosed questionnaire to that person. If not, would you take just 
a few minutes of your time to complete Part I of the survey and then 
return it to me at the address on the questionnaire. Needless to say, 
the success of this study depends on your cooperation. Please return 
the questionnaire as soon as possible so that the data may be compiled 
and analyzed at the earliest possible time. 

Your name on the questionnaire will in no way be linked to your 
specific responses concerning relations with your local press. You 
are guaranteed anonymity of your responses. 

Thank you very much for your cooperation and support in this study. 

Sincerely yours, 

~~ 
R earch Coordinator 



THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
TUCSO'N, A~IZONA 85721 

COLLEGE OF EDUCATION 135 

Department of Educational Foundations and Administration 

November 23, 1983 

A few weeks ago, you received a questionnaire designed to 
determine the relationship between the school-community relations 
director and local newspaper coverage of school news. From the 
response received to date, my records indicate that I have not 
received a completed questionnaire from you. In case your 
questionnaire has been misplaced, I have enclosed a new one for 
your completion. Your anonymity in regard to specific responses 
is guaranteed. 

Your cooperation in responding to the questionnaire and its prompt 
return are appreciated. Would you please return the questionnaire 
to me at the following address: 

Sincerely yours, 

Suzanne Ashby 
1533 E. Linden St. 
Tucson, Arizona 85719 

~~ 
Research Coordinator 
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December 15, 1984 

Dear 

As a representative of the Arizona press, you have been 
chosen to participate in a research study designed to 
investigate the relationship between a sampling of 
Arizona public school districts and the newspapers these 
districts indicate as serving them by printing their 
school news. Part of this research also involves input 
from newspaper editors as to their perceptions of 
relationships with particular school districts. 

The superintendent(s) of School District(s) 
have (has) named the as the newspaper covering 
news pertaining to that district. Therefore, I would 
appreciate your response to the enclosed questionnaire as 
it applies to your newspaper's relationship with 
School District. You are guaranteed anonymity of your 
responses in regard to particular districts. 

If you prefer a different form of contact, I can also 
make arrangements for a telephone interview or personal 
interview. If personal contact is preferred, please 
suggest a convenient time by returning the response form 
or by calling me at 881-0239 any afternoon of the week. 

I wish to complete my research by the end of January and 
would appreciate hearing from you as soon as possible. 

Thank you very much for your cooperation. I will be more 
than willing to share the results of this study with you. 

Sincerely yours, 

Suzanne Ashby 
Research Coordinator 



RESPONSE FORM 

I would prefer: 

Telephone call 

Personal interview 

Person to contact: 

Phone: 

Preferred time: 

Please return to: Suzanne Ashby 
1533 E. Linden St. 
Tucson, AZ 85719 
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THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
T U C SON, A R I Z 0 N A 85721 

COLLEGE OF EDUCATION 
Department of Educational Foundations and Administration 

January 16, 1984 

Dear 

A few weeks ago you received a questionnaire regarding 
relationships between your newspaper and local school 
districts. As of this date, I have not received a 
response from you; therefore, in case the questionnaire 
has been misplaced, I am enclosing another. 

Your newspaper is one of a fairly small sample of 
Arizona newspapers chosen for this study because they 
are representative of various categories of the press. 
Therefore, your input is important to the significance 
of this study. Both educators and members of the media 
realize that ongoing, two-way communication between the 
press and school district is more crucial today than 
ever before. Hopefully, research of this type will 
provide insight as to how this communication may be 
improved. 

Thank you so much for your cooperation and support. 

Sincerely yours, 

Suzanne Ashby 
Project Coordinator 

Enclosure 
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CONTENT ANALYSIS RESPONSE FORM 

TOPIC 

Curriculum & Instruction 

Curriculum/special 
projects 

Classroom activities 

Testing 

Teaching techniques/ 
innovations 

Operations & Administration 

Operational 

School funding 

School policies 

Discipline, vandalism, 
drugs, violence 

Parent/community 
involvement 

School board 
meetings 

Bond issues 

Student Activities 

Athletics 

Club activities 

Dances, parties, etc. 

Student personalities/ 
profiles 

Musical programs, plays, 
concerts 

Favorable Neutral Unfavorable 



TOPIC 

Personnel 

Teacher/staff 
personalities/ 
profiles 

Teacher/staff 
opinions 

Meetings, workshops 

Association news 

Other (Specify) 

Name of Newspaper: 

Name of School District: 

Date of Issue: 
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Favorable Neutral Unfavorable 
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JOB DESCRIPTION 

LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 
Supervisor of Public Information 
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1. Interprets information and actions originating with 
the board of education, the superintendent, and the 
staff; coordinates and supervises the dissemination 
of such information through the media of radio, 
television, and the press. 

2. Serves as spokesman for the board of education and 
the administrative staff relating to school system 
system policy, educational philosophy, and 
administrative procedures. 

3. Serves as a member of the Superintendent's 
Legislative Committee, the Ethnicity Committee, and 
as a representative on the Division Heads Council. 

4. Cooperates, upon request of divisional heads, in 
evaluating and interpreting educational information 
concerning the operating divisions of the district, 
and coordinates and supervises its release through 
the administrative and supervisory personnel of 
such divisions. 

5. Develops a positive and continuing program of 
reporting so as to keep the public aware of the 
services being rendered and the problems being 
solved by the district. 

6. Serves as an advisor to review and make suggestions 
related to public relations aspects of anticipated 
or planned TV, radio, or film programs. 

7. Supervises a service which provides constant 
information about school calendars, school locations 
and boundaries; plans coordinated public information 
programs for various activities of the district so 
that information released is accurate and appropriately 
timed with regard to public relations. 

8. Provides in-service education to teachers, adminis
trative, and other personnel in methods and 
techniques of selection, organization, and 
dissemination of educational information. 



9. In emergencies, is immediately available to 
receive and assess information regarding the 
situation, advises the superintendent or his 
designated representative regarding the situation, 
and takes whatever steps are deemed necessary, 
based on the severity of the situation, to receive 
from and dispense information to members of the 
district staff and the public. 
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10. Assists in the evaluation of the educational signifi
cance of special activities and contents. 

11. Serves as an official representative of t~e adminis
trative staff of the Los Angeles City Schools at 
certificated conventions and professional organi
zations; supervises the planning, makes necessary 
arrangements, and assists in conducting state-wide 
and nation-wide conventions and conferences held 
locally for which the district acts as host. 

12. Assists administrators and teachers in the solution 
of local community relation problems at individual 
schools. 

13. Arranges and conducts meetings for interpretation of 
the educational philosophy, policies, and adminis
trative procedures of the board of education to 
interested public groups such as the Parent-Teacher 
Association, Coordinating Councils, and community 
business, labor, and professional groups. 

14. Performs other duties as assigned. 

(Mayer, 1974, 257) 



PLEASE POST 

MESA UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT 
549 North Stapley Drive 
Mesa, Arizona 85203 

ANNOUNCEMENT OF POSITION OPENING 

Community Relations Director 
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PLEASE POST 

Applications are being accepted for a Community Relations 
Director with the Mesa Unified School District. The 
Community Relations Director is directly responsible to 
the Superintendent. The starting date is April 27, 1981. 

QUALIFICATIONS: 

Bachelor's degree in public relations, mass communi
cations or related field, or equivalent 
experience 

Professional experience in a full-time public 
relations position 

Working knowledge of internal and external public 
relations programs 

Mastery of basic communication skills 
Sensitivity to the importance of two-way communication 
Experience in planning, implementing, evaluating, 

budgeting and personnel management 
Good health, physical stamina, fitness and vitality 
Accreditation by the National School Public Relations 

Association or Public Relations Society of 
America preferred, but not required 

Evidence of high standards of personal and professional 
conduct 

DUTIES: 

Serves as information liaison between the total school 
system and the community at large 

Sets annual objectives for and evaluate the district's 
community relations program, to include budget 
planning for meeting these objectives 

Serves as liaison person between the district and the 
news media and supervises the production and 
supervises the production and distribution of 
all news releases; arranges for news conferences 
as required 
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DUTIES--Continued 

Cooperates with the district administrators and other 
staff members, as appropriate, in publicizing and 
promoting performances, exhibitions, displays, 
dedications or special programs sponsored by the 
schools and open to the public 

Provides professional public relations consultive 
services and assistance when requested by adminis
tration, Board of Education, schools, parent 
groups and student groups 

Provides professional assistance in the development 
of various publications (brochures,· newsletters, 
information bulletins) for schools and departments 

Prior to final publication, reviews and edits all 
publications which will be disseminated to the 
general public 

Recommends innovative avenues of communications and 
relations for external and internal communications 

Provides inservice training as required on various 
subjects connected with community or public 
relations 

Solicits feedback through formal and informal means on 
activities, products and purposes of the community 
relations program and the school district in general 

Develops and maintains accurate records regarding the 
district's public relations program 

Attends all pre-meetings, regular and special meetings 
of the Board of Education 

Supervises and maintains activities for the Gold Card 
Club 

Plans and coordinates Mesa Education Week and 
Grandparents' Week annually 

Provides news items to appropriate administrators, thus 
assisting them to be well informed on the 
various developments related to their fields 

Supervises the publishing and distribution of the 
Mes-A-Genda, the internal employee newsletter, 
each week 

Publishes and distributes the Mesa Public Schools 
TODAY community newsletter four or five times per 
year, dependent on budget limitations 

Expedites responses to all inquiries and complaints 
received by the department from citizens, news 
media, and school personnel 

Serves as the district spokesperson to the news 
media, including newspapers, television, radio 

Performs other tasks as assigned by the Superintendent 



SUPERVISION: 

TERMS: 

Salary: 

Classification: 
Work Term: 
Benefits: 

SUBMIT RESUME 
AND APPLY TO: 

DEADLINE FOR APPLICATIONS 
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Superintendent, 
Mesa Unified School District 

Beginning salary range between 
$22,986-$25,526, depending 
on professional preparation 
and like experience 
Director II 
12 months 
Vacation, sick leave, holidays, 
retirement, insurance and major 
medical benefits 

Mesa Public Schools 
Personnel Department 
549 N. Stapley 
Mesa, AZ 85203 
Phone: (602) 964-7114 Ext. 7177 

Date Published: February 19, 1981 

An application for the above position must be 
submitted on or before MARCH 27, 1981. 

BOTH MEN AND WOMEN ARE URGED TO APPLY 

AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EMPLOYER 
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Madison School District 

JOB DESCRIPTION 

TITLE: DIRECTOR OF COMMUNITY INFORMATION AND PERSONNEL 
SERVICES 

QUALIFICATIONS: 

1. An earned degree in journalism, communications, or 
education with prior experience in personnel work 

2. At least three years of actual administrative work 
experience in educational administration or business 

3. Ability to communicate effectively with various groups 

4. Demonstrated organizational ability 

5. Strong desire to grow in position 

BASIC RESPONSIBILITY 

The Director of Community Information and Personnel 
Services is responsible to help the Board and Superin
tendent generate in the community, and within the staff 
an understanding of the district's programs. To 
accomplish this, the director plans, directs, and 
evaluates a program that enhances effective communications 
between 1) the schools and the public, 2) the adminis
tration and staff, 3) the schools and the news media, 
4) the school district and community organizations and 
businesses, and 5) the administration/School Board and 
advisory committees. 

The Director of Community Information and Personnel 
Services is responsible for the certified and classified 
personnel in the school district. The director is 
responsible for working closely with the principals, 
the assistant superintendents and the directors in order 
to provide supporting professional services and personnel 
to meet the needs of the respective schools and school 
district. 

REPORT TO: 

The Director of Community Information and Personnel Services 
shall be directly responsible to the Superintendent of 
Schools. 



SUPERVISES 

Department offices and the assigned personnel. 

PRIMARY DUTIES: 

1. Assists the superintendent and school information 
efforts by sending news releases about school and board 
activities to the various news media, and alerts news 
media to favorable activities in the district the media 
may wish to cover. 

2. Works with the Assistant Superintendent for 
Instructional Services to develop a file of community 
organizations and their officers, mailing lists of 
community groups and leaders, and plans periodic school 
district information programs to better inform these 
organizations about the Madison School District. 
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3. Cooperates with the administrators and other staff 
members, as appropriate, in publicizing any performances, 
exhibitions, displays, award programs, or other special 
programs sponsored by the schools. 

4. Works with the Superintendent and Assistant Super
intendent for Instructional Services in surveying the 
community systematically to solicit significant opinions, 
suggestions, and recommendations that lean importantly 
on the policies and operations of the board and the 
school system. 

5. Responsible for attending board meetings, preparing 
a follow-up report of board actions at the meeting and 
dissemination within two working days to all staff. 

6. Responsible for compiling the District's community 
newsletter, the MADISON SCENE. The director works with 
the Superintendent and Assistant Superintendent for 
Instructional Services in choosing appropriate context for 
the publication, in developing a style and format which 
is best in conveying the information contained in the 
newsletter. 

7. Prepares and edits special publications such as 
activity calendar, recruitment brochures, orientation 
brochures for new teachers and staff members, information 
brochures for the parents of students new to the district 
and its publications. 



PRIMARY DUTIES: (Continued) 

8. Directs the activities of personnel assigned to the 
Department of Community Information and Personnel 
Services and is responsible for the following: 

(a) recruiting and recommending for employment, 
teachers and other staff members who are the best 
qualified candidates for vacant positions 
(b) maintaining a comprehensive personnel record 
system for all employees in conjunction with 
Arizona Law and Madison District Policies 
(c) coordinating the substitute teaching program 
within the district 
(d) pre-retirement planning 

9. Works with the various administrative personnel in 
developing and/or maintaining district manuals and 
handbooks. 
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10. Provides administrative support for the Superintendent 
in the evaluation of principals and staff when requested. 

11. Review all classified personnel recommended for 
employment or change of status and presents such changes 
as necessary to the Board of Trustees and the 
Superintendent. 

12. Provides and manages a meaningful program of 
professional development, evaluation, and compensation 
for all classified employees of the district. 

13. Serves as communicator with the district consultants 
on insurance and explains personnel insurance program to 
staff members, collectively and individually as indicated; 
directs the personnel services staff in implementation 
of the personnel insurance program. 

14. Develops a Job Target Work Plan for the school year 
and files a copy of the Work Plan with the Superintendent 
by September 15. 

15. Performs other such duties as may be directed by the 
Superintendent. 
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KEY WORKING RELATIONSHIPS: 

1. Works with the central office staff and the 
Superintendent to assure the operation of the district 
consistent with policies and standards, and to work with 
the staff in the most constructive fashion to contribute 
to the district's viewpoint in district-wide decision 
making. 

2. Works with the Superintendent to implement the Job 
Description of the Director of Community Information and 
Personnel Services. 

3. Works with district and school administration, 
teachers and staff to implement the personnel programs 
and procedures of the district. 

4. Works with the community in the interpretation of 
school operations. Helps to keep policies, programs, 
and procedures before the community and available for 
input from the community. 

5. Advises and works with the Superintendent and Assistant 
Superintendents on all facets of the personnel functions 
as it relates to the professional and support staff. 

SALARY 

Established annually by the Superintendent and the 
Board of Trustees. 

EVALUATION 

Performance of the Director of Community Information and 
Personnel Services will be evaluated twice yearly by 
the Superintendent and in accordance with provisions of 
Evaluation of Administrative Personnel (Reg. 5210.2). 
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