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Mt. Lebanon – 5,500 students, 10 schools, 800 
employees, suburb of Pittsburgh.

Methacton – 4,800 students, 7 schools, 800 employees, 
suburb of Philadelphia.

DASD – 13,000 students, 16 schools, 1,500 employees, 
suburb of Philadelphia.

State College Area–6,800 students, 13 schools, 1,800 
employees, suburb of Penn State.
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How do you prepare 
for a crisis?
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PLAN – THE BASICS
• Identify your team
• Develop internal processes and procedures
• Develop key messages – the WHAT
o WHO – Who will communicate and to whom
o WHEN – Process and procedure
o HOW – Consider tools that help and empower  

your team to use them
• Practice, review, and seek support
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crisis
A difficult or dangerous situation that 

needs serious attention
Merriam-Webster
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Board Policy Change

Student Protest

Redistricting 

Curriculum Issue

Public Health Issue

Class Size 
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Is any event that affects the emotional stability of 
students and/or staff and disrupts the educational 
process.

Ranges in scope and intensity from incidents that 
directly or indirectly affect a single student to ones 
that impact the entire community.

Can happen at any time or for any reason.

Affects our brand.
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A school crisis…
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Build relationships

Is there a plan in place for a crisis?

Does everyone know their roles? 

Work as a team!

Do you have resources to help you? 

Do all your planning NOW!

PRACTICE
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Pre-crisis  – Build a Savings Account



Research – Look online at other Crisis 
Communication Plans – find the similarities.

Action Planning – Preparation: Develop Plan and key 
messages for all your audiences

Communication – Put your plan into Action

Evaluation: Reflection—What worked? What needs 
to be changed?
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Crisis Management Cycle:  RACE

What do you do in a crisis? 



What do you do in 
crisis?
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Communication is Key
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Implement 
Your Plan



Identify Your 
Audience
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Have a Clear 
Message
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Deal with 

the Media
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Common Mistakes in Crisis Management
Putting news media ahead of employees

Lack of comprehensive media strategy

Ignoring the “window of opportunity” 

Having no clearly assigned roles

Limiting communication because you are afraid of litigation. 

Having no plan 

Untested crisis plan 
-Rick Kaufman, APR – Executive Director Community Relations – Bloomington MN.
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The First 30 
Minutes



What is the role of the 
Superintendent?
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What is the role of the Superintendent?
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⬜ Cultivates ties with local first responders

⬜ Develops good working relationship with school 
board president

⬜ Coordinates with lead agency in crisis

⬜ Serves as spokesperson or designates the role

⬜ Leads crisis team to craft key points

⬜ Communicates caring to stakeholders



How do you handle 

the School Board?
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⬜ Build good relationships

⬜ Communicate with board via president

⬜ Keep her or him updated

⬜ Establish single crisis spokesperson (you)

⬜ Provide points for community encounters



Communication Tips

⬜ Identify spokesperson

⬜ Develop a clear message with the facts

⬜ Be brief, empathetic and consistent

⬜ Never say “No comment”

⬜ Get in front of the issue
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Recovery after a crisis
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“The goal of any crisis is to get through the 
moment without making things worse.”

Dr. Teri Woods, Ph.D., Psychology Today

“When written in Chinese, the word ‘crisis’ is 
composed of two characters. One represents 
danger and the other represents opportunity.”

John F. Kennedy
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Keep media informed of any updates. 

Monitor online reviews

Thank your staff for their support during the 
crisis.

Review policies to avoid a repetition of the 
situation.

Rebuild trust and credibility
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Hold a post-crisis meeting

Review effectiveness of each phase

Evaluate what worked and what didn’t

Make changes as needed

Stay in touch with the victims
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It’s over, now what?



Work to repair trust… 

School District Fights to Regain Lost Public 
Trust

Parlier Unified School District hoping to rebuild 
public trust after scandal

Wanted: Schools Chief To Rebuild Trust | New 
Haven Independent
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Remediation and Rectification Strategies 
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Remediation - Although not responsible, 
Tylenol paid compensation to the victims 
and provided counseling services.

Rectification – (actions you take to 
prevent a recurrence of the crisis
in the future).  Tylenol created the 
tamper-proof bottle.

Cost - $100,000,000 Reward – Stock bounced back to 
new highs in less than a year!
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Initial Steps

Firestone made their crisis worse

1) They blamed consumers for 
not inflating tires properly.

2) They blamed Ford for having a 
faulty design in the Explorer.

3) They said and did very little to 
help the consumer until they 
were called before Congress. 

Cost – Over $1 Billion Reward?  



Reflect – What else is out there? 
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Listen to the rumbles. 
Find your vulnerabilities.   



Do you have the right communication tools in 
place to help you? 
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Our Stories
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Methacton SD – Elementary 
Consolidation

Process took more than 3 years

⬜ New superintendent’s first 3 years

⬜ 4 professional studies

⬜ School board meetings lasting >4 hours

⬜ Years of committee work, repeat of enrollment and 
capacity studies, cloud of doubt and anxiety

⬜ RESULTS –

■ INITIAL RECOMMENDATION

■ Overthrow of School Board

■ Dedicated Facebook Group

■ Increases scrutiny on all district decisions, 
overall perception of lack of transparency

■ Challenges to all decisions



State College Area 
SD – Student assault

Informing and reassuring

⬜ Incident took place at night

⬜ Key meeting Saturday morning

⬜ Crafted messages to parents, 
faculty, media, that inform, 
reassure without defensiveness

⬜ Ensured district reached out to 
families of victim and assailant

⬜ Worked out communication of 
next steps



Mt. Lebanon School 
District November 2007 

MRSA



Downingtown Area School District



Some advice from our leadership…
“I think one of the biggest challenges is being prepared. You’re not built for 
this. How do you build the relationships so that when a crisis happens, all the 
communication lines are quick and efficient so you can keep people up to 
date.” — State College Area School District Superintendent Bob O’Donnell

• Respond rather than react
• Take a breath; re-group
• Be open to advice from team
• Make calm, thoughtful decisions
— Mt. Lebanon School District Superintendent Timothy Steinhauer

“I would say be as prepared as possible for what may never happened. 
Communicate with your internal team and external responders well in 
advance. As the district thought leader, reflect deeply about the 
possibility of various crises and when one actually happens, you will be 
able to remain calm, level-headed and make appropriate decisions.”
— Downingtown Area School District Superintendent Dr. Emilie Lonardi

“PLAN. You have to have a good plan in place, review it on an annual 
basis with your administrative team and make sure everyone has a 
deep understanding of their role. Know the key players, when an 
incident occurs, your focus needs to be on communication, leave 
everything else to the appropriate people for the job.”
— Methacton School District Superintendent Dr. David Zerbe



Questions?
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