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Tara Drey, President-Elect 
I currently work in Brooklyn Center Community Schools and have served as a MinnSPRA 
board director for the last two years. I previously worked in Robbinsdale Area Schools and 
Spring Lake Park Schools and have been a member of MinnSPRA for five years. I worked for 
the Minnesota State Fair and a public relations agency before finding my passion in school 
public relations. I received a bachelor’s degree in Mass Communication – Public Relations 
from the University of Wisconsin – Eau Claire. 
 
What qualities and attributes would you bring to the MinnSPRA Board? 
While serving as a director on the MinnSPRA board, I have assisted in planning three 
conferences, created the new professionals lunch at the fall conference and have helped 
develop the recently launched MinnSPRA Mentorship Experience. I am very enthusiastic 
about providing quality experiences for our members. My running joke in MinnSPRA is that I love it so much, I married 
it! Well, actually, I married another member. One of the greatest gifts a MinnSPRA membership can provide is building 
relationships with other school PR professionals. As President-Elect, I will continue to work to create and facilitate 
quality experiences for our members and provide a clear vision for the organization. 
 
How can public relations professionals advance our communications management role in schools? 
Many school PR professionals haven’t 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 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 benefit our school district communities. 
 
What major issues face 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. To be equity 
leaders in our districts, we need to have cultural competency to understand the challenges our students and others in 
the world have. As communicators, we need to be asking ourselves how we can help contribute to the success of each 
child in our organization.  
 
 

Lyssa Campbell, Treasurer (3-year term) 
I have enjoyed a 30+ year career in technical writing, editing, marketing communications 
and now school public relations. I joined Minnetonka Public Schools in February 2015 as 
communications coordinator and earned my APR in 2016. I have thoroughly enjoyed being 
a member of MinnSPRA and NSPRA, participating in events, and connecting with the 
vibrant network of PR professionals. Now it’s time to give back! 
 
My family relocated to Minnesota in 2004, drawn to the state’s quality of life and 
dedication to public education. We live in the west metro. Our daughters are Minnetonka 
High School graduates and are currently studying at the University of Minnesota-Twin 
Cities.  
 
What qualities and attributes would you bring to the MinnSPRA Board? 
With my years of professional expertise, I can advocate for programming that will serve the needs of emerging 
professionals and long-time leaders. I will also bring my perspective from years of non-profit membership marketing and 
event management to our board discussions. I am a hands-on, detail-oriented individual ready to take on the treasurer 
role and other board duties. 
 
 



How can public relations professionals advance our communications management role in schools? 
PR professionals can advance the communications management role in schools by developing and deploying research-
based communications plans (using the PRSA RACE model, for example) and sharing results with leadership. By 
proactively requesting a place at the table – to discuss crisis communications, enrollment goals, media relations and 
community outreach – PR professionals can demonstrate the unique skill set that is essential to achieving district and 
school board goals. PR professionals should strive to move the communications leadership function to a cabinet-level 
position in all districts.  
 
What major issues face school PR professionals today? 
Today’s communication tools provide incredible opportunities to share information with our publics: websites, social 
media, video, email and print. Yet, these channels place incredible demands on our time and resources as we strive to 
provide content, watch and listen for new issues, and respond to our communities (nearly 24/7). In spite of this sea 
change in communications, many school PR departments are still managed by one individual – understaffed relative to 
the number of constituents served. MinnSPRA members must continue their tradition of sharing creative strategies as 
our work evolves.  
 
 

Coley Fehringer, Secretary 
I began my career in school PR as a graphic design and communication intern for the Spring 
Lake Park Schools community education department in 2012. In June 2014, our 
communication department was restructured and I began my current role of 
communication specialist. I have also been a part of the MinnSPRA conference planning 
committees the past two years. 
 
What qualities and attributes would you bring to the MinnSPRA Board? 
As a young PR professional, I will advocate for continued leadership and development 
opportunities, especially for young professionals, so we are more prepared to make the 
jump to the director level. I am passionate about learning and am grateful for the 
opportunities MinnSPRA has offered since becoming a member. I’m enthusiastic about the 
work of MinnSPRA and look forward to contributing with my creativity and “let’s try it” attitude. 
 
How can public relations professionals advance our communications management role in schools? 
As communication professionals, we are expected to wear many different hats and be experts on a range of topics. 
While it is important to have excellent technical skills, it is essential to build relationships and trust with administrators 
so they look to us for advice and strategic guidance. When we can be strategic in our planning and implementation, we 
can further strengthen our communications management roles. 
 
What major issues face school PR professionals today? 
School PR professionals face ever-changing communication channels and diverse audiences to communicate with. We 
must stay on top of communication trends and continue to evolve and think differently about our communication in 
order to stay relevant and continue building connections in our communities.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Tami Deland, Membership Chair 
I am currently the Director of Community Engagement and Communications for St. Cloud 
Area School District. A former teacher and businesswoman, I have worked as a 
communications professional for 10 years, the last four in the St. Cloud school district 
where I oversee strategic communications in order to ensure awareness, understanding, 
trust and support for St. Cloud Area Schools. I manage a communications team consisting of 
a graphic designer/outreach coordinator, content and social media specialist, videographer, 
and website specialist. 
 

What qualities and attributes would you bring to the MinnSPRA Board? 
I am passionate about the communications role in advancing public education. I bring my expertise, along with 
a willingness to network and learn from others. I am a good facilitator of relationships and have excellent 
interpersonal communication skills. Plus, I’m a good editor! I also believe I am visionary and “big picture” 
when problem-solving. 
 
How can public relations professionals advance our communications management role in schools? 
It is up to communications professionals to advance their important role in schools. In order to do so, I believe 
we must be active participants in professional networks such as MinnSPRA and NSPRA in order to keep current 
in our professional skills and understanding. We must cultivate a direct working relationship with our 
superintendents. We must show our value through analytics and testimonials. We need to be creative 
problem solvers. Above all, we must do good work: create communications that are clear and meaningful.  
 
What major issues face school PR professionals today? 

 Adequate resources and support 

 School competition 

 Engaging all audiences  
 
 

Joseph Palmersheim, Director 
After graduating from St. Cloud State University, I worked in newspapers for more than nine 
years, starting as an intern and leaving as a managing editor in charge of six editions. During 
this time, I also worked as the marketing director at our family business (a dance studio, 
since closed). I combine the perspectives of a former journalist, a small business owner, and 
a parent. These are useful in my day-to-day work as the marketing communications 
specialists for Robbinsdale Area Schools, a position I have held for more than three years. 
 
What qualities and attributes would you bring to the MinnSPRA Board? 
In addition to having a solid understanding of the technologies, opportunities and 
challenges which face us, I have a track record of responsibility and collaboration in team-
based settings. I am looking to improve my skill set as a school PR professional, and believe 
spending more time learning about this field with my colleagues. It’s time to not only work, 
but also to serve. 
 
How can public relations professionals advance our communications management role in schools? 
As public institutions, we have the blessings and curses that come with being resource-rich (compared to our 
communications competition at charters, in my view) yet sclerotic (slow to respond as institutions). People WANT us to 
succeed – even those who hate us out of principle benefit when this occurs. There is a tremendous amount of goodwill 
out there – and we need to harness that when telling our story. Part of the challenge we face is crafting a narrative of 
success when many of the metrics which are used to judge the whole profession are sometimes less than flattering. It’s 
an uphill battle, and in my opinion, most of my organization doesn’t seem to realize that we are competing – yes, 
competing – for customers, and that these things are important. 



 
What major issues face school PR professionals today? 

 General disregard for public institutions, and skepticism towards them; 

 Increased competition from other options (open enrollment, charters, etc.) which demands more time be spent on 
“marketing” vs. public relations/communications, and 

 Increase in expectations from stakeholders as to how things are communicated, how, how often, etc. 

 
 

Heather Peters, Director (1-year term) 
My interest in school public relations began when I was in college, when I began supporting 
one of my instructors (the public information director) as the public information intern for 
the City of Mankato and Mankato Area Public Schools. After that, I went on to a marketing 
position with a retail/wholesale company for a few years until I was able to find another 
school communications opportunity with Minneapolis Public Schools (MPS). The four years I 
spent in the communications office at MPS was the best crash course in public relations and 
communications that I could have ever hoped for. I was able to work with an amazing team 
who all taught each other so much about crisis communications, strategic communications, 
branding, media relations, diverse communications and effective communications planning. 
 
I left MPS when I found an opportunity to work in the school district that I grew up in and 
currently live in, as the Communications Coordinator for Anoka-Hennepin Community Education. I love that my current 
position offers me the flexibility to be close to home for my two children. In this role, I have helped the community 
education programs enhance their marketing efforts by developing consistent standards to unify program brands across 
the department, and improve brand recognition across all programs. I have also helped the teams launch two new 
websites – for the department and the adult basic education program – in addition to launching two new online 
registration systems. In the past five years at Anoka-Hennepin Schools, I hope that I have helped bring the community 
education voice to the school district conversations, and I have enjoyed supporting the school district communications 
office in that capacity.  
 
What qualities and attributes would you bring to the MinnSPRA Board? 
I think I will bring a new perspective to the board since I’m currently working in a community education department 
within a school district. I understand the importance of reaching incoming families through Early Childhood Family 
Education (ECFE) and preschool programs, in addition to connecting with adults that may benefit from adult enrichment 
and adult basic education (ABE) support – or people that simply live in the communities that our schools are in.   
 
How can public relations professionals advance our communications management role in schools? 
In my position working with community education, I believe that we can advance our role by providing consistent 
communication to each of our key audiences, in the ways that they prefer to receive information. Serving families with 
early learners and adults, we have the opportunity to reach a wide range of people in our communities that the school 
district wouldn’t traditionally touch [in the classroom]. 
 
For example, when our school district recently worked to pass a bond levy/referendum, I worked with our district 
communications team to develop key messages about the plan that could resonate with each audience that community 
education touches. Even though early learners or adults may not be attending our schools or participating in our 
programs, we were and are still responsible for ensuring that they receive critical information regarding how the plan 
could impact their family or themselves. We used alternative communication tools to reach those residents, and they 
showed up to support our schools this past fall.  
 
What major issues face school PR professionals today? 
Our community and school district are beginning to feel the new energy being created by the aging of the baby boomer 
generation. This generation is aging much differently than the generation before them– they are retiring and they are 
remaining active and involved in their communities. In addition, demographic research shows that in the next ten years, 



the number of Minnesotans turning 65 years of age will be greater than the past four decades combined. Our 
department is working to find ways to engage them with the school district by providing more adult enrichment 
opportunities for them, and enticing them to choose to offer their time and talents in our school communities. We hope 
to leverage their energy and skills by encouraging them to participate in school volunteer opportunities or by helping 
our school district round out its staggering employment needs by filling many part-time positions in our schools as paras, 
before- and after-school child care providers, in our school cafeterias and on our school buses.  
 
In addition, city/county and state officials, school staff and families are going to look to school communicators even 
more in the future to help with communicating about school safety in a timely and trustworthy manner. Recent 
incidents of school violence nationwide will force our schools to look at whether we are doing enough to keep our 
schools safe, how we can equip students, staff and families with the tools to intervene when/if they see or suspect 
threats on our schools, and how we can engage our communities in helping us keep our schools safe.  
 
 

Mike Schoemer, Director 
I am in my third year as a communications specialist for ISD 728 - Elk River Area School 
District, where I handle the district’s written communications, photography, video and 
social media. Prior to working in schools, I was a 20-year veteran of community newspapers 
and websites, including Patch.com. 
 
What qualities and attributes would you bring to the MinnSPRA Board? 
I have experience working on multiple boards and committees, including vice president of 
the Monticello Rotary Club, vice president of the Fargo Theatre Preservation Society and 
president of Red River Area Attractions Group. I work well in a group setting and am not 
afraid to share opinions and ideas with fellow board members.  
 
How can public relations professionals advance our communications management role in 
schools? 
Public relations professionals are ahead of the curve when it comes to societal change and being on the frontline with 
kids. As we tell students’ stories, we bring that information back to our administrators and district leadership to 
advocate for what’s best for our students and teachers and what’s best for our district.  
 
What major issues face school PR professionals today? 
School district PR Professionals continue to have to prove their worth even as public schools are attempting to prove 
their value to the public. Fortunately, communication with parents and stakeholders is still of incredibly high value, and 
most boards recognize that. But we, as PR professionals, have to continue to say the “hard” things that administrators 
may not want to hear in a tumultuous time. 
 
 

Syreeta Wilkins, Director 
I began working in school communications in 2010. I have worked for Minneapolis Public 
Schools, Saint Paul Public Schools and a charter school network before joining the team at 
Northeast Metro 916 Intermediate School District. I specialize in internal communications, 
digital marketing and multilingual outreach. My work has been recognized by the National 
School Public Relations Association (NSPRA) and the Minnesota School Public Relations 
Association (MinnSPRA) for excellence. Before beginning my career in communications, I 
worked extensively with immigrant populations in the U.S. and abroad. I hold a Master of 
Arts from New York University, a Bachelor of Arts from Macalester College and completed 
the yearlong MinnSPRA Learning Academy in spring 2014. 
 
What qualities and attributes would you bring to the MinnSPRA Board? 
In my two years on the MinnSPRA board I have taken leadership in improving the MinnSPRA website and e-marketing 



efforts, and have worked with my fellow MinnSPRAns to challenge NSPRA to adopt more inclusive practices at their 
national conferences. My strengths and passions lie in both electronic communications and diversity/inclusion, and I 
hope to be able to continue this work for another two-year term. 
 
How can public relations professionals advance our communications management role in schools? 
When I began my career I was an executive assistant in a communications office and now I am a member of my school 
district’s cabinet. I can thank my mentors and my fellow MinnSPRA colleagues for showing me that the best way to 
advance in a school district is by demonstrating your value. When someone asks for a flyer, give them a flyer and a 
communications plan. When someone asks you to take notes at a meeting, take the notes, and also offer insight as to 
what could be between the lines. When someone asks you to help communicate a decision, ask questions to help 
everyone – including the decision maker – understand why and how the decision was made. These efforts will ensure 
you are not just invited to the table; you will be part of every major decisions a district makes. 
 
What major issues face school PR professionals today? 
I have worked for urban school districts, a suburban school district and a charter school, and there are a few challenges 
they all have in common. Each is struggling with a teacher shortage, and in particular a shortage of teachers of color and 
American Indian teachers. Each has struggled with insufficient funding from the legislature, something that affects 
students and staff alike. Each has struggled to communicate about persistent achievement and opportunity gaps that 
impact not only academic outcomes, but every aspect of our society. None of the efforts to address these challenges will 
be successful without a comprehensive communications plan that incorporates research, analysis, communication and 
evaluation. This requires communications professionals to be bold, ask questions, and take action that challenges the 
status quo.  


