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FAIRBANKS NORTH STAR BOROUGH SCHOOL DISTRICT 
B O A R D  O F  E D U C A T I O N  

FAIRBANKS, ALASKA 
 
 
Work Session             MINUTES December 5, 2011 
 
President Brophy called the work session to order at 7:12 p.m. in the Board Room of the FNSBSD 
Administrative Center at 520 Fifth Avenue. The work session was called to discuss priorities, 
attendance, discipline, and communication.  
 
Present: 
 Kristina Brophy, President  
 Sharon McConnell, Vice President 
 Sean Rice, Clerk 
 Silver Chord, Member 
   John Thies, Member 

Absent: 
   Sue Hull, Treasurer 
 Wendy Dominique, Member 
 
 
 

 
Staff Present: 
    Pete Lewis, Superintendent of Schools 
    Roxa Hawkins, Assistant Superintendent – Elementary 
    Karen Gaborik, Interim Assistant Superintendent – Secondary  
    Bill Bailey, Public Relations Director 
    Gayle Pierce, Labor Relations Director 
    Elizabeth Schaffhauser, Equal Employment Opportunities Director 
    Sharon Tuttle, Executive Assistant to the Board of Education 
  
Communication Audit 
Mr. Bailey reviewed the Communication Audit Report, including the key findings, recommendations, and 
goals for the year. The school district had contracted with the National Schools Public Relations 
Association (NSPRA), an organization that worked with public schools throughout the country, to 
conduct a communications audit in the district. The purpose of the communication audit, conducted last 
year, was to get an idea of the perceptions and attitudes which existed in the community towards the 
school district. The audit was conducted with seventeen different focus groups over a period of two 
days.   
 

 Parents (2 groups) 
 Alaska Native Parents 
 Council of PTA Representatives 
 Business Community (2 groups) 
 News Media Representatives 
 Teachers (2 groups) 
 Mixed Staff (Supt Teacher Advisory Committee Reps/Teachers/Support Staff Rep) 
 School Secretaries 
 Administrative Center Secretaries 
 Central Office Managers 
 Principals (2 groups – elementary and secondary) 
 Management Team/Cabinet 
 Board of Education Members 

 
Two representatives from NSPRA facilitated the meetings. There were no district representatives 
involved in facilitating the meetings, as they wanted people to be able to speak freely and openly.  
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Communication Audit (continued) 
 
It was important to note the auditors cautioned that whenever opinions were solicited about an 
organization and its work, there was a tendency by participants to dwell on perceived problem areas. 
The district had received some negative feedback, but there was much more positive than negative. The 
purpose of the audit was not to solicit a lot of accolades, but to find out where the district could improve. 
The recommendations were designed to help the district improve its communications.  
 
It was emphasized the audit reflected perceptions and not necessarily facts. But perceptions provided 
valuable information to the district to know in which areas they needed to get factual information out to 
the staff and/or community. Public relations dealt with perceptions and worked to address them.   
 
Mr. Bailey reviewed the recommendations the district would be focusing on in the next year. It would not 
be possible to address all the recommendations in one year. Those under consideration included:  
 
Become more focused and systematic with communication efforts.  

o creating communication guidelines – set some minimum expectations for 
schools and departments, utilizing existing resources.   

o articulate the vision for the communication program – develop an 
understanding among all employees, not only of the function of the public 
relations department, but also that everyone in the district had a role and 
responsibility as a communicator.  

o standardize the delivery of internal messaging systems – emails, memos, 
actions. 

o adopt a standard layout for a fact sheet – a one page sheet which would 
convey the important aspects of a meeting, policy, event, etc. which would be 
used for various media avenues.  

o launch an internal newsletter – initially targeted specifically to employees. To 
help keep staff members well informed.  

 
Expand communication with parents and community.  

o weekly delivery of school bulletins – conversations with principals and 
department heads to optimize the best utilization of PowerSchool daily 
bulletins. Develop some standardization in that all schools would send out at 
least a weekly bulletin.   

o school website announcements – develop standards and expectations for 
posting announcements.  

o Connect-ED – develop and standardize the use of Connect-ED as an 
outreach tool for school to parent communication.  

o online school calendar – advertise the availability to subscribe to the district 
calendar which publicizes every school event, including board meetings.  

o school newsletters – meet parents at their medium and offer newsletter 
delivery options such as electronic or paper.  

o social media – the district was planning to launch Facebook and a Twitter 
account as early as February 2012. Intent would be to be conversational in 
the media realm to share district information.  

 
Provide professional development in communication and emphasize the role of employees as “FNSBSD 
Ambassadors of Education.”  

o media training – provide administrators with training in media relations to 
develop and update their skills in delivering an effective message in an 
interview or during a crisis.  
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Communication Audit (continued) 
 
One reason for the audit was to help in the development of a formal communication plan. Information 
from the audit provided discussion topics for the board and administration including: utilizing all forms of 
media avenues for getting information out to people; training employees as ambassadors for the district 
in getting information disseminated; the quick distribution of information through social media; utilizing 
key communicator stakeholders; board member notification; an administrative center entry area 
enhancement plan; an administrative center newsletter; the lessening need for press releases; well 
established media relationships with the district’s public relations director; district webpage functionality; 
and, inconsistencies in information dissemination. Any communication plan would be tied to the board’s 
initiatives and priorities. Mr. Bailey hoped to have a final plan ready no later than December 2012.  
 
Mr. Thies left the meeting at 7:37 p.m.  
 
There were extensive discussions on launching a district Facebook page and Twitter account. There 
were some concerns raised in regards to the time and effort needed for interacting on a Facebook page, 
and having appropriate policies in place regarding the use of Facebook. Mr. Bailey assured board 
members he had extensively researched the issue and had policy examples from both successful and 
unsuccessful attempts of utilizing a Facebook page in the education setting. Ms. McConnell noted 
Doyon had a Facebook page that required extensive staff time. She added Doyon had policies on the 
use of Facebook which she would share with the district.  
 
Board members were curious if the audit report was mandatory and the cost of the audit.  Mr. Bailey 
explained the audit was optional and something the district had asked for in an effort to improve 
communications.  He recalled the cost of the audit to be over $15,000. Board members thought the audit 
report would be beneficial in helping the administration develop a comprehensive communication plan.  
 
Board members briefly discussed the need for accuracy and consistency in the messages they relayed 
to constituents. Board members agreed there needed to be protocols for board member 
communications. Board members needed the same information other district audiences received. 
Superintendent Lewis and Mr. Bailey assured board members informing the board and keeping them 
apprised of situations was a top priority.  
  
Board members applauded Mr. Bailey’s efforts in communicating with all audiences about the recent 
school closure. Mr. Bailey explained it had been a group effort and had been an excellent example of a 
systematic approach to communicating with all targeted audiences.  
 
Mr. Bailey briefly described the plans to display student artwork, meeting announcements, board 
pictures, and other information and ways to enhance the front entry area of the administrative center. He 
also mentioned the district’s collaboration with the Fairbanks Daily News-Miner for an online education 
section.  
 
2012-2014 Priorities and Goals 
Board members, at previous work sessions, had outlined and worked on draft goals and priorities. From 
those earlier discussions, Superintendent Lewis had developed a fifth draft of the 2012-14 priorities and 
goals for the board’s review, comments, and input. He had developed versions 5A and 5B. In version 
5A, he had struck out four of the ongoing commitments, as administration, when reviewing the draft, had 
felt they were redundant. Also, a couple of the ongoing commitments had been combined for ease in 
reading. Version 5B was the clean copy of priorities with the strikeouts removed.  
 
Board members were reviewing the priorities for the fifth time. No board member had any objections or 
suggested changes to draft #5. There was consensus amongst the board to bring the priorities forward 
to their January 17, 2012 meeting for approval. 
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Attendance and Discipline  
 
Superintendent Lewis explained the district was in the process of working on attendance and discipline 
material to align with the state in regards to definitions and policies. There were some policies that 
needed to be aligned with the state.  
 
At a previous regular meeting, Ms. Schaffhauser had presented the district’s Annual Report for Policy 
Review and Evaluation in which it was noted discipline and specifically aiding and abetting would be 
areas to be addressed. The definitions for expulsion and weapons would also be addressed to match 
and align with the state. 
 
In regards to attendance, Superintendent Lewis stated staff had reported the district’s current policies 
and practices were not working and adjustments needed to be made. The administration was in the 
process of coordinating a multifaceted effort in terms of a policy including in-building interventions, a 
borough ordinance, a potential citation process, and policy and administrative regulation reviews.  
 
The administration had drafted a new attendance policy. The bottom line was to have kids in school – all 
day and to have them graduate. The district continued to work on improving student attendance and 
increasing the graduation rate. Data and research showed if students were in school 90-95 percent of 
the time, they would graduate at about that same rate. As part of the draft policy, the board had 
identified important reasons for students to attend school:  
 

1. Alaska Statute 14.30.010 required it. 

2. Attendance was a requirement of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). 

3. Students attending school established a habit employers expected from employees. 

4. Students attending school were in a safe place. 

5. Students attending school were cared for by educated adults. 

6. Students attending school learned appropriate behavior. 

7. Students attending school met people different than themselves.  

8. Students attending school had the opportunity to be physically active and play sports. 

9. Students attending school were exposed to the arts, including theater and music. 

10. Students attending school attained higher academic achievement.  

11. Students attending school regularly developed habits of punctuality, self-discipline, and 
responsibility. 

12. Students attending school were more likely to graduate and in a timely manner. 

13. Students attending school were challenged to build resiliency. 

14. Students attending school learned social and life skills, such as teamwork, tenacity, 
persistence, proficiency through practice, and working with people different than themselves.  

15. Students who graduated from high school had greater earning power, were healthier, 
avoided the criminal justice system, and created strong families.  

  
The draft policy included:  

1. Schools would make student attendance a priority and direct appropriate resources to the 
management of student attendance. 

2. Provide safe, welcoming schools staffed with caring, inspirational teachers. 

3. Parents, students, and school would work together to achieve the expected attendance 
standard and comply with state and federal law.  

4. Comply with the compulsory education law of the State of Alaska.  
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Attendance and Discipline (continued) 
 
5. A reasonable number of absences for reasons such as travel, vacations, hunting, athletic 

competitions, religious observances, illnesses, emergencies, extenuating circumstances, 
and natural disasters could be managed as excused absences when the established 
procedure was followed.  

6. Schools would develop consequences for addressing unexcused absences that would 
motivate students and offer an alternative to out-of-school suspensions.  

7. Truancy was addressed through appropriate interventions at the school, district, and 
community levels. The school and district must exhaust appropriate interventions prior to 
initiating the community citation process or advancing to other legal means.  

 
Superintendent Lewis believed there would be a very small number of students who reached the 
negative or punitive level. The district needed to get on top of attendance and get students in school.  
The proposed policy was a starting point; it did not include the administrative regulation where specifics 
for carrying out the policy would be noted.  
  
Mr. Chord spoke on item number 6 where schools would develop consequences for students not 
attending school. He believed schools should get into a positive mental mindset regarding attendance 
and not think of it as a punishment. He thought it would be better to develop programs that made 
students want to be in school. Ms. Schaffhauser stated number 6 addressed Mr. Chord’s thoughts. It 
addressed consequences to motivate rather than punish students and design alternatives to out-of- 
school suspension (OSS) because OSS was seen as being punitive. She thought the policy reflected 
what Mr. Chord wanted. Mrs. Brophy added the policy also spoke about inspirational teachers who 
would be good at looking at innovative ways of drawing kids to school.  
 
Mr. Chord mentioned Marvin Marshall, Ed.D, an American educator, writer, and lecturer who had 
conducted a lot of research on positive applications with students. Mr. Chord said New York and several 
other cities had tried applying consequences to parents but it had not been productive. Superintendent 
Lewis thought it was important the district get to the place where schools knew why students were not in 
school, provide them with interventions, and work with families to get students back to school. But if 
schools exhausted all other avenues, and kids continued to be absent, there needed to be a way to 
address the issue.    
 
As the board and administration moved forward with an attendance policy, principals needed to know 
the board’s expectations and the board needed to hear the daily challenges principals faced.  It would 
be good for the two groups to meet on the issues. 
 
Mr. Chord asked how many students were absent in a month in high school. Superintendent Lewis 
stated it would not be uncommon to have more than a 100 kids gone on any given day, maybe even up 
to 150-200. Mr. Chord suggested bringing those 100 kids in to find out why school was not a good 
experience for them. The administrators present at the meeting noted kids who were absent were not 
absent because school was not a good experience for them, but were absent for a variety of reasons, 
such as parent and family needs, illness, weather, vacation, homelessness, etc. 
 
Mr. Chord thought the board need to talk with the students, not the principals or teachers. 
Superintendent Lewis thought the board needed to speak to all parties, including the kids. There were 
logistical issues to be addressed such as homework, failing students, etc. From a principal standpoint, 
there were several considerations – such as phone calls and follow-up for unexcused absences. 
Currently, the district automatically sent an attendance letter to students with 10 absences.  
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Attendance and Discipline (continued) 
 
It was noted the reasons for absenteeism were usually different for each level. At the elementary level, 
absenteeism was usually more parent-driven and at the secondary level it was more student-driven. It 
was important to educate parents about the importance of good attendance, starting in elementary 
school so good habits were formed early and the value of attending school was established young.  
 
Mr. Chord would like to see alternative programs expanded to give students options other than standard 
high school.  
 
Because of Fairbanks diverse population, Ms. McConnell suggested adding cultural activities to number 
5.  
 
Superintendent Lewis asked if board members were comfortable with the attendance policy draft. No 
one voiced any objections. There would be additional opportunities for the board to further review the 
policy. Board members were happy to be moving forward on the issue. It was a good start, outlining the 
board’s and district’s philosophy on attendance. Principals would be given the opportunity to review the 
draft policy as well. Administrative regulations would be developed by the administration as the progress 
progressed. 
  
Superintendent Lewis noted some people might prefer a more black and white policy. The district 
previously had a 10 day absence policy where students were dropped and then went into a credit 
recovery situation. Legal counsel had warned against that as students in Alaska had the right to an 
education. The district would continue to explore many different options as they moved forward creating 
an attendance policy in a culture where kids wanted to be present, all while life and its challenges 
continued.   
 
Mr. Rice suggested adding an item 8 regarding resources available to students in medical or other 
situations. He had heard from a parent about their difficulty securing help for their student during a 
hospital stay. Superintendent Lewis stated the district already had several options available for students, 
such as Homebound Tutoring. Superintendent Lewis would follow-up with the parent.  
 
The meeting adjourned at 8:24 p.m.  
 
Submitted by Sharon Tuttle, executive assistant to the Board of Education.  


