Spreading the Word about Afterschool:

Strategic Communications

Strategic Communications (n) The art and practice of communicating effective messages to targeted audiences, often as a spur to action.
This kit is intended to help you communicate the afterschool message to key audiences.  It is divided into several parts: this overview of strategic communications, which includes general tips and tools; followed by discussions about how to reach specific audiences—the media, policymakers and the community at large.  It includes dozens of sample materials that you can use as models for your own outreach efforts.  And in the future we’ll be sending even more resources to use in communicating the afterschool message.

Effective communications is about conveying a considered and specific message, using particular tools, to a target audience, for a deliberate purpose.  Those four elements—the message, the tools, the audience and the purpose—are the pillars of strategic communication.

The core message afterschool advocates must convey is that afterschool programs keep kids safe, improve academic achievement and help working families. 

The message must be conveyed using a range of tools—speeches, media outreach, one-on-one communications, newsletters, telephone conversations, Internet Web sites, visits with elected officials and more.

The audiences afterschool advocates must reach are many and varied, including the public, the media, public officials, potential partner organizations, school officials and others.  All are important are constituencies because persuading them of the merits of afterschool programs is the key to the long-term growth of afterschool.

And therein lies the purpose of communicating effective messages to these various audiences: to spur them to action on behalf of afterschool.  They may not go home and fire off a letter to their city council member urging increased funding or take any other immediate action.  But rest assured that, with each moment of true communication, the already healthy foundation of support for afterschool programs grows stronger and the prospects for expansion improve.

You have a wonderful story to tell, and you have important assets available to tell it.  But we must all appreciate one point of overriding importance: strategic communications must be deliberate, because it won’t happen by chance.  All of us who believe in afterschool must work intentionally to spread the good news.  We must seek out opportunities in forums large and small—everything from conversations in the grocery checkout line to PTA meetings to broadcast interviews.  It’s everyone’s job.

That said, in every organization, strategic communications must be the specific responsibility of one person.  Someone must take charge of seeking opportunities, and not just fielding offers; of controlling and driving home the message, and not just responding to inquiries and being buffeted by events.  If nothing else from this kit sticks with you, let this point be what you remember: Communications is everyone’s job, but it should be one person’s responsibility.

Target Audiences for the Afterschool Message

The first step in improving your communications efforts in support of afterschool programs is to identify the core audiences that you want to hear your message.  It’s tempting simply to conclude that you want everyone to hear your message loud and clear, and given lots of resources and an unlimited timeline, that might be reasonable.  But obviously some audiences are of particular importance.  Identifying those audiences and focusing your efforts on them will allow you to get the most out of your time, energy and resources.

The best way to begin to identify your target audiences is to ask yourself a few straightforward questions:

· Whose support is critical to the short-term success of my afterschool program?

· Whose support is critical to the long-term growth of afterschool in my community?

· Whose support will help the growth of the afterschool movement here and across the nation?

Each community’s particular mix is different, of course, so you’ll need to ask and answer these questions for yourself.  But the chances are good that the following groups will be on your list of target audiences.  Don’t overlook these close-to-home constituencies as you plan your outreach to the broader community.

Parents

Few constituencies could be more critical to the short- and long-term success of afterschool programs than parents.  Vigorous parent support can move political mountains.  In the case of afterschool programs, having a base of parents willing to stand up for your efforts can make all the difference in the world.

But don’t rely on parents to know the full story of your successes simply by virtue of what they glean around the dinner table from their children, or what they might imagine based on the occasional permission slips their children bring home.  Be deliberate about communicating to the parents of the children in your program, making sure that they have a full picture of what you’re accomplishing.  Here are a few ideas:

· Involve parents in programs wherever reasonable—field trips, presentations, service-learning activities and more.

· Send letters and fliers to parents letting them know of recent successes and interesting events.

· Prepare a monthly newsletter for parents and partner organizations.

· Make presentations or distribute materials on the afterschool program at PTA meetings, at school plays, athletic events, fairs and more.

· Investigate pre-show slides at movie theaters.

· Place articles in the student newspaper.

· Make presentations to community organizations.

· Place fliers wherever possible—at the front desk of the school, in local libraries, at city hall and elsewhere.

Students

One of the best ways to enthuse parents is to capture the interest and attention of their children—your students.  Moreover, many of your students will one day be parents of children in your school district.  So even though the students who participate in your program know a fair amount about what you’re doing, don’t miss the chance to broaden their understanding.  Also, don’t forget to get your message out to students who are not in your program.  For example:

· Place articles in the student newspaper.

· Make presentations at student assemblies.

· Make the afterschool program’s activities and groups visible in the daily life of the school.

· Decorate a bulletin board with afterschool information.

· Ask to publicize your program’s activities during morning announcements.

Afterschool Partners

The various businesses, government agencies, nonprofit groups and community-based organizations that participate (or that you hope will one day participate) in your program are of obvious importance.  But it’s easy to fall into the trap of never really communicating with these programs’ key decision-makers more than once a year—when you need to renew their support.  Avoid that trap with some of the following approaches:

· Send a monthly update by mail or email, highlighting the good works of your community partners.

· Invite partners to participate in large meetings with afterschool parents, or to join in any advisory boards you may have.

· Have a monthly brown-bag lunch for them.

· Schedule regular conference calls—once a month, say—to update them on upcoming events, pressing needs, etc.

· Invite leaders of the organizations to participate in community-service projects, and give them visibility in the media and with parents, if possible.

· Send thank you notes to key decision-makers after their organization has participated in a program.

School Staff

Ask yourself how much you know about all the programs in your local school system and you’ll understand immediately why it’s worth reaching out to school staff—both in your building, at the central office and throughout the district.  Some ideas:

· Send periodic written updates to staff, letting them know what’s coming up, what parent reaction has been and spotlighting teachers and staff who have been particularly generous with their time.

· Schedule an open house for school district staff.

· Send special invitations to staff to afterschool events.

In addition to parents, students, partners and school staff, other key audiences include the media, policymakers, community leaders and activists.  These groups will be covered in considerable detail elsewhere in this kit.  

Remember in conducting your outreach to these various audiences that while the core afterschool message should be largely the same, each will be most receptive to particular angles on that message.  Students will most likely be interested in knowing about the range of activities available in the program and that they can get help with homework, but they may be less receptive to a message focused on how afterschool relieves parents of the burden of arranging for private care for children in the afternoon hours.  Conversely, parents are likely to be quite interested in this latter message point, and perhaps less interested in some of the specifics about particular activities.  Be careful to consider your audience when you conduct your outreach—that’s one of the elements that makes your communications “strategic.”

Developing Messages

Before beginning communications outreach to your various target audiences, you’ll need to make sure you’ve got your core messages clearly in focus.  

The four important steps in that process are:

· Identifying clearly what you hope to accomplish in the short- and long-term.  It’s likely that one of your long-term goals is to build a climate of support for afterschool programs.  You may have short-term goals as well—to encourage participation in the program from potential partners, to build support for a bond issue, etc.  In fact, your goals may change as you proceed, but do what you can to spell out your goals internally, and to make sure everyone’s on the same page.

· Visualizing the ideal news story you would like to read or the ideal conversation about afterschool you would like to overhear while waiting in the grocery line.  The point is to get a sense of how you’d like your message understood by others.

· Assessing public opinion and the current state of public discourse about afterschool programs in general and yours in particular.  Your mission is to shape public opinion, not pander to it, but it’s very useful to know what the public already believes. Then, use what you’ve learned.  For example, in a recent poll conducted for the Mott Foundation and JCPenney (included in full elsewhere in this kit), 94 percent of registered voters agreed that children and teens should have some kind of organized activity or place to go afterschool.  So when you make that point in your various outreach materials and interviews, you can rely on most of the public agreeing with you.  That’s useful to you in two ways.  First it helps build trust with your audience.  If you say it early in a given communication, your audience will learn right up front that you recognize the same problem they do, and agree that it’s important.  They’ll be more receptive to what you have to say next as a result.  In other words, the shared belief that kids should have organized activities available to them becomes a point of access for you.  Second, it means that you don’t have to belabor the point.  The audience is with you, they know you’re with them, so you can spend your energy and time making another point. 

· Developing a short message memo that lays out your key messages.  Ready with a clear set of communications goals, a sense of how those goals are translated into what you want your audience to know, and informed about what your audiences already know, it’s time to put together a few short messages.  Two or three will suffice.  They should be short—no more than 35 words or so in one or two sentences.  They should be simple, straightforward declarative sentences about why afterschool programs are vital.

A sample message might be something close to this:

Message:  Rivertowne’s afterschool program solves a big problem for parents, providing constructive, educational and safe activities for their children in the hours immediately after the school day.  No more “latchkey” children in our community!

Consider the merits of the above.  It’s 34 words long, short enough to be easily delivered and understood.  It’s local, assuming you’re delivering the message while in the mythical community of Rivertowne.  It goes right to the heart of parents’ concerns.  It’s upbeat.  It touches on education and safety for kids, two points we know parents are concerned about.  And it’s faithful to the mission of afterschool.  It uses phrases that pack a wallop—“solves a big problem,” and “educational and safe activities for children.”

A complementary message might focus on the academic opportunities and benefits for children, or perhaps on the importance of steering children away from inappropriate or even illegal activities.

Those two or three messages (or whichever two or three messages you settle on) should be the backbone of all your communications.  You may refine them or highlight particular elements of them for some audiences, but your core messages are your core messages.  Stick with them.

A few more tips on message development.  You messages should:

· Convey emotion;

· Communicate that your afterschool program solves real problems in real people’s lives;

· Be clear, free of educator jargon, and readily understandable by “civilians;” and

· Convey the importance of the issue and your program.

Once you’ve settled on your core messages, it’s time to develop two or three talking points per message, each reinforcing the message point.  So, returning to our hypothetical Rivertowne message from above, you might develop talking points like these:

Message:  Rivertowne’s afterschool program solves a big problem for parents, providing constructive, educational and safe activities for their children in the hours immediately after the school day.  No more “latchkey” children in our community!

Point 1: Rivertowne’s afterschool program serves more than 750 students each afternoon, most of whom were latchkey kids before our program started.  We’ve solved the problem their parents had finding safe and educational care for their children.

Point 2: The children in Rivertowne’s afterschool program have raised their grades more than half a grade level, compared to their peers.  Suspension rates have dropped as well.  We’re helping these children do better with their academics, and we’re keeping them away from bad behaviors that might have derailed them later on.

Then, to round out your message arsenal, identify several personal anecdotes that will illustrate your program’s success—an individual child whose life your program touched; or a parent who is now able to put food on the table because your program frees them to work in the afternoon.   You might also identify a story or two about what children do in your program—very specific, wholesome activities, perhaps under the leadership of one of your community partners.  Personal stories stick with people, making your message real and memorable.

Shaping Your Message for Specific Audiences

Not only must you have a firm grip on your overall messages, you must also think about how to shape them for particular audiences.  You won’t need to create entirely new messages, but you will want to “tweak” your messages for each audience you address.  Remember that most people are best persuaded by arguments that relate to them, or to things they have seen personally.  Parents recognize and understand keenly the problems of finding appropriate care for their children.  Police groups are very much aware of the problems of juvenile crime in the afternoons.  And so on.  Don’t forget your audience’s primary interest.

Remember also that you’re not alone in delivering the message about afterschool programs.  Quite the contrary, what you have to say will contribute to the larger afterschool movement’s communications efforts.  Similarly, your audience isn’t hearing or reading your words in a vacuum.  They’re hearing about afterschool programs from others as well.  What they’ve heard may not yet have sunk in, but you should feel confident that what you communicate will be reinforced by others down the road.

Delivering Your Message

Throughout this kit, you’ll find all sorts of information and samples on message delivery.  Here are a few general bits of advice about how to phrase your messages when it comes time to speak into the microphone or write an article.

· Keep it understandable by keeping it short.  Long and complicated is far less memorable and compelling than short and to the point.

· Repetition and more repetition.  Make your core message points over and over, so that they will stick with your audience.  Find slightly different phrasings or use different anecdotes, but come back to the same points over and over.

· Illustrate your stories with visuals and sounds.  Particularly when it comes to the broadcast media, nothing tells a story better than a picture or a sound.  Look for opportunities to let a picture tell its thousand words.

· Animate your message by telling the stories of real people.  Anecdotes that capture your message points are worth their weight in gold.  Tell stories about real people.

· Make it local.  Your audience will pay more attention if you make clear that you’re talking about problems and programs in their community.  Even when making the case for afterschool nationally, relate it to afterschool locally.

· Give it weight by offering evidence.  Don’t expect people to take things on faith.  Be ready to offer actual facts, cite reports, quote experts, etc.  And while you don’t want to clutter your message with what will sound like an endless stream of footnotes, it may help to sprinkle your presentation with one or two such outside sources of validation, if only to convey that you speak with authority and know your stuff.

· Make it believable by communicating without affectation.  Don’t reach for words that aren’t comfortable for you, and don’t pretend to be an expert if you’re not.  Say what you know, using words that are comfortable for you, and say it with conviction.

· Make it crisp by eliminating the clutter.  One of the biggest barriers to effective communication is clutter.  Avoid language that is too flowery, words that require a dictionary, designs that distract and detract from the message.  Avoid clutter.

The Afterschool Message

As you work to shape your own program’s messages, you will find it useful to know what the public already knows and thinks about afterschool programs.

What the Public Knows

One huge asset that you bring to the table is that the public is very supportive of afterschool programs.  Americans agree with the mission, and even say they are willing to pay more in taxes to support afterschool.  Over the past several years a variety of nationwide surveys have been conducted.  The surveys indicate nine out of ten voters consistently voice support for daily, organized activities after school.  These findings are reinforced by five years of polling figures that show overwhelming support for afterschool programs regardless of race, gender, geographic region, or party affiliation.

Key Findings of September 2003 Afterschool Survey: 

· Nine out of ten Americans surveyed believe that there is a need for some type of organized activity or place where children can go after school every day.
· More than half of voters say there are not enough afterschool programs available to children and teens. 
· Voters want to see all levels of government make a commitment to afterschool programs.  They would like the federal, state, and local levels set aside specific funds to be used for afterschool programs.

· Voters show a commitment to afterschool programs through good and bad economic times.  Voters say they are willing to use taxpayer money and even pay more in taxes.

Key Findings of November 2004 Exit Poll:

· Support for afterschool crosses party and ideological lines.  Ninety-three percent of Democrats, 82 percent of Republicans, and 91 percent of Independents agree on the need for an organized activity for children and teens.

· Voters perceive a variety of benefits from afterschool and identify a number of areas in which afterschool can play either an extremely or very important role.  Two-thirds or more agree that afterschool can play an extremely or very important role in building safer communities; reducing the high school drop-out rates; and preparing young people for college and careers, among other benefits.

Key Findings of America After 3 PM:  A Household Survey on Afterschool in America

· Only 11 percent of the nation’s K-12 youth are in afterschool programs.  Twenty-five percent care for themselves in the afternoons.
· African American and Hispanic youth spend much more time unsupervised than other children. 

· Demand for afterschool programs is much higher for African American and Hispanic families.  Fifty-three percent of African American parents and 44 percent of Hispanic parents say they would enroll their children in an afterschool program, if a program were available.  Twenty-three percent Caucasian parents say the same.
· Ninety-one percent of parents of children in afterschool programs are extremely or somewhat satisfied with those programs.

· Public schools are the largest provider of afterschool programs.  YMCAs, religious groups, Boys & Girls Clubs and private schools round out the tip five providers. 
· On average, families spend $22 per week for afterschool programs. 
Your Message

It may be tempting to conclude that since afterschool programs are so successful, and public support for them so strong, you needn’t spend much time honing your message.  That’d be a mistake.

True, your message is positive and straightforward, and you can be fairly confident of a receptive audience.  But you’ll be at your best as a communicator if you emphasize a handful of clear and compelling points.  Here are the three main message points that many afterschool advocates find most effective:

Message Point: Afterschool programs solve a big problem for parents, by providing constructive, educational and safe activities for their children in the hours immediately after the school day.  No more “latchkey” children!

Message Point: Afterschool programs help children succeed in school.  Kids in afterschool programs can receive targeted academic help, including tutoring and homework assistance.  They have improved school attendance, better academic achievement and a better behavior record.

Message Point: Afterschool programs steer kids away from negative behaviors like crime, drugs, gang activity and early sexual activity.  By providing adult supervision in the afterschool hours, afterschool programs engage kids in useful, educational and interesting activities instead.

Following are a few variations on these main points, all using different language to make the same basic arguments.

· Raising kids today is a tough job.  Most parents hold jobs, and struggle to meet the demands of work and family.  Few moms or dads have time to supervise their kids after school—to plan educational and social activities, help their children with homework and keep their kids out of trouble.

· In fact, millions of American kids go unsupervised for hours each day after the school doors close.  Lack of supervision, structure and academic opportunities can mean squandered opportunities for children to learn, and can leave young people vulnerable to trouble.
· Hundreds of communities are now operating afterschool programs to give children educational, safe, exciting places to spend their time after school.  We’re proud to be one of them.  But still, there are not nearly enough afterschool programs to serve all the families who need them.

· Afterschool activities pay enormous benefits.  They improve children’s grades and attitudes about learning.  They give kids a chance to make new friends and learn from caring mentors and adults.  They bring entire communities together to help kids.  And they encourage parents to help improve their children’s education and development.

· Americans believe in afterschool programs because they recognize that these programs improve academic success, keep kids safe, help working families, teach kids social skills and conflict resolution and improve socialization.

· Our children are our future.  Helping our children succeed is everyone’s job.  This community is making children a priority by setting up an afterschool program.  Join us, and be part of this exciting new initiative.

While there’s much more to say about afterschool programs, be careful in all your outreach to steer clear of a common message mistake: skipping the major points because you’ve heard them a thousand times.  Your audience may not have heard them at all, and you shouldn’t let an opportunity to communicate the wonders of afterschool programs slip by.  So make sure you paint the big picture every time you get the chance.

Knowing and Using Your Medium

Every medium of communication is different.  Brochures, speeches, television interviews, telephone conversations, and all the rest: each requires a different mode of communication, different levels of detail, different words and more.  Throughout the rest of this kit you’ll find suggestions on how best to make an impact in a variety of specific settings—on radio or television, in a meeting with an elected official and so on.  In this section, you’ll find general advice that should help you get the most out of several specific modes of communications.

In Print

Even allowing for the Internet-driven trend toward more conversational writing, the written word is still a very different creature than the spoken word.  It needs to be.  Unable to use their voices or gestures to easily add emphasis and nuance, writers must instead phrase their words more tautly, pay better attention to the overall structure of what they’re writing, and choose crisper language.

Following are a few tips on how to communicate using the written word.

· Write short.  In the memorable words of Strunk and White, “Vigorous writing is concise.”  That’s true at all levels of the document.  Individual sentences should be on point; free of wasted words; and reliant on verbs and nouns for strength, not adjectives and adverbs.  Individual paragraphs should hang together, with topic sentences at or near the beginning of the paragraph and supporting information immediately following.  As a whole, the document should give readers enough information to capture their attention, convey your message and capture their hearts, but it should not overwhelm them with everything you know.

· Don’t waste your subjects or verbs.  Two of the worst enemies of clear and powerful writing are the phrases, “There is,” and, “There are.”  Used at the beginning of a sentence, they tend to minimize the impact of what follows.  After all, when you start a sentence with “There is,” you’re two words into the sentence, have said nothing at all, and have already spent your subject and predicate. 

· Write in the active voice.  Your seventh-grade teacher was right.

· Remember the skimmer.  As much as you wish your readers could be relied upon to savor every pearl that drops from your keyboard, it’ll never happen.  (Perhaps you’ll even skim parts of this kit a bit, if you feel confident about the material covered in a given section!)  Readers are busy, or they’re impatient, or they’re not sure what you’ve written is worth reading.  But you still need to convey your message to them.  So use interesting subheads and captions that will both pull readers into the text, and communicate your key points to the unrepentant skimmer.

· NEVER USE LARGE BLOCKS OF BOLDFACE OR ALL-CAPS TYPE TO MAKE A POINT.  IF EVERYTHING IS EMPHASIZED, NOTHING IS EMPHASIZED.  IT ALSO LOOKS TACKY.  (See what we mean?)

· Do what your budget and creativity permits to make your written page visually appealing.  Pictures, drawings, some variety in font selection and more—they will keep your page interesting and appeal to different kinds of learners.  That said, don’t get carried away with fonts.  Usually two or three is as many as you can get away with.  Also, if you use a “serif” font—that is, one with little lines at the feet of the letters—for the body of your text, use a “sans serif” font—one without—for headlines.  Among the most commonly used: Times New Roman is a serif font, and Arial is a sans serif font.

· Any piece that will take 15 minutes to read should include a short summary.  Two added benefits of including a summary: it’ll emphasize your important points for those who read the entire document, and the act of writing it will discipline you to emphasize your main points.

· Don’t leave the back of a brochure blank for self-mailing.  The back of the brochure is usually the second place a reader looks, right after the cover.  Moreover, sending a brochure in an envelope has a more personal feel.

· Save well-designed materials and clever layouts that come across your desk.  Refer to them later when you need design ideas.

· Newsletters should look and feel like your program.  Don’t use an unduly formal or overly informal look, if it doesn’t match who you are and what you want to convey.

· Brochures should convey your vision and your accomplishments.  Don’t forget the big picture.

· Remember to design and write with different kinds of learners in mind.  Try to imagine three different kinds of readers: those who read only the headlines, those who scan the pictures and those who read every word.  Then make sure that your layout and design communicate your message to all three.

Speeches and Presentations

Perhaps no group of professionals is more accustomed to getting up in front of a group of people and relaying important information than teachers.  If you are or were a classroom teacher, what a great advantage that is for you and your program!  But either way, here are a few tips for getting the most out of your public-speaking opportunities.  (Many of these tips will be useful to you in radio or television interviews.)

· Know your audience.  What do the audience members care about?  What brings them together?  Why did they invite you to speak to them?  Tweak your message as necessary to best communicate your points to the group.

· Speak clearly and don’t rush.  If your audience has to strain to understand your words, they won’t focus on your message.  People who speak quickly in daily life are likely to rush in presentations as well, as the adrenaline starts to flow.  One trick for combating that: in your prepared text, or even just in your mind’s eye, pick out the most important and powerful words in your sentence and emphasize them.  Then move deliberately from important word to important word.

· Involve your audience.  Here’s a point teachers already know!  Find ways to make your audience part of the presentation.

· Use presentation materials—overheads, computer presentation software, etc.—to emphasize your points, but don’t let your gadgets overwhelm your spoken words.  It’s great to use presentation materials if you’re comfortable with them.  But don’t let yourself become burdened by your backup material, and don’t invite the audience to focus on your backup material instead of what you’ve got to say.  These are particular risks with computer presentation software.  Here’s a rule of thumb: if you find yourself introducing each new slide by saying something like “now in this next slide,” it means your software is running the show, not you.

· Be aware of the tone of your voice.  If you sound calm, the audience will think you are, that you have nothing to be afraid of and nothing to hide.  (No matter how nervous you are!)

· Play to your strengths.  Some speakers are better with a prepared text, some with a set of notes.  Some are at their very best answering questions, some are better advised to stay with the script.  Some are more communicative from behind a lectern, others are at their best when they’re standing right in the crowd.  Figure out what you do best and try to structure formats for your presentations that play to your strengths.

· Look your audience right in the eye(s).  Connect with your audience by making eye contact with them when possible.  Don’t look over their heads or bury your eyes in your notes.  (On television, look your interviewer right in the eye, rather than the camera.)

· Remember you’re in public.  Don’t say anything you’re afraid to see in the newspaper the next morning.

On the Internet

Many afterschool programs have their own Web sites, or at least have space devoted to them on the Web sites of their school districts.  These sites vary immensely in breadth, content and quality.  Some include daily updates on upcoming activities; others are effectively online brochures, in the sense that they are relatively unchanged from month to month.  Some are professionally designed, with an abundance of graphics; others are mostly text.  In addition, some afterschool programs distribute electronic newsletters (e-letters) to supporters and partners.  Here are some ideas for using the Internet.

· Keep your Web site as fresh as you reasonably can.  Generally, decisions about how frequently to update a Web site are driven more by the availability of resources or Internet expertise than anything else.  But to the extent possible, it’s best to keep your Web site as fresh as possible.  Most important, if you know you won’t be able to update your site regularly, don’t post information that will become out-of-date.  Nothing drives Web users away faster than out-of-date Web sites.

· Put your message up front.  Don’t assume that visitors to your site will know much about your program.  Include a prominent description of your program on your home page of your site, and use that description to drive home your key message points.

· Make your site consistent with your printed materials.  Use the same logo, try to use the same general design look-and-feel, and use similar language, if possible.

· Write short.  Short sentences, short paragraphs, short articles.  If visitors to your site find themselves reading page after page of uninterrupted text, they’ll go away and stay away.

· Use your site to recruit people to your cause.  Include plenty of opportunities for users to connect with your program in some way—by getting a newsletter, signing up for an e-letter you produce, helping out with activities, contributing something to the program in some way.  Bring people into the afterschool family with your Web site.

· Recognize and recruit partners.  Use the Web site as an opportunity to express your appreciation to your partners for their contributions and to invite new partners to join your efforts.

· Include a space specifically for the media.  Put a link on your home page to a section just for reporters.  It should include basic information on your program, electronic versions of fact sheets, reports and recent news releases, and contact information.

· Distribute an e-letter.  Much easier and cheaper than printing a traditional newsletter, an electronic newsletter, or e-letter, will let you distribute your information to virtually unlimited numbers of people in a very short period of time.  You’ll need to have a link on your Web site for users to sign up, and you’ll want to promote the e-letter in all online and off-line communications.

We hope you find these tips useful in communicating the afterschool message and building the afterschool movement in your community and across America.  For more tips, tools and information go to www.afterschoolalliance.org.
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