“Every time we have to write something about the school, whether it’s for an
email, the website or a digital ad, it’s so difficult. It’s like we’re reinventing the
wheel.”
“Ask any staff member to talk about what really distinguishes our school and
you’ll get a different answer. That includes our Head, admin team, teachers and
even the advancement office. It’s crazy we can’t get everyone on the same page.”
We hear comments like that all the time and they speak to how difficult it can be to
develop messaging that is consistent, engaging, authentic and compelling.
Messaging is key to your school’s enrollment and fundraising success. And yet, it
remains an unmet challenge at many schools.
In this e-book, we provide you with tips, insights and approaches to help you
improve the messaging at your school. We start with messaging fundamentals and
then provide four articles that take an in-depth look at various aspects of school
messaging. With each of those articles, you will find a checklist you can use to
master your messaging.
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Schedule a one-hour Messaging Strategy Session. Get strategies and an action plan to meet your messaging challenges.
https://calendly.com/chuckenglish/messaging-strategy-session
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Messaging Matters
Messaging is contained in literally every word of copy, every photo, and every video that emanates
from your school – whether that’s on your website, in social media posts, blogs, e-newsletters,
magazines, and even the remarks are made at assemblies, school events and recruitment events.
Messaging is part of every interaction, every conversation that a current or prospective parent has
with someone at your school.

“

Embedded in all that communication are the core messages being conveyed about your school
Those messages tell people why your school exists, its values - what it stands for, what’s unique about
the experience and the outcomes it delivers, as well as its hopes and dreams for itself, its students and
the community it serves.

Messaging is
critical to the
success of
enrollment
efforts as well as
fundraising and
other strategic
initiatives.

Messaging spurs responses, whether they are passive as in just feeling or remembering something; or
they are active as in completing an inquiry form or attending a recruitment event. Messaging also
inspires and empowers current parents, validating their reasons for their children to be at your school
and allowing them to be passionate ambassadors when speaking with others.
You can see then that messaging is critical to the success of enrollment efforts as well as fundraising
and other strategic initiatives. Messaging deserves the attention of anyone responsible for generating
meaningful action.
This e-book presents the foundations of effective messaging and then four perspectives on
messaging, each with a checklist
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The Messaging Mandate
Here are six critical imperatives effective messaging fulfils:
Differentiate
Messaging conveys your school’s unique identity and how it is different from other schools. What you value and
prioritize is brought to life in the words and images that are used. Messaging creates expectations about the
experience students and parents will have at your school. The style and vocabulary used in messaging reveals
your school’s personality and the relationship it seeks to establish with members of the school community.
Build trust
When messaging is consistent, differentiating and authentic, it builds the trust of current parents. It’s validating
because their experience and that of their kids are accurately reflected in the messaging. Messaging also builds
trust with prospective parents when what they see on tours or visits matches what they have read and heard
about a school.

“

When messaging
is consistent,
differentiating
and authentic, it
builds the trust
of current
parents.

Engage
Messaging can bolster engagement in many ways. It can build social media engagement – more people clicking
through to the website, more comments, shares and likes. But it also has the power to engage current parents,
faculty, and community members leading to more volunteers, better morale, and more positive word of mouth.
Messaging can create
Create Culture
Messaging helps to define and foster your school’s culture – its values and priorities and what it means to be
part of your school’s community. Messaging promotes shared values. It has the potential to unify and empower
a school community by creating rallying points, allowing parents to feel like they’re part of a collective that
stands for something. Examples might include DEI approaches, random acts of kindness or food insecurity
initiatives.
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Present Value Propositions
How your school meets the needs, interests and concerns of various target segments is conveyed through
messaging. Ideally, it also provides a competitive context, indicating how the offerings and experience at your
school compare to that of other schools in the same market. Ultimately, that defines your value propositions.

Messaging Musts
These are six attributes essential for messaging to be effective and positively contribute to results

“

Married to MVV (Mission, Vision, Values)
Effective messaging must be firmly founded in the purposes, principles, values, and aspirations that are
reflected in a school’s mission, vision and values. That ensures its authenticity but more importantly, it tells
people what’s important to your school and its community members.

Messaging needs
to have a goal
and a purpose.

Strategic
Messaging needs to have a goal and a purpose. It should be grounded in research - in the views and opinions of
members of the school community and those in the community at large. Those perspectives must guide the
development of your messaging, Messaging needs to be an intentional conduit to short term and long terms
goals, encouraging the desired next steps by doing everything from guiding users through the ideal website
journey to activating key action steps in the recruitment process.
Authentic
Messaging must be both accurate and truthful. Accuracy means that you are presenting a representation of the
experience at your school that is clear and matches reality. Messaging that is truthful avoids trying to be
something you are not. It resists the temptation to say the things you think people want to hear or to emulate
your competitors. The true measure of authenticity is often when messaging resonates with a current parent or
faculty member and they perceive it as being genuine.
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Memorable and engaging
Messaging has to get and keep someone’s attention, give them a reason to read more, provide the impetus to
take action, and be compelling enough that someone will remember it and share it with others. You want your
messaging to propel people to action, sharing and commenting on social posts and telling stories to friends,
neighbours and relatives.
Define benefits – and not features.
This is a classic, but extremely important principle in marketing. To put that in a school context, features are
things like the new STEM lab, athletics field, or IB program but the benefits are how those things will positively
impact the lives of students. For example, the benefit of the STEM lab is students will learn how to collaborate
and use technology to solve problems. When you focus on features, your messaging may describe elements
that are impressive but it won’t be motivational. Messaging that is features-focused will resonate with readers
(or viewers) giving them a reason to be interested and take action.
Focused
Messaging success depends on always using the same key themes (more about that in the first article) so no
matter what channel or medium you are using, the reader or viewer will consistently come to the same
conclusions. That’s particularly important in digital advertising where real estate is at a premium and it’s critical
to separate the messaging wheat from the chaff. In addition, focused messaging stands the test of time,
allowing people to see something about your school weeks or months later and have it resonate the way it did
the first time.

“

Messaging has to
get and keep
someone’s
attention, give
them a reason to
read more,
provide the
impetus to take
action.
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Buckets: The key to successful school messaging
Buckets are the key messages that tell the story of your school. They are the small number of categories into which you organize all of the ways
your school can be identified or described. They can relate to curriculum, methodology, experience, values, philosophy, or results. Buckets
become a system of organization that is the backbone of your school’s messaging. Every word of copy or piece of content supports one of the
key messages. Buckets both define and differentiate your school.
Here’s an example of buckets from a school I worked with recently:
• “Anything is possible” mindset
• Individuality and the pursuit of passion
• Community and responsibility
• An educational experience that promotes critical thinking, collaboration, communication and creativity
Determining your buckets takes lots of listening. You need to speak with as many people from as many different groups within the school
community as possible. Try also to include opinions from those outside the school – parents who considered your school but chose another,
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Buckets: The key to successful school messaging

educators at feeder schools as well as those at the schools to which students go when they graduate. The more
consultative the process is, the stronger the results will be.
These are some of the questions you’ll want to ask each person or group of people you involve:
• What are the educational offerings, guiding principles, results and other characteristics that define KayTwelve
School?
• What makes KayTwelve school different from other schools?
• What defines the KayTwelve experience?
• What makes KayTwelve, KayTwelve?
The key message buckets should begin to emerge from those responses. You will need to do some collecting
and categorizing to arrive at the final buckets. That process should involve the school’s leadership team, faculty
and parent representation. While buckets should be consistent with core beliefs, they should not be a
reiteration of mission and values.
Buckets can also be aspirational, reflecting goals or direction. They can be a powerful statement about what a
school strives to be.

“

Buckets become
a system of
organization that
is the backbone
of your school’s
messaging.

Enrollment and marketing directors will find once these key messages are in place, creating various forms of
communication are so much easier. They will also see and hear more consistent messaging being used by
others throughout the school.
Having buckets in place will have a positive, overall impact and will improve more than just marketing material.
It will have broad benefits, including:
• Retention communication
• Social media editorial calendars
• Speaking notes for open houses and events
• Tour scripts
• Teacher-parent communication
• Fundraising communication
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Buckets: The key to successful school messaging

• Staffing interviews
• Educational focus and goal-setting
• Developing a Portrait of a Graduate
Whether you choose to do it on your own or engage professional help, developing messaging buckets
will allow you to feel more confident about your school’s messaging and make it far more effective.

Master Messaging Checklist
BUCKETS

“

Having buckets
in place will have
a positive,
holistic impact
and will improve
more than just
marketing
material.

Find the 4-6 key themes that can be the basis of messaging
Write a descriptive paragraph for each theme
Use them to create a social media editorial calendar
Write a digital advertising headline for each theme
Choose photos to be used with each theme
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Messaging that gets results
Have you ever spent a lot of time and money developing a social media campaign only to end up with disappointing results? You targeted all
the right demographic and interest groups but still had fewer clicks than you hoped for and definitely fewer inquiries. In the end, you
scratched your head wondering what went wrong while others in the school questioned both the wisdom and the cost of the initiative.
The reason your messaging isn’t generating the needed results is you’re focusing on ‘who’ but not ‘why.’ You’ve figured out all the right
audiences but you didn’t think about what motivates the people that make up that target or segment.
In marketing terms, it’s referred to as demographics vs psychographics. Demographics explain “who” your buyer is, while psychographics
explain “why” they buy. To be effective, messaging must focus on the latter.
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Messaging that gets results

To make this clearer, let’s look at some examples of each.

In his book, This Is Marketing Seth Godin expresses the distinction like this, “Begin by choosing people based on
what they dream of, believe and want, not based on what they look like.”
Create an inventory of messaging themes
Private school messaging can be made more effective by creating an inventory of themes your messaging
reflects. To do that, you need to think about what really matters to parents.
More specifically, look for the beliefs that will lead parents to choose independent schools in general and your
school in particular.
By adapting The Buyer Persona Institute‘s 5 Rings of Buying Insight™ we can focus deeply on the psychographics
and develop an inventory of messaging themes that reflect parents’ thoughts, hopes, dreams and beliefs.

“

… by infusing our
personas with
priorities, values
and beliefs, we
bring them to life
and allow them to
guide our
messaging
efforts.

Ring 1. Priority Initiatives
What are the priorities and values that motivate a parent to consider independent schools in general and your
school in particular? How are they different than those that lead parents to choose public schools?
Develop messaging themes that reflect or reinforce:
• Beliefs about the value of education
• The prioritization of character development and the acquisition of traits, mindsets and skills
• The belief that superior learning opportunities, resources and facilities lead to better educational outcomes
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Messaging that gets results

Ring 2. Success Factors
What do parents perceive as the benefit of their child’s educational experience at your school as well as how
they will benefit from their own experiences with your school?
Develop messaging themes that reflect:
• Hopes for what parents want their children to achieve educationally
• A vision of successful educational outcomes for their children
• Parents’ hopes and dreams for what their children will become
• Perceptions of the experience of being a private school parent

“

Ring 3. Perceived Barriers
What concerns would keep parents from believing your school is the best option for their children and
themselves?
Develop messaging themes that:
• Affirm the financial value of the benefit provided by the educational experience at your school
• Confirm the outcomes of their children’s educational experience outweigh the financial sacrifice required
• Allay fears of whether the tuition is or can be made affordable
Ring 4. Buyers Journey
Who are the people and what are the sources parents consider trustworthy as part of their decision-making
process?
Develop messaging themes that:
• Allow parents to feel like they are making the right decision by choosing your school
• Reflect the opinions and choices of the people who are influential to parents (e.g. current parents, educational
experts)

Develop
messaging
themes that
reflect hopes for
what parents
want their
children to
achieve
educationally

Ring 5. Decision Criteria
What are the competitive advantages of other schools and what it is about those attributes that parents value?
Let’s say a competing school has a better creative arts program. You need to think about what parents value
about that program and what your school can offer that addresses those values. In that case, you would develop
messaging themes that speak to:

MASTERING MESSAGING FOR SCHOOLS 13

Messaging that gets results

• The value of creative expression,
• The importance of nurturing students’ strengths,
• Promoting the individuality of each student
For sure, creating messaging themes focused on why parents make their decisions will take a great deal of time
and thought. But you can be assured the increased clicks, inquiries and other results will make it all worthwhile.

“
Master Messaging Checklist
MESSAGING THEMES
Create messaging themes that answer these questions:
What are the priorities or values that would motivate parents to be
interested in your school?

Who are the
people and what
are the sources
that parents
consider
trustworthy as
part of their
decision-making
process?

What do parents perceive as the benefits your school can provide for their
children and themselves?
What are the concerns that would keep parents from believing your
school is the best choice
Who are the people and what are the sources parents consider
trustworthy?
What are the competitive advantages of your school?
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The Messaging Inventory
For schools, the road to underachieving marketing results is websites that are visually impressive but tell you next to nothing about the school.
This is particularly relevant to the current cohort of millennial prospective parents. Amongst the characteristics of this new parental generation
(some are even calling them parennials) is a demand for authenticity and a distaste for marketing that is superficial, or even misleading. To be
able to persuasively communicate with today’s parents, schools need to give them reasons to believe. They need to provide convincing
evidence demonstrating why parents should consider, choose, or, in the case of current parents, continue to choose a particular school.
Enter the messaging inventory.
The messaging inventory is a highly strategic, targeted database of statements, each of which brings to life one of your school’s marketing
proof points. And because your school is constantly adding to its programming and curricular repertoire, its messaging inventory is dynamic –
growing with each new initiative and program.
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The messaging inventory

The messaging inventory is organized by target audience or, better yet, target segment and for each of them
includes these fields:
Needs or interests – the needs/interests of a particular target segment could be anything from more
convenience for working parents, to greater athletic opportunities to enhanced initiatives supporting socialemotional development.

“

The Approach your school uses to address that need or interest – these will be areas of emphasis or broad
curricular/programming initiatives. Examples related to the needs above could be a robust before and after
school program, an expansive athletics department or a well-defined character education initiative.
Specific programs, initiatives or outcomes– these are the proof points and there could be many of them for
each need or interest.
The Messaging Statement expresses the specific initiative/outcome in a sentence. At this point, it doesn’t have
to be award-winning communication. Later, the statement will be refined to better reflect your school’s brand
and will likely be combined with other statements to create effective copy.
Putting, all that into action, you end up with the table on the next page.
Now imagine what happens when you add additional needs/interests, approaches and specific initiatives. This
becomes a very expansive document. In addition, as your school introduces new programs, receives new
recognition, or records specific accomplishments, the inventory also continues to grow. I have worked with
schools with messaging inventories that included hundreds of statements.

The messaging
inventory is a
highly strategic,
targeted
database of
statements, each
of which brings
to life one of
your school’s
marketing proof
points.

Using the messaging inventory forces you to think strategically about communication because it creates
messaging buckets. From a proactive point of view, it allows you to tell administrators and teachers exactly what
types of stories you are interested in. Reactively, as items of interest come to your attention, you have the means
to categorize them so they can be used more effectively.
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The messaging inventory

Need or interest

Approach

More convenience for Robust before/after
working parents
school program

Greater athletic
opportunities

Social-emotional
development

Expansive athletics
department

Well defined
character education
program

Specific initiative/
outcome

Messaging Statement

6:00 am to 6:00pm
coverage

Our before and after school program provides
great convenience for parents with coverage
from 6am to 6pm

New homework program

We have introduced a supervised homework
program that supports students as they
complete their homework for the day

Use only qualified
teachers

Our before and after school program is staffed
exclusively by certified, degreed teachers

Offer intramural and
leagues in 20 sports

We offer both intramural and league play in 20
different sports

School team won
championships in 5 sports

Our basketball, softball, volleyball and track
teams all won championships in the past year

Acquired $5 million
donation to enhance
athletics department

ABC school was recently the recipient of a very
generous anonymous donation of $5 million
that will be used to add resources to our
athletics department

Now using MSA to
measure progress

Our school is now using the Mission Skills
Assessment program to measure our success
in character education

Hired Director, Character
Education

We have hired our first-ever Director of
Character Education to expand and guide our
initiatives in that area

Introduced a formal
character education
curriculum

This year, we introduced a formal character
education curriculum providing teachers with
topics, goals and assessment criteria
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The messaging inventory

The messaging inventory can be the backbone of social media editorial calendars – allowing you to identify
categories of content and then find the posts to best represent them. The inventory is a communication source
for open houses and tour talking points. It can be the basis for website and online content as well as any print
communication. It’s also a very effective way of developing video outlines and scripts.
The messaging inventory is the best way to make sure your marketing communication is always grounded in
proof points. It also highlights the need for everyone in a school – teachers, administrators, trustees – to be
constantly aware of the need to prove what they say about themselves – to walk the talk. In that way, the
messaging inventory is also an important branding tool.
This is not just a communication planning tool for prospective parents. In fact, it may be even more effective in
informing and validating the decisions of current parents, ensuring they are knowledgeable and enthusiastic
ambassadors.

“

The messaging
inventory is the
best way to
make sure that
your marketing
communication
is always
grounded in
proof points.

Developing and maintaining a messaging inventory is tedious. It requires great discipline and forethought. But
the resulting improvement in marketing effectiveness easily provides the benefit of results that will far
outweigh the cost of time.

Master Messaging Checklist
THE MESSAGING INVENTORY
Determine the needs interest and concerns of parents in each target
segment
Detail the approaches your school offers to meet those needs, interest
and concerns
Document the specific initiative or outcomes of each approach
Develop messages for each initiative or outcome
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Speak to the Heart
Speak to the heart. That’s how you can create messaging that captures people’s attention, influences their thinking, or even changes their
minds. It’s how you can differentiate your school from its competitors and it’s how you develop recruitment and retention initiatives that
achieve results. It’s that simple.
My very first job was working as a head-hunter. The owners of the firm, who I now realize were wise beyond their years, would inundate us
daily with their six-word formula for success: “Sales is a transfer of emotion”. No matter what you are selling, from office supplies to nuclear
reactors, if you want someone to buy something, you have to make them feel something. You have to speak to their heart.
A research report from Forrester corroborates my former employers’ wisdom. Surveying the opinions of over 100,000 people regarding 260
brands, the study concludes, “Brands that want to break away from the pack should focus on emotion: How an experience makes customers
feel has more influence on their loyalty to a brand than effectiveness or ease in every industry.”
The challenge is we are not accustomed to thinking or writing about a school’s attributes in emotional terms. Rather, we appeal to people’s
intellect, to their heads. We provide data, guiding principles, accomplishments and pages and pages of information.
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Speak to the heart

Speaking to the heart is much more difficult than speaking to the head. You have to dig deep to find the visceral
motivation. It calls for a profound sense of empathy. Personally, I find it requires deep thought, putting myself in
the shoes of parents and imagining what they are feeling.

Reason for considering

Head-focused message

Heart focused message

Love of Learning

We nurture the curiosity of our
students, encouraging them to
continuously question and leading
them on a path of lifelong learning.

As your child continuously craves
opportunities to learn you will be
astounded at her limitless curiosity
and delighted by her ongoing quest to
acquire knowledge

Education that will challenge

At KayTwelve School every student is
provided with the opportunity and the
support to grow and accomplish so
they can be the very best they can be.

You will beam with pride as your son
pushes the limits of his learning and
explores new horizons

Moral character

The educational experience at
KayTwelve is imbued with empathy,
caring and compassion allowing
students to develop a strong moral
compass.

Witnessing your child put values into
action will validate the principles by
which you live your life and allow you
to envision your child’s path to
adulthood.

Social emotional development

Through the KayEight experience,
students gain the self-awareness and
emotional maturity to develop mutual
respect, support decision-making and
build relationships.

Watching your child become
emotionally secure and sensitively
caring for others while being confident
in their decision-making, will fill you
with pride and take your breath away.

Individual attention

Our low student teacher ratio and
small class sizes allow students to
receive the individual attention that
ensures their particular needs are
being met.

You will have a deep sense of comfort
and confidence, knowing your child’s
individual needs are being met,
allowing her to reach her full potential.

“

Speaking to the
heart is much
more difficult
than speaking to
the head.
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Speak to the heart

The chart on the previous page illustrates the difference between intellectual and emotional messaging using
the top five reasons parents consider private schools. It can be instructive and inspiring. For some schools, it
may be the basis of a comprehensive messaging guide and for others, it can be the first step in creating
a messaging inventory as described in the previous section.
We implicitly acknowledge the importance of speaking to the heart by including storytelling and testimonial in
our marketing and communication efforts. Emotion is clearly the most compelling ingredient of someone’s
personal account. But yet, we cling to intellectually driven messaging.
Speaking to the heart takes practice. We’re not used to allowing ourselves to be guided by our emotions in our
professional lives. It also takes courage because it is often the path less traveled.
To be fair, we need a balance of heart-driven and head-driven messaging. We demonstrate our respect for
parents by providing clear and complete information. But nothing will influence decision-making more than
appealing to the heart. And nothing will contribute more to enrollment success.

“

Speaking to the
heart … takes
courage because
it is often the
path less
traveled.

Master Messaging Checklist
SPEAK TO THE HEART
Think about what current current and prospective parents (and
maybe students) are feeling as opposed to thinking
Consider the emotional components of current and prospective
parents’ decision making
Transpose current head-based messaging into heart based
messaging
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SCHEDULE YOUR

MESSAGING STRATEGY SESSION
Develop a messaging plan to drive enrollment results
Meeting the day-to-day demands of working in a school often means there is little time to think about direction or goals.
The Messaging Strategy Session provides a solution. We’ll take an hour to talk about your messaging challenges,
the strategies you can use to address them and develop an action plan you can implement.
Have your colleagues join us to get the maximum benefit. There is no cost or obligation.
Schedule your session here: https://calendly.com/chuckenglish/messaging-strategy-session
You can also access to the Messaging for Enrollment Results video and all the related resources.
To discuss anything related to messaging or marketing, feel free to call or email Chuck English:
416-631-9873 | chuck@englishmarketingworks. com

Chuck English partners with independent schools to achieve enrollment and other strategic goals through
branding, marketing and messaging initiatives. Through his firm English Marketing Works, he has successfully
worked with dozens of schools in the U.S. and Canada. Chuck is an accomplished speaker, having delivered
keynote and workshop presentations at numerous national and regional conferences. He is the author of
numerous e-books on independent school marketing, and has researched and written many independent
school industry reports. Chuck’s articles have appeared in a number of journals and he blogs frequently. He is
also the co-author of The Philanthropic Mind, a book focused on philanthropy in Canada.

