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The rationale 

 There are two types of 

boarding school, those 

that have had a crisis and 

those that are about to 

have one… 



Random and 

chaos 

happens in the 

universe 

…and in boarding schools 



Types of crises I have dealt 

with… 



 



 



  

 



 



Why address a crisis in a 

boarding school? 

“...Left to themselves, 

things tend to go from 

bad to worse.” 



Boarding School Crisis 

Response Model 
 

 

Primary 

Secondary 

Tertiary 



School Crisis Response Model 

 

Primary 

Secondary 

Tertiary 

• Conflict resolution 

• Anger management 

• Alcohol and Drug 

Education 

• Depression 

awareness 

• Road safety training 

• Cyber-citizenship  
Primary Prevention 



School Crisis Response Model 

 

Primary 

Secondary 

Tertiary 

• Evacuation 

• School lock-down 

• Addressing the 

emotional & 

physical safety of 

those involved 

• Notification of 

parents, public 

and media 

Steps you take 

immediately after 

A crisis 



School Crisis Response Model 

 

Primary 

Secondary 

Tertiary 

• Long-term 

counselling and 

assistance 



Name 4 defining 

characteristics of a 

crisis 



4 defining characteristics of a 

crisis 

1) unexpected (i.e., a surprise) 

2) creates uncertainty 

3) is seen as a threat to 

important goals  

4) Creates the need for change. If 

change is not needed, the 

event could more accurately 

be described as a failure. 

Source: Seeger, M. W., Sellnow, T. L., & Ulmer, R. R. (1998). Communication, 

organization, and crisis. Communication Yearbook, 21, 231-275. 



The danger 

of the crisis 

in a boarding 

schools 

 

• Likely to escalate in 

intensity 

• Interfere with normal 

functioning 

• Draw media attention & 

scrutiny 

• Jeopardise the school’s 

positive image in the 

community 

• Interfere with the 

ability of staff members 

and students to focus 

on learning 



What are 3 positive potentials 

of a crisis? 

 



What are 3 positive potentials 

of a crisis? 

• Can be growth 

producing 

• Bring about 

permanent positive 

change 

• Provide an 

opportunity to 

rebuild a more 

substantial 

foundation 



Human Reaction to a Crisis 

• A crisis is an event that is 

extraordinary 

• It cannot be predicted 

 

 

 
however 

The human reactions to the crisis are consistent and 

predictable 

Being aware of and understanding beforehand how 

people react in a critical situation makes it possible to 

implement a plan that defuses those reactions and 

prevents them from precipitating a secondary crisis 

 



6 reasons why boarding schools 

must address crises 

1. Serving the wider school  

community   

2. Substituting for the extended 

family 

3. Providing services to boarders 

4. Maintaining a cohesive school 

community 

5. Fulfilling a legal responsibility 

6. Reducing the effects of trauma 

and stress 



The Role of the boarding 

school 

• Often schools are the centre of the 

community 

• Acts as a collection point for many 

people 

• Crises leave people feeling frightened, 

confused and emotionally unsafe 

• When it is relatively simple to provide 

basic support it is negligent not to do 

so. 

 



How things can go 

wrong 

- a case study - 



Case study 1 – all boys private school 

• Student on the periphery 

of the student body 

suicides 

• the school chose not to 

do anything to 

acknowledge his death 

• Staff were expressly 

forbidden from holding 

discussions with 

students or making 

comment about the 

incident 

 

 

ABOUT WHAT’S 

HAPPENED 



• within hours - all 

students knew some of 

the details 

• tried to contain their 

reaction   

• Many students became 

embroiled in fights, cried 

openly, were disciplined 

for not being where they 

should have been and 

some started truanting. 



Why did this happen? 

 



• psychologists were called in 

• Intense anger targeted 

towards the school, 

teachers and the principal 

• teachers were ambivalent 

about ignoring the deaths 

and through their anxiety 

inadvertently 

communicated their own 

discomfort to the students 

• School temporarily lost the 

allegiance and trust of 

students in three year 

levels 



Moral of the story… 

• Trauma shatters the foundations of trust and 

order expected from authority 

• Students assume the school is a safe 

environment composed of people who care about 

them 

• When so many distraught students are obviously 

being ignored this trust is undermined 

• The resulting erratic and emotional behaviour 

becomes impossible to contain 

• The school loses control at a time when students 

need strong control coupled with deep 

understanding and compassion 



Most common mistakes in 

managing a school crisis 



1. Outsourcing Responsibility 

 

– The reason a crisis is a 

crisis is that by its very 

nature its occurrence is out 

of the ordinary and will 

present unforeseen 

problems. 

– An in-house crisis team is 

needed to assess and 

update continuously its 

crisis plan 



2. Crisis Response Team is 

often too large 

 



Crisis Teams 

• Activate school crisis plan 

• Emergency and evacuation 

procedures 

• Notification/communications 

• Debriefing 

• Short term crisis counselling 

 

 

Secondary 



Practical considerations in team 

selection 
• Size – 4 to 8 people ideal 

• Members must be people who: 

– Are in charge of various school functions 

and who will bring to the team though 

specific areas of expertise ie: 
• The Principal 

• A/Deputy Principal 

• Guidance counsellor/School psychologist 

• Senior teacher who has the respect of the staff 

• Member of the clergy 

• School nurse 

• Boarding staff 



3. Crisis Response Team roles 

unclear 

• Chairperson – co-ordinates 

• Deputy Chairperson- deputises when Chair is absent 

• Co-ordinator of Counselling – oversees  provision of 

mental health services to students 

• Boarding House - staff member 

• Co-ordinator of Staff Notification – established & 

initiates telephone tree 

• Communications Co-coordinator – conducts all in-

house communications, maintains log of  all 

communications 

• Media Co-ordinator - media contact person 

• Evaluator – collects data on performance and outcome 



4. Procedures properly 

established 

–Does your school have established 

procedures for  

• Referring students and monitoring 

their status 

• Obtaining parental permission for 

counselling 

• Running school based support groups 

• Liaison with follow up services 

• Memorialisation 



5. Ignoring the media 

• Consistently reported as the most 

difficult part of handling the crisis 

• Responsibility to protect students 

and respond to the community’s 

concern is enormous 

• Speaking to the media cannot be 

delegated 

• As the visible leader of the school 

principals must speak to the media 

and determine the limits of their 

involvement on campus 



Strategies for managing 

boarders 

 

Impact of a critical 

incident on boarders and 

staff 

Needs to be recognised, 

understood and managed 

group individual 

If not addressed 

learning will be 

disrupted & negative 

behaviours not 

previously evident may 

arise 

Reaction will depend 

in part on behaviour 

of adults 



How should they be 

run? 

Crisis occurs 

Crisis Team 

forms 

Staff Meeting 

called 

Staff notified 

Normal classes 

suspended 

Teachers given 

announcements 

boarders  

notified 

Parents 

notified 

At risk boarders  

identified 

Offered 

Individual 

counselling 

Groups 

formed 

Immediate 

peers 

boarders in 

Year level 

boarders 

with pre-

existing 

issues 



Staff as screener 

Throughout the discussion staff can help 

identify boarders close to the deceased 

and who may need extra counselling 



Look for ”flyers’” 
• boarders often experience emotional 

upheaval in their lives which the school is 

unaware of 

• A trauma can act as a catalyst – bringing 

these issues to the surface and be useful 

in identifying and refer these boarders to 

counselling 

• Staff might ask: 

– “... how many of you have had deaths in 

your family?” 

• Sharing what helped them most when 

they had a loss in their lives - can 

help all boarders , cope with the 

present blasts and learn for the future 



The process of 

managing a group of 

boarders  

• Aim of group session after a 

crisis 

– comfort level to be restored 

and sense of safety returned 

– To find answers to questions 

they have about the difficult 

incident 

– To know what is happening to 

them and to adults 

Group crisis 

management 

utilises a four 

phase process 

Setting up 

group 

Providing 

Information 

Questions &  

Answers 

Normalizing 

Reactions 



Group process 

• Ask them to choose one or two 

words to describe how they feel 

• Acknowledge legitimacy of all 

feelings including the “I don’ t 

know’s” 

• Point out acceptability of all 

reactions 

• Emphasise how important it is to 

respect one another’ s feelings 

• Explain it is common to want to 

know the details of the 

information – then ask if anyone 

has any other information to add 

boarders are keen to 

ask questions and to 

talk about the incident. 

Young people often 

feel more comfortable 

asking an adult who is 

not as well known to 

them as their teachers 

or parents 



Advantages of a group 

approach 

• clear and consistent 

group understanding 

of what happened 

and who was involved  

• dispel rumours and 

innuendo 

• Group provides an 

opportunity to fill the 

gaps in 

understanding 

Often people do 

not get 

accurate or 

miss vital 

information 

when first 

hearing of the 

incident 



Phase 1: setting up a crisis 

group 
• Ensure you have an appropriate space 

– Not too small 

– Properly ventilated 

– A door you can shut 

– Comfortable room temperature 

– Access to box of tissues 

– Can hold it outside 

• Explain  

– the purpose of the group 

– how long it will take ( approximately 1 hour) 

– What you will do together 

– What the facilitators role will be 

• Convey to the students you are in control not have 

the content of the emotional climate 

 

boarders must feel this 

group will not increase 

feelings of unsafety or 

vulnerability – so 

emphasise and explain 

confidentiality 



Phase 2: providing information 

• Reiterate why you are here and 

outline the incident 

– Do not use euphemisms e.g.: “passed 

away”, “gone to sleep” 

– boarders require truth in order to 

actualise loss 

– Clear accurate details of the 

circumstances surrounding the 

incident 

• Where and when incident took place 

• Who was present 

• How it happened 

• What help was at hand 

• What will happen next 

– This minimise rumours 

 

If boarders do not 

have accurate 

and consistent 

information they 

will construct 

their own story or 

may fantasise 

about what they 

believe happened 

which can be 

more unpleasant 

and harmful than 

the truth 



Phase 3: Questions and 

Answers 

• Form into small groups of three or 

four people 

• Given five minutes to think of a 

question they would like to have 

answered 

• Provide writing implements and 

encourage students to write-down 

questions 

• Answer questions as honestly and 

accurately as possible 

• If the answers are not 

immediately available students 

need to know this and be assured 

that answers will be forthcoming 

Be prepared to 

questions that seem 

bizarre, gruesome 

or centred around 

practical aspects of 

death. This may be 

the first 

opportunity 

students have to 

find out what 

happens when 

people die 



Phase 4 : reactions to grief 

• Provide information about 

reactions to grief 

– Stress normality of reactions 

– Outline the range of physical 

and psychological responses 

– The period of time over which 

they are likely to occur 

– Emphasise there is no 

prescribed responses 

– Reinforce the appropriateness 

of talking to other people 



Impact on senior boarders  

• Discuss what this means for 

senior student’s study 

program… 

• Examine strategies to manage it 

– Reschedule study timetable to 

include free time 

– Give themselves permission to take 

time out to grieve 

– Renegotiate expectations with Yr 12 

teachers 

– Strategies for communicating with 

parents (who are not mind readers) 

– Consider special consideration if 

near exam time 



Offer Resources/networks 

• Stress the importance of 

talking to others 

• Talking to someone can be 

a relief not a sign of 

weakness 

• Get boarders to identify 

people they could talk to 

• Direct them towards 

resources or websites 

• Suggest useful books, 

DVD’s, websites, etc 
 www.bdb.com.au/books/grief_book 



How to close the group 

• Discuss getting together again 

• Thank boarders for their honesty 

• Acknowledge that this is a difficult 

time 

• Appreciate their courage and talking 

about the incident and their feelings 

• Ask each boarder to describe in a 

word or sentence how they now feel 



Common concerns among 

boarders in crisis 
• Worry that they do not feel upset 

enough 

• Want to know how to help their 

friends who are most upset 

• Worry how to express empathy and 

sadness for the family of the deceased 

– Face-to-face contact 

– Non-verbal expressions of support e.g. 

Condolence cards 



What should the adult leading 

the group say and do? 
• Maintain class norms and structures 

• Be  flexible in content,  know that routines and expectations 

can be reassuring 

• Discipline and expectation should not lapse but they may be 

more flexible 

• Stafff should express their feelings in a controlled way to the 

students 

• Use the deceased’s name which will help students become 

more comfortable with the absence of a friend 

• Not using the person’s name allows euphemisms to become 

the norm 

• Do not remove the belongings of the deceased for at least the 

first few days 

• But changes have to be made,  talk to boarders and ask them 

what they want to do 



The End 

www.michaelcarr-gregg.com.au  


