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"PR AND THE ENGLISH PROGRAM" 

by Nicholas P. Criscuolo 

Business firms employ them. Corporations hire them, The 

movie and television industry make full use of them, Many 

education organizations have them on the payroll. All these 

people deal with an important responsibility--public relations. 

Call them press agents, promotion managers, media experts--they 

all have the same goal: to educate, communicate and promote a 

product, 

·In the case of education, of course, the product is quality 

education. For the purposes of our discussion, it is a top

flight English program, When school budgets weren't so tight, 

many school districts hired public information officers who 

worked with parents, interested citizens and the media. Their 

purpose? To let the public know about some good school programs 

and activities that were taking place in the schools. The type 

of information disseminated raised the public's confidence in 

the schools. Unfortunately, school budgets had to be cut and 

these people were the first to go. 

According to the 15th Annual Gallup Poll of the Public's 

Attitudes Toward the Public Schools, as published in the 

September, 1983 issue of Phi Delta Kappan, 31% of the res

pondents gave the schools a rating of A or B, This is down 17 

points from 1974 when the rating was 48%. Obviously, there has 

been erosion of the public's confidence in the schools. 

Respondents in this Gallup Poll also listed "poor cur

riculum/poor standards" as a major problem. Since the English 

program is at the core of a healthy curriculum, one has to be 

concerned about this, 

Read today's newspapers and watch TV programs. If 

readers or listeners believed what they saw or heard, the per

ception is that the English program is in trouble, The recent 

Carnegie Report stressed the point that the writing skills of 

students must be improved. Many members of the community 

express concern about the "frivolous" English courses that have 

been added to the curriculum. Kids can't spell, write a simple 
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declarative sentence or read, It's rubbish, but it is the public's 

perception. 

Is the situation hopeless? Of course not. Although PR 

seldom is given the attention it deserves, teachers and adminis

trators can launch legitimate activities which will help the 

public know that the English program is alive and well in today's 

high schools. The remainder of this article will describe 

briefly actual programs conducted in the New Haven public schools 

that are valid and have a public relations base. 

Each year, the New Haven public school district participates 

in a variety of writing contests e.g. Fire Prevention, Brother

hood, etc. Prizes are donated by various local business firms, 

organizations and groups. Students receive the prizes at a 

Mayor's Reception at the end of the year. It's a big media event 

coordinated by the Mayor's staff. 

During the course of the year, winning entries are published 

in the Sunday edition of the local newspaper. The public can 

then perceive that students are capable of writing pieces that 

are informative, insightful and creative ahd free of mistakes in 

grammar and spelling, Initially, editors at the newspaper were 

reluctant to reprint the winning pieces but persistence paid 

off and they agreed to do it • 

Winners of Oratorical Contests have appeared at Board of 

Education meetings to recite their winning pieces, Since many 

parents attend these meetings, it's a PR idea that works. Since 

TV people and local education reporters cover Board meetings, 

some free PR is obtained. 

Many English Departments have produced Required Reading 

Lists as well as Summer Reading Lists. A complaint voiced to 

me by some parents is that some of the titles listed are not in 

the library or local bookstores. We've solved this problem by 

communicating with local librarians and bookstore owners to make 

sure these books are available for loan or purchase. The list 

is then posted in the library and bookstores, Posting serves a 

PR purpose too: parents can see that we haven't abandoned the 

classics in favor of only contemporary authors. 
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Some of the students who work on the staffs of the city's 

three high school newspapers have been willing to work with 

students in the Talented and Gifted Program and inner-city 

schools. They are scheduled to visit elementary schools to. help 

students sharpen their writing skills. They help students develop 

ideas for short stories and essays, edit, proofread, etc • . Many 

of these secondary students are planning journalism careers and 

it's a good experience for them. In New Haven, Yale University 

students serve as interns on the staff of the local newspaper. 

Presently, we're planning a similar program for our secondary 

students. 

There are many teachers with writing talent. This talent 

can be nurtured by encouraging English teachers to write 

descriptions of innovative programs and activities. These can 

be published in the Superintendent's Bulletin which often con

sists of notices of meetings and other mundane material. Spice 

it up by suggesting a column titled "Teachers' Corner" or "New 

Practices in English/Language Arts" which include practical 

teaching ideas. The PR factor: The Superintendent's Bulletin 

not only goes to all staff members, but to members of the Board 

of Education and the press. If a reporter sees an item of 

interest, the English teacher will be contacted for an in-depth 

interview or story on the program described in the Bulletin. 

Not too long ago, an empty storefront window space was 

secured in a downtown mall to display creative projects 

emanating from English and reading classes. A large banner 

proclaiming "We're Raising Bookworms in New Haven" was placed 

at the top of the display for community members to see. 

Parents want to be assured that English is being stressed. 

Parent meetings help. The principal of one of New Haven's high 

schools scheduled an hour of drama readings, plays and skits 

prior to teacher conferences. After the hour was over, parents 

walked the corridors to meet with teachers. These co=idors 

were plastered with book exhibits, displays of media meterials, 

creative writing exercis~s--a good way for parents to note the 

priority the English program was given at the school. 

• 

Concluding Remarks 

PR helps the general public understand just how effective 

a good English program can be. For some reason, PR is not one 

of the educator's strong suits. The media (both print and 

electronic) can be courted. The media can help, but it's the 

teachers themselves that are the best PR people. They can let 

the public know that legitimacy is at the core of the English 

program through a sound public relations approach. 

RESOURCES FOR INVOLVING 

PARENI'S IN LITERACY DEVELOPMENI' 

by ERIC, Myrna M. Haussler and Yetta M. Goodman 

PARENT ROLE 

The idea that parents play a vital role in their children's 

literacy development is not new. Edmond Huey, in ,19O8, wrote 

as follows: 

The child makes endless questionings about the 

names of things, as every mother knows. He is 

concerned also about the printed notices, signs, 

titles, visiting cards, etc., that come in his 

way, and should be told what they "say" when he 

makes inquiry. It is surprising how large a 

stock of printed or written words a child will 

gradually come to recognize in this way. 

In 1934, Nila B. Smith acknowledged that early reading 

is taught at home rather than at school. Cu=ent literacy 

research, reported by Teale (1981), Doake (1981), Haussler (1982), 

and Taylor (1983), indicates not only that the amount of adult

child reading and writing interaction before school is important, 

but also that the quality of the interactions makes a difference. 

Parents' attitudes toward literacy, the time they spend in

teracting with children and print, and the accessibility of 

literacy materials in the home (such as newspapers, books, chalk

boards, paper and writing implements) influence children's 
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