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Predicting the 
unknown – what 
makes a crisis?

A crisis is a event which poses a real risk to your revenue, 
and therefore your future survival. Your reputation is only 
important because it helps you attract pupils and make 
money. 

Crisis response=/= crisis communications – but both 
matter.



Some possible 
crisis situations

 Bus crash - pupils and staff injured or dead

 Major fire caused by a lighting strike

 Major fire as a result of an electrical fault

 Terror attack

 A pupil gets drunk on pranks day and falls off a roof and dies

 A teacher gives drugs to pupils on a school trip

 A pupil drowns in the swimming pool

 The Head embezzles a million pounds from the School

 The Chair of Governors is arrested for being drunk and disorderly 
at the Golf Club Christmas party

 The Chair of Governors is arrested for indecent exposure at the 
Golf Club Christmas Party

 Three quarters of the Sixth Form all get involved in a completely 
out of control house party on a Saturday night and five of them end 
up in hospital

 A pupil is expelled for selling drugs to other pupils on campus

 A parent gets hit by a car in your always-chaotic car park



Other 
influencing 

factors 

Is the incident your fault? 
Could you have reasonably 
prevented or foreseen it?

Do you have clarity? What 
happened and why?

Is the incident still going on?



Audiences
The first and most crucial stage in 
planning: identify your audiences, 
and how you communicate with 

them.

Staff
Parents
Pupils
Journalists
Former pupils
The general public
Governors
Local residents

Staff, pupil or parent portals
School website

Email
SMS

Facebook/ Twitter / Instagram / 
other social media

Via the media



Checklist –
audiences and 

channels

1. List all your individual 
audience groups

2. List the channels you use 
to communicate

3. Make sure those channels 
are accessible in your 
absence
Passwords
Technical instructions



Checklist – before 
you write your 

statement

1. Keep a list of the facts as you 
know them, as soon as you find 
out about them.

2. Think about all the possible 
questions that might come up. 
Make sure you know the answer. 
Sometimes, that answer is “we 
don’t know yet”. And that’s fine!

3. Do not be afraid to ask difficult 
questions. 



Checklist –
writing your 
statement

1. Be honest. Do not attempt to spin or cover up 

2. If you don’t know (yet), say so

3. Keep it short

4. Answer the questions you have been asked (or 
confirm what you can’t comment on). 

5. Do not speculate

6. Do not say anything which might compromise 
future investigation or legal proceedings

7. Where you can, reassure (“No pupils are 
involved”) but only if you are sure

8. Confirm your next steps



Scenario

Ten minutes ago, there was what people think was 
an explosion in your science block during morning 
lessons. The building is on fire and the fire brigade 
has just arrived. The busy public road running past 
the building is blocked by emergency vehicles. The 
School has been evacuated. The phone is starting to 
ring with enquiries from parents and the media.

What are your immediate communication 
actions?

What does your first statement need to say?



Initial statement

A spokesman for the School said: “A 
fire has broken out in the Science 
Block at Bash Street High School. The 
School has been evacuated and the 
emergency services are at the scene. 
Further information will be provided 
as soon as possible.”



Attributing 
quotes

 Don’t drop your Head or Chair of 
Governors in it. Do not put their name to 
anything unless you are absolutely sure it 
is accurate.

 You need a named spokesperson for 
apologies, accepting fault, confirmation of 
death or injury, clarifying next steps.

 Avoid using their name while there is lack 
of clarity. The Head must appear to be in 
control.



Many hands 
make light 

work!

1. Streamline where you can 
– social media and your 
website

2. Answering the phone
3. Gathering information 

and drafting statements
4. Issuing statements and 

updates



When to call for 
help?

Lack of capacity

Lack of experience or skills

Lack of seniority

There is a serious risk of major 
reputational damage

The incident requires your help 
in another capacity

You need specialist technical 
support



Two steps to your 
crisis 

communications 
plan

On Wednesday:

 Get hold of your crisis plans

 Start to think through your actions

 Start a list of the jobs you need to work 
through to build your plan

In the summer holidays:

 Create your crisis task list

 Create a “how to” for each task

 Check each “how to” works

 Practise, practise, practise drafting 
statements.



Your final 
checklist

 A concise checklist of all the communications actions that 
must be delivered in a crisis. Think jobs, not people.

 Passwords and instructions for updating all your channels

 Media enquiry forms

 A draft statement template, if you find them helpful

 A list of key contacts - the local Police press office, HMC, 
GSA, BSA, and local media

 Details of your chosen crisis consultant

If you want a “grab bag”, you should also think about having:

 Hard copies of everything - but think about security

 Paper and pens

 Phone chargers



And finally …

It is not the crisis that 
is daunting, it is 

feeling unprepared.

Go forth and prepare!


	Planning for a crisis
	Predicting the unknown – what makes a crisis?
	Some possible crisis situations
	Other influencing factors 
	Audiences�The first and most crucial stage in planning: identify your audiences, and how you communicate with them.�
	Checklist – audiences and channels
	Checklist – before you write your statement
	Checklist – writing your statement
	Scenario
	Initial statement
	Attributing quotes
	Many hands make light work!
	When to call for help?
	Two steps to your crisis communications plan
	Your final checklist
	And finally …

