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Lessons from the Pandemic:
Gearing up for the 2021-22 School Year

   ongratulations, School Leaders. You survived 2020-21 – a school 
year unlike any other, featuring the continuation of a public health 
pandemic, the most hyper-charged political atmosphere in memory
and social justice issues that roiled the nation. Your reward: Start 
getting ready for 2021-22.

   ut unlike, say, January 2020, when we began hearing mysterious 
reports of a serious illness in China, lessons learned from the past 
year and a half can be carried into the coming school year and many school years to come.

   hose lessons include how to apply the best practices of crisis communications along with the specialized practice of 
outrage management and make it work in a culture dominated by social media, where every slight or disagreement 
seemingly turns into a battle royale.

   his has all placed a greater premium on communicating with your key school stakeholders – your teachers, your 
staff, your students, your parents – than has ever been the case.  (Continued on pg. 2)
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Written by Thom Fladung, Hennes Communications

Welcome to psi’s Paradigm! Read on for important lessons we learned from 
the pandemic as well as ways to facilitate re-entry for next school year.
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   et’s start with the fundamentals of effective crisis communications. 
At Hennes Communications, we depend on our Damage Control 
Playbook and its five simple concepts:

L

The Damage Control Playbook

1. Tell the truth - if you don’t, you risk your credibility.
If you don’t tell the truth, when the truth comes out – and it will – that will become the story. How often does 
damage from the cover-up far exceed the original act?

2. Tell it first – if you don’t, someone else will.
And then you’ve lost control of your message. The best way to control the narrative of your story is to tell your story first.

3. Tell it all – if you don’t, someone else will.
We realize this one comes with an asterisk. Sometimes, for very legitimate reasons, you can’t tell it “all.” Student privacy 
must be paramount. There may be personnel issues. HIPAA may come into play. But there is almost always something 
you can say. And then explain why you can’t talk more about it. As we experienced in communicating about a pandemic, 
you also can’t know it “all.” Change will continue. Prepare everyone with that information as well.

4. Tell it fast.
Or at least be prepared to tell it as fast as you can, an essential step to succeeding in a world of instant communication.

5. Tell it to the people who matter most.
Your key stakeholders – teachers, staff, students, parents – are eager to hear from you. Even as they’re also unsure and 
stressed out. Which often leads to outrage. See “Steps to Manage Outrage” on page 3.

https://www.crisiscommunications.com
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Steps to Manage Outrage
   eadlines from news stories across the nation have had a familiar ring:H

“Parents outraged that school district will begin the year with virtual classes”

“Parents outraged over decision for blended learning in schools”

“Parents outraged after school board meeting on reopening plans”

There’s a lot of outrage to go around out there. 

    specialized subset of crisis communications has emerged that now is commonly referred to as outrage 
communications or outrage management. Peter Sandman, a colleague and friend to Hennes, has been one 
of the leading proponents of this discipline. Here are some steps he’s outlined and that we’ve refined for 
outrage management.

A

1. Validate concerns.

If you’re dealing with someone who is hostile or upset, ignoring or attempting to rebut concerns or objections 
will backfire. You can’t debate someone out of being outraged. Instead, look for ways to validate a person’s 
valid concerns and respond in a measured way.

2. Acknowledge past mistakes.

The responsible party is always ready to move on – including responsible parties who want to do the right 
thing. Be careful. The prerogative of deciding when you can put your mistakes behind you belongs to your 
stakeholders, not to you. The more often and apologetically you acknowledge the sins of the past, the more 
quickly others will decide it is time to move on. To build credibility, acknowledge the problems you’re facing – 
before you solve them and before you know if you will be able to solve them. That won’t make people panic. 
People panic when they think leadership doesn’t know what’s going on or is lying about what’s going on.

3. Give credit.
If you’ve decided to change or improve something because it was pointed out, and especially if pressure 
was applied – by employees, activists, critics, whoever – put the change in that context. Have the grace and 
honesty to say you responded. As Sandman has said, “Attributing your good behavior to your own natural 
goodness triggers skepticism.” Acknowledge that you changed because people raised a valid concern, and 
those people are much more likely to believe you actually did it.

https://www.forbes.com/sites/jeanneallen/2020/07/27/parents-response-to-school-system-dysfunction-can-usher-in-new-era-of-innovation/?sh=76a7d1ca45d7
https://www.psandman.com/articles/amsaside.htm
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Steps to Manage Outrage (Cont.)

The higher the outrage, the less willing people are to leave the control in your hands. You screwed it up. Why 
should we believe that you’re now going to fix it? As painful as it may be, look for ways to put the control 
elsewhere. Let others certify and validate that you’ve worked to fix the problem.

4. Share some control.

    e’ve also gotten new lessons – or been reminded of old ones– 
while communicating through this pandemic.
W

Communicating Your Way
Through A Pandemic

1. Overcommunicate.

In fact, you can’t overcommunicate during a pandemic. And you won’t be able to overcommunicate about the 
continuing changes you’ll make.

2. Communicate regularly.

Regular, scheduled updates – including when you don’t have news to report – calm people and give them a 
little better sense of control. If I know my school is going to send out an update on the state of conditions 
every Thursday at 1 p.m., that’s one little slice of certainly amid all the uncertainty.

3. Avoid “we got this” syndrome.

Communicate forthrightly about uncertainty, provide reassurance – but avoid the pitfalls of over-reassuring, 
one of the common crisis communication mistakes. Temper good news with a dose of reality, such as “We 
are continuing to do the best possible job to make plans and share these plans with you. But please under-
stand that conditions continue to change virtually by the day. And we may need to change our plans. We 
promise to keep you updated on developments to the greatest degree possible.” Leaders are trained to 
exhibit an air of confidence – and you should. That’s different than arrogantly telling everyone “we’ve got 
this” – when we know you don’t.
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   ow is the time to take those learnings from communicating during a pandemic and turn them into a 
communications action plan for the fall. Take advantage of this time. Here are some of the strategies and 
tactics to consider as your school’s communicators begin that work.

N

What to Do on Summer Vacation

Lessons from the Pandemic: Gearing up for the 2021-22 School YearLessons from the Pandemic: Gearing up for the 2021-22 School Year

1. Ask us anything.

How have you been fielding parent and community questions and concerns? Is it working?

2. Review your website.

How are you using your website? Is it always up to date? You may have had a section of your website 
dedicated to COVID-19 matters. Consider transitioning that to the post-COVID world.

3. Review your social media.

Judge its effectiveness. While social media often is considered the enemy – the place critics go to post 
inflammatory speculation about your school – it’s also one of the powerful tools you have for distributing 
information. Just as with popular media, you no longer can put the information where you want it and expect 
your audience to go get it. You have to give them information where and when they want it.

What Else to Do on Summer Vacation

1. Refine your communications plan.

How detailed is your communications plan? Does it identify the precise dates when you will complete spe-
cific tasks so you’re strategically using the summer months to talk to parents, students, teachers and staff?

2. Be relentlessly consistent.

Are teachers, assistants, front office staff and school board members all saying the same thing? Incon-
sistent messaging will cause a host of problems. And in an uncertain time, sowing more uncertainty will 
be damaging.
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What Else to do on Summer Vacation (Cont.)

Do board members understand your communication plans around reopening for 2021-22? Do they have 
high-level talking points about reopening? They’re critical ambassadors for carrying the message that your 
school has its reopening act together.

3. Remember your Board.

Post details of your reopening plans on your website, in your e-newsletters, on your social media channels. 
And remember traditional avenues such as the local newspaper. Offer to write an op-ed piece on how you’re 
reopening your school. Bet they take it.

4. Publish everywhere.

Be the first source for information about your school. The public often uses the speed of information flow as a 
marker for your preparedness. In today’s age of social media, you must be prepared to do the right thing and 
tell people while it’s happening that you’re doing the right thing.

5. Go first.

Show Me
Don’t Tell Me

   onsider using Facebook Live or videos or some other method to show and not just tell your stakeholders 
what you’re doing. Before school starts, show me what your classroom in 2021-22 is going to look like. Recruit 
student volunteers or ask your teachers to play the part. Show me the hallways between class changes. Show 
me the lockers. Show me how you’re continuing to clean high-touch areas. Take me inside what you’re plan-
ning to do – before you do it.

   his is one of journalism’s oldest, truest clichés. To make 
people believe what you’re saying, don’t just recite policies 
and practices. Show them what you mean.

T

C
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Plan and Adjust
   emember that communications plans are not evergreen documents. Review and update regularly to 
address emerging issue and concerns. This golden rule will be even more relevant during the 2021-2022 
school year. Adjust your communication methods and perhaps add some new ones.  Study what other 
districts are doing and adopt some of their good ideas.

    ost important, you will want to hear from parents, teachers, staff and students and adjust your plan to 
address their needs.

   hey looked to you for leadership during a challenging time. They’re still looking.

R

M

T

Thom Fladung is managing partner for Hennes Communications. To learn more about presentations on 
crisis and issues communications for educators and more, email fladung@crisiscommunications.com or 
call 216-213-5196.

Read on for another great article 
from Dr. Carly Wilbur, UH Pediatrician 
and psi Medical Director!psi

https://www.crisiscommunications.com
mailto:fladung@crisiscommunications.com
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Red Light, Green Light:
Am I Doing this Re-Entry Right?

    allet, keys, phone,… mask: We check our pockets before leaving the house or the car. Pretty soon, if 
Americans continue to take advantage of the readily available COVID-19 vaccines, we may be able to drop 
that last item off the list. Airplane travel, celebrations with large indoor gatherings of strangers, full days at 
the office or at school without wearing a mask— after 15 months of pandemic restrictions, these activities 
that were once so familiar may seem foreign and even scary. One might think that re-entry to what we used 
to consider normal would be instinctual, but the toll the pandemic has taken on us emotionally, physically, and 
financially impacts how flexible we can be while returning to baseline. This is a timely topic, but one that can 
be confusing. Official recommendations change weekly in response to trends in COVID infection, so it can be 
difficult to pin down the “right” way to behave.

W

Red Light, Green Light: Am I Doing this Re-Entry Right?

Written by Dr. Carly Wilbur, UH Pediatrician 
and psi Medical Director

    allet, keys, phone,… mask:

 n terms of summer get-togethers, current guidance from the CDC indicates that even indoor gatherings 
of vaccinated individuals should be safe. The CDC endorses fully-vaccinated individuals to participate in 
full-capacity worship services, attend classes at a gym, eat at an indoor restaurant or bar, and attend indoor 
sporting events— all without the need for disease-prevention measures like masking or physical distancing.

I

   ut what about unvaccinated individuals? Children under 12 years of age are too young to receive the 
COVID-19 vaccine, so the best way to facilitate their group play is to utilize the great outdoors. Summer 
camps can safely allow unvaccinated children to play outside with just a few feet of distance from one anoth-
er. If the weather doesn’t agree with that plan, masking and physical distancing indoors are still the standard. 
What about mixed age groups? If families with vaccinated adults and younger children want to share a meal 
or an activity, is there a safe way to manage that? The data have shown that overwhelmingly, mRNA vaccine 
recipients will not contract a serious case of COVID even after a close contact, and their risk of virus transmis-
sion to others is also greatly reduced. So is it safe for a toddler who attends day care to hug his vaccinated 
grandmother? Yes. Is it safe for a vaccinated parent to carpool with young children from different homes? 
Yes. Can schools re-open in the fall without masks? Maybe.

(Continued on pg. 9)

B

https://psi-solutions.org/about/team-psi/
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   igh schools with strong levels of student and teacher vaccination may be able to return to pre-COVID 
learning arrangements with very low risk of contagion. Middle schools that include only 7th and 8th graders 
may enjoy the same freedom. Until the vaccine eligibility age is lowered, however, 6th graders and their 
younger colleagues may find themselves continuing to require masks, generous desk spacing, and plexiglass 
dividers. There is hope that COVID vaccination will be available to children 6 years and older by the fall, so 
those predictions may change.

H

   ut it’s not just younger individuals who aren’t vaccinated. As of the start of June 2021, only half of eligible 
adults (16 years of age and older) in the US and 600,000 kids aged 12-15 have been vaccinated against 
COVID-19. Unfortunately, the science behind the movement has been eclipsed by the politics of the time. The 
topic of COVID vaccination is polarizing, and it’s unlikely that either side of the debate could convert some-
one to the other side. What we need to remember is that individual freedoms are protected in our country, 
and we must always remain decent to one another. 

B

   ccording to experts, portions of the population that are fully vaccinated are cleared to return to pre-COVID 
activities, but unvaccinated children and adults ought to continue to take precautionary measures. There are, 
however, some protocols that everyone should follow as we embark on this journey together. Be realistic: 
pre-pandemic life was not perfect, so temper expectations as you return to work, school, traffic, the post office, 
and other everyday activities. Be patient: there are still shortages and delays associated with suboptimal staffing 
and production issues. Be brave: for some, remote school or work was a blessing, and in-person interactions may 
present a challenge as normalcy returns. Be flexible: we managed to adjust and restructure so much of our lives 
over the last year, and we can certainly do it again in the coming months. Be kind: unless you own Amazon or 
Purell, you did not have a stellar year. We have all struggled, whether financially, physically, emotionally, socially, 
or academically. Practice compassion and remember the words of J.M Barry, creator of Peter Pan: 

“Be kinder than necessary because everyone you meet is fighting some kind of battle.”

A

Dr. Carly Wilbur is psi's Medical Director and is a board-certified pediatrician with University Hospitals 
Rainbow Babies and Children’s Hospital in Cleveland, Ohio. To learn more, click here or email:
carly.wilbur@uhhospitals.org. 

https://psi-solutions.org/about/team-psi/
mailto:carly.wilbur@uhhospitals.org
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