
Communicating About the Grant - 1 
 

Within-District Communication About the SDCF Grant 
 

Memo 
June 30, 2018 

 
Informed Decisions Research 

 
The School District Collaboration Fund (SDCF) grant is an ambitious endeavor, aiming to make 
significant changes in the teachers’ opportunities for professional learning and growth, as well 
as in the ways they are evaluated and compensated. To successfully create lasting change, 
those that work on the grant need to be in frequent communication with virtually all the teachers 
and administrators in the district. At times, the local school board and other community 
members may also need to be involved, or at least informed. 
 
Yet the people doing the work of the grant—primarily teachers—do not necessarily have 
experience in effective communication with groups of stakeholders. Not surprisingly, 
communication about the grant proved to be one of the things that many grant managers and 
grant committee members struggled with. At the same time, two or three years into the grant, 
some individuals or groups had developed communication strategies that worked for them. This 
memo summarizes both the challenges and the effective strategies that grant managers and 
some administrators mentioned in interviews conducted between January and June 2018. It 
also lists some recommendations gleaned from the literature on within-district communication.  

WHAT IS HARD ABOUT COMMUNICATION 
 

Many teachers, including teacher leaders, reported that it was difficult to ensure that other 
teachers knew what was happening on the grant committees. This appeared to be as true 
of small districts as it was of the larger districts. 
 

I think we need to improve on our communication, that’s our weakest area. For example, 
we have had staff who are not on design team saying, so what are you doing again? 
We’ve had meetings and talked to staff, but we need better communication between 
different learning communities and where we are making progress, what needs 
strengthening and so forth. (Year 2 grant manager) 

 
While teachers were excited about the expansion and greater diversity of professional learning 
opportunities, there was often evidence of uneven knowledge about what new opportunities 
for professional learning were available. For example, in one district focus group with 
teachers who were not on grant committees, teachers spoke appreciatively about the benefits of 
learning walks. One teacher said she had participated in them four different times, each time 
with a different area of focus. Another teacher reacted with surprise: We are allowed to go on 
learning walks more than once? 
 
Similarly, in another district, a teacher talked about how in the coming year teachers would have 
more choices about their professional learning, instead of everyone in the school attending the 
same training. Another teacher in the focus group said: Oh, is that happening? I didn’t even 
know that! 
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Even a district administrator who was involved with the grant and very supportive of its goals 
said it was difficult to keep up with everything that was happening. He wondered how a teacher 
with fewer touch points could stay informed. 
 

It’s… challenging in a bigger district, there are so many innovative things happening, the 
evaluation pieces and the professional learning. Just staying up with all the things that 
are happening is hard. You can’t be in all the conversations, so just staying ahead of it 
and understanding it is demanding. I have done better in this role lately, because I have 
more touch points now, but for an individual teacher at a school, how do they stay in 
touch with all of the pieces, that is a challenge to any system. (Assistant superintendent) 

 
One district was trying to address this problem by creating a central location for digital 
information about the grant but was finding it difficult. 
 

[Communicating results from empathy data, for example] is a work in progress. We are 
trying to create a [Google] drive too where anyone can access it and get the info they 
need—not in place yet but we are working on. The communication piece is probably one 
of our challenges. (Year 2 grant manager) 
 

Teachers on grant committees also said that it was challenging to keep principals informed 
about the grant and especially about changes in professional learning. This made it harder 
to implement things because principals might have different, alternative priorities. 
 

The grant managers have shared out at principal meetings, but a lot of them 
[administrators] don’t know much about what is going on. That makes it harder to bring 
things back to the building levels, where there is so much going on. (Year 2 teacher on 
grant committee) 

 
Separately from the challenges involved in getting information out to busy professionals, 
sometimes grant committees found they had made communication more difficult for themselves 
by naming things in ways that were not clear to all audiences. One district, for example, had 
created both “PLC” and “PLT” offerings for teachers, and even committee members had 
difficulty distinguishing the two. In such instances, it could be helpful for committees to learn to 
create messages—and naming conventions—that can be clearly communicated to multiple 
audiences.  
 
In fact, assistance with effective communication strategies was one of the things that some 
grant managers thought Chalkboard might be able to provide: 
 

I would say maybe [I’d like to hear] more about how do you communicate, what are 
different communication methods you can use, when and how often to get info out about 
the grant and things it can do, or what we have done? (Year 2 grant manager) 
 

In one district which had seen both an administrator and a teacher serve as grant manager, the 
current grant manager observed that teachers who worked as grant managers were 
particularly unfamiliar with large-scale communication strategies and might need more 
support to communicate effectively. 
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WHAT HAS WORKED WELL 
 

Communicating with teachers 
 
Over the past several years, grant managers and grant committee members developed a 
variety of strategies to facilitate and improve communication about the grant. For example, to let 
teachers who are not on grant committees know about opportunities, teachers from one district 
reported that they had learned how important it was to communicate more than once because 
teachers didn’t always open the first email with the announcement. In another district, a teacher 
said that it helped to get regular weekly emails so she could count on frequent communication.  
 
In a district where professional learning was primarily school-based, the grant manager noticed 
that different buildings had different levels of success in making changes. She personally 
facilitated the sharing of strategies and approaches across schools so that a school that 
had been “stuck” could see examples from another school that had made some meaningful 
improvements to professional learning.  
 
Another district found that communication with teachers improved significantly when they 
expanded the size of their grant team and made sure there was at least one teacher from 
every building on the team. In many cases, they also had instructional coaches from each 
building, so the meetings were large, but every building was represented and had someone to 
carry information back to teachers there.  
 
Concerned that different grant committees might work at cross purpose—or possibly duplicate 
efforts, one district coped by creating a grant steering committee, with members from the 
different committees. That same district also held larger quarterly meetings that brought 
different grant committees together. In focus groups, teachers reported that this was an 
effective way to coordinate efforts. 

 
The work of our teacher leadership and educator evaluation committees have been 
interconnected. We on the evaluation committee thought that professional learning 
teams would be our third stage, building on our Danielson training and learning walks. 
The teacher leadership group was planning the same kind of thing, so our work naturally 
dove-tailed. Our grant managers and also the steering committee, with its reps from 
each of the blueprint groups, and the whole group meetings made it work. There was 
purposeful planning to make sure it would happen. The whole group meetings are a 
great way to stay connected. (Year 2 teacher on grant committee) 
 

Communicating with administrators 
 
Four districts shared strategies they had used to enhance communication between those 
working on the grant and school or district administrators. 
 
In one district, a lot of grant manager time and effort went into meeting with and explaining 
grant work to principals in person, in addition to other communication strategies.  
 

Before [our professional learning initiative] was rolled out, we met with the instructional 
leadership team to explain it to them. Then we went to the joint admin meeting with all 
principals and vice principals, and we explained to them. We also had a video that went 
out to everyone and just put out another one to all staff and admin about the changes in 
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professional learning, with a bit about inquiry teams and the new classes. (Year 2 grant 
manager) 

 
In that same district, the grant manager also personally reached out the principal of every 
teacher leader who taught a class in the new professional learning initiative.  
 

I contacted the principal of everyone putting on a class, letting them know and asking 
them to congratulate them on the opportunity.(Year 2 grant manager) 
 

 
One district found that a good way to communicate as well as to amplify teacher voice was 
through sharing data. In this district, teacher leaders look at the data collected from the work 
of the grant and intentionally share findings they think could be useful to district 
administrators.  

 
The empathy data on professional learning in schools [for example], that data will be 
shared with the folks at the district office in charge of Teaching and Learning, because 
they often start designing professional learning for the next year early. I am meeting with 
them to share the data to give them some input about what teachers would like. (Year 2 
grant manager) 
 

 
In one district with multiple buildings, locating the grant manager’s office in the district 
office was mentioned as a way to promote frequent and informal communication with senior 
district administrators. This is particularly important, one teacher on a grant committee said, 
because it helps keep the grant committee from going down a dead-end path:  
 

…and they get to check in often. One of the concerns about groups like this is that the 
group [committee] works in isolation, and then the district changes what they do. But we 
have always known we want to be realistic in our parameters. This way, we learn early 
on if something seemed to be of concern with the district. Like this year, we thought 
about an area of teacher leadership we might want to change, and we found pretty 
quickly that this would not work. (Year 2 teacher on grant committee) 

 
Several district mentioned the value of setting up face-to-face meetings between people 
working on the grant and school or district administrators. They noted that these meetings 
were time consuming. Still, they found them much more valuable than emails or other forms of 
electronic communication because they invited two-way communication and provided the 
opportunity to address concerns immediately.  

 
This year I am most proud of the work that we have done together with the 
administrators, because we knew that all of our plans, to be sustainable, need to be part 
of the system. Creating something outside the system would not serve our needs. So we 
have incorporated them into the work, asked them what they think of it, to make it a 
system that works for all of us. (Year 3 grant manager) 
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RECOMMENDED PRACTICES FOR SCHOOL DISTRICT COMMUNICATION 
 
Much of the literature on within-district communication focuses on ways that superintendents 
and senior administrators can communicate with various constituencies, particularly parents and 
the press. There is much less discussion of how teachers can communicate with one another 
about initiatives they are involved in. It is still possible, however, to distill from the information 
available some recommendations that might be used or adapted for grant managers and grant 
committees: 
 

x Get to know the various audiences with whom you need to communicate and the needs 
of each group. Potential audiences for grant committees include: 

o Teachers  
o New teachers (as a possible separate audience for some of the work) 
o Administrators 
o School board 
o Parents and community 

 
x As a committee, take the time to craft messages you want to share with different 

audiences. Ensure that committee members carry a common message out to the larger 
community. 

 
x As you craft your messages, consider how they might need to be different for different 

audiences. Different people will have different 
o Level of knowledge about what the grant is 
o Primary concerns or expectations 
o Perspectives on what is needed 
o Possible barriers to understanding 
o Ability or willingness to participate  

 
x Learn to use various electronic communication tools. Determine which tools your target 

audience uses. You may need to use multiple tools at the same time. Consider the 
benefits and risks of using social media communications.  

 
x Always double check all electronic communications before they are posted. 

 
x Engage fellow teachers and administrators (perhaps both together and separate) in 

large and small group meetings on particular grant-related topics. Understand each 
group’s needs.  
 

x If you have a grant-focused website or page on the district site, work with a small group 
of teachers to learn what information they would find useful to have on the site. 
 

x Some recommended methods for reaching administrators include: 
o Newsletter articles 
o Handouts and fact sheets 
o Data collection and analysis 
o Personal meetings in their schools, or try early morning coffee once a month 

 
x Some recommended methods for reaching teachers include: 

o Newsletter articles 
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o Handouts and fact sheets 
o In-service trainings 
o Staff meetings 
o Informal brown-bag lunch discussions 
o Classroom visits (pre-arranged) 
o School bulletin boards/hallways 

 
x Some recommended methods for reaching school board members include: 

o Presentations or testimony at school board meetings 
o Fact sheets or policy briefs 
o Inviting a school board member to observe a committee meeting or teacher 

professional learning session  
 

x Connect with groups outside the district boundaries such as similar committees in other 
grantee districts or with people in former grantee districts. 

   


