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❖ Jane Group Optics 

❖ NAIS-TABS Report: Response
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Today’s Landscape





❖ Changing alumni and parent expectations

❖ Parents & alumni who know more about sex 

abuse than ever before  

❖ Echo chamber fueled by social media 

❖ Increased media coverage

Independent schools are facing…



Guiding Principles 



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

❖ Work from the “inside out” - internal to external 
audiences

❖ Get ahead of issues - set the narrative, don’t play defense

❖ Verify the facts

❖ Don’t share information under investigation

❖ Respect confidentiality

❖ Acknowledge, empathize and position 



The Crisis Team

Core Team Expanded Team 

Head of School Division Heads

Core admin team Advancement and Admissions

Director of Communications School Psychologist

Project Manager (deadlines) Second School Attorney- child 
protection or criminal law specialist

IT Director Security as needed

School Attorney

Board Chair



When a Crisis Hits

❖ You will suffer in the short-term.

❖ You will need to communicate immediately with the facts as you know them.  

❖ Saying “no comment” is the same as saying “we’re guilty.”

❖ Your response needs to be about the victims. 

❖ What are you going to do to prevent this from happening again? Take 
responsibility.     

❖ Acknowledge any failure of the present or past institutional response. Own the 
problem and show leadership.

❖ Bad communication can create a second crisis.  

❖ The cover-up is always worse that the crime. 



A School’s Duties in a Sex Abuse Crisis

Duty to…

1. Protect and support the alleged victim

2. Ensure there are no other alleged student victims or 
alumni

3. Notify agency and/or law enforcement as necessary

4. Ensure fair process of alleged perpetrator

5. Protect the reputation of the school



Board Mistakes

❖ When the board says, “we’ve got it” and insists that only 
the boards runs the crisis, not the head

❖ The board leaks 

❖ The board fails to listen to school leadership

❖ The board imposes business/corporate practices, without 
accounting for how schools are different

❖ The board fails to take responsibility for its own missteps 
and is viewed as complicit in the crisis



Characteristics of a Crisis

Surprise

Insufficient 
information

Escalating 
flow of 
events

Feels out of 
control

Intense 
scrutiny 

from 
outside

Panic

Lack of 
capacity



Jane Group Optics



Crisis Optics

Moral Legal Media Reputation



Moral Optics

Do the right thing. 



Legal Optics

❖ Court of law vs. court of public 

opinion

❖ Lawyers and communications 

must work together

❖ Consider hiring an attorney who 
is a specialist in child protection 
and understands schools, school 

civil and criminal liability matters



Media Optics 

There’s no where to hide, 
due to: 

❖ Social Media

❖ Conventional Media

❖ Word of Mouth



Reputation Approach

Everyone is affected by a crisis:

❖ Students, parents, and local 

community 

❖ Faculty, staff, and alumni 

❖ Donors, corporations 

❖ Government, law enforcement

❖ Media



Sequence of Messaging

Media

Alumni (as appropriate)

Students

Parents

Faculty / Staff

Admin Team 

Board 

School Attorney and Communications Director

Head of School and Board Chair



A School Media Policy

Every school should have a media policy that everyone 
signs at the beginning of the school year.  

When the school is in crisis, leadership will remind 
everyone of the policy.  



Managing the Media

❖ Control the narrative and don’t let the media write 
the story for you 

❖ If you don’t have all of the facts, issue a holding 
statement to maintain control



Message for Sexual Misconduct

“The message to all community members is straightforward:

We take seriously, as educators, to prevent sexual misconduct from 
occurring in the first place; we support with care and compassion 
those students affected when it does; and we investigate and 
respond appropriately to all concerns about sexual misconduct 
brought to our attention.”

*Excerpt from Letter to the Community by John Palfrey, 
Head of School Phillips Andover Academy, August 31, 2016



Managing Social Media

❖ Monitor school Facebook pages and list serves to measure: 

❖ Questions and issues raised by stakeholders in the community 

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

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

❖ Consider hiring an outside expert to monitor known public venues 
where social messaging is shared

❖ Keep in mind vociferous minority may not be truly representative 



NAIS/TABS Report: 
Response 



“Whether an incident of misconduct occurred last week or 
several decades ago, once a school learns of the incident, the 
school’s response requires ethical clarity and considerable 

sensitivity, as well as deft and prompt action amid challenging 
circumstances.” 

NAIS-TABS Report: Section II: Response 



An effective response includes: 

❖ Knowing and following the law, without exception 

❖ A quick and compassionate response

❖ Listening and responding with empathy

❖ Following school’s procedure to deal with crisis promptly and equitably 

❖ Conducting a thorough investigation

❖ Retaining an outside investigator with expertise in allegations of abuse 

❖ Making a plan on how the information will be shared with the community 

❖ Transparent communication 

❖ Helping survivors to heal

❖ Supporting the community after an allegation 

NAIS-TABS Report: Section II: Response 



Case Study



Elite Artists 

❖ The most advanced, senior year art students have a tradition created by the current teacher 
who has been at the school 18 years. Throughout the year, each student must host a salon, 
(dinner party), at their home. The art teacher attends. The parents rarely, if ever do. This is 
a tradition meant to distinguish the program and inspire the students. 

❖ This year the group happens to be all girls.  Before the holiday ”salon”, the gift-giving 
theme was announced: Dirty Santa.   Two students felt uncomfortable and went to the 
Division Head.  The students said the teacher suggested the theme as a culmination of 
sexually charged conversations the “group” had throughout the fall. 

❖ Wait for it.

❖ The Board Chair’s daughter is a member of the group. 

❖ Wait for it #2 

❖ This is the teacher’s second incident, similar in nature, in as many years.  She is an 
institution.  

❖ The Division Head calls the Head. Next Steps?



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  Jim Hulbert J.D.

630-325-2509



Thank you.

Thank you. 


