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Executive Summary

Touchstone Energy is a nationwide corporation of independently operated electric cooperatives (co-ops). There are 27 co-ops across North Carolina. These co-ops administer a community outreach project called Bright Ideas. This grant program awards up to $2,000 to North Carolina teachers who apply to their local area electric cooperative with an innovative, classroom based project. Since its initiation in 1994, Bright Ideas has awarded more than $3 million dollars to over 3,000 projects.

Secondary research showed that a main fault in the Bright Ideas program is the lack of the organization’s communication between the co-ops and award winners.  While communication proves strong and effective when the grants were awarded to teachers, it significantly dwindles afterwards, which leaves recipients without consistent information concerning future feedback. 

Grant recipients were surveyed to evaluate what feedback they had given to their cooperative on their projects. Results showed that teachers had not received a uniform message regarding a post-program evaluative feedback requirement but were more than willing to provide feedback without incentive.  Some teachers were also unaware that the Bright Ideas program is administered by Touchstone Energy. 
This severe lack of communication following the grant awards greatly hinders Bright Ideas from promoting and improving their program. The cooperative’s lack of interest in the teacher’s project results not only impairs relations with the teachers, but also prevents them from building relationships with the community. One goal of Touchstone Energy is to make positive contributions to the community through programs such as Bright Ideas. It is important for Touchstone to assess these contributions to continue to be a viable presence in the community. The following campaign is therefore focused on improving communication between teachers, the electric cooperatives and Touchstone Energy. The goal of our campaign is: to improve communication between Touchstone Energy and its key publics to capitalize off of the success of the Bright Ideas grant program. 

Research
Touchstone Energy and the NCEMC

Touchstone Energy is essentially an umbrella company for the 600 individual electric cooperatives throughout the nation. An electric cooperative is a private, independent and not-for-profit electric utility business.  These cooperatives deliver power and energy solutions to over 17 million people including: residential homes, commercial businesses, industrial and agricultural customers.

In North Carolina, Touchstone Energy serves approximately 2.4 million people with its 27 electric cooperatives throughout the state. Named the North Carolina Electric Membership Corporation (NCEMC), these cooperatives provide low-cost electricity to rural locations in 94 out of the 100 North Carolina counties. More than 99% of North Carolina’s electric cooperative customers are residential and small businesses, including Wal-Mart. 

By providing reliable energy whenever and wherever needed, these cooperatives have been involved with projects dealing from expansion to relocations that have contributed to the economic diversity in the rural areas of the state, as well as to a limitless supply of 

electricity.  NCEMC also funds educational grant programs such as the Bright Ideas Grant Program to promote the educational standards of the state’s public school system.

Research

The Bright Ideas Grant Program
Teachers: The success of Bright Ideas relies on teachers applying for the education grants.  They need to be made aware of the program and motivated to apply.  Teachers are also a source of feedback on the program.

Rural School Districts: School districts with lower resources can encourage their staffs to apply for Bright Ideas grants as an alternate source of funding.

Government:  Educational funding is not providing adequate resources for all school districts in the state.  The Bright Ideas grant becomes more appealing to teachers for success in the classroom as an alternate source of funding.  

Cooperatives: Community cooperatives must take the initiative on the local level to implement the Bright Ideas grant program at schools in their area.  

Communities: The program needs to be run with volunteers, which must come from the communities where the cooperative exist.  

Pilot Primary Research 

This research was meant to evaluate the effectiveness of the feedback communication strategies of the Bright Ideas program. Pinpointing the weaknesses of the company’s communication strategies will help improve the program and capitalize off the positive contribution the program makes to the communities.  

Teachers in Wake and Durham counties were contacted via e-mail, telephone and in-person to answer an in-depth survey about their experiences with the 

Research

grant program.  The survey results showed that there is a significant gap in the communication expectations between Touchstone and the grant recipients. 

Methodology 
A 20-question depth survey was developed to find information from a selection of Bright Ideas grant winners regarding their attitudes toward the program and the effectiveness of the existing feedback.  The population sampled consisted of elementary, middle and high school teachers in Wake and Durham counties that have received Bright Ideas grants in past years.  

Touchstone Energy was contacted with our research plan prior to the beginning of the interview process.  Each member of McNamara Communications was assigned teachers that have received Bright Ideas grant monies to contact and interview.  The teachers were initially contacted with a formulated e-mail that described what we were doing and why we needed their help.  We contacted 24 
teachers with the initial email on Feb. 23 and conducted telephone and in-person interviews during the week of Feb. 29.  

The survey results were analyzed and tabulated into interpretable information.  The survey questions yielded both qualitative and quantitative data. 

A copy of the initial contact e-mail and the survey questions as well as verbatim answers can be found in Appendix A.  

Research

Research Results

Finding I:

The teachers were asked if it was requested that they give feedback upon the receipt of the grant. This question was posed to find out if teachers thought they were required to give feedback.  The results are shown below:
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Ten of the teachers were aware of some sort of feedback requirement including the submission of a summary and photographs. Six of the respondents replied that there was no request for feedback or were unsure of a requirement.  A few thought that there was a required evaluation process, but never received details on how to go about submitting updates.

Finding II:

The teachers were asked about the communication during and after the application process.  Contact between the grant recipient and the Bright Ideas coordinators was strong at the initiation of the grant process, but dwindled greatly after the grant money had been sent. This lack of follow-up is a kink in the communication strategy of the Bright Ideas program. Examples of the disjointed 

Research

communication process include:

· Sharyl Cole of Pathways Elementary said that she was told at the award banquet that someone would contact her about feedback and was given ideas for presenting her program results but was given no guidelines or due date and has not been contacted since.  

· Numerous teachers said that they had to take the initiative to contact Bright Ideas to confirm that their grant application had been submitted from the Web site.  The grant application process does not send any verification to teachers that their grant application has been received.  
Finding III:

Teachers were asked if they have heard of Touchstone Energy in order to ascertain the effectiveness of name recognition with the Bright Ideas program.  This question measures teacher awareness of where the grant money originates.  

[image: image2.emf]Have you heard of Touchstone 

Energy?

0

5

10

15

Yes No

Answer

Number of 

Respondents


Research

Thirteen out of 17 teachers were familiar with the Touchstone Energy name.  Of the 13 familiar with the name only seven were aware of what the company does.  The results are illustrated in the graph below.
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The teachers were also asked if they were aware of which cooperative awarded them their grants.  Fourteen respondents were aware which cooperative the money originated from. 
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Research

Finding IV:

Teachers were asked how they were initially exposed to the Bright Ideas program.  Nine teachers heard about the program through word of mouth, five through print media and two through the Internet.  The communication channels are shown in the graph below:
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Finding V: 

All of the teachers surveyed said that they are willing to submit feedback in any form required, including papers, receipts and PowerPoint presentations.  Teachers said that there was no need for the program to offer incentive for feedback because they were grateful for the money.  Some suggestions for feedback formats included: 

· A pre-written evaluation form, written by the cooperative, that specified the information they wanted to know

Research

· The submission of a summary at the end of the year and receipts documenting monetary expenditures

· Increased accessibility and communication between the teachers and the cooperatives after the grant is awarded

The teachers were asked if they would be interested in making the public aware of and promoting their programs. Some respondents had already taken it upon themselves to promote the program in their communities.  For example:

· Patricia Ligon of Needham Broughton High School would be willing to make short presentations to her coworkers within the school and other teachers in the community.
Concluding Interpretations 

The key problem identified by this research is that there is a significant lack of communication between teachers and the cooperatives concerning program feedback.  The uncertainty of feedback requirements hinders the ability of Bright Ideas to evaluate the effectiveness of their grant program.

Most teachers were unaware of what an electric cooperative does, although they were aware of the name of the cooperative that had awarded them their grant. This finding shows teachers associate the Bright Ideas program with the cooperatives but are not necessarily aware of the cooperatives connection to Touchstone Energy or the role of the cooperatives in the community.  

Research
Touchstone Energy does not make the connection between their mission of giving back to the community and the Bright Ideas program. The promotion of programs involving children in the communities, for example, would likely garner attention from news media and should be capitalized upon by Bright Ideas.

The research conducted through the surveys targeted a small sample in Wake and Durham counties. The results may not be representative of the teacher population across the state because only 17 teachers were reached for questioning.  

Establishing contact with the teachers proved to be a problem due to a lack of response to the initial e-mails and phone calls, as well as a computer virus that infected the e-mailing capabilities of the Wake County public school system during the research period.  The teachers had also not all instituted their programs because the grants were awarded during the current school year and the programs were not up and running.   The member cooperatives are in charge of the Bright Ideas program for schools in their region, which also leads to inconsistency among feedback strategies.  

Further research should concern the feedback function of the Bright Ideas program, specifically what the organization wants from teachers and the consistency of communication strategies across the different member electric cooperatives.

Goals, Objectives, Strategies and Tactics

**For examples of select tactics, please consult Appendix B**

Target Public: North Carolina teachers that have been or could be awarded a Bright Ideas Grant

Objective:  To increase school administrator and teacher awareness of the Bright Ideas program by 45 percent within two years

Strategy: Utilize traditional strategies to communicate with teacher’s opinion leaders (ie school principals)

1. Send out newsletters to principals about the Bright Ideas Program 

2. Distribute Touchstone Energy/Bright Ideas notepads and pens to teachers w/ logo on top to school principals and teacher grant recipients  

Strategy: Encourage word of mouth among teachers

1. Develop an online forum on the Bright Ideas Web site for teachers to interact and exchange their innovative project ideas—pull testimonials to put on the Bright Ideas homepage 

Objective: To obtain feedback from 50 percent of teachers who receive grants in the next two years
Strategy: Promote two-way communication actions between Touchstone Energy and teachers

1. Initiate mandatory online evaluation forms to be filled out by grant recipients a month after the school year ends and classroom project is completed
GOST, cont.
2. Designate specific teacher contacts at local cooperatives to act as liaisons to grant winners for increased feedback and interaction

Objective: To increase teacher involvement in the promotion of the Bright Ideas program by 50 percent in the next two years

Strategy: Utilize teachers to spread the word about Bright Ideas program in their respective communities
1. Distribute a formatted letter to be sent home with students to their parents explaining the project that the children are doing at school and how Bright Ideas and Touchstone Energy have made that project possible

2. Compile a list of public relations tips online that teachers can use when promoting their program 

3. Send a plaque to all Bright Ideas grant recipients that includes a blurb that explains what the Bright Ideas program is and how the individual project was funded through Touchstone Energy—i.e. “This project made possible by Touchstone Energy and the Bright Ideas Program.”

Target Public: Touchstone Energy Electric Member Cooperatives in North Carolina
Objective: To increase media coverage of Bright Ideas projects by 50% throughout North Carolina within two years

Strategy: Develop a closer relationship with media and cooperatives by aiding individual cooperatives’ media relations efforts

GOST, cont.
1. Send out form news releases to the cooperative to be sent to local papers when teachers are awarded a grant

2. Suggest that cooperatives send stand-alone photo releases featuring kids utilizing grant materials by sending out a reminder example of a photo release half-way through the grant implementation
3. Encourage cooperatives to pitch to the local media, a feature story for a particularly interesting project by sending them an example of such a pitch

4. Develop a mascot (Mr. Watts… “Watt up!?”) to present checks to winners in select areas around the state, creating a photo opportunity for media coverage

Objective: To educate 65% of the 27 North Carolina member cooperatives on how to execute the Bright Ideas program in a uniform fashion in the next year

Strategy: Develop a uniform communication strategy from Touchstone to North Carolina member cooperatives concerning the Bright Ideas program 
1. Develop an online how-to guide for the community outreach director at member cooperatives that includes:

a. How to handle the Bright Ideas program with the administration

b. How to keep track of grant recipients

c. Copies of the grant materials sent to teachers 

Target Publics and Key Messages
Target Public: North Carolina teachers that have been or could be awarded a Bright Ideas grant

1. The Bright Ideas Program is funded through Touchstone Energy and its local member electric cooperatives 

a. Touchstone Energy cooperatives (co-ops) deliver electricity to over 17 million customers in the United States and approximately 2.4 million people in North Carolina

b. Electric co-ops are private, independent electric utilities that believe in a deep responsibility to its customers by using a small-town approach within its services and participating in community development efforts

2. The Bright Ideas Program has had a positive affect on thousands of teachers and students

a. Since 1994, the Bright Ideas Program has given over $3 million to sponsor classroom-based projects, and last year alone the program benefited over 70,00 students

b. The Bright Ideas Grant Program awards teachers up to $2,000 for innovative, classroom-based projects that would otherwise be funded from the teachers own pockets

c. Bright Ideas grants are very popular and important to low-resource schools in North Carolina, especially in rural areas, who could not otherwise afford these projects

Key Messages, cont.

3. Touchstone wants to hear about your experience with the Bright Ideas Program
a. Your local cooperative wants to know more about the positive effect your project has had on your students and wants to make others in the community aware of your innovative classroom idea

b. Feedback from grant winners is important to Bright Ideas in order to enhance the program and ultimately reach more teachers and students

Target Public: Touchstone Energy’s member cooperatives in North Carolina 

1. The Bright Ideas program has embodied Touchstone’s values since 1994

a. Touchstone Energy is committed to making positive contributions to the communities in which its cooperatives are located

b. North Carolina’s Touchstone Energy cooperatives have awarded more than $3 million in grants to over 3,000 classroom projects

2. The Bright Ideas program serves as a continued source for North Carolina teachers for funding of innovative, classroom-based projects that enhance education

a. The Bright Ideas Grant Program awards teachers up to $2,000 for projects that would otherwise be funded from the teachers own pockets

b. Since 1994, the Bright Ideas Program has reached over 600,000 students

c. Bright Ideas grants are very popular and important to low-resource schools in North Carolina, especially in rural areas, who could not otherwise afford these projects

Key Messages, cont.

3. The Bright Ideas Program needs feedback in order to continue and enhance the program.

a. There is a significant gap in the communication expectations of teachers and member cooperatives after grants are awarded

b. The majority of Bright Ideas grant recipients want to make the community aware of the great results that have come from the grant and want to encourage other teachers to apply for the grant, too

c. Member cooperatives can use the positive energy of teachers to generate media coverage for Bright Ideas, Touchstone Energy, and their own cooperative

Budget

	Proposed Tactic (over the span of two years, 500 grant winners per year)
	Out of Pocket Expenses
	Labor Fees (approximately $100/hour*)

	Newsletter about the Bright Ideas Program

· 1,000 black and white copies in-house plus .37 postage per copy


	400
	250

	Touchstone Energy/Bright Ideas notepads and pens 

· Quote from J&S Business products at $94.00/2000 4 ¼” x 5 ½” personalized notepads with 100 sheets

· Quote from Pens R Us at for the Myron Express pen with printed “Touchstone Energy and Bright Ideas” =$712/2000 pens
	$806
	$150

	Online Teacher Forum**
	250
	750

	Online Evaluation Form**
	100
	500

	Teacher liaisons at Local Cooperatives
	0
	200

	Formatted letter for parents about Bright Ideas 

· 1,000 black and white copies in-house plus .37 postage per copy
	400
	300

	List of public relations tips for teachers**
	100
	350

	Plaques for all new grant recipients
	1,000
	200

	Form news releases for grant awards (distributed to cooperatives)

· 30 black and white copies in-house plus .37 postage per copy
	15
	200

	Stand-alone photo releases

· Film and Development Costs at $22

· 30 color copies of pictures in-house plus .37 postage per copy at $55
	72
	300

	Example of feature story

· 30 black and white copies in-house plus .37 postage per copy
	15
	450

	Mr. Watts Costume
	300
	750

	Online how-to guide about Bright Ideas**
	400
	1550

	
	
	

	Total:
	$3858
	$5950

	Grand Total:
	
	$9750


Timetable

Timetable over 2.5 years beginning January 2005 

(Half year for pre-evaluation and creation, 

2 years for implementation and evaluation)

	
	Jan
	Feb
	Mar
	Apr
	May
	Jun
	Jul
	Aug
	Sep
	Oct
	Nov
	Dec

	Pre-evaluation phase

Begins January 2005)

· Primary Surveys for future campaign evaluation
	X
	X
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Creation and Development phase (Begins January 2005)
· Form press releases, newsletters, developing websites, etc.
	X
	X
	X
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Implementation phase (Ongoing starting May 2005—May 2007)
· Send newsletters, Launch websites, Distribute plaques, etc.
	
	
	
	
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Evaluation phase (November 2005 and 2006, June 2006 and 2007)  

· Initial surveys distributed at beginning of grant awards in November, post-evaluation one month after school year ends
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	X
	X
	X
	
	X
	


Evaluation Research Design

Target Public: North Carolina teachers that have been or could be awarded a Bright Ideas Grant

· Objective:  To increase school administrator and teacher awareness of the Bright Ideas program by 45 percent within two years

Prior to starting the program, teachers should be surveyed to find out their existing awareness of the connection between Touchstone and Bright Ideas.  A repeat survey will be conducted after one year (the next time Bright Ideas gives out grants) and then the following year to measure whether or not there is an increase in the awareness level.

· Objective: To obtain feedback from 50 percent of teachers who receive grants in the next two years
Presently, teachers are not consistently giving feedback on their Bright Ideas grants. After the campaign has been implemented, the number of teachers who submit feedback online will be compared to the number of teachers that received the grant. This evaluation will take place after two annual cycles of grant awards. This timeline allows the evaluation program to be implemented and gives teachers time to adapt to the new expectations.

· Objective: To increase teacher involvement in the promotion of the Bright Ideas program by 50 percent in the next two years

After implementing the campaign, teachers will be required to submit feedback via an online evaluation form. One of the questions will ask if teachers are actively promoting their classroom projects in the community and, if so, how. The number of teachers who are promoting their project will be tabulated and then compared to the following year’s results.   

Evaluation Research Design
Target Public: Touchstone Energy Electric Member Cooperatives in North Carolina
· Objective: To increase media coverage of Bright Ideas projects by 50% throughout North Carolina within two years

Conduct a media audit on NC community papers prior to and after the implementation of the campaign to compare the number of media hits.  This will be conducted at one and two years.

· Objective: To educate 65% of the 27 North Carolina member cooperatives on how to execute the Bright Ideas program in a uniform fashion in the next year

We know from our secondary research that there is no current cohesive program implementation strategy between cooperatives, so the starting point for this objective is at 0%.  To evaluate whether or not cooperatives are informed about the “how to” guide, we will count the number of hits to the how-to guide and also track which cooperatives are utilizing the Web site more frequently than others. In the future, this will allow us to identify and target cooperatives that are not visiting the site by perhaps sending print materials instead.  

Appendix A: Teacher Surveys
Appendix B: Tactic Examples

Appendix C: Group Time Account

	Administrative        

Group Meetings
	

	Exchange Contact Information, Plan Future Meetings, Develop Listserv, etc.
	3.5 hours

	Client Meetings
	

	Initial Research on Client
	2 hours

	Group Client Meeting
	2.5 hours

	Client Call Memo
	6.5 hours

	Client Interaction
	1.5 hours

	Secondary Research
	

	Write up of Research Findings
	1.25 hours

	Group Meetings to discuss findings
	2 hours

	Individual Research on Touchstone
	6.75 hours

	Pilot Research
	

	Develop Pilot Research
	3.5 hours

	Individual Teacher Surveys (find e-mail addresses, contact, and interview teachers over phone/in person)
	23 hours

	Discussion of Findings
	2.25 hours

	Write, Edit and Format Pilot Research
	6.5 hours

	Campaign Plan
	

	Individual Key Messages
	7.5 hours

	Group Key Message Discussion and Write-up
	5.5 hours 

	Formulate goals and objectives
	2.5 hours

	Flesh-out Written Plan
	7.5 hours

	Individual Development of Tactics
	16.5 hours

	Compile and Edit Plan
	11.5 hours

	Presentation Preparation
	

	Preparation (PowerPoint Slides, Practice Meetings, etc.)
	6.25 hours

	Client Run-through
	.5 hours

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	Total:
	119 hours


