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Situation Analysis 
 

People and Community Solutions – PACS Public Relations 

 

Who We Are 

We are People and Community Solutions. At PACS PR, we dig deep to understand the small details 
of your campaign, your mission, and the state of the world surrounding you.  We look forward to 
working with you! 

‐ Alexa Antonuk, Lauren Belisle, Katie Koch, and Justin Musumeci 
 

The Campaign 

America’s Promise Alliance continues to lead the way toward a brighter America. With the 
Dropout Summit Prevention campaign coming to a close in the spring of 2010, the next phase 
begins. Grad Nation, an ambitious effort to cut the dropout rate in half by 2018, faces a nation in 
turmoil. The economic crisis has changed the way we live – and communicate. In this report, we 
lay out what Grad Nation faces in the coming months and how to tackle the challenges ahead. 

 

Media Buzz 
What the Media is Saying about Grad Nation 

 
 

• There is zero news coverage of the Grad Nation campaign. This includes national newspapers like 
USA Today and local papers like the Detroit Free Press and the New Orleans Times‐Picayune.  
 

• Grad Nation has gained limited coverage in the blogosphere. These blogs focus on niche audiences 
(educators, Latinos, African‐Americans, etc) and attract a small audience (under 5,000). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Here’s what one blog says: 
 
LatinaLista:  “Though get‐togethers like these are great and can get the 
creative juices flowing and people sharing ideas, it doesn't do any good unless 
something is produced ‐‐ and thanks to those summits, the next phase of the 
Dropout Prevention campaign is underway. It's called Grad Nation.” 
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• Partner organizations have posted news stories on their websites and connecting blogs about 
the release of the Grad Nation tool kit. 
 

Common Ground LLC’s blog and the Net Literacy Alliance both posted news items 
announcing the tool kit’s release.  

 
• Specialty Newspapers/Magazines write about specific features of the Grad Nation campaign, like 

its implications for English‐language learners (ELLs). 
 

Education Week, a newspaper for Educational Issues: “Educators of ELLs are wise to take 
note that a GED doesn't serve a student as well as a regular high school diploma, according 
to ‘Grad Nation’ (see page 19).” 

 
• Coverage of DropOut Summits are generally limited to one small article or segment in the local 

news the following day. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Media Coverage 
What the Media are Saying about the Dropout Crisis 

 
 
Media coverage of the dropout crisis pops up everywhere, from an article in Time Magazine to a headline 
on CNN to the editorial section of the New York Times. 
 

     
 
 
 
 
 
 

Focus on Local News: 

News 8 Austin, Texas : Interviewed local education leaders, no mention of 
America’s Promise Alliance 

KFOX News in El Paso, Texas: Reported themes of summit and some quotes 
from current students who attended. America’s Promise Alliance received a 
mention in the last line of the story. 

Pantagraph Newspaper, Central Ill.: Covered the summit, mentioning 
America’s Promise Alliance multiple times as well as Colin Powell. 
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Media Coverage cont. 
What the Media are Saying about the Dropout Crisis 

 
 
Stories are generally fall into certain categories.  
 
 

• Many stories simply highlight the problem that exists. This neutral coverage raises the awareness of 
the crisis itself. 

 
Nearly 6.2 million students in the United States between the ages of 16 and 24 in 2007 dropped 
out of high school, fueling what a report released Tuesday called "a persistent high school 
dropout crisis." 

- CNN 
 

• Stories often describe plans or programs instituted to fix the problem. 
 

Called the Cyber School, it's one of the few programs in the state from which students can 
graduate without ever setting foot in a classroom. State leaders are embracing this 
unconventional method as a way to stem the dropout crisis by luring back the students the 
traditional system failed. 

- The Detroit News  
 
 

• On the other hand, there is a variety of media coverage that examines specific sections of the 
dropout population. This includes certain racial, ethnic, or geographic groups.  
 

The high school dropout rate nationwide is 50 percent and the dropout rate for black children 
is even higher.  This means that every black child who does graduate from high school, perhaps 
two or three don't finish depending upon where you are living.  

- Ebony Jet Magazine 
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SWOT Analysis 
The atmosphere facing Grad Nation 

 
 
 
Strengths 
 
• Clear objectives and long‐term goals encourage 
consistent and concrete improvements, leading 
to lasting change. 

• Partnerships allow for easier access and 
connections to local communities. 

• Extensive tool kit simplifies the publicity and 
community organizing process for local leaders. 

• Communities can frame the program to their 
communities’ needs, whether social or economic. 

 

 
Weaknesses 
 
• The scope and timeline of the initiative can 
seem overwhelming for individual activists. 

• Community leaders are entirely responsible 
for adjusting the general tool kit to their own 
needs, requiring a lot of time and effort. 

• Limited coverage in the media of specific goals 
and strategies following the drop‐out summits.  
 

 

Opportunities 
 
• New Orleans: Grad Nation can highlight the 
importance of education in rebuilding the city 
still suffering from Hurricane Katrina.  

• Detroit: the economic/automobile crisis is 
ongoing, which highlights the need to create a 
new generation with high school diplomas, who 
can be future leaders in the auto industry. 

• National focus on the economic crisis can raise 
awareness of the connection to the dropout 
crisis. 

 

Threats 
 
• The economic crisis stands to attract more 
media attention, public interest, and 
community involvement. 

• Technology gaps could hamper the ability of 
low‐income activists to access the tool kit (lack 
of internet, for example). 

• The language barrier could make it difficult for 
community activists or for parents using the 
Tool Kit. 

 
 
 

Reaching Out 
Knowing the Notables in Target Cities 

 
 
 
New Orleans 
 
• Ray Nagin, Mayor since 2002, has been a symbol of leadership post‐Hurricane Katrina 
 
• Darryl Kilbert, Superintendent of New Orleans Public Schools, focus is on the "three R's: Rigor, 

Relevance, and Relationships." 
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• Paul Vallas, Superintendent of Recovery School District of Louisiana, a special state school district for 
the transformation of underperforming schools, well‐known for being a leader in school reform. 

 
• Sean Payton, Head Coach of the New Orleans Saints and founder of the Play it Forward Foundation, 

which provides aid to New Orleans children's charities. 
 
• Karla Sikaffy, Chair of the Education Task Force of the Committee for a Better New Orleans, which 

focuses on effective school system governance and leadership. 
 
• Alden J. McDonald, Jr., CEO and President of Liberty Bank & Trust and Co‐Chair of the Greater New 

Orleans Education Foundation, which strives for "every child in every grade of every public school 
achieving the maximum of his/her potential."  

 
• Robert D. Riley, Vice President of The Riley Companies and Co‐Chair of the Greater New Orleans 

Education Foundation, which strives for "every child in every grade of every public school achieving the 
maximum of his/her potential."  

 
Detroit 
 
• Dave Bing, Mayor since 2009 and former NBA all‐star, very involved in civil rights organizations as well 

as the Big Brother Big Sister program 
 
• Teresa Gueyser, Acting Superintendent of Detroit Public Schools, committed to improving the 

graduation rate. 
 
• Nellie B. LaGarde, Director of Community Relations and Education Programs at DaimlerChrysler and 

President of Communities in Schools‐ Detroit, which helps connect community resources to 
schoolchildren. 

 
• Heaster Wheeler, President of the Detroit branch of the NAACP and leader of the Detroit Public Schools 

Transition Team, which is working to improve the future of education in Detroit. 
 
• Drew Stanton, Detroit Lions Quarterback recently honored for his involvement with the Detroit Lions 

Charities, which focus on education and human services work. 
 
• Luis Ubinas, President of the Ford Foundation, the charitable extension of the Ford Motor Company, 

which is headquartered just outside of Detroit. 
 
• John Francis Smith Jr., Chairman of the General Motors Foundation, the charitable extension of General 

Motors, which is headquartered in Detroit.  
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Reaching Out 
Organizations with Similar Goals in New Orleans 

 
 
 
Organization  Mission  Success Level 

Greater New Orleans 
Education Foundation 

Assure an effective and quality 
education for every child in the five‐
parish region of New Orleans. 

Low: Has not aimed for direct decreases 
in the dropout or increase in student 
performance, but has invested in 
research toward a five year strategic 
plan for reforming New Orleans public 
schools. 

New Schools for New 
Orleans 

To achieve excellent public schools for 
every child in New Orleans by: 
• Attracting and preparing talent to 

teach and lead 
• Launching and supporting open‐

enrollment public charter schools 
• Advocating for accountable and 

sustainable high‐quality public 
schools 

ModerateHigh: Has very direct, 
measurable results from their work: 
• With 80 new public schools, NSNO 

will have provided financial support 
to 20 percent of all public schools in 
New Orleans. 

• Helped significantly raise math and 
English scores compared to pre‐
Hurricane Katrina levels. 

TeachNOLA 

Seeks the nation's most outstanding 
certified teachers to significantly 
impact education by teaching in New 
Orleans public schools. This highly‐
selective initiative recruits talented 
teachers with an intense desire to drive 
the city's rebirth by boosting academic 
achievement for all students. 

 
ModerateLow: Has direct goals, but 
fairly low impact numbers. In less than 
two years, teachNOLA has filled over 25 
percent of the vacant teaching positions 
in New Orleans, and sent 100 teachers to 
low‐performance schools last year. 
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Reaching Out 
Organizations with Similar Goals in Detroit 

 
 
Organization  Mission  Success Level 

 
 
Communities in 
Schools (Detroit) 

To champion the connection of needed 
community resources with schools to help 
young people successfully learn, stay in 
school, and prepare for life.  

 

Excellent: Incorporates many America’s 
Promise foundational ideals and ideas 
for community organizations –like 
tracking attendance. Some results: 
• 83 percent of eligible CIS seniors 

graduate 
• The dropout rate for CIS‐tracked 

students is 6‐10 percent lower than 
students without CIS services 

 
Detroit Branch 
NAACP 

Has four key areas as part of their strategic 
plan – one of which is “Advocating for 
effective, accountable and accessible public 
school systems and for adequate, equitable 
school funding.” 

Moderate: Sponsors community forums, 
surveys, and fundraisers to raise 
awareness about and funding for 
education issues in Detroit. 

 
Arise, Detroit 

To launch a new wave of volunteerism for 
programs and activities that are struggling 
with the issues that trouble the community, 
including illiteracy and high school dropout 
rates.  

Unknown (currently Low, probably 
Moderate in future): Has been existence 
for less than a year. However, they now 
have more than 300 community 
partners, 3,000 volunteers, a radio show, 
and a neighborhood day event, along 
with the support of actor Bill Cosby. 

 

Summary 
The Core Problems and Opportunities Facing Grad Nation 

 
 

As resonated throughout this report, fears about the economy factor into every facet of communities’ 
involvement in Grad Nation. This makes the economic crisis both a problem and an opportunity. In the 
short‐term, the economic crisis poses a problem for this campaign. Not only does it dominate the news 
cycle (taking away from available space for stories on Grad Nation), but it also impacts the financial side. 
Implementing the kind of reforms found in the Grad Nation tool kit necessitates time and money. With the 
economy in a jam, wallets are tighter than ever. Individuals and local governments may opt for 
supporting other programs (like job training for the unemployed) before dropout prevention. 
 
In the long‐term view, however, the economy provides Grad Nation with a new way to frame the issue. 
The time is now to capitalize on the relationship between the economy and the dropout crisis. By drawing 
the relationship out, communities will realize that stimulating the economy means starting with our 
students. Thus, if Grad Nation correctly positions itself, it can come out of the economic crisis ahead. 
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Detroit Launch 
PACS Public Relations 

 
 

The Goal 
The Objective in Sight 

 
Generate media buzz about the launch of the Grad Nation program in Detroit in order to 
increase community awareness about the dropout crisis.   
 
 

The Big Idea 
Tactics and Strategies 

 
"Read-A-Thon" 
  
Strategy 

Engage community members and local leaders in an event that 
encourages literacy and reading among students. 

Tactics 

• In the two weeks leading up to the event, all students will 
receive a “reading log” to keep track of all of the books they 
have read-- if it's reading to someone else, it will count for 
double the points.   

• At the end of two weeks, the official launch event 
celebration will occur, and the top student at each school 
can win the chance to meet Mitch Albom (pictured right), 
author of several best-selling inspirational novels and 
Detroit resident. Students can also win the GM 
Foundation scholarship, which would be used to pay for 
books for college.   

• The event will occur at the main Detroit Public Library 
(pictured above), which is a beautiful three-floor Italian 
Renaissance-style building.   

• At the launch, older students will be encouraged to read 
their favorite children's books to younger students.   
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Detroit Launch 
PACS Public Relations 

 
 

The Key Players 
Involving the Key Audiences 

 
 
 
Government: Governor Jennifer Granholm would serve as the official host 
for the event.  She would kick off the evening with a speech and introduce 
Mitch Albom, as well as representatives from Communities in Schools and 
the General Motors Foundation. Albom will also recommend his own 
favorite books on the event’s Web site (see online strategy for more 
information). 
    

 
Non-Profit: Communities in Schools would facilitate the coordination in schools 
for the two-week Read-a-Thon leading up to the launch event.  This would also 
include suggesting opportunities for above and beyond students to volunteer to 
read at nursing homes or to younger students in the two weeks leading up to 
the event.  Organization leaders will also recommend their own favorite books 
on event’s Web site (see online strategy for more information). 

  
 
 Corporate: John Francis Smith Jr., chairman of the General Motors 
Foundation, would provide a scholarship opportunity (suggested donation 
of $2,000) to the student who earns the most points in the Read-a-Thon, 
designated for the student to spend on books in college or their future 
educational pursuits.  Smith will also recommend his own favorite books on 
the event’s Web site (see online strategy for more information). 
 
 
 

Messaging for Key Audiences: See Appendix 1 
 

 
The Rationale 
Putting it All Together 

 

One of the most surprising statistics from the Detroit fact sheet was that only 50 percent of 
adults in Detroit are literate.  With this event, America's Promise will promote the importance 
of literacy and reading as a necessary foundation for a successful education by encouraging 
students to read and rewarding them for doing so.   

-   continued on next page   - 
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Detroit Launch 
PACS Public Relations 

 
 

Rationale cont. 

This event will also provide students the chance to fulfill one of the Five Promises: an 
opportunity to help others.  Serving as a mentor, even through something as simple as reading, 
is an inspiring experience for all involved.  According to Every Child, Every Promise, 94 percent 
of young people say they want to help make the world a better place, yet nearly half of children 
are not experiencing the Promise that they will have the chance to help others.   

This would be a great event to launch Grad Nation as well as promote the importance of 
reading and literacy within Detroit.  By providing students the opportunity to fulfill one of the 
Five Promises, the Read-a-Thon would empower them.  Mitch Albom is extremely active in 
philanthropic work in Detroit (including founding three of his own charities,) so he would be a 
natural fit for a reading and inspirational talk at the Read-a-Thon celebration.  PACS Public 
Relations recommends this launch event as a way to successfully launch Grad Nation while 
tying in local government, nonprofits, corporations, and, most importantly, the community. 

 
 
 

The Materials 
Media Materials to Promote Event 

 
• City fact sheets: a collection of quick-reference statistics on the state of education in 

Detroit 
• Op-ed: for local Detroit papers (i.e. the Free Press). This op-ed, written by Jennifer 

Granholm, would highlight the information from the fact sheet, and then go into detail 
about the event. A great way to get some unearned media and focus on the need for 
literacy education.   

• Media alert: inform the media about the specific details of the event, photo 
opportunities and contact information 

• Backgrounder: one or two pages explaining America's Promise Alliance and the Grad 
Nation initiative 

• Event details: a comprehensive, but concise explanation of each piece of the event, with 
a calendar included 

• Press release: a traditional press release announcing the event in a media-friendly 
manner 

• List of sponsors: a list of who will be involved in each step of the event process, with a 
brief description of each sponsor 
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PACS Public Relations 

 

 
The Online Community 

Utilizing Social Media to Generate Publicity 
 

• Create a Twitter hashtag (#DetroitReads) for the event, which attendees can use to live 
tweet the Read-A-Thon. 

• Launch a microsite for the Read-A-Thon (unique domain name but a page hosted on the 
America’s Promise Alliance Web site), which would keep track of the total number of 
books read and provide information about the event. 

• The key audiences could also use the microsite to post their favorite books and reading 
recommendations. 

• The event itself would be shown on a live Webcast through the microsite. 

• Information about the event will be posted on the “News and Events” page of the 
Communities in Schools Web site and on the Facebook page. 

 
 

The Calendar 
Getting the Timing Just Right 

 
Three Months Before Event 

• Book venue 
• Outreach to target audiences to initiate conversation and planning 

 
One Month Before Event 

• Promote event on America’s Promise and Communities in Schools Web sites 
• Distribute event information to students 
• Prepare media materials and assemble press kits 

  
Two Weeks Before Event 

• Read-A-Thon begins, remind teachers and students, tweet using #DetroitReads 
hashtag and promote microsite 

• Distribute media advisories to invite local media to event 
   
One Week Before Event 

• Email national and local media inviting them to attend the event via Webcast if 
they are unable to physically attend 

 
 
-   continued on next page   - 
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Detroit Launch 
PACS Public Relations 

 
 
 
Calendar cont. 
 
Day of Event 

• Setup with volunteers 
• Tweet using #DetroitReads hashtag 
• Facilitate media needs while promoting the Grad Nation key messages 
• Announce official count of total books read throughout the Read-A-Thon 

  
Post-Event 

• Issue event wrap-up press release and distribute to media 
• Post photos, video, and a blog post on America’s Promise Web site 
• Monitor media for coverage of the Read-A-Thon and Grad Nation 

 
 

The Budget 
Planning for Costs 

 
Cost of Venue/Tickets   $0  
Domain Name for Microsite   $50 
Photographer     $500 
Videographer     $500 
Printing Costs for Media Materials  $500 
Volunteer Hours for Library Staff  5 hours per 20 volunteers 
Staff Hours for Comm. Coordinator  60 hours 
 
Total Dollars     $1,550 
Total Hours     160 hours 
 
 
 

The Review 
A Plan for Evaluating Success 

 
Objective : Generate media buzz about the launch of the Grad Nation program in Detroit in 
order to increase community awareness about the dropout crisis.   
 
Monitor the number of media hits (newspaper articles, blog posts, tweets, Facebook photos, ) 
as well as the tone of media coverage. 
 
 
-   continued on next page   - 
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Detroit Launch 
PACS Public Relations 

 
 
 
Review cont. 
 
Record number of: 

• Hits on the Microsite 
• Views of the Live Webcast 
• New Facebook and Twitter followers 
• People at the Event 

 
Evaluate strength of relationship with target audiences in order to determine possible 
involvement in future outreach. 
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Appendix 1  
 Messaging for Key Audiences 

 
 

Organizational Message: Giving our students a chance  
means getting Detroit back on its feet. 

 
Government: Governor Jennifer Granholm 
 
Primary Message  
 

• Implementing simple policy reforms can change the future of Detroit’s youth by giving 
students the tools they need to graduate and become tomorrow’s leaders in a 
recovering Detroit 

 
Secondary Messages 
 

• Only 41 percent of dropouts reported having someone to talk to about personal 
problems. Increasing access to adult mentorship programs, as the Grad Nation toolkit 
describes, reduces truancy which in turn boosts the graduation rate. 
 

• By providing more mentorship opportunities through programs like Big Brothers Big 
Sisters of America, studies have found students are 52 percent less likely to skip school 

 
• Had last year’s 40,000 dropouts graduated, Michigan’s taxpayers would have saved 

more than $750 million over the course of those student’s lives 
 
Non-Profit: Communities in Schools 

 
Primary Message 
 

• Connecting students with resources in their community boosts their chances of 
graduation 

 
Secondary Messages 
 

• CIS helps students prepare for life and a future in their communities, so that 70 percent 
of CIS-tracked students report pursuing post-secondary education and more than 25 
percent enter the workforce. 
 

-   continued on next page   - 
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Non-Profit: Communities in Schools cont. 

 
• "Everything new that we take on this coming year will be measured by this yardstick: 

does this activity help our children to dream better? Exciting examples of where we are 
headed include our newest partnerships...which will create 20 after-school DREAM 
Zones and innovate an 'I Opening Experiences' program designed to expose children to 
places they never dreamed possible."--Nellie LaGarde, CIS Board President 

• The dropout rate for students who participate in Communities in Schools is 6-10 
percent lower than students who do not 

 
Corporate: John Francis Smith Jr., Chairman of the General Motors Foundation 
 
Primary Message 
 

• With the support of local businesses, America's Promise Alliance is helping in the fight 
to help Detroit become a center of industry once more 

 
Secondary Messages 

• Here in Detroit, fewer than 25 percent of freshmen go on to graduate.  GM wants 
our “high schoolers” to graduate now more than ever: only 3 percent of 21st century 
jobs are available to unskilled employees. 

• s 
• Dropouts from the class of 2009 cost the nation’s economy nearly $335 billion in 

additional income over their lifetimes.  As the 11th largest school district in the nation, 
keeping Detroit high schoolers on the path to graduate is crucial for our local economy. 

• x    
• GM believes that when students strive for tangible personal goals, the community wins. 

 GM pioneered the Automotive Youth Educational System program in 1995 by bringing 
together GM dealerships and local schools to develop curriculum and vocational 
opportunities for high school students. The program helps students determine a 
successful academic roadmap. 
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Appendix 2 and 3 
Fact Sheet and Fact Sheet Sources 

 

Sources are cited in the order in which they are presented on the corresponding fact sheet. 

 

Billups, Andrea. "'Chaos' in Motor City." Washington Times 22 Feb. 2009, Sunday Read sec.: 
M04.  

Print. 
 
Glod, Maria. "Duncan Delves Behind Grim Statistics." Washington Post 16 May 2009. Print. 
 
Education Week. (2008). Diplomas Count 2008: School to College: Can P-16 Councils Ease the  

Transition? Bethesda, MD: Editorial Projects in Education Research 
Center. <http://www.all4ed.org/publication_material/research/diplomas_count_2008
_school_college_ can_state_p_16_councils_ease_transition.pdf> 

 
Reclaiming Michigan's Throwaway Kids. Rep. American Civil Liberties Union of Michigan, 24 
June  

2009. Web.  
<http://www.aclumich.org/sites/default/files/file/ACLUSTPP.pdf>. 
 

 
"The Results." About CIS. Communities in Schools--Detroit, 25 Nov. 2008. Web. 11 Feb. 2010.  

<http://www.cisdetroit.org/cismain-home.htm>. 
<http://www.gnoef.org/files/StateofPublicEducation.pdf>. 

 
 
The Economic Benefits of Reducing High School Dropout Rates in the America's Promise 
Alliance's  

Twelve Featured Communities.Alliance for Excellent Education, 2009. Web. 
<http://www.americaspromise.org/Our-Work/Community-
Action/~/media/Files/Our%20Work/Dropout%20Prevention/Grad%20Nation%20Ac
tion%20Forum/AEE%20FCs%20Report.ashx>. 
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The State of Education in
	

DETROIT

With a graduation rate of just

Detroit has the lowest graduation rate
 of the United States’ 50 largest cities.  

24.9% 

For More Information:

Visit our Web site at
www.americaspromise.org

America’s Promise Alliance
1110 Vermont Avenue N.W.

Suite 900
Washington, DC 20005

For Media Inquiries:

Contact Colleen Wilber
202-657-0647

colleenw@americaspromise.org

EDUCATION

• Less than 50 percent of adults in Detroit are literate

POVERTY

• As of 2009, about 95 percent of Detroit’s students live in poverty

RACE

• Over 40 percent more African-Americans drop out of high school 
compared to their Caucasian peers in Detroit

CRIME

• Among inmates in Michigan state prisons, 68 percent dropped out of 
high school

HOPE

• Students who participate in “Communities in Schools”, a Detroit non-
profit organization that aims to keep kids in school, have a 6-10 percent 
lower dropout rate than those who do not participate

• In 2009, the Alliance for Excellent Education found that if the Detroit 
metro area were to reduce by 50 percent the number of high school 
dropouts, it could enjoy the following benefits: 
-More than $130 million total additional wages in an average year
-Forty-five percent of new high school graduates would continue their 
education after high school
-More than 8,000 total new homeowners

Every 26 seconds, a student in America drops out of high school.  Dropouts are twice as 
likely to be unemployed and three times more likely to live in poverty.  In Detroit, the 
statistics are even more shocking. The city’s schools face many problems, yet America’s 

Promise Alliance has hope for the future of education in Detroit.  

America’s Promise Alliance focuses on awareness, action, and advocacy to serve as 
catalysts for action.  We believe that the success of America’s children is grounded in 

experiencing Five Promises: caring adults, safe places, a healthy start, an effective 
education, and opportunities to help others.  

“Now, more than ever, we must make 
sure that every child receives the 
essential resources for success.” 
-Alma Powell, Board Chair
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MONTH, DAY, YEAR

Dear parents, 

Thank you for your participation in the Detroit Read-a-Thon. Each time your child opens a 
book, they fall into a world of adventure and imagination. 

Reading also helps prepare your child for a successful future.  By ensuring that your child 
reads a little bit each day, you can help spread literacy in Detroit. Sadly, only 50% of Detroit 
citizens today are functionally literate. 

If we can inspire our children to read, we are giving them more incentives to stay in school. 
America’s Promise Alliance is working hard to cut the high school dropout rate and prepare 
today’s youth for life after graduation. 

While this is a big challenge, even the smallest steps can help – like reading a book to your 
child or listening to them read to you. Attached you will find a reading log to keep track of all 
the books your child reads in the next two weeks. Be sure to mark it when your child reads to 
a friend, sibling, neighbor, or to you. 

Finally, we invite you to join us to celebrate the Read-a-Thon and literacy in Detroit at our 
Read-a-Thon closing event. Join us on [MONTH, DAY, YEAR] at [TIME] at the Detroit Public 
Library to meet local author Mitch Albom. Your child could also win great prizes. 

For more information, please visit [WEBSITE ADDRESS] or call [LOCAL COORDINATOR] at 
[PHONE]. 

Thank you and enjoy your reading! 

Sincerely, 

[COMMUNITY COORDINATOR]
America’s Promise Alliance

The Five Promises        Caring Adults         Safe Spaces        Healthy Start       Effective Education        Opportunities to Help Others 
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Student Name:
Teacher Name:
School Name:

Write down the title of each book that you read from MM/DD/YYYY until MM/DD/YYYY. 
Be sure to mark if you read the book to someone else. With the help of your parents, you can 
find someone in your community who can’t read a book themselves. Reading to others is fun 
and helps make a difference in another person’s life! 

Date Book Title Read to Another?

Detroit Read-A-Thon
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Grad Nation 

New Orleans Launch 
 

 

PACS Public Relations 

April 8, 2010 

 
Alexa Antonuk, Lauren Belisle,  

Katie Koch, Justin Musumeci 
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New Orleans Launch 
PACS Public Relations 

 
The Goal 

The Objective in Sight 
 
Generate media buzz about the launch of the Grad Nation program in New Orleans in 
order to increase community awareness about the dropout crisis.   
 
 

The Big Idea 
Tactics and Strategies 

 
 
“Pass the Knowledge”  
 
Strategy 
Engage community members and local leaders in an 
initiative that celebrates students’ academic achievement 
and future plans 

Tactics 
 

• The event would begin with an essay competition 
available for New Orleans’ students in all grades 
from first-12th. Any student can submit an essay 
and be entered in a drawing to win tickets to a 
regular season Saints game. 

• The prompt for the essay competition will be:  
o "After much hard work, dreams came true 

for the New Orleans Saints when they won 
the 2010 Super Bowl.  In one to two pages, 
talk about which of America’s Promise 
Alliance’s Five Promises helped you make your own dreams come true."  

• Before the game, the winning students will have a chance to go on the field and throw 
some passes with the players. 

• One essay winner from each grade level will have a taped segment of themselves 
reading part of their essay and receive a signed football from Saints players. 

• Students at the game will be recognized on the “jumbotron” with their names, along 
with a “The New Orleans Saints Welcome…” graphic. 

• The event will be held in partnership with NFL youth educational programs such as 
“Play it Smart” and “NFL YET Youth Education Towns.” “Play it Smart” is an NFL 
initiative using football to enhance the personal and academic development of youth 
from economically disadvantaged communities. The YET initiative is aimed at positively 
impacting youth in at-risk neighborhoods in Super Bowl host cities (including New 
Orleans).  
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The Key Players 
Involving the Key Audiences 

 
 
Government: Paul Vallas, Superintendent of Recovery School 
District of Louisiana, will be the face of the campaign and 
facilitate communication with individual schools. Vallas will also 
be recruited as a judge to help pick one of the winning essays. 
  
 
 

Non-Profit:  New Schools for New Orleans will reach out to their network of 213 
teachers and 19 school leaders in New Orleans public charter schools to promote 
the essay competition. The organization’s Chairman of the Board Stephen Rosenthal 
and Founder Sarah Newell Usdin will also be recruited as a judge to help pick one of 
the winning essays. 

 
   
 
 
 Corporate: Alden J. McDonald Jr., CEO and president of Liberty Bank & Trust 
will be at the event to present a $2,000 check to the high school senior with 
the winning essay. Vallas will also be recruited as a judge to help pick one of 
the winning essays. 
 
 
 

Messaging for Key Audiences: See Appendix 1 
 

 
The Rationale 
Putting it All Together 

 
According to Every Child, Every Promise, more than 40 percent of parents of younger children 
and two-thirds of adolescents say their schools do not emphasize academic achievement. The 
essay competition and the culminating event celebrate academic achievement at all levels. 
These activities provide a chance for students to consider the Five Promises, and how they 
relate to their everyday lives.  
 
 
 -   continued on next page   - 
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Rationale cont. 
 
PACS Public Relations recommends this launch event as a way to successfully launch Grad 
Nation and to provide the media with detailed, meaningful, personal stories, photos, video and 
original content (essays).  
 
 

The Materials 
Media Materials to Promote Event 

 

For such a multi-faceted event as “Pass the Knowledge,” a comprehensive press kit is needed to 
cover the different elements of the event. The elements of the press kit are as follows: 

• Backgrounder: one or two pages explaining America's Promise Alliance and the Grad 
Nation initiative 

• City fact sheet: a collection of quick-reference statistics on the state of education in New 
Orleans 

• Photos: for the media to include them as potential stories. Since this event is 
unprecedented, the PACS team suggests including photos of Saints players, involved 
government leaders and sponsors, as well as “in-action” event photographs provided by 
New Schools for New Orleans 

• Event details: a comprehensive, but concise explanation of each piece of the event, with 
a calendar included 

• Press release: a traditional press release announcing the event in a media-friendly 
manner 

• List of sponsors: a list of who will be involved in each step of the event process, with a 
brief description of each sponsor 

• Media Alert: to serve as an invitation to local media, highlighting opportunity for great 
photos and personal stories. 

 
The Online Community 

Utilizing Social Media to Generate Publicity 
 

• Students can create a video version of their essays that can be put on the Grad Nation 
YouTube channel.  

 
• Final essays will be posted to the Grad Nation Web site and linked to the Saints Web 

site. 
 
-   continued on next page   - 
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Social Media cont. 
 

• Existing America’s Promise Alliance social network sites will have links to the winning 
essays and videos after the event. 

 
• Information about the event will be posted on the “Events Calendar” on the New School 

for New Orleans Web site. 
 

• Create a Twitter hashtag (#PassKnowledge) for the event, which attendees can use to 
live tweet during the event. 

The Calendar 
Getting the Timing Just Right 

 
Three Months Before Event 

• Book venue 
• Outreach to target audiences to initiate conversation and planning 

 
One Month Before Event 

• Promote event on America’s Promise, New Schools for New Orleans, and local 
participating schools’ Web sites 

• Distribute event information and essay prompts to students 
  
Two Weeks Before Event 

• Prepare media materials and assemble press kits 
• Distribute media advisories to invite local media 

  
One Week Before Event 

• Assemble key publics for essay judging 
 
Day of Event 

• Setup with volunteers 
• Tweet using #PassKnowledge hashtag 
• Facilitate media needs while promoting the Grad Nation key messages 
• Announce the winning essayists 

 
Post-Event 
 Issue event wrap-up press release and distribute to media 
 Post photos, video, and a blog post on America’s Promise Web site 
 Monitor media for coverage of Pass the Knowledge and Grad Nation 
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The Budget 
Planning for Costs 

 
Cost of Venue/Tickets   $0 (donated by team) 
Photographer     $500 
Videographer     $500 
Volunteer Hours for Essay Judges   3 Hours per 3 judges 
Printing Costs for Media Materials  $500 
Volunteer Hours for Stadium Staff  2 Hours per 20 volunteers 
Staff Hours for Comm. Coordinator  60 Hours 
 
Total Dollars     $1,500 
Total Hours     109 
 
 

The Review 
A Plan for Evaluating Success 

 
 
Objective: Generate media buzz about the launch of the Grad Nation program in New Orleans 
in order to increase community awareness about the dropout crisis.   
 
Monitor the number of media hits (newspaper articles, blog posts, tweets, Facebook photos, ) 
as well as the tone of media coverage. 
 
Record number of: 

• Views on the YouTube channel  
• New Facebook and Twitter followers 

 
Evaluate strength of relationship with target audiences in order to determine possible 
involvement for future outreach. 
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Appendix 1  

 Messaging for Key Audiences 
 
 

Organizational Message: Rebuilding the city, one graduate at a time. 
 

Government: Paul Vallas, Superintendent of Recovery School District of Louisiana 
 
Primary Message  
 

• Rebuilding our city starts with enacting simple reforms to ensure that every student 
graduates high school 
 

Secondary Messages 
 

• Only 41 percent of dropouts reported having someone to talk to about personal 
problems. Increasing access to adult mentorship programs, as the Grad Nation toolkit 
describes, reduces truancy, which in turn boosts the graduation rate 
 

• By increasing funding for mentorship opportunities through programs like Big Brothers 
Big Sisters of America, studies have found students are 52 percent less likely to skip 
school 

 
• Overall, if Louisiana’s 20,000 dropouts from the class of 2009 had graduated, they 

would have contributed another $5.2 billion in wages to the rebuilding process 
 
Non-Profit:  New Schools for New Orleans 
 
Primary Message 
 

• Rebuilding New Orleans requires community-driven educational reform for all children 
on all levels 

 
Secondary Messages 
 

• New Schools for New Orleans hopes that in five years, half of the public schools in the 
city will be led by principals trained in their system, and it wants its principals to attain 
90 percent proficiency rates and 90 percent graduation rates within five years of taking 
the job. Proficiency rates in most schools in the Recovery district are currently below 40 
percent, thus those results would represent an educational earthquake 

 
  -   continued on next page   - 
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Non-Profit:  New Schools for New Orleans cont. 
 

• New Schools for New Orleans is launching charter schools from the ground up, 
including adding 213 teachers to serve in 96 percent of open-enrollment New Orleans 
public charter schools  and 19 school leaders recruited to lead open-enrollment New 
Orleans public charter schools 

 
Corporate: Alden J. McDonald Jr., CEO & President of Liberty Bank & Trust 
 
Primary Message 
 

• The support of local businesses is crucial to ending our city’s dropout crisis 
 
Secondary Messages 

• This is the first generation ever that is less literate than the one preceding it.  Liberty 
Bank's work with the Greater New Orleans Education Foundation (NOEF) includes a 
pilot program called “Earn While You Learn,” which has shown average increases in 
reading and math scores of over half a grade level in just 16 weeks by participating 
students. 

• Lkj. 
• The GNOEF also ran an Executive Management Leadership Training for 22 New Orleans 

Public School principals to increase the effectiveness of school administrators and 
ultimately, improve the quality of education for New Orleans students. 

• kj 
•  In 2009, the Alliance for Excellent Education found that if the New Orleans metro area 

were to reduce by 50 percent the number of high school dropouts, it could enjoy the 
following benefits: over $41 million total additional wages in an average year, 43 
percent of new high school graduates would continue their education after high school, 
and 2,500 total new homeowners. 
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Appendix 2 and 3 

Fact Sheet and Fact Sheet Sources 
 
 
Sources are cited in the order in which they are presented on the corresponding fact sheet. 

Associated Press. "Katrina Rebuilding Efforts Confront Low Literacy Rate." USA Today. 1 Sept.  
2008. Web. <http://www.usatoday.com/news/nation/2008-09-01-katrina-
illiteracy_N.htm>. 

  
"The State of Public Education in New Orleans." Greater New Orleans Education Foundation. 

Greater New Orleans Education Foundation, June 2007. Web. 11 Feb. 2010.  
 
Education Week. (2008). Diplomas Count 2008: School to College: Can P-16 Councils Ease the  

Transition? Bethesda, MD: Editorial Projects in Education Research 
Center. <http://www.all4ed.org/publication_material/research/diplomas_count_2008
_school_college_ can_state_p_16_councils_ease_transition.pdf> 

 
Morris, Time. "Louisiana's Incarceration Rate is No. 1 in Nation." Times-Picayune. 2 Mar. 2009.  

Web. 
<http://www.nola.com/news/index.ssf/2009/03/louisianas_incarceration_rate.html>. 
Glod, Maria. "Duncan Delves Behind Grim Statistics." Washington Post 16 May 2009. 
Print. 

 
Fields, Gary. "The High School Dropout's Economic Ripple Effect." Wall Street Journal. 21 Oct.  

2008. Web. <http://online.wsj.com/article/SB122455013168452477.html> 
 
Tough, Paul. "A Teachable Moment." The New York Times 17 Aug. 2008. Print. 
 
The Economic Benefits of Reducing High School Dropout Rates in the America's Promise 
Alliance's  

Twelve Featured Communities.Alliance for Excellent Education, 2009. Web. 
<http://www.americaspromise.org/Our-Work/Community-
Action/~/media/Files/Our%20Work/Dropout%20Prevention/Grad%20Nation%20Ac
tion%20Forum/AEE%20FCs%20Report.ashx>. 
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The State of Education in
	

NEW ORLEANS

With a graduation rate of just

the chance that a New Orleans high 
school student will graduate seems up to 

the toss of a coin.    

53.7% 

For More Information:

Visit our Web site at
www.americaspromise.org

America’s Promise Alliance
1110 Vermont Avenue N.W.

Suite 900
Washington, DC 20005

For Media Inquiries:

Contact Colleen Wilber
202-657-0647

colleenw@americaspromise.org

EDUCATION

• More than 44 percent of adults in New Orleans are functionally illiterate

SCHOOLS

• Sixty-three percent of public schools in New Orleans were deemed 
“academically unacceptable” by the state of Louisiana before Hurricane 
Katrina

RACE

• The dropout rate among African-Americans in Louisiana is 11 percent 
higher than Caucasians 
 

CRIME

• Louisiana has the highest rate of incarceration in the United States 
and national statistics show that almost 75 percent of prisoners are high 
school dropouts

HOPE

•	Forty-three percent of students in schools targeted for improvement 
scored at or above grade level on the state English test in 2008, as 
compared to 34 percent in 2007

• School security reforms have increased post-Hurricane Katrina: post-
Katrina schools had one security guard for every 37 students in 2007, 
while pre-Katrina schools had one guard for every 333 students in 2005

• In 2009, the Alliance for Excellent Education found that if the New 
Orleans metro area were to reduce by 50 percent the number of high 
school dropouts, it could enjoy the following benefits: 
-More than $41 million total additional wages in an average year
-Forty-three percent of new high school graduates would continue their 
education after high school
-More than 2,500 total new homeowners

Every 26 seconds, a student in America drops out of high school.  Dropouts are twice 
as likely to be unemployed and three times more likely to live in poverty.  New Orleans 
students have struggled to cope with the effects of Hurricane Katrina, which increased 

the need for action in the city’s schools: they now need help more than ever.  

America’s Promise Alliance focuses on awareness, action, and advocacy to serve as 
catalysts for action.  We believe that the success of America’s children is grounded in 

experiencing Five Promises: caring adults, safe places, a healthy start, an effective 
education, and opportunities to help others.  

“Now, more than ever, we must make 
sure that every child receives the 
essential resources for success.” 
-Alma Powell, Board Chair
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Pass the Knowledge Essay Competition 
Please Return in PostagePaid Envelope to:  
Pass the Knowledge Essay Competition, P.O. Box 20987,New Orleans, LA 
34867  

 
Name:______________________________________ Date:__________________ 
 
Full Mailing Address:_________________________________________________  
 
Phone:______________________________ School:________________________ 
 

After much hard work, dreams came true for the New Orleans Saints 
when they won the 2010 Super Bowl.  In the included space, (with up 
to two pages extra if necessary) talk about which of America’s 
Promise Alliance’s Five Promises helped you make your own dreams 
come true. 

 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
 

“Pass the Knowledge” Event Launches with the New Orleans Saints  

 
NEW ORLEANS — Grad Nation, an initiative of America’s Promise Alliance, hosted the “Pass 

the Knowledge” event today at a New Orleans Saints game. 

 

Grad Nation, which aims to reduce the dropout rate in New Orleans, created the event to 

celebrate the academic achievement and hard work of local students. Today, selected winners of 

an essay contest were praised at [a regular season New Orleans Saints game]. The winning 

students were recognized on the Superdome’s jumbotron, read excerpts from their standout 

essays, and even got the chance to throw some passes with their favorite Saints players, receiving 

an autographed football afterwards. 

 

“This is a great chance for America’s Promise Alliance and Grad Nation to showcase and reward 

the academic achievements of our city’s students,” said, [NAME], the Grad Nation community 

coordinator for New Orleans. “The students were so excited to meet the Saints in person, and get 

the chance to interact with them. We’re hoping that these students can bring their excitement and 

passion for learning back to their own schools.” 

 

Essay contest winners were chosen through a selective essay competition for all New Orleans’ 

students in grades 1-12. The best essays were chosen from each grade, and the winning students 

were invited to be honored at the Saints game today. Students responded to an essay prompt that 

asked them to describe how they made their ‘own dreams come true” through America’s Promise 

Alliances five promises—caring adults, safe places, a healthy start, effective education, and 

opportunities to help others.  

 

America’s Promise Alliance, a partner organization that aims to help children from all socio-

economic sectors in America, has launched Grad Nation to reduce the dropout rate of America’s 

children. Grad Nation aims for a 90% graduate rate amongst America’s 4th graders in 2018. 

Currently, only about half of New Orleans’ students are expected to graduate high school. 
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______________________________________________________________________________ 
About America’s Promise: 

 

Founded in 1997 with General Colin Powell as Chairman and chaired today by Alma Powell, 

America’s Promise Alliance is a cross-sector partnership of more than 300 corporations, 

nonprofits, faith-based organizations and advocacy groups that are passionate about improving 

lives and changing outcomes for children. We have made a top priority of ensuring that all 

young people graduate from high school ready for college, work and life. Our work involves 

raising awareness, encouraging action and engaging in advocacy to provide children the key 

supports we call the Five Promises: Caring adults, Safe Places, A Healthy Start, An 

Effective Education and Opportunities to Help Others. 

About Grad Nation: 

On March 1, 2010, General Colin Powell, America’s Promise Alliance Chair Alma Powell and 

U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan were joined by President Barack Obama to announce 

the formation of Grad Nation. Grad Nation is a 10-year campaign to mobilize the nation as 

never before to reverse the dropout crisis and enable our children to be prepared for success in 

college, work and life. Our goals are to ensure that 90 percent of today’s fourth-graders 

graduate high school on time, and to help fulfill the President’s pledge to be the world’s leader 

in the proportion of college graduates by 2020. 

Contact Information: 

[Name and Title of Community Coordinator]             

[Email of Community Coordinator] 

[Phone number of Community Coordinator]                                                                                                      
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