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Taming the media in a school crisis

T

alking to the media in the
middle of a school crisis is the
last thing school leaders feel
like doing. But it’s one of the most
important things they must do.
When we talk about a school
crisis, we’re not only talking about
the death of a student under school
supervision or sexual allegations
against a staff member. A crisis
arousing media interest could
include anything from claims a
school is weak on bullying to a
complaint about school uniform
policy.
There is one common
denominator among these examples
and hundreds more. If you don’t deal
with them properly in the media,
your school can lose its reputation.
So what should you do when
you get that first phone call from a
reporter? Do you say “no comment”,
refuse to take the call in the first
place, start talking to the reporter
without preparing or something else.
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You must front
The first thing you need to realise is
that you must front up unless there
is some very good reason not to.
If it’s about your school, the media
will logically come to you first. You
should see this as an opportunity
and not look at it with the view that
the media are out to get you.
They have come to you, so now
you have the opportunity to control
the story. Remember, the story will
run anyway, so you might as well
be in it and get your point of view
across. If you don’t talk, reporters will
find someone else. Two things can
happen here. Those people may get
their facts wrong and they may not
be sympathetic towards you or your
school.
Also, in the subsequent news
story, the reporter will say you
refused to comment. This makes you
look guilty and unwilling to defend
your school.

So you must front. But how
should you handle that phone
call from the reporter I mentioned
earlier. Firstly, find out exactly what
the reporter wants to talk about and
secondly, buy some time. Say you are
in a meeting, but you can call back
soon. This will give you time to settle
yourself down and prepare for the
interview.

Preparation
Preparing for a media interview is
different from preparing for any
other conversation. You need to start
off by composing what we call a
media message. This is the best way
to get your points across in a way the
media will use and the audience will
understand. This must include your
three most important points and last
no longer than 30 seconds. This may
seem strange, but it’s the best way to
get ready for your interview.
To get your media message right,
you need to write down everything
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you would like to get across in the
interview. You then need to narrow
it down to the three most important.
This may seem difficult, but it’s vital.
This is because a news story only
ever has two or three points in it.
You need to make sure the ones
you want get through. If you told
the reporter 57 points, he or she will
go away and whittle them down
to three. This way, you become the
editor.

What should your three
points be?
If it’s a crisis situation, often your
three points can follow a standard
pattern we teach. The first point
can be showing some regret for the
situation. For example, if a student
had been killed the point could be
something like: “Our hearts go out to
the friends and family of James.”
The second point can show what
you are doing to help the situation,
or as we call it, your response.

The story will run anyway, so you might as well be in it and get
your point of view across. If you don’t talk, reporters will find
someone else
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In this case it could be: “We are doing
all we can to support James’s family
through this difficult time.”
The third can often be restitution,
or what you will do to minimise
anything like this happening again.
This could be something like: “We will
be launching our own investigation
to see if there is anything we can do
better to minimise the chances of
this ever happening again.”
Along with these messages, you
want to organise different ways of
saying them. The best way to do this
is by using words that the media love
to use in their sound bites. These are
the pieces you see on TV, and hear
on Radio news stories where people
are quoted directly. In the print
media, these are called quotes.
If you can dress up your key
points by using things such as
analogies, clichés, examples and
emotion, these points are likely to
make the final cut in the subsequent
news stories. For example, while you

would say the third key message
above as is at some point, you could
also say it another way that would
be more attractive to media. The
key point was: “We will be launching
our own investigation to see if there
is anything we can do better to
minimise the chances of this ever
happening again.”
Using a cliché, it could also
be said: “We will leave no stone
unturned until we’ve done
everything we can to stop this
happening again.”
The next thing you need to do is
predict difficult questions and come
up with answers to those.

The interview
The entire aim of your interview is
to get your three points out as often
as you can. You will say the points
in different ways to stop sounding
like a broken record. This is also
where sound bites are important.
You’re probably wondering how

you keep coming back to the same
points again and again, particularly
if they don’t relate to a question. I’m
certainly not telling you to avoid the
question. Do answer the question,
but do it briefly if it doesn’t relate to
a key point. Once you’ve answered
it briefly, you do what we call bridge
back to a key point. Bridging is how
you transfer from answering the
question to your key point.
For example, if a reporter asked
you: “What do you say to parents
who have been concerned for some
time that this could happen,” you
could reply with, “Now’s not the time
for pointing the finger, but what I can
tell you is that we will be launching
our own investigation to see if there
is anything we can do better to
minimise the changes of this ever
happening again.”

Don’t speculate
In crisis situations like this, reporters
are likely to ask you to speculate.

Don’t fall into that trap. If you are
asked to speculate, just bridge
back to a key point. For example,
in the example we’ve been using, a
reporter may ask: “What do you think
killed this student.” Your response
must be something like: I wouldn’t
want to speculate on that, but what
I can say is that our hearts go out to
the family and friends of James.”
By following this advice, you’ll
survive your media interviews in a
crisis and maintain the reputation
of your school. However, I must
emphasise that mastering the media
is about practice. It’s like riding a bike.
You can read as many books and
articles as you like, but until you get
on the bike, you’ll never learn. The
answer is a media training course
where this information is covered in
more detail and you face the camera.
It’s best to make mistakes and learn
in a training environment than on
One News or Campbell Live.

SUBSCRIBE TO SCHOOL NEWS

ONE YEAR ONLY $42 FOR 4 ISSUES • TWO YEARS ONLY $72 FOR 8 ISSUES
INSIDE
: CLAS
SROO
M

Your Subscription Details:

The

Esse

ntial

Ma

nage

ACOU
STICS
|

DEAL
ING

WITH
THE
MEDIA
|

EXPL
ORING
Issue

me

nt Gu
ide

for

Educ

ation

Ind

ustry

Profe

18 |
Term

AUCK
LAND

3 - 2012

ssion

| $12
Inc

GST

als

Name:
Position:

Essential Reading for:
• Principals
• Department Heads
• Property Managers • Professionals
Ess
ent
ial Re
adi
ng

Company:

• NEW
• ADM S
INISTRA
TION

Order & Payment Details:
Phone:
1 Year (4 issues) Only $42.00

for

Goo Here
d pla
w
nnin orth
g le
De
ads Scho
to su
o
cce l
ss

Princi
pal
s•

par
• HEA
tment
Heads
• EDU LTH & SAF
CATION ETY
• Pro
per
• SPO
ty Ma
nag
• PRO RTS & REC
ers
FILES
REATION
• Pro
fes
sional
• TEA
s
• PRO CHING RES
PERTY
OURCES

2 Years (8 issues) Only $72.00

Fax:
Email:
Website:
Address:
Address 2:

I enclose cheque in payment, or
Please charge this purchase to my Credit Card
Mastercard

Visa

Amex

Amex - Card Code

Card Number:

Name on Card:

Expiry Date:

Suburb:
Town:
Post Code:

Signature:

* Please note a $6.00 per issue charge applies to all delveries outside New Zealand.

FREEPHONE: 0800 MULTIMEDIA (685 846) FAX: (03) 365 1655 POST: PO BOX 5104, PAPANUI, CHRISTCHURCH, 8542 EMAIL: SUBSCRIPTIONS@SCHOOLNEWS.CO.NZ
PLEASE MAKE ALL CHEQUES PAYABLE TO MULTIMEDIA PUBLISHING LIMITED GST: 98-011-021. This form can be used as a tax invoice for GST purposes. All rates include GST. E&OE.

Term 3 - 2012

school news

15

