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Today’s Issues

❖ Diversity

❖ Inclusion

❖ Trolls

❖ Gun violence

❖ Yearbooks

❖ Monuments

❖ Racism: historical (schools with 
history of enslaved people)

❖ Racism current

❖ Historical student behavior and 
school culture

❖ Politics in general

❖ Immigration

❖ Inequality 

❖ Climate change

❖ Women’s issues and #metoo

❖ Transgender issues (bathroom)



There’s a movement afoot…

Community 
Activism
• Fueled and amplified by social media
• More issues than ever and often includes 

data which empowers parents, alumni, 
faculty, staff, students

• Rise of organizing tools
• Times have changed

• Voice of parents is louder
• Parent expectations are higher
• “Fighting for their child” mentality, 

regardless of innocent or guilty
• Alumni are more vocal and engaged



Activism Tactics

❖ Anonymous trolls trying to 
destroying reputations

❖ Facebook, Instagram
❖ Letter writing campaigns
❖ GoFundMe pages
❖ Online petitions
❖ Sit ins
❖ Taking a knee
❖ Traditional protests 
❖ Leaflet the parking lot –

admissions open houses, 
auction, etc.  



Guiding Principles

Forewarned is forearmed. You MUST be 
prepared in advance and have a plan. 

The school will be judged more for their 
handling of the crisis than the actual crisis 

itself. 

The Trust Bank:

Make sure you protect the trust you have 
built. You may have to rebuild it.



Inside-Out Crisis Communications 
Guidelines

❖ Work from the inside out - internal to external audiences
❖ Get ahead of issues - set the narrative, don’t play defense
❖ Verify facts
❖ Don’t share information under investigation
❖ Admit what you don’t know
❖ Respect confidentiality
❖ Acknowledge, empathize and position 
❖ Suggested progression for communicating to internal 

audiences
❖ Know who is on the crisis team



The Crisis Team
(Varies by school and by crisis)

Core Team Expanded Team 
Head of School, Board Chair, Attorney, 

Communications Director
Deans

Core Admin Team: Admissions, 
Advancement, Deans

Division Leaders

Communications Director School Psychologist

IT Director Others as needed



Words Matter in a Crisis
❖ You don’t get a second chance to make a first 

impression

❖ The goal is to “land it right”

❖ Your first words travel the farthest

❖ Intense scrutiny 

❖ Remember…talk to your community first, not 
the media



Messaging Considerations

❖ You will need to communicate as soon as possible 
with a holding statement.

❖ Saying no comment is the same as saying we’re guilty.
❖ Share what you can and take responsibility.
❖ Own the problem and show leadership. Acknowledge 

the failure of the institution. 
❖ Bad communication can create a second crisis.
❖ The cover up is always worse than the crime.



Managing Social Media

❖ Hire social media service to monitor to measure the following: 

❖ Questions and issues raised by stakeholders in the community 

❖ To see first-hand how effective your communications have been

❖ See what is brewing; an effective way to take the temperature 

❖ Don’t engage in Twitter wars or social media sparring; continue to 
use the school’s traditional forms of communication 

❖ Keep in mind vociferous minority may not be truly representative 



Pain Points
• The need for speed – social media has reset the clock

• Posts going “viral” and picked up by media

• The rise of fake news – inaccurate information



The most difficult challenge…

How can a school expect to be Switzerland yet still take a stand 
to denounce inappropriate behavior without making the issue 
more polarizing?



The Black Swan – Georgetown Prep and Judge Kavanaugh

An insider’s analysis….



The Georgetown Prep Story 

Defending your institution’s brand amidst a Public 
Relations Crisis | Georgetown Prep and Justice Brett 
Kavanaugh’s Confirmation Process



The Georgetown Prep Story 

And do we always get it right? Again I can say, without 
hesitation, no. We have spent the last weeks listening with grave 
concern to reports of Prep yearbooks that reflect the worst of 
adolescent instincts and excess. We are keenly aware that the 
lack of supervision and oversight of these yearbooks are our 
fault. Although some items have been misconstrued, others 
contain language and “inside jokes” demeaning to others. Make 
no mistake: This is the result of a profound institutional 
failure—the failure of our institution. And we can only abjectly 
apologize.



The Georgetown Prep Story 
5 Takeaways from Georgetown Prep’s recent PR Crisis:

1. Do not overreact.  Collect as much information as you can and be firm with your initial 
statement.  The truth is your friend.

2. Make sure your PR partners are on speed dial.  If I learned anything from this 
situation, it is no matter how good you think you are, there are some situations that call 
for outside counsel and perspective.

3. “It takes 20 years to create a brand, and 5 minutes to ruin it.” This thought was in my 
head for the entire PR crisis.  We have a responsibility to our institutions to think through 
all possible scenarios and to see the situation through many different lenses.  

4. Calm and Collected.  The feeling of being overwhelmed is only natural in PR crisis, but 
the support of your Head of School/President, Board and PR partners will help you 
weather the storm.

5. “The fight worth fighting.”  This is hard to believe in the midst of a PR crisis, but 
fighting for your school’s brand reputation and your school’s legacy is “the fight worth 
fighting.”



Activism is A Balancing Act

❖ GOAL:  respect everyone’s views; 
productive conversations vs/ 
polarization and anger

❖ Impacts capacity – significant 
distraction for the school 

❖ Interrupts the rhythm of school day and 
school activities

❖ Can create polarization within the 
community

❖ Faculty often (feel) caught in the middle



Activism Can Be Positive

❖ Alignment with mission and values 
to make a better community

❖ Allow students to have and express 
their opinion (1st amendment)

❖ Sharpens and heightens discussions

❖ Learn to have respectful discussion

❖ Modeling best practice on civil 
discourse



Anticipate Issues

❖ Stay abreast of the range of national 
conversations

❖ Listen to your student groups – they 
want you to know what is important 
to them

❖ Begin the conversation early if there 
is going to be a public 
demonstration

❖ Talk about the issues with peer 
schools



Communications Cascade
Sequence of Messaging

(May vary slightly depending on crisis)

Media

Alumni or Alumni Parents (as appropriate)

Students

Parents

Faculty / Staff

Admin Team 

School Attorney, Full Board 

Head of School, Board Chair



Alumni are increasingly re-examining their 
experience at their school in public forums.  

Alumni Activism



Faculty Activism

❖ Taking public positions – i.e. 
wearing “Got Privilege?” Tee 
shirts

❖ Posting personal opinions on 
social media



Schools Must:

❖ Acknowledge the activism

❖ Evasive response will escalate 
situation

❖ Listen and understand 
(empathetic response)

❖ Not appear tone deaf



Parent Code of Conduct
Appropriate School Expectations of Parents

Outline Mature Behavior
Mutual Respect

Balance Between Individual Achievement and a Caring Community
Must Reflect Core Values of School



Case Study

❖ A co-ed 9-12 boarding school in Texas (over 100 years old) has a strong and very generous alumni 
base and a significant endowment.

❖ A few years ago the school reconfigured its entrance/exit due to the building of a state-of-the-art 
science center and a new boys dorm. These new buildings required the closing of the very grand 
historic entry way that has been functioning as the entry for 100 years. 

❖ The school has made significant strides in making the school more affordable thus creating a 
more diverse population including color, economics, and gender. The school has had a Gay 
Straight Alliance for ten years or more.

❖ A group of alums from the 1950s have decided to raise money to rebuild the grand entry way. 
Some of the private fundraising communications between the classes have criticized the head of 
school and the board for taking the school, in what they think, is the overly progressive direction.  

❖ Thus far they have raised very significant money.   



Thank you.  



Important Note

This presentation concerns crisis management and communication and 
does not constitute legal advice. If you have further crisis 

communications issues, you should consult us directly.

Jane Hulbert 630-325-2509 Jim Hulbert J.D.


