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Charter school leaders, 
 
Charter schools are the fastest growing sector in America’s public education system and 
with charter school wait lists approaching one million names nationwide, the demand for 
charter school growth is high. While laws governing charter schools are created at the 
state level, the federal government has been one of the key sources of funding for the 
creation, replication, and expansion of new charter schools. This is why it’s so important 
that the charter school community develop strong relationships with members of 
Congress. It’s critical that Congress understands the important role that charter schools 
play in providing families with high quality public education options.  
 
One of the best ways to develop a relationship with your members of Congress is by 
inviting them to visit your charter school. Elected officials love visiting schools and it’s a 
great opportunity to showcase your school’s unique qualities and the charter schools bring 
to public education. It also helps your Representative and Senators understand the impact 
of the federal policy decisions they make in Washington and what is happening back 
home.  
 
The National Alliance wants to encourage our charter schools leaders to invite their 
members of Congress to visit their charter school during National Charter Schools Week. 
This toolkit is designed to help you plan and execute a successful school visit and foster a 
strong relationship with your members of Congress. On the following pages, you will find 
useful resources and tips on how to identify your members of Congress, invite them for a 
visit, utilize media to promote and highlight the visit, and all appropriate follow-up with 
your members after the visit.  
 
Remember, your members of Congress work for you. Despite this, they rarely hear from 
their constituents until they need assistance from them. It’s so important that we lay the 
groundwork and get to know our representatives before the “barn is burning.”  By inviting 
them to your charter school and establishing a relationship them, your members of 
Congress will already know you, your work, and be familiar with the issues that are 
important to you. When the time comes that you do need their assistance, you will already 
have a connection and they are more likely to be responsive.  
 
I hope you find this toolkit useful and want to remind you that the National Alliance is 
here to help if you have any questions or need additional information. 
 
 
 
 
 
Gina Mahony 
Senior Vice President, Government Relations 
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Congress & Charters FAQ 
 

What impact does Congress have on charter schools? 
Members of Congress have influence over the federal Charter Schools Program (CSP). The 
CSP provides funding to help cover charter school start-up costs and for successful schools 
to replicate and expand. There are also funds in the program that allow schools, districts, 
or charter management organizations to apply for competitive grants for innovative 
practices and facilities funding.  
 
Congress plays a role in determining the language that guides the CSP as well as the 
amount of federal funding allocated to the CSP. With nearly one million names on charter 
school wait lists nationwide, it’s important that federal funds rise to meet demand and 
provide more families with high quality educational options. 
 
Why should I host a member of Congress at my school? 
Members of Congress have a lot of influence over the federal Charter Schools Program 
and how it is funded. The decisions they make impact the entire charter school 
community, but many times members of Congress have to make these decisions without 
ever stepping foot in a charter school. As school leaders and advocates for charter schools, 
it’s our role to ensure that members of Congress understand the role that charter schools 
play in the communities that they represent. Visiting a charter school helps members of 
Congress make more informed decisions when they vote on education issues. It also helps 
build a relationship so that you can feel more at ease when you want to ask them to vote a 
certain way, or perhaps they will want to come to you for your expertise at some point. 
 
As a school employee, am I allowed to talk to elected officials about charter schools? 
Absolutely! As a charter school leader, you have the knowledge and expertise that 
members of Congress are looking for. You can talk to elected officials about your school, 
your experience and how policies and funding impact charter schools.  
 
Don’t forget that you can contact your members of Congress and say anything you please 
in a personal capacity. You can email them from your personal email address, identify 
yourself as a school employee and identify your school, and then make any request you 
choose. 
 
Here at the National Alliance, we are always happy to work with you on your school visits 
to ensure appropriate messaging. Let us know if you want to talk about what you can and 
can’t say, and we are happy to follow up with your members of Congress and build on 
your school visit. 
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The Basics for Scheduling a School Visit 
 
Step One: Identify your members of Congress 

The House of Representatives website: www.house.gov allows you to enter your 
zip code to find the member who represents your congressional district. Clicking on 
their name will send you directly to the Representative’s official individual website 
where you will also find their contact information.  
 
The United States Senate website: www.senate.gov allows you to search for your 
Senators by state and by name. Clicking on their name will send you directly to the 
Senator’s official individual website. 

 
Step Two: Decide on the date of the school visit 
It is best to schedule the school visit for when your members of Congress are home in 
their states or districts and when school is in session. Members of Congress only meet in 
Washington to conduct official legislative business and spend the rest of their time in their 
district offices. Click here to see when your members of Congress will be in your home 
district. Choose a week that your member will be in town. Congress is not in session 
during the 2016 National Charter Schools Week so that’s a great week to request a visit! 
 
Step Three: Extend an invite to your Members of Congress 
Contact the member’s district office (contact information is available on their websites) to 
ask how best to extend a formal invite. Generally, invitations must be in writing and sent 
to the district director at one month in advance. Schedules fill up quickly, so be as flexible 
as possible. A sample letter of invite to your members of Congress can be found in this 
toolkit. 
 
If you have not heard back from the member’s office in two weeks, contact them again to 
inquire about the status of your request. Once the date is set, contact the office again 
about one week out to confirm the meeting, who will be in attendance, and to share the 
agenda. Ask for day-of contact information, for someone who will accompany the 
member of Congress on their visit.  
 
When your member of Congress is unavailable: If your member of Congress is 
unavailable during National Charter Schools Week, propose alternative dates or check 
back with the scheduler in a few months. Also, every congressional district has one 
representative and two senators. If one is not able to make it, be sure to ask another. They 
may ask to send a member of their staff in their place. Staff members play an important 
role and are also good to get to know. Always welcome a staff visit! 
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Step Four: Prepare for the School Visit 
• Review school rules regarding visits and make sure you check all the boxes 
• Create an agenda for the visit, including classrooms to visit, programming, and 

included personnel  
• Decide if photos will be taken and ensure that your students have signed photo 

releases (or you have a plan for those who do not) 
• Prepare your teachers and students on what to expect 

 
Step Five: Alerting the Media 
The member will likely want to invite press to cover the visit. Coordinate with the district 
office on sending a media advisory. You can invite local media to cover the event by 
sending a media advisory to local news outlets alerting them to the date, time, and 
purpose of the school visit. If the media are unable to attend feel free to follow-up after 
with photos and a summary of the activities. This is also a great opportunity to utilize 
social media to highlight and share the visit. You can find more information, including a 
draft press release and some social media tips, on pages 8, 15, and 16. 
 
Step Six: After the Visit 
Send a thank you letter to the member, including any photos, recapping the highlights of 
their visit and restate any requests made for improving federal charter schools policy. You 
can find a draft thank you note in this toolkit.  
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Ideas for Hosting your Members of Congress at your Charter 
School 

 
Elected officials love visiting schools and while most would be happy just to tour the 
school and visit a few classrooms, you can also invite them to attend an event at your 
school. Here are some ideas.  
 
Sample of Events and Activities 
 

• National Charter Schools Week: If your school is hosting an event for National 
Charters School Week (NCSW), invite your member of Congress to participate. You 
can learn more about NCSW on the National Alliance website. 
 

• Back-to-school celebrations: Not only will they get to visit the school, but they will 
also have a chance to interact with parents and hear why they choose to send their 
child to a charter school.  

 
• Open houses: You already spend open houses promoting your charter school to the 

community, so why not invite your member of Congress to join as well?  
 

• Host a “Meet your Elected Official(s)”event: Ask your federal elected official(s) to 
speak to students during a civics class or student assembly to learn more about the 
legislative process.  

 
• School play, band or choir concert: Ask your members of Congress to enjoy a school 

play (or attend dress rehearsal), band or choir concert. If appropriate, invite them to 
say a few words before the performance. 

 
• School fundraisers and canned food drives: Invite your members to participate. 

 
• School picnics, barbeques, carnivals, and festivals: These events provide a great 

opportunity for Members to interact with students, staff, and parents. 
 

• Read, paint/draw, or play games with students: Ask in advance if the member has a 
favorite children’s book to read to a class, or if they’d like to participate in an art 
class to paint, draw, or even join them for a quick game of kickball.  

 
• Science fairs:  If your school hosts a science fair or similar event you can invite your 

members to visit the school to see some of the science projects created by the 
students. 

 
• End of the year ceremonies, celebrations, and/or graduations:  Similar to back-to-

school events, you can invite your members of Congress to join you for end of year 
celebrations. Perhaps your member can hand out any certificates or diplomas, or 
make some brief remarks to the students. 

mailto:Mario@publiccharters.org


Questions? Contact Mario da Costa at Mario@publiccharters.org.  

Preparing for the Visit 

Preparation is the key to hosting a successful school visit. Decide what you would like to 
accomplish and what message you would like to deliver.  
 
Materials 
During the school visit with your member of Congress, be sure to communicate important 
messages about your school and the importance of charter schools in the community. 
Develop some basic talking points to discuss and create a fact sheet that provides specific 
information about your school and/or charter schools in the district. Include important 
information such as the number of students who attend your school, any recognition or 
awards, and if the school has a specific focus (i.e., STEM, arts, languages, etc.). Also, 
prepare a folder with all of this information and any other information to give to your 
member to take with them. Sample talking points can be found in this toolkit. 
 
Parental Communication & Involvement 
Notify parents that the Representative or Senator will be visiting the school. Inform them 
of the purpose of the visit and any events/activities for which the children will participate. 
If you’d like parental involvement, include specific examples of how they can participate. 
Members of Congress and the press will want to take photos during the visit, so be sure 
that parents sign any required photo release forms in advance.  
 
Logistics 
Determine what events/activities you would like the Representative or Senator to 
participate in. It’s a good idea to have plenty of bottled water on hand to offer your 
guests, especially if they will have a speaking role.  
 
Prepare Staff and Students 
Inform your staff about the date, time, and purpose of the visit. Be sure that they know the 
agenda, talking points, and events and activities planned during the visit. Also, be sure 
that the staff knows their role and proper protocol during the visit, as well as what is 
expected of them and their students. Ensure that the staff prepares their students for the 
visit. In addition, perform a walk-through the day before the school visit with the staff so 
that they know all details, including the route of the tour and timeline.  
 
Prepare Facilities 
The appearance of your school is important. You may want to hang a “Welcome 
Congressman/Senator [LAST NAME]” banner or sign in an area with high visibility for the 
member to see as soon as they arrive. Perhaps the sign can be made by the students as 
part of their preparation for the visit.  
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Establishing Your Agenda, Media Coordination, and Use of 
Social Media 

A school visit is more than just a tour—it’s an opportunity to showcase your school and to 
build a good relationship with your members of Congress and their staff. 
 
Agenda 
Write a short working agenda for the visit. Be sure to plan the timing of the tour and any 
events/activities planned, including media opportunities and/or time to talk with parents.  
 
The tour should be led by the principal. This visit is an exciting learning experience for the 
member and the students and staff. It is the best time to show your school “in action.” Be 
sure to have the member visit a classroom or two, if appropriate. Don’t forget to use your 
talking points and to encourage your Representative or Senator for their support for 
charter schools. A sample agenda can be found in this toolkit. 
 
Media Coordination 
It is up to the member whether or not press should be involved and you should work with 
the member’s press staff to coordinate these efforts. Here are three things to keep in mind: 

• Media advisory:  A brief notice to the media about an upcoming event or 
announcement. The advisory will concisely list the date, time, location and purpose 
of the event/announcement, participants and contact information.  

• Press Release:  A written communication announcing news that is sent to media. 
Usually contains a point of contact for further media inquiries or requests, and 
quotes from those associated with the event. The release should be on school 
letterhead and approved by the member’s office prior to distribution.  

• Photos/Photo Release: Similar to a press release, a picture from the event or 
announcement that is released to the press for publication should include a photo 
credit and brief caption that identifies the people in the photo. If photos involve 
students, please ensure all proper parental release forms are signed prior to the visit.  

 
Social Media 
A great way to promote and highlight your member of Congress’ visit to your school is to 
utilize social media such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and blogging. You can use social 
media to announce and promote the school visit. Before the visit, look up the member’s 
Facebook page and Twitter account so that you are prepared to post during the event. 
During the visit, Tweet pictures showing the member interacting with students, staff 
and/or parents. After the visit, create a Facebook album of all the pictures, blog about the 
event and share information on your website. You can use these resources to thank them 
for their visit.  
 
You can find graphics to print or share on social media at 
www.publiccharters.org/CharterSchoolsWeek. Be sure to use #CharterSchoolsWeek to 
share your visit with us! 
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The Day of the School Visit 
On the day of the visit, ensure all last minute preparations are complete. Have your folder 
of information ready to hand to the member and their staff. Most importantly, be ready 
and on time.  
 
Greet your member of Congress at the entrance by title (“Hello, Congresswoman Scott” 
or “Welcome, Senator Brown”). Thank them for taking their time to visit and how excited 
you, the staff, and the students are that they are there. Following brief introductions, the 
tour (or program) should promptly begin. Follow your agenda and schedule of 
events/activities. Respect the established timeline and stay on schedule.  
 
After the School Visit 
After the visit is complete, send a formal thank you letter to the member’s district office. 
Be sure to include any photos, recap the highlights of the visit, and restate any requests 
made for improving federal charter schools policy. Also, be sure to include any additional 
questions that were not asked and/or provide answers to any questions asked during the 
visit that need follow-up. Handmade thank you notes from students, sent or delivered to 
the district office, are a nice touch! Students can make thank you notes as well that can be 
sent or delivered to the member’s district office. A sample thank you letter can be found in 
this toolkit. 
 
Send your press release and monitor the media. Be sure to follow-up on any media 
inquiries (in coordination with the member’s press staff). Don’t forget to utilize social 
media for promoting highlights of the visit along with posting pictures of the event. 

Most importantly, cultivate your relationship by staying in contact with your members of 
Congress. You can do this by including them on your school’s mailing lists for newsletters 
and eNewsletters, and other correspondence. Use the email address of the staff member 
who attended the visit with the member of Congress for electronic communications. Also, 
don’t hesitate to brag a little. Send them announcements, press releases or major 
accomplishments to keep them fully informed on your school’s successes and issues facing 
the school and community.  
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Sample Letter: Invitation to member of Congress 
 
March 15, 2016 
 
The Honorable Senator John Doe 
ATTN: Sarah Smith, District Director 
1 District Drive, 2nd Floor 
Albany, NY 12345 
 
Dear Senator Doe: 
 
On behalf of the Blank Charter School, I am writing to invite you to visit us during 
National Charter Schools Week, May 1-7, 2016. Blank Charter School is located at 123 
Blank Avenue in Albany, NY and serves 250 students in grades 9-12 with a focus on the 
arts. It would be an honor to celebrate National Charter Schools Week with you.  
 
Charter schools are unique public schools that are allowed the freedom to be more 
innovative while being held accountable for advancing student achievement. Because they 
are public schools they are open to all children, do not charge tuition, do not have special 
entrance requirements, and they are subject to the same educational accountability 
requirements as traditional public schools. 
 
At Blank Charter School, 95 percent of our tenth grade students pass the New York State 
Standardized Tests for reading, writing and math. The graduation rate is 100 percent and 
95 percent of students are accepted to college. Our innovative curriculum incorporates the 
arts into every classroom and subject and has received the Governor’s Award from the 
New York State Department of Education. In 2014 and 2015, Blank Charter School was 
listed as one of America’s Best High Schools by Newsweek Magazine. 
 
The first charter school opened in 1992. Today, more than 6,700 charter schools are open 
in 42 states and the District of Columbia, serving nearly 2.9 million students. In New York, 
there are 209 schools serving 77,354 children.  
 
Again, it would be an honor to have you visit the Blank Charter School and celebrate 
National Charter Schools Week with our students. Please let me know if you have any 
questions or if you need additional information. I may be reached at 555-222-333 or 
kim@blankpcs.org. 
 
Thank you for your time and consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Kim Smith 
Principal, Blank Charter School 
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Sample Agenda for a School Tour: 

 
Schedule for Congressman/Senator John Doe (NY) 

Tour of the Blank Charter School 
123 Blank Ave, Albany, NY 12345 

 
May 2, 2016 
 
9:00 AM  Senator Doe arrives via main entrance. 
   Kim Smith will greet the member. 
    
9:02 AM Senator Doe briefly introduced to staff/other VIPs invited to the tour. 
 
9:07 AM   Tour of the school begins. 
 
9:10 AM Senator Doe will visit the science laboratory to speak with graduating 

seniors. 
 
9:20 AM Senator Doe to meet 9th grade students in building lobby to 

contribute a painted tile to their mural project. 
  
9:30 AM Senator Doe will meet with parents of the Blank Charter School in the 

auditorium.  
 
9:50 AM Time for any last questions, etc. as tour/visit winds down 
 
10:00 A.M. Tour ends. Senator Doe leaves via main entrance  
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Sample Charter School Fact Sheet 
 
Blank Charter School         CONTACT: Kim Smith 
123 Blank Ave, Albany, NY 12345          555-222-333/ kdavis@blank.edu 
  

Blank Charter School Celebrates Success 
2014-2015 Highlights 

 
Overview 
Blank Charter School opened in Albany, NY in 2004 with a mission to improve the city’s 
graduation rate and prepare students for college. Today, 90 percent of Blank’s alumni 
graduate high school and 98 percent of those students go on to college. 
 
Student Population 
Blank Charter School serves a diverse student body of 400 students. Overall, 89 percent of 
the students are from low-income families. The breakdown of our diverse student 
population is 

• 50 percent of African Americans 
• 24 percent of Hispanic 
• 24 percent of Caucasian 
• 2 percent Other 

 
Also, the majority of the students are English language learners. Students are accepted to 
the school by a lottery conducted each year, and the administration works aggressively to 
inform parents and the community about the benefits of the charter school.  
 
Educational Program 
Blank Charter School is dedicated to providing an outstanding education, with a focus on 
the arts. Our curriculum is designed to ensure that all students meet high academic 
standards, including offering 12 Advance Placement (AP) and honors courses. As part of 
our curriculum, students must participate in community service. Our students are also 
required to complete an internship with one of our community partners, which include 
local art galleries, theaters and the Albany Zoo 
 
Faculty and Staff 
Blank Charter School prides itself on the dedication of its faculty and staff. The teachers are 
committed to the school’s mission and vision, and are considered experts in their subject. 
90 percent of our teachers have Master’s degrees in education. 
 
Our Results 
Blank Charter School is considered to be a leader in Albany. All of our students score above 
state average in proficiency for both math and reading and excel in their artistic 
endeavors. 88 percent of Blank Charter School’s graduates go on to pursue a higher 
education degree.  
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Sample Talking Points 

About Charter Schools 

 
• Charter schools are the fastest growing sector of America’s public education system 

– with over 6,700 charter schools that serve a diverse student body of 2.9 million 
students in 42 states and the District of Columbia 

 
• Parental demand continues to far outpace supply, with nearly one million student 

names on charter schools wait lists nationwide 
 

• [FACTS/SUCCESSES ABOUT YOUR CHARTER SCHOOL] 
 

• [FACTS/SUCCESSES ABOUT CHARTER SCHOOLS IN YOUR COMMUNITY/STATE] 
 

• We strongly encourage you to support federal policies that strengthen and grow 
charter schools 

 
• The federal Charter Schools Program provides federal start-up funds for new charter 

schools—this funding is critical for opening new charter schools across the county 
 
 

How Congress Can Support Charter Schools 
 

• Support increased funding for the CSP to $350 million in FY 2017  
 

• Support federal policies that strengthen and grow charter schools 
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Sample Media Advisory  
 
For Immediate Release       Contact: Pam Davis 
April 29, 2016       555-222-3333/ pdavis@doe_senate.gov  
 

MEDIA ADVISORY 

Senator John Doe to Visit Blank Charter School 

 
Albany, NY—On Monday, March 2 at 8 a.m., Senator John Doe will visit the Blank Charter 
School to tour the school and contribute to a mural designed by 9th grade students that 
will be located in the school building lobby. The one hour visit will include a tour of the 
school and an opportunity for Senator Doe to interact with parents and staff. Media is 
welcome to attend. 
 
 
WHO:  Senator John Doe (R-NY)  
 
 
WHAT: Visit Blank Charter School to celebrate National Charter Schools Week 
 
 
WHEN: Monday, May 2 at 8 a.m. 
 
 
WHERE: Blank Charter School 
  123 Blank Avenue 
  Albany, NY 
 
RSVP: Media planning to cover the event must RSVP with Pam Davis at 555-222-

333 or pdavis@doe_senate.gov 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

###  
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Sample Press Release 

For Immediate Release           Contact: Kim Smith 
May 2, 2016       555-222-3333/ kim@blankpcs.org 

 
 

Senator John Doe Visits Blank Charter School 
 

Albany, NY - Today, Senator John Doe (D-NY) visited with students and staff at the Blank 
Charter School to celebrate National Charter Schools Week.  
 
During the visit Senator John Doe toured the school and participated in creating a mural 
with 9th grade art students. He spent time interacting with students and staff in the 
classroom and speaking with parents. 
 
[Quote from Principal] 
 
[Quote from Senator] 
 
The Blank Charter School serves a diverse student body of 250 students. The school is 
dedicated to providing an outstanding education, with a focus on the arts. The school’s 
graduation rate is 100 percent and 95 percent of students are accepted to college. The 
innovative curriculum incorporates the arts into every classroom and subject and has 
received the Governor’s Award from the New York State Department of Education. In 
2012 and 2013, Blank Charter School was listed as one of America’s Best High Schools by 
Newsweek Magazine. 
 
Charter schools are public schools that have the flexibility to try innovative ways of 
learning, and are held accountable for improved student achievement. Charter schools 
give parents options within the public school system and bring new ideas to education 
with the goal of sharing what works with the broader public school system so that all 
students benefit. Like traditional public schools, charter schools are tuition-free, receive 
federal, state and local funding, and are subject to the same educational accountability 
requirements as traditional public schools. 
 
In New York State, there are 209 schools serving 77,354 children. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

### 
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Sample thank you letter to member of Congress 
 
 
The Honorable Senator John Doe 
ATTN: Sarah Smith, District Director 
1 District Drive, 2nd Floor 
Albany, NY 12345 
 
Dear Senator Doe: 
 
On behalf of the students and staff at the Blank Charter School, I would like to thank you 
for taking your time to visit our school and celebrate National Charter Schools Week with 
us. The students and staff were thrilled to host you and we hope you can visit us again 
soon. 
 
I hope you enjoyed your visit, the tour of the school, and working with our 9th grade 
students to create a mural in the building lobby. More importantly, I hope you have 
learned more about the importance of charter schools and the benefits they bring to 
students and parents. Particularly, I hope you are more familiar with the successes of the 
Blank Charter School and the significance the school brings to the families in your 
community. 
 
Also, I want to reiterate how important your support for charter schools is to our school, 
students, and the community.  
 
Again, thank you for taking your time to visit the Blank Charter School. We look forward to 
hosting you again and working towards our mutual interest of providing quality 
educational options to families and growing the charter school movement.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Kim Smith 
Principal, Blank Charter School 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:Mario@publiccharters.org

