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SeSSion 015
GeTTinG PeoPLe To SHoW UP WiTH BarBara KraUS-BLacKney

Beth: Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky. I’m with Iris Creative and I am pleased to have 

Barbara Kraus Blackney here with me today. Barbara is the Executive Director 

for ADVIS, which is a fabulous association here in Pennsylvania that works with 

independent schools. Barbara thanks for joining me here today.

Barbara: Thanks for asking me Beth.

Beth: I am lucky that Barbara is one of the people I get to interview that I actually do 

know in person. Barbara and I met years ago. We might have met at Franklin Forum 

or another nonprofit conference originally? I don’t remember.

Barbara: I think so. I remember getting some communications from you that really 

interested me about some of the programs you were doing and reaching out to you 

following some of them, but I’m not sure if that came as a result of the conference. I 

know I’ve seen you at the conference.

Beth: Barbara is one of the people who heard me speak and was not scared off and 

so I’ve had the opportunity to speak a couple of times now for the ADVIS community 

and it’s been such a pleasure because getting to talk with a group of people that 

come together to grow their knowledge of marketing and fundraising in independent 

schools has been really terrific. One of the things that I’m so amazed with every time 

I go to one of your programs Barbara is how many people that you get in the room. 

Last time when I spoke with you I asked how many members you had and it wasn’t 

all that many more members than the amount of people that were in the room so 

that’s one of the things I definitely wanted to ask you about. So many people that I 

talk to struggle with getting their membership to show up and participate. I’d love to 

hear a little bit about how you do that? How do you manage to get so many people 
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interested and involved that they show up? Before we do that, let’s get back to that. 

Let’s take a moment. Why don’t you tell me a little bit about how you got involved in 

ADVIS and what your background is and what kind of work that you focus on with the 

group.

Barbara: Okay. Well there’s a lot there. I am in my fifteenth year as Executive 

Director with ADVIS and immediately prior i was the Director of Development in 

one of our member’s schools for seven years and I actually came to that out of the 

business world as a career change right about the time my oldest child was ready 

to start kindergarten, so my background has been much in marketing and sales and 

merchandising and it lent itself well to that transition to working in development 

in one of our schools. That’s a very brief background. As for what ADVIS primarily 

does, we have 133 member schools, independent private schools in a rather broadly 

defined greater Delaware Valley and we have two primary components of our mission. 

One is marketing and advocacy for independent education to the general public and 

of course our member schools and the other is to provide professional development 

for the leadership of our schools. That is all of the primary administrators as well 

as the boards of trustees of our schools. One primary program tract is for the 

development/communication/marketing/admissions. 

Beth: At many schools, that’s one person!

Barbara: In many it is and in others they are fortunate enough to have quite a 

sizeable team so that’s one of our challenges actually, is providing programming that 

speaks to everyone, both in terms of the size of the shop, the expertise and years of 

experience of the staff and the size of the school itself.

Beth:  I mean that is often when you have a big group of people coming together 

trying to create programming and segment, how have you done it because that’s 

something that people ask about a lot? Do you tend to, obviously you segment your 

programming based on job function because I know I’ve come out to talk about 
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things in the marketing/fundraising/admissions area so that’s one way that you 

segment. Do you segment further than that? Do you ever do small school versus large 

school programming or anything different?

Barbara: We do. We tend to do that more in what we call brown bag or birds of 

a feather type gatherings that are more informal where there is usually, but not a 

featured presenter but folks just come together to share information, concerns, 

successes and we have a lot of success with them and sometimes we’ll make that 

an aspect of the larger full day program and I should say that’s one of our greatest 

strengths, that all of our membership is within close enough geographic proximity 

to come and go to a program whether it’s a morning workshop, a brown bag lunch 

or an all day conference or what we might call a retreat in the same day so there’s 

not a huge travel component or expense and that is one of the keys to our success 

of getting a good turnout. We’ll sometimes make that smaller break out by size of 

school or maybe specific job function and aspect of the larger program, but for the 

most part with our larger programs we have the philosophy and we hope that folks 

have the mindset that no matter what your size in terms of size of school and/or 

office staff or level of expertise, there is always something that you can take away 

and it’s really a mindset issue that we all can learn from others and even in for most 

experienced folks if they come and share, that’s part of their professional learning and 

almost an obligation to give back to the community.

Beth: Is that something that when you have these brown bag lunches [unintelligible] 

people in your community share with each other, is that something that they enjoy?

Barbara: Very much. We get lots of good feedback about that being a real value of 

both membership and our individual programs is that aspect of coming together and 

sharing and that working, especially for those who are in a small shop who might feel 

like they’re all alone out there, the opportunity to come together and realize that 

they’re not and that there are others out there doing the same job and having the 

same challenges and developing a network that they can then go to personally on 

their own and we do find that some of our segments of schools do get together on 
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their own without us facilitating it, but it comes out of the networks that we create 

that they’ll then reach out and contact each other.

Beth: That’s a really, really great thing. I mean it is getting people to choose to be 

involved, especially the smaller shops and smaller schools when there are one or two 

people doing all those different jobs. Their time is such a premium so to come and 

spend a half day is a big deal and it’s also a big deal to have somebody give you 

permission to go do that and it seems like you’ve been able to get, because you’re 

working a lot with the administration of the schools, a lot of support for the type of 

education people get through your program. 

Barbara: We have and I think that comes from a couple of things, a good track record 

and a good reputation for providing good quality programming for a reasonable cost. 

We have the board of trustees that over the years most of our schools have had the 

opportunity to have a seat so some leadership sees first hand how the organization 

is run and the value of it. I think that we have good follow up and communication 

about our programs and organization so people know that they can count on that. 

Even  something as simple as being famous for signage at an event so when you 

get to the venue everything is signed well and you know exactly where to park and 

where to enter the building and something as simple as we always use a golden rod 

color for our signage and many of our mailings, which are now more email pieces, but 

brochures and that type of thing so it all [unintelligible] as it is and it works.

Beth: It does both visually and letting people know what to expect really makes a 

difference in their perception of the quality of an organization a lot of the time.

Barbara: Another thing I think we do well is we follow up after programs, sometimes 

the same afternoon, but certainly always within a few days with a short evaluation 

survey so we’re always asking for feedback and new ideas, how can we improve this, 

how can we tweak it, what topics are you interested in for the future and even specific 

speaker suggestions for folks that heard elsewhere and they think it would be good 
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for us to bring in as well as sending out materials that would be useful to a follow up 

to a program so I think folks know that they can count on that and they know that they 

have input.

Beth: You’ve said three different things, having members having a chance to have 

a seat on the board, having these brown bag lunches where members can be the 

speaker themselves and then being able to have input through these surveys. I feel 

sometimes in associations and other nonprofit types of membership groups is that 

people don’t know how to get involved. No one ever says, “Hey we want you to 

do this” or “This is how we want to get involved” so these three different ways that 

people can either just show up and speak a little bit at an event all the way up to 

an actual power position that you’re making available and spreading it out among 

your community so that everyone can really feel that their input is valuable and there 

is something they can do to contribute. Does that really make a difference, do you 

think?

Barbara: I do. I do think it does. That and just the chance to network and make 

connections in person that you then can go back to either through the organization 

or not through the organization in the future. I think that’s a large part of our value 

proposition as well.

Beth: Can you tell me any specific things that you’ve done? Have you ever done a 

campaign or any sort of communications effort that really communicated with these 

people that really took off? I know you have evening events and different things. Any 

specific tactics that you’ve ever tried that you said, “we haven’t tried that before and 

that really got people’s attention and really got involvement”?

Barbara: Well, it’s interesting. We have two primary audiences that we focus on 

communications with and one is the membership and the other is the general 

public and a third is potential members. There aren’t a lot of those out there, but 

there’s always some and we get good word of mouth, which of course you hear 

from independent schools too is the best individually referrals that we get as 
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far as marketing goes, but what we’re doing right now, I would say first with the 

membership has been over the years, I think we’ve gone more and more to as 

everyone has to electronic communications and over the course of the years as we’ve 

done it, it’s become more refined and professional looking and we continue to look 

at ways to better manage our list and our communication look and have a tie in to 

our website and all of that. On the public side, we have just launched this year and 

we haven’t dug into analyzing it yet, but we will be doing that later in the winter a 

primarily digital web base marketing campaign to drive folks to our website to learn 

more not so much about ADVIS, but about the gateway to our member schools, so 

about independent education in general and then there’s a search function on our 

home page where anyone who gets there who is interested in finding independent 

schools can refine their search just by different parameters, whether it’s zip codes or 

type of school, etc and then pull up a list that’s relevant to their criteria and then go 

from there to individual school websites.

Beth: This is an online tool in addition to your website?

Barbara: Well no, it’s actually the home page of our website. We’ve made a 

deliberate decision to make the home page of our website primarily marketing 

oriented to the general public so it is a huge service that we provide for our member 

schools and certainly if you’re an independent school in this marketplace and you’re 

not there, that would be a deficit I think because we’re running this major campaign 

and we’re getting folks to our site to do a search and you want your school to be 

there so that’s something that we’re really, really excited about. We spent the last 

couple of years planning and developing this and we just launched it this fall so in 

terms of the web base marketing campaign

Beth: It is really interesting that you literally turned your website into a piece of 

content marketing and instead of having your website be about you and why join 

you, you actually made it into a tool that serves the needs and goals of your actual 

members. I’ve never heard of anybody doing anything exactly like that in this 

nonprofit association space and you hear so many times from associations that are 
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struggling with member benefits and having them value the association and it sounds 

like you’re trying to have them value the association by providing them marketing and 

resources that they need and could really benefit from directly.

Barbara: We are and the member service piece is there as well and our members 

know where to find that, but it’s not what’s front and center.

Beth: Right, but you’re not leading with joining the association because we exist.

Barbara: Right. It’s always been a huge part of our mission, but we didn’t necessarily 

show that front and center on our website so we decided to go in that direction and 

part of that was when it became clear that certainly for us the challenge as a nonprofit 

with a limited budget trying to serve such a large region in terms of marketing dollars 

and serving all of our members equitably, the web was the obvious answer and we 

really looked at that. If you tried to place all the different print media you could 

possibly make sure you’re covering all your schools or radio stations even although 

that’s a little easier and we are doing some of that or billboards or whatever. It just 

became clear that web based marketing was the way to go.

Beth: That’s fabulous! Now a year or so ago the last time that I spoke to you, you 

were using a [unintelligible]. Is that something that you’re still using? It was a private 

social network that you put together for your members. Is the [unintelligible] still 

active?

Barbara: I’m sorry. I didn’t hear that. We are still using it and it isn’t as active as we 

would like it to be. It’s on the docket for us to evaluate and see what we can do I 

think to amp it up or use some other tool or just decide where to go with that. I think 

the real challenge is people are just so busy to get them to take the time. They have 

so many different websites and blogs that they can check into regularly, especially if 

you’re asking them to write and contribute, it’s a time crunch and I think these last 

few years of the economy being difficult and staff being more stretched in every way 
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did have an impact right at the time we were trying to get that going so I think we’ll 

give it at least another year or so and of course as you well know, there are always 

new tools. There may be something else that we will decide to explore instead. We 

also have really made a conscious decision, we are a small staff. We are only three 

people total, myself included, and I think you may be the person who gave me this 

great advice to choose what you’re going to do and do it well instead of trying to be 

everywhere. We’ve emphasized Twitter as a marketing tool, but also as a personal 

learning tool and trying to model that for our administrators that they can use it as 

a professional learning tool and I think that we’ve had moderate success with that, 

but I would say and I should know right off the top of my head how many followers 

we have. Most of them are professional, more than the general public so in terms of 

marketing to the general public I think it’s been a little successful, but it’s more you 

get people in the independent world or educational world who have chosen to follow 

us and endure me personally because I do both.

Beth: that’s common with Twitter, that it’s a great tool for, it’s also a great tool for 

getting the public, but it can often attract other professionals in your industry. What 

made you decide to use Twitter as the thing you were going to focus on?

Barbara: I think for us that it really came down between Facebook and Twitter and 

we didn’t see a need to have a Facebook page. We didn’t think we’d get the public 

at all to follow us on a Facebook page and we didn’t really think we would get our 

members to either as opposed to just following, being in our [unintelligible] what 

we post on our website and what we push out to them in email communications. We 

didn’t see any need for Facebook, but with Twitter we could use it as a quick and easy 

way to send out quick news updates which could apply to the public and/or members 

or share great articles that reflect well and what independent schools do and leading 

in the education world for either the public or our membership all in one so it just felt 

more of the way to go.

Beth: That makes a lot of sense. Is there any kind of final tip or thought? Something 

that you want to share that really made a difference in helping to get your 
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membership active and involved?

Barbara: I think there’s just quality. I think quality in what you do and the balance of 

doing enough and not too much and that is always a tough balance to negotiate and 

it’s something that we are constantly grappling with in terms of now that there is so 

much professional development available online, how much do we go online versus 

in person, but I think as I said if you have the advantage of your membership being 

close enough to get out and come to something in person, that’s always going to be 

valued just as in schools. I don’t think the web will ever take the place of the teacher. 

It’s there and it should be used. It’s a great tool, but it’s still the personal connection 

that really matters.

Beth: Do you have any dream projects that are on your horizon or what you’re hoping 

to do maybe in the next year or two?

Barbara: Dream projects—I’m sure I do, but right now I’m mired in the ones currently 

on the plate so I’ll have to follow up with you on that one Beth.

Beth: If people are interested in connecting with ADVIS and with you, do you want to 

give out your contact information?

Barbara: Sure. My email address is barbarakb@ADVIS.org and the phone number 

here is (610) 527-0130.

Beth: Fabulous! Thank you so much. This has been really helpful. It’s always lovely to 

talk with you and I will speak with you again soon.

Barbara: Thank you Beth

Questions? Contact beth@iriscreative.com


