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SYNOPSIS 

 
The Chester County Intermediate Unit (CCIU) is one of only three educational service agencies in the 
state of Pennsylvania that operates the career and technical school within their area of coverage. In 
Chester County, the CCIU offers three campuses of the Technical College High School (TCHS). TCHS 
offers students in grades nine through 12 a part-time, hands-on approach to learning, allowing students 
to explore potential career paths and grow valuable skills and professional networks along the way. The 
other half of the student day is spent at their respective home school district for academics. 
 
Despite an increase in attention given to career and technical education in relation to the growing 
workforce needs of our economy, career and technical schools continue to battle a second-class 
perception. This is especially true in Chester County, the most affluent county in Pennsylvania. The TCHS 
campuses, however, are a vital contributor to the overall operating budgets of the CCIU, enabling the 
organization to do more to meet the educational and service needs of the students and families in our 
community. As such, there is a constant focus by CCIU leadership on the enrollment status of the TCHS 
campuses. 
 
In 2016, under the leadership of newly hired marketing manager Melissa Smith, TCHS went through an 
extensive branding exercise to establish and strengthen the overarching TCHS brand, provide clarity 
both internally and externally on key messages and create consistency in presentation. Over the past 
three years, the CCIU communications team worked hard to establish the baseline of “who we are” and 
application numbers grew during that time period, but numbers were beginning to plateau and there 
was the realization that it was now time to turn the attention on our audiences and really focus more on 
“why you should care.”   
 
Beginning in late 2018 and carrying into 2019, a focused effort was made to evolve the brand and 
related marketing campaign to make better, relatable connections with our audiences and the 
application numbers are once again beginning to spike.  

 
RESEARCH 

 
TCHS enrollment, as formerly mentioned, is a primary contributor to the CCIU’s operating budget and 
remains a consistent focus for leadership. While the initial branding work had certainly helped kickstart 
enrollments at the three campuses with increases between five and eight percent in just the first year, 
growth was leveling off and CCIU leadership called for the TCHS administrative team to seek ways to 
increase the rates once again.  
 
Through discussions with the TCHS administrative team, three key goals were identified that would then 
initiate action toward the branding evolution: 
 
1. Increase applications as an average across all three campuses by 20% for the 2020-21 school year 

The target became the 2020-21 school year because it provided some time for the outcomes of the 
branding work to be implemented and initially realized by the time the application window opened 
in October 2019. 

2. Increase engagement and support from district guidance staff 

https://www.cciu.org/cms/lib/PA01001436/Centricity/Domain/1/NSPRAGold_TCHS%20InService%20Handout.pdf
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Due to the part-time nature of the TCHS program, it is imperative that district guidance staff are 
included in the application review process. An unfortunate reality is that a percentage of guidance 
staff take the opportunity during the application review stage to have conversations with certain 
students to convince them not to attend TCHS or they have those conversations before an 
application is even submitted. As core influencers in a student decision to attend and as key 
members of the application review process, it is imperative that the level of support for TCHS among 
district guidance staff is improved. 

3. Establish clearer, benefit-oriented messaging that audiences better connect with 
The past three years were spent improving the overall image and expectation of TCHS, but it did so 
by placing the school first and the audience second within its messaging. While it has certainly 
helped to attract and justify the decisions of those students who may have considered CTE 
regardless, it has done little to attract the next tier of students. In order to help overcome the 
perception that CTE is only for certain types of students, it is imperative that the benefits of TCHS 
relate to a broader range of students at a more personal level.  

 
In order to establish a good baseline for the messaging component and to determine a direction 
forward, a series of focus groups were held in the late fall of 2018 with existing students, parents and 
staff members at each of the three TCHS campuses. Each focus group explored four key areas: 
discussing the group’s personal experiences in choosing TCHS, reviewing available communication 
outlets/resources, prioritizing key messages and reviewing current marketing collateral. A total of seven 
core themes emerged from the focus groups and were presented back to the TCHS administration and 
building principals in late November 2018. The themes were: 

1. Students and families have very emotionally driven connections to TCHS 
2. Relationships/interactions with staff and instructors is highly valued 
3. Hands-on experience and career exploration are still key selling points 
4. Stigma is still present at all three campuses 
5. No real presence of TCHS exists at districts and there is an inconsistent level of support 
6. What to expect as a student at TCHS is unclear 
7. Overall positive feedback on existing marketing, but desire more engagement, more diverse 

representation, more imagery and less text, and more conversational text. 
 
The results of the focus groups, both through the themes and key message rankings, were what drove 
the planning process. 

   
PLANNING 

 
With our goals based significantly on the recruitment of new students, it was imperative that we include 
all the audiences involved in a student’s decision-making process as early on in the development of the 
brand evolution and new marketing campaign as possible. Through the inclusion of TCHS administrators 
and staff, current and prospective students and families and sending district school counselors, we 
aimed to not only establish a level of understanding and connection but an ending result that would 
energize each audience on a more personal level.  
 
Key Audience Engagement 
1. Engage TCHS Administrators and Building Principals 

Branding and marketing tend to be more foreign concepts for educational leaders, so in order to 
ensure the cooperation of key TCHS administrators and building principals it was imperative that we 

https://www.cciu.org/cms/lib/PA01001436/Centricity/Domain/1/NSPRAGold_TCHS%20Campaign%20Evolution_Focus%20Group%20Guide.pdf
https://www.cciu.org/cms/lib/PA01001436/Centricity/Domain/1/NSPRAGold_TCHS%20Branding%20Evolution_112618.pdf
https://www.cciu.org/cms/lib/PA01001436/Centricity/Domain/1/NSPRAGold_Colorcoded%20and%20themed%20draft%20summary%20for%20TCHS%20Rebrand.docx
https://www.cciu.org/cms/lib/PA01001436/Centricity/Domain/1/NSPRAGold_TCHS%20Focus%20Groups_MessageRanking.xlsx
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kept them involved every step of the way. Through a planned series of meetings (never lasting more 
than an hour), we were able to outline the desired plan, provide updates on progress, garner 
feedback and approvals, and consistently communicate how the resulting outcomes would help 
them achieve their recruitment goals. Meetings were held together as a team as follows: 

• October 2018: Outline goal and desired outcomes; Request aid in coordinating initial 
focus groups 

• November 2018: Presentation of focus group results and proposed direction forward for 
concepts 

• December 2018: Provided version of focus group results to building principals to share 
with school district personnel during planned liaison meetings 

• February 2019: Presented concept designs for feedback 

• March 2019: Presented concept survey results and proposed next steps 

• April 2019: Presented finalized concept along with examples of how concept would play 
out in tactical deliverables for approval 

• June 2019: Reviewed initial design/messaging of key tactical deliverables and the plan 
for implementation in the 2019-20 school year 

2. Draw in School District Liaisons 
School district counselors are key influencers when it comes to a student electing to apply and enroll 
at TCHS, so it was important to also keep them apprised of our plan and some of the outcomes 
along the way. During the already planned TCHS liaison meetings in December 2018, building 
principals were able to share the results of the focus groups and share how the identified insights 
could be useful specifically to counselors. During a second planned TCHS liaison meeting in February 
2019, building principals were able to share some of the initial concepts. Finally, upon approval of 
the concept and implementation into tactics, the liaisons were one of the first recipients of the new 
materials. 

3. Maintain Focus Group Involvement 
Rather than capture the input of our initial focus group members and then let them go, we wanted 
the parents, students and staff members who participated to feel that their voice really mattered. 
We did so by providing every participant the opportunity to view the initial design concepts that 
were generated based on the results of the first focus groups. Parents, students and staff members 
alike had the opportunity to further provide input and suggestions that would in the end guide us to 
our final campaign.  

4. Provide Opportunities for Additional Student Voices 
In order to ensure we received ample feedback from our primary end customer – the high school 
student – we sought out additional opportunities for students to get involved. One much needed 
student perspective was from our prospective student population. We invited all students who had 
applied to TCHS over the 2018-19 school year but had not yet received acceptance information to 
provide feedback on the initial three design concepts via electronic survey.  Additionally, we worked 
with a current TCHS marketing & finance instructor to incorporate the development process into his 
lesson plans and his entire class also participated in the concept review process. 

 
Campaign Development 
The research gathered through the initial staff, parent and student focus groups led to the themes 
previously identified and helped establish a baseline on which to begin the new campaign concept 
development – concepts that would further evolve the TCHS brand.  
1. Concept Development (Dec. 2018 – Jan. 2019) 

https://www.cciu.org/cms/lib/PA01001436/Centricity/Domain/1/NSPRAGold_TCHS%20Focus%20Group%20Overview_Counselors.pdf
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Based on the seven themes identified, three potential concept buckets were generated to give the 
creative development team consisting of a marketing manager, a communications specialist and a 
graphic designer some initial direction for concept ideas. The three concept buckets were as follows: 

• Get to really know TCHS – This direction addressed the input from students and parents that 
they really didn’t know what to expect when coming to TCHS and they really wanted to know 
what a “day in the life” looks like. This concept would also enable prospective families to see 
how different TCHS is today versus perceptions of old tech schools. Pulling from themes 3, 4, 6 
and 7. 

• Future outcomes – This direction aligned with the fact that students and parents alike 
appreciated the ability to try out a career area before committing. This concept would also 
enable audiences to see the tangible benefits that attending TCHS can provide as it relates to 
accelerating into college and career. Pulling from themes 3, 4, 6 and 7. 

• Freedom to discover – Multiple TCHS students and parents expressed a level of appreciation 
for the fact that attending TCHS enabled them to truly find what they love and find a place 
where they “fit in.” This concept would seek to focus on personal growth and have the ability 
to highlight the support and personal investment of each student. Pulling from themes 1, 2, 4 
and 7. 

Based on the given direction, the creative team developed three core concepts – one based on each 
of the three buckets. 
 

2. Concept Review (Jan. 2019 – Feb. 2019) 
The three concepts were first introduced to the TCHS administration and building principals. The 
goal of the presentation was to ensure they were comfortable with the three options before sharing 
them with other audiences. The expectation was not to tweak the concepts until they were exactly 
what the administration desired, but rather present them to the audiences in a more raw form so as 
to get the feedback directly from the audiences who we needed to connect with. There were a few 
minor tweaks made, but there was unanimous support for sharing the three concepts. 
 
At that point, the three concepts were placed within an electronic survey that was sent via email to 
all past focus group participants, as well as to all student families who were currently in the 
application process thus providing for more a prospective student view. Additionally, the survey was 
printed and provided to the TCHS marketing & finance program instructor to conduct with his class, 
providing further student input while also teaching students about concepts and concept 
development. In the end, we were able to collect enough information to delineate a clear winner 
among the concepts and additional input to help further strengthen the selected concept.  
 

3. Concept Tweaking (Mar. 2019 – Apr. 2019) 
The selected concept ended up being from the “Future Outcomes” bucket and had very strong 
support from parents and students alike. They really appreciated the quick, clear takeaways as well 
as the action-oriented photography. As is typically the case however when presenting different 
concepts, there were a number of suggestions relating to combining certain aspects of different 
concepts. The creative team sorted through all comments from both the survey and the TCHS 
administration and determined what aspects would still maintain the integrity of the concept 
direction but look to further strengthen the final outcome. The ending result was a more polished 
concept that was then presented back to TCHS administration and building principals in a more 
finished deliverable form for approval.   
 

4. Final Campaign (May 2019 – Present) 

https://www.cciu.org/cms/lib/PA01001436/Centricity/Domain/1/NSPRAGold_TCHS%20Concepts.pdf
https://www.cciu.org/cms/lib/PA01001436/Centricity/Domain/1/NSPRAGold_TCHS%20Concept%20Survey%20Results.pdf
https://www.cciu.org/cms/lib/PA01001436/Centricity/Domain/1/NSPRAGold_Selected%20Concept.pdf
https://www.cciu.org/cms/lib/PA01001436/Centricity/Domain/1/NSPRAGold_TCHS%20Final%20Concept.pdf
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With the approval of a new concept and new emphasis on messaging, next steps were to develop a 
plan for implementation. After further discussions with the TCHS administration on their particular 
goals for the 2019-20 school year, a proposed campaign plan was presented and approved. A large 
emphasis in the planning was on developing tactics that would speak to our audiences’ desire for 
shorter, quicker take-aways and a more visual lead.  

   
IMPLEMENTATION 

 
The desire was to start off the 2019-20 school year with a strong presence of the new campaign and 
brand evolution, one that would clearly show a shift in the emphasis from a school-focus to an 
audience-focus, and then build on that presence throughout the school year. While a number of tactics 
have been put into place, a few key deliverables have really set the stage. 
 
Initial launch focus 

• Re-envisioned Course Catalog: In the past the program’s course catalog was very text-heavy and 
information-loaded with little emphasis on the student’s experience. With the new concept as our 
guide, the creative team shifted the focus back on the student and utilized visual leads to provide 
them with the information they seek. This became a key tactic in the implementation not only due 
to its refreshed focus but also because of the additional audiences it was able to pull in. The creative 
team utilized the new look as an opportunity to sit with TCHS instructors and really work to focus on 
what would be important to an incoming student for each offering which not only highlighted key 
student-friendly information but also garnered the support of the new campaign among the 
instructors. Additionally, the district school counselors were one of the first audiences to be 
introduced to the new catalog and the student features thus garnering their support as well. We 
continue to get positive feedback on the new approach from various district counselors! And, for the 
first time ever, the full catalog was translated into Spanish. 

• Mixture of Ads: In the past, the program’s community advertising utilized the same ad in all 
placements, but what we learned from our focus groups and surveys is that while students may not 
connect with one featured program they might connect with another. As such, a series of ads were 
prepared so that a more wholistic view of TCHS could be seen by experiencing different advertising 
channels. Additionally, more direct ads were supported with placements such as advertorials 
highlighting key events and student stories, as well as social media placements doing similar student 
features. 

• Renewed Focus on Shadowing: In order to help students better understand what the TCHS 
experience can look like and again put the focus back on our primary audience, students and district 
counselors alike have been more strongly encouraged to take advantage of the program shadowing 
opportunity where prospective students can spend a day at TCHS observing and talking with other 
students. 

• Sharing Stories: In an effort to increase the number of student stories available for communications, 
the creative team set aside additional time to connect with TCHS instructors and provide them more 
personal opportunities to share. Additionally, training of new TCHS student ambassadors included 
encouragement of sharing their own personal stories to all prospects and district representatives 
they work with.  

 
Continuing the Momentum 

• Relatable Presentations: Every fall each of our partnering school districts enable our admissions 
team to make a presentation to their students about TCHS. The student-focus of the new concept 

https://www.cciu.org/cms/lib/PA01001436/Centricity/Domain/1/NSPRAGold_Proposal_TCHS%20Marketing.docx
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and messaging was able to be pulled into these presentations, engaging and getting kids interested 
in the school. To continue the energy generated, a series of small pocket-size cards were created as 
take-aways for the students highlighting the TCHS social media channels as well as upcoming open 
house dates.  

• New Liaison Meeting Format:  As previously noted, district guidance counselors are key influencers 
in the TCHS application process. In the past, liaisons from each district were invited twice a year to 
the TCHS campuses to learn about key offerings and updates from TCHS. The meetings were 
primarily one-way communication. With the emphasis now being pushed back on our audiences, the 
liaison meetings took on a new format where information sharing was more driven by the liaisons 
and rather than sitting in a conference room for hours the liaisons were invited to shadow various 
programs on campus. The result has been a much more engaged TCHS partner. 

   
EVALUATION 

 
While planning and implementation continue as we review the impact and results of various tactics, 
there have clearly been some initial positive results seen as it relates to the defined three goals.  
 
1. Increase applications as an average across all three campuses by 20% for the 2020-21 school year 

As of the end of January 2020, applications for the 2020-21 school year on average across the three 
campuses are up by close to 26% with one particular campus as high as 43% over where its 
application numbers stood at this time last year. 

2. Increase engagement and support from district guidance staff 
Between the re-envisioned course catalog and the new liaison meeting format, district guidance 
staff are finding it much easier to talk about TCHS. Qualitatively, our admissions team has heard a 
much higher level of satisfaction with the marketing materials and are seeing the district staff 
present TCHS information to students in a more accurate and positive light.  

3. Establish clearer, benefit-oriented messaging that audiences better connect with 
Surveys have not been initiated at this point to determine the level of relatability and connectivity in 
the current materials, but focus group and concept survey data tell us that we are now touching on 
the points of the program that are most important to our audiences and we are seeing the results in 
our application numbers. 

 
The new campaign and evolution in focus for TCHS has really only started. Based on additional feedback 
collected through the focus groups and surveys, plans are currently in the works to significantly increase 
the amount of photography and video footage of our programs to align with student preferences and 
improve understanding of expectations. Additionally, resources are being reviewed and aligned in order 
to increase the frequency of social media posts and engagements. Overall, this process has reinforced 
the need to always have our audiences at the center of all that we do.  
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Original Brand Evolution (2016) 
The objective of the original branding exercise in 2016 was to strengthen the overarching TCHS brand by 
providing clarity both internally and externally on who we are and the benefits we provide, as well as 
through consistency in presentation. The exercises not only developed the initial comprehensive 
campaign, but also determined brand positioning and promise statements, a desired personality and key 
messages. 

 
 
 
Focus Groups – Q4 2018 
The main objective of the focus groups was to determine the “why” behind our audiences engagement 
with TCHS so we can establish better, more relatable connections with those audiences.
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Focus Group Findings and Identification of Three Concept Buckets 
All focus group information was aggregated and reviewed and based on provided feedback and 
identified themes, three potential directions for creative concepting were developed.  
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2019 Initial Concept Options 
 
Bucket 1: Get to really know TCHS    Bucket 2: Future outcomes 

 

 
 
 
Bucket 3: Freedom to discover 

 
 
 
  

“I’ve always known 
I wanted to make a 
difference in the wor ld 
but  I never knew  how  to 
do that . As I struggled 
to find how  I could make 
an impact  I h ad amazing 
teachers who insp ired 
me in my journey. TCHS 
helped me t o develop my 
own teaching philosophy 
and get  real exper ience 
in the classroom that  
solid if ied for  me that  this 
is what  I am meant  to do.”

Be the Change.

Gavin earned 9 college 

credits through the 

Teacher Leadership 

Program as he goes out to 

change the world.

- Congratulations Gavin!



www.cciu.org/ BetheChangeTCHS
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Concept Testing 
All three concepts were presented to parents, students and staff for direct and honest feedback. 
 

 
 
Final Selected Concept 
Based on the feedback provided, the “Future outcomes” concept was selected, but further tweaking 
was done to the design to leverage recommendations provided and to make it as clear, clean and 
professional as possible.  
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Evolution of Course Catalog 
The course catalog has been a primary communication tool for the recruitment of new students. Based 
on the approved concept direction, the catalog which had been TCHS focused and very content heavy 
was re-imagined into a more student-focused piece heavy on visuals with short, succinct content call-
outs. Now also available in Spanish! 
 

 
  

https://www.cciu.org/cms/lib/PA01001436/Centricity/Domain/1/NSPRAGold_TCHS0619003%20TCHS%202020-2021%20Course%20Catalog_FINAL.pdf
https://www.cciu.org/cms/lib/PA01001436/Centricity/Domain/1/NSPRAGold_TCHS0619003%20TCHS%202020-2021%20Course%20Catalog_FINAL_ES-FNL.pdf
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Series of Ads 
Having a variety of ads to choose from enabled a more comprehensive view of TCHS through the various 
community advertising channels. 

 
 
 
Presentation Student Leave-behinds 
Keep student interest high after a presentation with a collection of cards to handout with key open 
house dates and identification of key social media outlets. 
  (front)      (back) 
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Student Stories 
Maintain the focus on the students and their stories through more frequent social media posts and 
advertorial placements.  

   

Chuck DiLabbio, Sikorsky Aircraft, A 

Lockheed Martin Company, NCCTS 

Class of 1985
Chuck DiLabbio  m ade  the  de c isio n to  atte nd the  No rthe rn 

Che ste r Co unty Te c hnic al Sc ho o l (NCCTS) in Pho enixv ille  in  

1981. DiLabbio , w ho  was a stude nt in the  Great Valle y Sc ho o l 

Distric t, no ted that while  it was initially  a to ugh de c isio n to  

attend NCCTS w itho ut his frie nds, it was ultim ate ly the  right 

o ne . DiLabbio  studie d e le c tro nic s o ve r the  fo ur years he  atte nded  

NCCTS. In 1985, DiLabbio  g raduated fro m  NCCTS and w as 

nam ed Stude nt o f  the  Year.

DiLabbio  has spe nt o ve r 30 years wo rking  fo r Siko rsky Airc raft, A 

Lo ckhe ed Martin Company, whe re  he  is no w  the  Fac ilitie s Manag er 

fo r Coate sv ille  Ope ratio ns. While  DiLabbio  no  lo ng e r wo rks w ith  

e le c tro nic s as part o f  his day-to -day jo b, he  c redits his suc c e ss in his  

c urrent po sitio n to  the  g ene ral skills he  ac quire d from  a c are e r and  

te chnic al sc ho o l. DiLabbio  no t e s that he  still brings o ut his so lde ring  

iro n from  tim e  to  tim e  to  wo rk o n e le c tro nic s as a ho bby.
Wynter Patterson-Tart, Carpentry Student, 

TCHS Pickering Class of 2020
Wynte r Patte rso n-Tart is a se nio r c arpentry student at the  Te chnic al 

Co lle g e  High Sc ho o l (TCHS) Pickering  Campus in Pho enixv ille . Wynte r 

knew  that she  wanted to  be  an arc hite c t and busine ss owne r afte r 

wo rking  w ith he r mo the r o n home  reno vatio n pro je c ts when she  was 

in 9th g rade . Disc o ve ring  he r passio n at an e arly ag e  led he r to  make the  

de c isio n to  pursue  c are e r and te c hnic al educ atio n at TCHS Pickering.

Sinc e  enro lling  at TCHS, Wynte r has exc e lled as bo th an ho no r ro ll  

student and in he r c arpentry pro g ram . As a yo ung woman o f  c o lo r, in  

a male -do m inated industry, Wynte r ho pe s that the  c arpentry fie ld w ill 

c o ntinue  to  be c ome  dive rse  as mo re  students take  advantag e  o f  c are e r 

and te c hnic al educ atio n. She  be lie ve s that he r tim e  at TCHS Pickering  

has pre pare d her to  be  suc c e ssful as she  pursue s he r dre am .

Are you an alumnus of  the Central Chester County Technical 
School, Northern Chester County Technical School, CAT 
Brandywine, CAT Pickering, TCHS Brandywine, TCHS 
Pickering or TCHS Pennock’s Bridge? We would lo ve  to  he ar abo ut 

yo ur experie nc e  and what yo u are  do ing  no w.  

Please  v isit, www.c c iu.o rg/myCTEsto ry to  share  yo ur sto ry w ith us!

50 YEARS LATER, CAREER & TECHNICAL 

EDUCATION CONTINUES TO CHANGE LIVES
An alumnus from the Northern Chester County Technical School (NCCTS) and a current Technical College 

High School Pickering student highlight the impact of career & technical education in Chester County.

Ready to change your life through career and technical 
education? Learn more at www.tchspickering.org

TCHS1019003


