When Bad Thjngs
appen to Good dehools

Needed: A Crisis
Communication
Plan

nevitably, at some time yvour school will face a crisis. It

1s, therefore, imperative to have a plan of action as you

deal with the situation and communicate with parents,

church, and communty.

School crises come in a variety of forms. Therc arc

natural disasters such as blizzards, tornadoes, and earth-
quakes, which pose an obvious threat to the well-being of a cam-
pus and irs inhabitants. Another potential area for crises centers
around accidents, such as fires or school transportation mishaps.
Other crises zelate to school operations such as a teacher’s im-
proper behavior or institutional mismanagement of money. A
tourth growing area of concern is violence that occurs on school
property and threats made against personnel or property.

Each of these crises demands a response from the school. Par-
ents and church members need the assurance that the school is
doing everyrhing it can to provide a safe and secure place for their
children’s education. And they need to know the severity of the
crisis and its potential etfects on school operations.

The news media will want to know as well. Each of the crises
listed above will bring out news reporters doing their job. Al-
though your school can rely on news media coverage of a crisis to
get your messages out, this obviously should nor be the only av-
enue you use.

So much depends on the school’s initial reaction to a crisis sit-
uation. The institutional response needs o be as calm and logical
as possible. To ensure an appropriate response, the school must
have a crisis communicaton plan in place before—thar is, in antic-
ipation of —any crisis sitzation,

Speak With One Voice
Be sure to make plans that help
vour school to speak with one voice,
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Although your
school can rely on
news media cover-
age of a crisis to get
your messages out,
this obviously
should not be the
only avenue you use.

says Kermit Netteburg,
communication specialist
for the North American
Division offices of the
Adventist Church. To do
this, the school should
appoint one spokesperson
who will issue commu-
niques and grant inter-
views with the news
media. Ideally, someone other than the head officer of the school
should fill ths position.

Netteburg advises that a crisis team be established to antic-
pate potential problems. The team should include the school’s top
leaders, a trained communications person, and experts in various
specialties, as needed. He suggests that the team be kept small
and that it be flexible. The group ought to reccive ongoing train-
ing, and should function as a standing unit that anticipates prob-
lem situations and then crafts keyv messages to share 1n crisis situa-
tions.

The crisis team should develop a written plan that includes
procedure and protocol to use when the school deals with a crisis.
Roles and duties of statt, emergency and medical arrangements,
physical plant considerations, and more need to be outlined in the
plan. It a written plan 1s in place before a crisis, the school will be
much berter cquipped to deal with the problem. But the key is
preparation. ’

To communicate information abour the crisis, the school
should tollow a ser of steps that have been decided upon before-
hand. The schoof’s crisis plan should include a secuon on com-
munication.

What Should You Say?

As with any communication task, it is important to consider
the audience. What do they need to
know? Onge that has been ascer-
tained, the school can consider how
to make the information avatlable.
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The crisis team should
make sure that the school
has an on-campus communi-
cation systern. On larger
campuses, this may involve
blanket coverage by voice-
mail or E-mail messages.
The initial announcement
should be short and succinct
and should indicate how ad-
ditional information will be
shared. It is essental for all
school employees to be in-
formed about the crisis.

cpending

on the na-

ture of the

crisis, it

may be

adequate
to notify parents and church
members by letter. But if
the crisis is an emergency
such as an accident or nat-
ural disaster, the school will
need to communicate more immediately.
Obviously, if students or staff have been
directly affected, it’s important to contact
their famihies as soon as possible, Some
crisis plans use a phone tree system for in-
forming parents and church members of a
crisis situation,

Once the principal players in a crisis
situation have been notified, the school
will need to inform the public, if that is
appropriate. Of course, in the case of a
natural disaster, an accident, or school vio-
lence, the news media will contact you.
The school should designate a spokesper-
son who communicates the key message
{*We are concerned abour the safety of
our students and staff, and we are doing
cverything we can right now to cooperate
with the emergency team at the site”; or
“Police have verified one injury, and we
are trying to reach the student’s family.”)
Keep the message short and to the point,

Using Medla Coverage

Remember that news reports about the
situation—in the newspaper, on television,
and on radio-—will go a long way toward
achieving the goal of informing the public
about the crisis. Generally, when a natural
disaster or accident occurs, the public will
sympathize with the school’s situation. But

Monise Hamilton, Director of University Relations at Andrews Univer-
sity, being interviewed by a local reporter.

Picture Removed

would be inappropriate for
me to comment about that
right now™ if a legal issife
might be involved. Never
say, “No comment.” This
makes the school look like
it's hiding something, Or
you might say, “That’s privi-
leged information.” At a re-
cent session of the Council
for the Advancement and
Support of Education, pre-
senters Kathi McDenald and
Michael Sampson cautioned
school spokespersons never
to say, “Off the record.”
These two St. Louis com-
munications specialists stress
that there 1s no such thing as
“off the record” with re-
porters. If you don’t want to
read it tn the newspaper,
they warn, don’t say it!

the schools public image, as well as its
reputation with parents and church mem-
bers, depends on the way you respond.

When reporters interview the desig-
nated spokesperson, he or she should be as
clear, concise, and correct as possible.
School employees should be told not to
volunteer additional information or to
speculate. If they don’t know the answer
to a question, they should say so.

Knowing When to Be Discreet

When the crisis involves school vio-
lence or official misconduct, everyone will
have to be much more discreet. Legal is-
sues abound in such situatjons, and the
school spokesperson must be wary of shar-
ing information that is unsuited for gen-
eral disclosure. Therefore, if the school has
time to prepare a statement, it should do
s6. And it would be a good 1dea for ad-
ministrators to confer with legal counsel
before releasing the statement to the
media. Of course, in an emergency situa-
tion arising from school violence—espe-
cially when dealing with threats against the
school—the initial message should center
on the safety of students and staff.

In all cases, tell the truth, But don’t
feel compelled to share everything that is
known about the crisis. Instead, say, “It
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Momsg Hamilton, Douglas.Jone_s, and Pat Spangler make up the Crisis Consider the Audience
Committee at Andrews University.

In preparing crisis com-
muniques, be sure to consider the andi-
ence. What do you want them to know?
What do they already know? And—-al-
though it may seem superficial and self-
serving at the white-hot point of crisis—
how will the school look as a result of
what and how you have communicated?

The crisis communication plan at An-
drews University in Berrien Springs,
Michigan, is a 22-page document that lists
as its purpose: (1) Helping the university
to make available, in a timely and accurate
manner, any relevant information to all of
its publics and to the media, and {2) Expe-
diting the recovery process so the univer-
sity can return to business as quickly as
possible.

The plan also lists as its objectives:

* To take charge of the situation im-
mediately by assessing the damage, if any,
and containg the crisis;

* To ensure that Andrews University
is viewed by the public as an institution
that is concerned about 1ts students, fac-
ulty, and staff and is dedicated to their
well-being; and

» To ensure that all information being
sent out from the university is consistent
and accurate.

The communication plan includes a list
of crisis communication team members



The institutional re-
sponse needs l? he as
calm and logical as
nossibie.

and university personnel (administrators,
deans, directors) who because of their po-
sitions must be informed in the event of a
crisis. Fach person’s enrry includes tele-
phone numbers, E-mail addresses, and
local contact names and numbers.

he ¢risis communicarion

plan alse includes emer-

gency telephone numbers

of community agencies

such as the police, fire de-

partment, hospitals, and
urility companies, as well as a list of inter-
nal publics (1.e., board of trustees, faculty,
staff, students) and externat publics (1e.,
Lake Union officers, alamni, parents, news
media, community) who must be kept in-
formed.

Several pages are devored 1o media
contacts in the arca (name, elephone, and
fax numbers) in addition to numbers for
the General Conference Communication
Department, North American Division

Picture Removed

School crises may come in the form of a fire such as this one at William Jennings
Bryan College in Dayton, Tennessee, on February 6, 2000, which destroyed the Ad-
ministration Building and caused an estimated $10 million damage.

college and university public-relations ofti-
cers, and union conference papers.

At the end of the crisis communication
plan 1s a page of {acts about the university.
It includes the mission statement and sta-
tistics about the school (1.e., enrollment
tigures, degree otterings) that may be use-
tul to reporters preparing news accounts,

The Andrews University communica-
tion plan also offers a list of the top six po-
tential crists situations that could aftect the
campus. The second item 15 Five in One of

Taking on the Media

acquainted with your schoal.

assembly.

phones, food, and rest rooms.

If the situation has caught the attention of the news media, your school’s han-
dling of the press can be crucial to the outcome of a crisis.

Be sure to establish friendly relations with local news people before a crisis de-
velops. This is probably easier to do on isolated rural campuses than in larger
urban areas, but it never hurts to provide opportunities for the local press to get

To develop a good, professional relationship with reporters, invite them to cam-
pus for special events, for lunch in the cafeteria, or for interviews with teachers or
students who have expertise on current news stories. Encourage your journalism
or English teacher to invite a local news anchor or reporter to address a class or

When reporters cover a crisis at your schoal, try to see them as allies in main-
taining or restoring your school's good image, says Kathieen Fearn-Banks in Crisis
Communication (1996). Be accessible and pleasant. Return phone calls and re-
spect their deadlines. In short, treat reporters as guest colleagues.

If your school’s crisis attracts several reporters to campus for an extended pe-
riod, you ought to provide them with a work area. This place should be apart from
the school spokesperson’s headquarters and definitely away from the principal’s or
president’s office. Be sure that the location is comfortable and has easy access to

the Residence Halls. Under that heading
are listed seven initial responses and proce-
dures: {1 Make sure fire department and
police/campus safety have been notified;
{2) Evacuate people and relocate them to
gym or cafereria; (3) Open medical center
for minor injuries {take more scriously in-
jured to hospital); (4) Notify parents of
any injured students; (5) Issue a toll-free
number for parents to call for intformation;
(6) Set up a media center for the spokes-
person 1o meet with reperters; and (7)
Contact news media.

Following the list of steps, the key
message to be shared appears in bold type:
“Kvery action has been taken to ensure the
safety of the residents of
Hall. Police are investigating the cause of
the fire”

In summary, a crisis communication
plan represents art attempt 1o establish
ground rules to tollow in the event of a cri-
sis. It offers a plan of action for appropri-
atelv communicating nformation to the
campus and the public betare there is a cri-
sts situation. While such a plan cannot di-
munish the urgeney or prevent the tragedy
that a crists can bring to a school, the doc-
ument can help the school to do a good
job of dealing with a bad sitvaton. ¥

Douglas Jones is Director of University Re-
lationys and Editor of Facus i Andrews Uni-
versity in Berrien Springs, Michigan. He
taught English on the secondary level and at
Andrews for 23 vears before moving into ad-
vancement and publishing in 1996.
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