
	

	

MinnSPRA	2016	Board	Leadership	Recruitment	
2.25.16	Board	Meeting	Update	

	
	
	
Slate	of	Candidates	for	Open	Positions:	

• President-elect	(three	year	commitment)	–	Jake	Sturgis,	APR	

• Treasurer	(two	year	term)	–	Andrew	Hagen	

• Secretary	(two	year	term)	–	Marisa	Vette,	APR	

• Membership	Coordinator		(two	year	term)	–	Jaclyn	Swords	

• Director	(two	year	term)	–	Ross	Bennett		

• Director	(two	year	term)	–	Tara	Cegla	

• Director	(two	year	term)	–	Carissa	Keister,	APR	

• Director	(two	year	term)	–	Syreeta	Wilkins	

• Director	(completing	a	final	year	of	a	two-year	term)	–	Madeleine	Rush	

											*	Election	of	this	director	position	contingent	on	Jake	Sturgis	being	elected	president-elect	

	

	

MinnSPRA	Board	Leadership	recruitment	timeline:	
December	17		 update	given	at	Board	meeting	

December		 Board	membership	mentioned	in	President's	Newsletter	

January	6	 stand-alone	message	re:	getting	involved	sent	(focused	on	Resolutions)	

January	28	 update	given	at	Board	meeting	

January		 Board	membership	mentioned	in	President's	Newsletter	

February	25		 slate	presented	to	Board	for	approval	at	Board	meeting	

March	8		 election	ballot	sent	to	all	MinnSPRA	members	(must	be	by	March	14)	

March	22	 reminder	email	sent	

April	8		 	 election	ballot	closed	

April	12-13		 Board	ratifies	election	(electronically)	

April	15		 election	results	announced	at	conference	



Name: Jake Sturgis, APR 
Title: Chief Storyteller 
Organization: Capture Video 
Phone #: 612-314-3314 
Email address: jake@capturevideo.com 

Please provide a brief description of your school PR work and MinnSPRA 
experience here. 

After working in schools for more than 12 years, I left my position as Communications Coordinator for 
Minnetonka Public Schools in January 2014.  I started Capture Video after seeing a need to help schools use 
video as a storytelling tool.  In my first two years of business, I’ve had the pleasure of working with more than 
30 school districts.  I am currently serving my first year on the MinnSPRA board.  Prior to this, I had served on 
MinnSPRA committees for a number of years. 

Much of my professional success is because of the relationships and lessons I have learned from MinnSPRA 
members.  After participating in MinnSPRA’s APR academy, I received my “pin” in July 2013.  Serving on the 
MinnSPRA board is a small way I can give back to the people and the organization that has helped me so 
much. 

1. What qualities and attributes would you bring to the MinnSPRA Board?
I will bring my experiences of working in school PR and working in a business that serves schools.  As I work
with districts across the country, I bring a unique perspective to the board.  There are so many good things
happening inside of schools and many times the people in these schools don’t realize how special things are.

2. How can public relations professionals advance our communications management role in schools?
Public relations professionals can advance communications management roles in schools by listening and
engaging with different audiences.  One of the most important roles of school PR professionals is to be a
trusted advisor to administrators and board members.  It is critical to have the pulse of what is happening with
different audiences within the community.  By listening and sharing important information to the right people (at
the right time), school PR professionals can become an important and trusted voice in their community.

3. What major issues face school PR professionals today?
School PR professionals are faced with many important issues today.  The needs of our audiences continue to
change and there are more ways to connect with these audiences than ever before.  It is important to be clear,
effective and concise with the messages we deliver.  PR professionals need the courage to try new and
different ways to communicate.  We also need to have the courage to let go of tools and tactics that are no
longer effective.  Time is incredibly valuable for everyone who works in school PR.  We need to find ways to be
efficient with everything we do.  Another area to focus on is diversity.  Many of our communities do not look the
same as they did 10-years ago...and they will look very different 10 years from now.  We need to think about
the delivery of our messages through many different lenses.



Andrew A. Hagen 
District Webmaster 
Wayzata Public Schools 
763-745-5112
Andrew.Hagen@wayzata.k12.mn.us

1. What qualities and attributes would you bring to the MinnSPRA Board?
I will bring the knowledge and experience that I have gained through working and collaborating with two
west metro school districts over the past eight years in the areas of website and social media along with a
passion for public education.

2. How can public relations professionals advance our communications management role in schools?
In going beyond the flow of information between a district and it’s community, we, as public relations
professionals, must manage and cultivate the relationship between the district and it’s community. By
building a trusting environment within the district, public relations professionals can become trusted
advisors in all facets of a district’s operations.

3. What major issues face school PR professionals today?
In a world full of social media and instant gratification, the role of Public Relations professionals is never
complete. From managing perceptions whose basis is founded in online reviews and editorials, providing
relevant educational committee updates, to protecting the student body at large from a constant growing
population of cyber bullying and, Public Relations is more important to the culture of education now, more
than ever.



 
Marisa Vette 
Director of Communications and Community Relations  
White Bear Lake Area Schools 
651-407-7695 
marisa.vette@isd624.org 
 
 
I began in school public relations in 2008 when my husband and 
I moved to the Twin Cities and I was hired by the White Bear 
Lake Area School District. Previously, I worked in positions of 
Communications Specialist, Assistant Director and Director of 
Alumni Relations at St. Cloud State University. I earned a 

Bachelor of Science degree in public relations and a Master of Higher Education 
Administration from SCSU.  I have been a member of MinnSPRA and NSPRA since I 
began working at WBLAS. Our publications have been the recipient of state and 
national Awards. 
 
 
1. What qualities and attributes would you bring to the MinnSPRA Board? 
What I bring to the MinnSPRA Board is creativity, strong work ethic, a passion for 
learning, and my desire to make a difference. 
 
2. How can public relations professionals advance our communications 
management role in schools? 
When we bring a strategic lens to the table, respectfully provide counsel to our 
colleagues across the district, and continue to learn and develop professionally, we gain 
esteem of our colleagues and advance our communications management role in 
schools. By participation in state and national professional organizations, PR 
professionals can give and receive collegial support and work together to strengthen 
the field of communications. 
 
4. What major issues face school PR professionals today? 
Our schools face complex issues such as funding, assessment and community support. 
We are tasked each day with making sense of the issues and sharing messages with a 
variety of constituent groups, each of which is looking to us with a different set of 
needs and expectations. Specific to school PR is the challenge that each of our 
audiences has a familiarity with education, but only a few of them understand the 
complexities. It is important for us to be proactive in reaching out and explaining the 
issues in clear and understandable way rather than assume our communities “get it.” 
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Digital	communication	is	certainly	pervasive	throughout	our	society,	but	
finding	the	most	effective	and	targeted	channel	can	seem	daunting.	We	
must	sift	through	the	noise	to	find	the	most	engaging	and	strategic	ways	to	
communicate	through	these	channels.	

School	marketing	is	a	more	recent	phenomenon.	We	live	in	an	era	where	
families	want	choice	-	and	if	you	don’t	give	them	that	choice,	they	will	find	
it	elsewhere.	However,	fostering	a	competitive	marketing	environment	
between	area	schools	or	across	city	lines	can	create	a	system	of	winners	
and	losers.	We	as	practioners	must	consider	the	ethics	behind	these	
marketing	decisions	and	how	it	ultimately	impacts	the	students	we	serve.	

Community	relations	is	an	important	aspect	of	many	of	our	jobs.	It	is	critical	
we	build	meaningful	relationships	with	all	our	publics,	including	those	of	
varying	races,	ethnicities	and	cultural	backgrounds.	More	can	and	needs	to	
be	done	in	this	area.	We	must	ask	ourselves,	how	to	we	find	meaningful	
ways	to	engage	with	our	diverse	audiences?	And,	how	do	we	bring	our	
community	as	a	whole	forward	in	the	need	to	develop	and	foster	these	
relationships	for	the	good	of	each	student.	
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Tara Cegla 
Communications Specialist 
Spring Lake Park Schools 
763-600-5071 
tcegla@district16.org 
 
I received a bachelor’s degree in Mass Communication – 
Public Relations from the University of Wisconsin – Eau 
Claire. I worked for the Minnesota State Fair and a 
public relations agency before finding my passion in 
school public relations. The first school district I worked 
for was Robbinsdale Area Schools and I currently serve 
as a communications specialist for Spring Lake Park 

Schools. Over the last three years, I’ve learned a lot about school public relations 
and I’m so grateful I discovered the field! 

What qualities and attributes would you bring to the MinnSPRA Board?   
Being newer not only in the field but also my career, I bring a unique lens 
to MinnSPRA. I hope to bring new ideas to how we can better serve our 
members through professional development and member engagement. 
I’m enthusiastic about the work we do and always look forward to 
learning from our talented colleagues.  

How can public relations professionals advance our communications management 
role in schools? 

Many school PR professionals have never spent time teaching students, 
however, this doesn’t mean we lack the skills to be educators. We can 
teach our colleagues about how to be successful communicators. We can 
proactively reach out to leaders in our organization to gather facts and 
offer expertise. We can find ways to connect with students and let their 
voices be heard. Good communication starts with us but it must permeate 
throughout the entire organization to be successful. 

What do you consider to be the major issues facing school PR professionals today? 
One issue school PR professionals face is being able to communicate to 
and understand diverse audiences. This goes beyond the tactical issues, 
such as translating documents or leading community engagement efforts. 
We need to train ourselves, much like our other colleagues in education 
do, to have cultural competency, to understand the challenges our 
students and others in the world have and to not be afraid to ask 
questions. 



Carissa Keister, APR 
Communications Coordinator 
Stillwater Area Public Schools 
651-351-8320 
keisterc@stillwaterschools.org 

I am in year 15 of my school public relations career. I landed in this profession 
accidentally. With a degree in broadcast journalism, my first job out of college 
was as an education reporter for a suburban newspaper. Through connections 
made at the newspaper, I was hired as a communications specialist in North St. 
Paul-Maplewood-Oakdale, then four years later as the communications 

coordinator for Forest Lake Area Schools. I am currently in my eighth year as the Community Engagement 
Manager for Stillwater Area Public Schools. I am accredited in public relations and have a masters degree in 
organizational leadership from Bethel University. 

1. What qualities and attributes would you bring to the MinnSPRA Board?   
I had the opportunity to serve on the board early in my career and learned so much for the MinnSPRA veterans 
working alongside me. Now, many years later, I have gained valuable experiences and insights that I can share 
with others. MinnSPRA is part of my extended family, and I am committed to helping it grow and thrive. I am 
optimistic, energetic, and passionate about public education. I am also open to change, I love to learn, and I 
embrace new challenges. I think I’ll bring my energy to the organization, and a willingness to listen to new 
ideas and bring people together. 

2. How can public relations professionals advance our communications management role in schools? 
Our leaders need to see communications professionals as an essential part of their team. We need to be at the 
table from the beginning to help our leadership teams consider political impacts of decisions, identify key 
stakeholders, craft compelling messages, and explain the complexities of public education in terms the 
community can understand. We need to be well informed on issues impacting our schools, and current on 
communications strategies and emerging technologies. We need to be honest, responsive, smart, and trust-
worthy. Taking advantage of every opportunity to expand our knowledge, develop our leadership skills, and 
display our professionalism is essential to building our own confidence and gaining the confidence of others. 

3. What do you consider to be the major issues facing school PR professionals today? 
Our communities have lost some respect for public education, it seems, in recent years. As competition for 
students increases, we need to actively promote the positive things happening in our schools and celebrate the 
incredible achievements of our students and our staff. Many communities are experiencing demographic 
changes - with aging populations and fewer residents with kids in schools. This makes it more challenging to 
engage community members, pass levies, and connect with residents. We’re also facing rapid changes in the 
ways we communicate. Social media and instant access to information has redefined communications and 
provides new opportunities and challenges for us to stay connected with our communities. 



Syreeta L. Wilkins 
Marketing and Communication Manager 
Hiawatha Academies 
612-578-4815 
swilkins@hiawathaacademies.org 
 
 
 
Syreeta Wilkins began her career in school 
communications in 2010. She worked for Minneapolis 
Public Schools and Saint Paul Public Schools before 
joining the team at Hiawatha Academies, a four-school 
network of public charter schools that serves over 
1,000 students in south Minneapolis. Syreeta 
specializes in internal communications, digital 

marketing and multilingual outreach. Her work has been recognized by the 
National School Public Relations Association (NSPRA) and the Minnesota School 
Public Relations Association (MinnSPRA). Before her career in communications, 
Syreeta worked extensively with immigrant populations in the U.S. and abroad. 
 
Syreeta holds a Master of Arts from New York University and a Bachelor of Arts 
from Macalester College. She completed the yearlong MinnSPRA Learning 
Academy course in Spring 2014.  
 
What qualities and attributes would you bring to the MinnSPRA Board?   
While I initially specialized in web and social media communications, I have 
grown to become a well-rounded generalist who is equally capable of creating, 
executing and evaluating strategic communications plans as I am tweeting and 
blogging. 
 
I am a strong advocate for communicating with those who are hardest to reach, 
including multilingual and diverse audiences. As public servants it is our duty to 
engage with our entire community and it often means taking risks and trying things 
that are outside the norm. 
 
Finally, my background working for traditional public school districts and public 
charter schools gives me a unique perspective that I am excited to share with the 
MinnSPRA board and the community as a whole.  
 
 
 



 
How can public relations professionals advance our communications management 
role in schools? 
I began my career as the executive assistant to the chief communications officer so 
I know first-hand what it means to grow professionally and challenge the idea that 
communications professionals just make things pretty. I’ve created 
communications plans for initiatives even when it was not expected of me, asked 
tough questions of my leaders that influenced their decision-making, and used data 
to support my recommendations and actions. These steps have effectively elevated 
my position within organizations and demonstrated to others the value that 
marketing and communications has in moving an organization forward.  
 
What do you consider to be the major issues facing school PR professionals today? 
As our communities become more diverse, as professionals we need to continually 
challenge ourselves to think outside the box and acknowledge when we don’t 
know all the answers. How can you create safe spaces for Muslim students if you 
don’t have any Muslim people on staff? Instead of doing damage control when a 
protest disrupts a board meeting, how can we proactively address the issues so that 
all stakeholders feel like they are heard? This goes beyond simply translating 
documents, and requires us to go outside our comfort zone and give voice to those 
who are unheard. The result will only be better communications for all 
stakeholders. 
 
Another major issue is school choice. Gone are the days where people simple 
enroll in their neighborhood school. There is increasing competition from 
neighboring public school districts, public charter schools, private schools and 
online programs, so marketing is as important as ever. 
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