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DISCOVERY OVERVIEW 


 
What is a brand? 
 
Every organization has a brand. It’s more than a logo or color palette. A brand is what people 
say, think and feel about you. It exists in the minds of your teachers, your students, their 
families and the public. It is a product of their brand experiences and perceptions over time.  


 
Branding is more than a look you create, items you publish or channels you use.  Those 
elements are what you project – what you say about yourself. Your brand includes the 
essence of the school system, its core values, and the unique make-up of the community – 
it’s everything that makes you distinct.  
 
Brand management is the process – and practice – of helping everyone in and around the 
school system to communicate the same things, promote the same benefits, and deliver a 
consistent brand experience.  That experience is your brand promise to students, parents, 
teachers, staff and the public.   
 
Your unique brand promise is delivered through services and interactions every day. 
Ultimately, it is a compilation of every experience delivered by each person in the school 
system.  It’s the valuable work you do – and how you do it – every day.   
 
When brand communications are consistent and true to organizational core values, your 
audience and stakeholders place additional trust in the brand’s promise and personality.  As 
they get to know and trust the brand, they reflect and echo your brand promise to others.  
They share the messages of benefits and with others. 
 
The process needed to build a strong brand is fairly easy to understand but it requires 
consistency and focus to accomplish. This audit report will help you assess your brand’s 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats.  That knowledge will help Onslow County 
Schools take strategic actions to strengthen its brand position and personality through every 
day experiences. 
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Purpose of the Brand Audit 
 
The purpose of the audit is to observe what is being communicated to your audiences, if it 
effectively communicates your brand promise (value), what may be missing in such 
communication, and if materials and channels are appropriately impacting your audiences.  
 
The primary focus will be on the review of external brand communications, but a review of 
internal communication is beneficial as well.  Analyzing both internal and external brand 
communication will help uncover communication gaps that may exist.  It will also help 
identify import brand and messaging components that are directly or indirectly affecting the 
effectiveness of your organization’s communications. 
 
A brand audit typically uncovers areas for improvement – which is indeed a goal of the 
process – but it’s not intended to focus only on what are perceived as weaknesses.  Rather, 
the audit is intended to provide tools and strategies for establishing a stronger brand in the 
following ways: 
 
1. Helping all leaders, employees and stakeholders understand your brand.  
2. Providing tools you need to communicate and deliver on your brand promise - visually,  
     verbally and in daily interactions.  
3. Helping communicate brand messages that enhance your brand trust and position.  
     Brand guidelines help you use a common voice in your communications across all channels  
     and media. 
 
 
 


Process and Procedures  
 
A By His Design (BHD) Brand Communication Audit provides a basic, systematic assessment –
either formal or informal – which allows the BHD audit team to make recommendations for 
stronger, more effective communication programs.  The audit team is led by Cindy Edwards, 
senior agency strategist.  Together, the team is able to provide outside perspectives for the 
organization to consider based on years of diverse experience in education, organizational 
leadership, digital marketing, design and technology.  This process has evaluative and 
formative value for the organization. It uncovers brand and marketing communication gaps 
and helps identify important factors that affect the communication systems of organization. 
 
Multiple samples of the branded marketing materials and communication pieces – printed 
and electronic – were collected and reviewed.  These materials included samples such as: 
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newsletters, emails, electronic newsletters, brochures, New Employee Handbooks, Student 
Code of Conduct, OCS Career and Technical Education materials, postcards, invitations, 
district survey reports, and others. 
 
The auditors also reviewed the OCS’s website and several individual school web sites, OCS 
social media channels and strategic plan. In addition, the auditors also reviewed demographic 
data, budget information, NC school report cards, NC Public Schools, and rankings. 
 
The materials were gathered and reviewed to determine: 


• Effectiveness and clarity of communication with target audiences 
• External message relevance and alignment (values, audience, trust, etc) 
• Internal message relevance and alignment (values, audience, trust, etc) 
• Engagement with target audiences 
• Current communication methods & strategies 
• Brand design elements and visuals 
• Ease of use 


 
Following the review of materials, the team prepared recommendations which are presented 
in the recommendation section of this report. The recommendation focus on strategies OCS 
can use to create or improve communication efforts – which can be developed into a 
comprehensive plan documenting the system’s efforts to disseminate information to 
stakeholders. 
 
 
 


INTRODUCTORY STATEMENT 
 
General Information 
Onslow County Schools (OCS) is the 12th largest school system in North Carolina, with over 
25,000 students enrolled. Serving the districts of Jacksonville, Commons, Richlands, 
Southwest, Dixon, Swansboro, and White Oak are 37 public schools which include, 21 
elementary schools, 8 middle schools, and 8 high schools.   
 
OCS has built a reputation for innovation and leadership – as the first district in North 
Carolina to achieve SACS/CASI District Accreditation in 2005 and Reaccreditation in 2010. 
OCS is also the anchor district for North Carolina Global Schools Network. Great emphasis is 
placed on math, science, technology, international studies and cultural arts, particularly in 
the magnet schools in the area.   
 
A stated commitment to “Excellence in Education” starts with goals focused on meeting the 
diverse needs of all students. Efforts are made to include parents, collaborative partners, and 
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community as critical components to the strength and success of schools in Onslow County 
Schools. Feedback is sought periodically and annually from students, parents and community. 
 
The Board of Education, Superintendent Rick Stout and Deputy Superintendent Elizabeth 
Folger are committed to improving the communication throughout the school system.   
 
AdvancED – the nonprofit parent organization of SACS – has recommended OCS organize 
existing communication efforts into a comprehensive plan that documents the system’s 
efforts to disseminate information to stakeholders.  A brand audit supports OCS’s strategic 
plan and is supported by central office leadership and the Board. The willingness to evaluate 
communication challenges demonstrates OCS’s commitment to excellence and to improving 
educational opportunities for students in the district. 
 
The goal of this brand audit is to analyze current communication practices to propose 
recommendations to improve the effectiveness and management of communication, 
marketing, and public relations throughout OCS. The recommendations presented in the 
audit are designed to enhance and improve communication between the district, internal 
and external audiences and serve as a systematic method to measure the effectiveness of 
communication efforts in the OCSS. 
 
 


Guiding Definition 
 
For school systems and educational organizations, it is recommended that the following 
definition published by the National School Public Relations Association (NSPRA) has adopted the 
following definition as a foundation for school systems and educational organizations public 
relations programs: 


“Educational public relations is a planned, systematic management function, designed to help 
improve the programs and services of an educational organization. It relies on a comprehensive, 
two-way communication process involving both internal and external publics with the goal of 
stimulating better understanding of the role, objectives, accomplishments and needs of the 
organization.  


Educational public relations programs assist in interpreting public attitudes, identify and help 
shape policies and procedures in the public interest, and carry on involvement and information 
activities which earn public understanding and support.” 


 
Assumptions 
 
It is assumed that BHD was retained to conduct a Brand Audit because OCS is committed to 
improving their communications and brand position.  It is also assumed that they wish to 
view the system and its work through the perceptions of others.  While an audit may expose 
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areas of weakness or problems, it is not desirable to dwell on those areas but to leverage 
your strengths and opportunities to improve them.    
 
It is assumed that OCS values the process of continuous improvement and that soliciting the 
expertise of brand professionals may help the system find areas for improvement and 
strategies for making improvements. 


 
Recommendations 
 
In response to the key findings, this report contains recommendations for improving brand 
communications with OCS internal and external stakeholders.  The recommendations are 
based on proven strategies, best practices, industry expertise and in the light of evolving 
communication methods and technologies. 
 


 
KEY FINDINGS AND OBSERVATIONS 


 
The effectiveness of the OCS brand and marketing communication was examined through 
the review of gathered printed materials, active websites and social media channels, digitally 
published documents, and needs assessment conversations with Dr. Elizabeth Folger as Chief 
Community Affairs Director.   Recent survey data was also reviewed.   
 
This comprehensive brand review led the audit team to the following key findings and 
observations through a SWOT Analysis (Strengths-Weaknesses-Opportunities-Threats). 
 
 


SWOT Analysis 
 
By His Design believes that a SWOT analysis approach is useful as the framework for 
analyzing an organization’s challenges and opportunities in brand identity, brand strength, 
brand position and effectiveness. SWOT analysis combines the perceptions of individuals 
inside the organization and those outside the organization to identify areas that merit 
attention during OCS review, planning and implementation processes.  
 
The SWOT approach enables OCS to make informed decisions and strategic actions to the 
advantage of both OCS and the communities it serves.    
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Brand Strengths  
 


1. Organizational Size and Strength: OCS is the 12th largest school system in North 
Carolina.  As the second largest employer in Onslow County, OCS is perceived as a 
strong and stable organization.  As with any large organization that serves the public 
directly, there are individuals and groups who have negative views of OCS, but the 
general perception is that the system is strong, healthy and growing. These beliefs 
and perceptions reinforce public trust. 
 


2. Community Partnerships and Associations:  OCS has developed solid, cooperative 
relationships and partnerships with community organizations and stakeholders.  
Some of these include:  DOD schools, military bases, Coastal Carolina Community 
College, city/town leaders, chambers of commerce, nonprofit organizations, 
charitable organizations, etc.  The collaborative nature of OCS’s involvement in 
Onslow County communities foster and reinforce public trust. 
 


3. Technology Adaptation:  OCS is seen by many in the community as being an advancing 
technology adapter.  Historically, OCS had a perception of lagging in technology in the 
classroom.  In recent years, OCS has prioritized adapting and implementing 
technology for communication, instruction and engagement. Today, parents receive 
electronic notifications and teachers and students have access to varied digital 
learning tools/opportunities.  OCS magnet schools with a technology focus visibly 
reinforce this priority and position. 
 


4. Globally Competitive Focus: OCS works to ensure students excel in mastering relevant 
and rigorous academic standards. This focus on academic achievement is measured 
through vetted assessment systems and coupled with both cultural arts and 
international studies.  This broad approach is designed to develop students who are 
internationally competitive in a changing global marketplace.   
 
This focus, and OCS’s ability to highlight it, help position the OCS brand reputation in 
a positive, competitive context. 
 


5. Diversity: OCS has a culturally diverse student population which reflects the make-up 
of Onslow County.  This helps prepare students for citizenship in a multicultural 21st 
Century.  Understanding broader perspectives of other groups and cultures is an 
important factor in responsible global citizenship.  The OCS brand is positioned to 
improve its trust across the community through cultural diversity. 
 


6. Extensive and Inclusive Educational Opportunities and Programs:  
Perhaps one of the greatest strengths of OCS is the vast number of educational 
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opportunities and programs available to students.  In a political climate and public 
market where parents are demanding “choices” in education, OCS offers the widest 
array of choices available to students in the area.  Options like magnet schools, virtual 
courses, cultural arts, technology, innovation, international studies, STEM, AVID, 
athletics, leadership studies, academic competitions, and many other programs allow 
student to cultivate their unique abilities, talents and interests.  
 
The lack of parent/community knowledge of the existence, scope and value of these 
programs is an area to be further explored under Brand Weaknesses/Opportunities. 


 
7. Consistent Logo Use:  OCS has used a consistent logo across many forms of 


communication and media over time.  It is recognized by community members.  
 


8. Social Media Presence: OCS has developed active Facebook and Twitter accounts. 
OCS’s presence on these channels provides opportunities to share, engage and 
interact in a relevant “real-time” setting with community members via social media 
networks. Education systems are increasing their use of social media to tell their 
stories, increase trust and engagement. Statistics from the latest Digital School 
Districts Survey show 74% of respondents’ districts maintains a presence on at least 
one social network.  28% of districts use an official social channel during school board 
meetings for public feedback on issues. 60% of districts allow the public to submit 
input about school board activities on issues facing the board via the school board’s 
or district’s website.  OCS has invested in developing 2 active channels and is 
positioned to increase stakeholder engagement. 
 
Digital School Districts Survey Data indicates : 


 
 
 
  


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


School System Use


Actively Use Social Media


Inactive in Social


School Board Use


Publish on Social during Meeting


Allow public input during meeting


none


74% 


26% 
74% 28% 


60% 
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Brand Weaknesses 
  
1. Dated Logo Elements: While the existing OCS logo is recognizable, it has a particularly 


dated tone.  This tone is incongruent with a high-achieving system that’s a technology 
and innovation adapter.  The audit team and design team at BHD recommended a 
new design for the logo.  Care was taken to maintain the recognizable essence of the 
existing logo, while updating the fonts, placement and color brought it to a more 
current, relevant tone.  Below are the original existing OCS logo and the updated 
design provided to OCS for use:  
  
 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  


2. Brand Inconsistencies in Communication: The many visuals and publications of the 
county – both from the central office and from other sources – are not aligned.  
Current materials lack cohesion in brand style and consistency in the use of visual 
brand elements.  Inconsistency in presentation – such as color choices, font styles, 
image styles, and formatting – dilute marketing effectiveness across all media, 
channels and audiences.  This results in increased investment of time, effort and 
marketing budget, while reducing effectiveness and trust in the OCS brand, 
campaigns and initiatives.  
 
Consistent standards for use and application are key to brand strength, relevance and 
trust across OCS marketing channels and in material and resources available and/or 
distributed to students, teachers, and parents.   These standards would be applicable 
to all print, web, social, video and other forms of branded communication. 
 


3. Message Match Effectiveness: The information reviewed by BHD indicates a lack of 
clarity and consistency regarding OCS’s unique value proposition (UVP). Many of the 
currently published materials are missing a clear, value-based message to position 
the brand.  When a positional statement is present, it can vary from item to item and 
audience to audience.   The public facing strapline appearing most consistently is the 
OCS vision statement: “Excellence in Education” 
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Although this phrase a long-standing vision of OCS, and was recently re-adopted, 
BHD’s audit team recommends a reevaluation of this brand element in the near 
future to include the input of both OCS professionals and marketing professionals.  
 
From the formation of the National Committee on Excellence in Education in 1983, 
the terms “excellence” and “education” have been associated and mass-distributed 
in multitudes of ways.  In the 80’s and 90’s the buzz-words carried a strong 
momentum and piqued market interest.  In today’s millennial-focused, more 
skeptical marketplace, they sound ego-centric and fall flat.  Largely because entities 
in every market sector have claimed to be “excellent” for over 30 years. 
 
Customers and their language have changed. As vernacular shifts with culture, 
organizational and institutional language – while slower to respond – changes, too.   
The reality of Millennials (“Under-30-somethings”) today is they are highly skeptical 
of self-promotional claims of excellence.  They don’t trust anyone who says that 
about themselves.  However, they’re very willing to support an organization that has 
a purpose larger than themselves.  OCS has such a purpose. 
 
By shifting the language from a internally-focused assurance of excellence to a 
customer-focused assurance of value, OCS will be positioned to solve PR, HR and 
image management issues that it may not otherwise address effectively.  Your 
customers resist institutional control and value freedom of choice and opportunity. 
OCS offers more freedom of choice and opportunity than most public education 
systems.  A clear statement of that student-centered (and parent-centered) value 
proposition would strengthen the OCS brand position. 
 
The BHD audit team and marketing strategists recommend OCS plan a process for 
evaluating the public-facing value statement messaging to result in the modification 
or adoption of a single, easy to remember strapline that will focus the brand’s voice 
on how it’s purpose matches its current market: students, parents, community 
partners, etc.   
 


4. Failure to Effectively Communicate Value, Milestones and Progress: OCS accomplishes 
outstanding work every day by changing lives and preparing students for success.  
OCS offers programs, reaches successes and measures outcomes too numerous to 
list here.  Unfortunately, many of these milestones and accomplishments are lost in 
the media white noise outside the school system.   
 
At times failure to communicate achievements to external audiences may be partly to 
blame.  It’s also increasingly difficult to reach busy, distracted audiences today.  The 
population is inundated by the volume of information available at any moment. 
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Sharing milestones and progress in meaningful ways will highlight the value OCS 
brings to students, families, and our community.  The voice in which these 
meaningful messages are shared will be a demonstrated extension of OCS core 
values, vision, and purpose.  OCS can tell its story and show why that narrative 
matters.  
 


5. Website Interface: OCS has a website, but the design lacks an intuitive, responsive 
design.  Since April 2015, Google has continued to expand the impact of its mobile-
friendly criteria as a ranking signal. OCS does not seem to be affected in search, but 
the user-experience is less than ideal. 
 
A poorly planned interface can lead to problems loading content on mobiles and an 
inconsistent user experience across multiple channels and platforms. Issues exist with 
the central office site’s link structure and visual hierarchy.  An interface planned for 
user-experience would provide a more seamless experience for visitors.  


 
 
Brand Opportunities 
 
Opportunities listed here are discussed in very brief terms.  Associated recommendations are 
provided in the section titled Recommendations on page 13. 
 


1. Strategically Plan OCS Brand Position: Develop goals and benchmarks for the OCS 
brand addressing any image management issues, potential threats, and leveraging 
key opportunities for positive engagement and brand trust. 
 


2. Strengthen Brand Visuals / Identity: Update and unify OCS brand assets to modern 
version, fonts, colors, etc.  Develop a specific UVP that incorporates “Excellence in 
Education” but translates that core value set to a consumer-centric point of view in a 
form that is easy to understand, easy to repeat and easy to share. 
 


3. Develop and Implement OCS Brand Style Guide: Create a district wide brand style 
document that includes guidelines for logo use, colors, fonts, sizes, etc.  Implement 
the style guide as quickly and as widely as possible to create a uniform brand 
experience.   
 


4. Develop Branded Templates for Key Communication Pieces: Provide internal and 
external agents copies of the brand guide along with key communication template 
file they can use to easily create the most commonly needed communication pieces 
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for their department, school or area.   
 


5. Develop a District-Wide Communication Plan: The purpose of a communications plan 
is to present a clear and concise framework for communicating with the school 
community. The plan should address internal and external communication and 
document progress toward goals. 
 


6. Utilize Opt-in Email Marketing: Email marketing channels are highly effective for 
communicating value, important information and sharing milestones.  Parents, 
business leaders, community partners and others can benefit from a direct 
distribution network.  An opt-in/opt-out platform meet the Can-SPAM Act 
compliance requirements. 


 
7. Expand Social Media Engagement:  Effective communication is crucial for any 


organization on any platform. OCS has Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube accounts.  
These are good steps toward effective communication through social media.  
Additional channels, audience building and engagement strategies should be 
evaluated for effectiveness moving forward.  
 


8. Marketing Budget: Make small shifts in marketing and advertising budgets to allocate 
funds according to the most effective strategies and channels that align with goals.   
Evaluate where to reduce spending in channels that are declining or less engaging to 
promote channels with wider demographics or success with traditionally hard to 
reach demographics. 
 


 
Brand Threats 
 


1. Teacher Turnover Rates:  Turnover is a familiar challenge in Onslow County. As with 
our student population, many employees are military-attached.  This drives many of 
the transitions. OCS cannot remove turnover, but should work to minimize the desire 
to leave in areas they can control.  Stronger brand loyalty and both internal and 
external campaigns can help.   


 
2. School Growth Rate & Public Assumptions:  With 37 campuses serving more than 


25,000 students, OCS is the 12th largest – and second fastest growing – system in 
North Carolina. OCS has overcome hurdles in funding new schools, building them, 
managing increased capacity, and improving student-to-teacher ratios.  Important 
strides have been taken recently with the Onslow County Commissioners to alleviate 
these issues through a long-term planning initiative.   
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This has a direct impact on the student learning environment and overall student 
achievement, but many parents & citizens are unaware or uninformed regarding 
benefits of the plan for teachers and students.  Incorrect assumptions or outdated 
information may lead residents to believe problems are pervasive when solutions are 
addressing them well. 
 


3. Weak Brand Identity:  As previously mentioned, the OCS brand position is currently 
lagging behind the value OCS offers students, families and the community. This gap 
between actual value and perceived value is a disadvantage in a competitive field. 
OCS would benefit from a cohesive approach to brand identity, a differentiating 
message and consistent voice.   
 
 


RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
1. Develop a Communication Plan: The purpose of a communications plan is to present a 


clear and concise framework for communicating with school community. The plan 
should address two types of audiences:   
       Primary/Internal: Students, teachers, staff, administration & Board of Education 
       Secondary/External: Parents, business, civic groups, religious groups, and other   
       members of the OCS community.  
 
In developing a system-wide plan for internal and external communications, input 
from both stakeholder audience groups will be key to the success of the planning 
process.  Efforts should create opportunities for clear, two-way communication 
between internal and external audiences.  Clearly define goals and desired outcomes 
of the plan.  Identify what resources or processes are needed to achieve them. 
Ensure the communications plan is fully integrated with your strategic plan and keep 
your progress visible. 
 


2. Strengthen Brand Identity and Position: Brand consistency and relevancy is key to OCS 
success – especially when working with a transient community.  Repetition becomes 
even more important when your audience is a changing one.  OCS leaders and 
administration can chart the course for a stronger brand with the help of marketing 
consultants and set the tone for the process and products.  
 
After identifying key issues facing the district in communication efforts, examine 
steps for remediation such as: professional design of brand elements, consideration 
of marketing strapline/value proposition, brand style guide, important document 
templates, etc.  Use language appropriate for internal and external audiences across 
channels. 
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3. Make OCS Website More Intuitive: Consider a realignment of site navigation and user 


experience.  Look for ways to ensure that the site is not only mobile-friendly, it is 
people-friendly.  Ease of use/ease of view in all devices is required (mobile, tablet, 
desktop).  
 
Make it quick to load, easy to understand and easy to navigate. Consider 
personalizing the user experience with extraordinary content, engaging imagery, 
color and clear navigation. 
.  


4. Increase Effective Communication of Value, Milestones and Progress: OCS shares good 
news via its website and social media.  Some of that content has poor engagement.  
At times, some news is sent home in paper forms or via electronic messaging or call 
systems. 
 
OCS community relations staff can work with consultants and data available to 
determine the most effective and frugal ways to engage a larger percentage of the 
population regarding the value and progress of OCS programs, contributions and 
partnerships. Celebrate these successes and milestones to reinforce delivery of your 
brand promise. 
 


5. Explore Opt-in Email Communication/Marketing: Opt-in email has long been an 
endorsed best practice in marketing.  Following opt-in practices preserves your email 
marketing reputation, shows that you respect user privacy, and helps get the right 
information to the right people. Segmentation and management of this 
communication form produces higher response rates while saving time and money 
over other channels. 
 


6. Expand Social Media Audiences and Engagement:  Building a larger audience, reaching 
them and engaging them with your content takes planning, consistency and 
measurement/tracking tools.  Social media guidelines and safety policies/software 
can be implemented or reviewed as needed.  Post promotion and other targeted 
promotions must be factored into planning. 
 


7. Marketing Budget: Marketing budgets should be reviewed in light of changes to 
digital communication, channel changes and target audience demographics.  
Advertising, promotion, and public relations require periodic reviews and 
adjustments as consumer habits and markets change.  Marketing is essential, but 
how funds are allocated determines the impact they generate and the return on 
investment attained.   
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SUMMARY STATEMENT 
 


A review of the branding and marketing communication of Onslow County Schools confirms 
the school system has earned a reputation for innovation and leadership.  This reputation 
and the quality and diversity of programming and educational opportunities provided by OCS 
has superseded its brand’s visuals and messaging in the marketplace.  A few adjustments to 
visuals, clarifications of voice and guidelines for use will help bridge the gap. 
 
By His Design’s audit team was not surprised to see OCS select to evaluate their brand’s 
strength and position.  OCS has many strengths including their commitment to continuous 
improvement. BHD holds that OCS staff and leadership should be applauded for their efforts 
to connect with their audiences in the most effective and meaningful ways possible. 
 
BHD concurs with AdvancED’s recommendation that OCS organize existing communication 
efforts into a comprehensive plan that documents their efforts to disseminate information to 
stakeholders.   
 
This brand audit supports OCS’s strategic plan and commitment to excellence and 
improvement.  It analyzes current communication and proposes actions to improve the 
effectiveness and management of communication, marketing, and public relations of OCS.  
 
 
 






