
It began with a stolen hat.
It ended after a series of frightening news reports, days of 

phone calls within Winnipeg and beyond, a special police 
presence around a high school and more than 100 students 
kept from class by dozens of anxious parents.

The incident was not uncommon, but the outcome was, 
all because of the media coverage that followed in its wake. 
Such are cautionary tales for educators with little or no close-
up exposure to the media.

“This was the worst nightmare for a school administrator,” 
says Bob Bilan, vice-principal of Shaftesbury High School. 
“We shouldn’t have had to go through this.”

It was a year ago. A typical, crisp Friday in December. 
Principal John Karras was at a conference in Philadelphia. 
Bilan was getting ready for the weekend.

Any plans he had changed at noon hour. Two teenagers, 
non-students, showed up in the school and Bilan told them 
they would have to leave. They hung around outside, where 
one of them took a student’s hat.

That led to a brief altercation. A pellet pistol was suppos-
edly seen. One of the non-students let loose with some pep-
per spray.

Bilan phoned the police and within five minutes three or 
four police cars were on the scene. The teenagers were gone, 
but the pepper spray lingered, leaving more than a few kids 
anxious and upset, says Bilan.

But students got back to class as the police did interviews. 
Parents and superintendents were notified. The police were 
given the tape from the school’s security camera which 
showed the teenagers who took off.

A reporter from The Winnipeg Free Press also appeared 
shortly after the police, but was told to leave the building 
and contact the board office for any information. She left the 
building and spoke with a few students and a parent outside.

All in all, by the end of the day it appeared the incident 
was but a fading memory.

“I assumed it was all wrapped up by the end of the day,” 
says Bilan. “But it was just the beginning.”

He understood that when he saw the huge headline in the 
Saturday Free Press.

Gang Hits Tuxedo School.
“When I looked at the paper, I was just sick,” says Bilan. 

“This was turning into a nightmare.”
The story said that an inner-city street gang called the Mad 

Cowz had “invaded” the Tuxedo school, attacked students 
and vowed to return. The information came from unnamed 
students, overheard conversations and an anonymous parent.

The story said three students were pepper-sprayed and one hit 
with “a weapon resembling a gun.” In subsequent coverage in 
other media this morphed into a student being “pistol-whipped.”

Bilan shakes his head at the foundation for the story: 
“Some parent screamed ‘Mad Cowz’. There was no real at-
tempt to get any meaningful information on the incident. 
There was no ‘invasion’.”

As the news reached doorsteps, phones started ringing 
throughout the community, some calls from parents as 
far away as Florida. In Philadelphia, Principal John Karras 
opened his email and read notes from colleagues offering 
their sympathy or help for an incident that had been too mi-
nor to report to him.

“I was shocked. I was just 
wondering what was going on.”

Bilan spent the Saturday 
speaking with the police, urg-
ing them to pick up the two 
suspects to help deflect the 
tensions that had been created. 
But the officers working on the case, which amounted to a 
brief fight and stolen hat, weren’t working on the weekend. 
He did get the police to agree to show up at the school on 
Monday to ease any fears among parents and students.

But, the next day brought more headlines, with other me-
dia joining in.

The Free Press again reported “gang members invaded the 
Tuxedo school Friday afternoon, terrorized students and 
threatened to return.”

The politicians piled on with Conservative Justice critic 
Kelvin Goertzen issuing a release that “young people need  
to know that their school is safe and they will not face  
gang violence.”

Reading the coverage was someone who knew what 
Shaftesbury was facing. Nine months earlier five non-stu-
dents showed up at Lord Selkirk Regional Comprehensive 
High School to settle a score with one of its 1,200 students. 
A fight broke out on the front lawn and Principal Scott 
Kwasnitza rushed out to break it up. One of the non-students 
took a crutch from a nearby student and swung it like a base-
ball bat into Kwasnitza’s head.

As in the case of Shaftesbury, the immediate issue became 
getting the school back to normal operation and getting cor-
rect information into the hands of staff, students and parents.

“We had to get the information out and squelch the wild 
rumours from spreading; and there were wild rumours,”  

he says. While rumours 
probably spread faster in the 
smaller community of Selkirk, 
Kwasnitza only had to immedi-
ately deal with the local, weekly 
newspaper with which he has a 

good relationship. The Winnipeg 
media swarmed the school the next day.

The school got letters home to parents the same day  
and worked with the police to issue a news release about  
the incident.

“The story is going to be told anyway, so we just felt we 
should get as much accurate information out as possible,”  
he says. “You don’t want to sensationalize it and fan the 
flames of fear, but you have to show you are in control and 
reassure people.”

At Shaftesbury, hampered because the incident had  
happened on a Friday afternoon, fear was rampant in  
the school community and how much so was obvious  
on Monday morning.

More than 100 of the school’s 700 students never showed 
up for class. That had also happened in Selkirk to a lesser 
extent. Outside, TV, newspaper and radio reporters had laid 
siege to the school property. “We had reporters with cameras 
lurking on the property for days.” Some tried to sneak into 
the school, but were escorted back out.

Inside, staff were frantically trying to answer parents’  
questions.

“The phone was ringing like crazy with people wondering 
if it was safe to show up for class,” says Bilan.

Meetings were quickly held with staff and the student 
body to let them know exactly what the situation was at that 
time. A letter was sent out to parents.

Throughout the week the situation cooled and reporters 
and politicians finally moved on to something else.

They left behind many parents, school officials and stu-
dents with bitter feelings toward the media.

Bilan and Karras both believe the media covered the  
issue without any regard for the consequences to the school 
or families.

“My real concern here is the absolute lack of responsibil-
ity,” says Bilan. “The kids were scared, the staff was scared.”

Karras is convinced the incident wouldn’t have even war-
ranted a mention if it hadn’t happened in a “Tuxedo school.”

“The media response to this was that there seemed to be an 
agenda here that had nothing to do with the incident itself.”

Bilan finishes the thought with his take on the apparent 
storyline: “An invasion of a privileged world and that there is 
nowhere safe.”

Both are convinced that the incident was overplayed by 
the media simply because it was an incident that happened 
at a suburban school and it could be hung on the idea that it 
was caused by an inner-city street gang even if it was only one 
unidentified parent who was quoted making that link.

The impact of the coverage at Shaftesbury and in other 
schools in Winnipeg has resulted in schools being much 
more cautious when calling police over any incident. Karras 
says schools now know that when they call 911 the police 
will come, but so will the media, which monitor police calls. 
Some schools might hesitate on minor incidents for that 
reason alone.

Karras says his school’s experience shows that it is most 
important to get ahead of the media in getting out informa-
tion, although he thinks the media should also be more con-
cerned about getting facts than collecting gossip and rumour.

Selkirk’s Kwasnitza says administrators have to realize that 
once the media have arrived, they have to be dealt with. Trying 
to keep reporters at bay with ‘no comments’ doesn’t work.

“A story is going to be told so you have to try to work with 
the people who are going to tell it. If you don’t, you run the 
risk of it all being sensationalized.”

Different situations will result in different outcomes based 
on who the reporters are, what time of day an incident  
occurred and how much information can be released quickly 
and by whom. Some divisions have policies where only super-
intendents can release information, others allow principals to 
do so when they feel it is necessary.

And when an incident occurs, an administrator’s first job 
is to protect the school and students. Dealing with outside 
interests like reporters is often something to be ignored.

“It’s difficult,” says Kwasnitza. “Principals tend to be para-
noid and overly-protective at the best of times.”

But ignoring the possible public side of an incident can  
be costly.

A story won’t necessarily die for a lack of information. 
Reporters will simply wait on the fringes and interview stu-
dents and parents, who may not be informed at all. They will 
find the easiest source of oxygen to keep the story alive. And 
that is sometimes a major surprise to administrators.

The reporter who showed up at Shaftesbury told Bilan 
that she would be writing something “in the paper.” He 
didn’t guess at the time what that meant.

“I never anticipated what would be in the paper,” he says. 
“None of us had any idea what ‘in the paper’ meant.”

Weeks after the incident, as officials looked at how they 
could better handle subsequent incidents, the police did fi-
nally arrest the two teens involved in the fight.

They weren’t members of any gang, a fact that went  
unreported.

The police returned the hat.

When the

Understand that the reporters are not after you. They are after the story. In order to tell that 
story they need to talk to you and hear your interpretation of what happened.

The story is bigger than you. You are not the only person who counts in the story. In the case of  
an incident at a school the other sources are student, staff, parents, trustees, administrators. You should expect 
that a reporter will want to talk with as many of those people possible right up to the deadline.

Tell your side of the story. You have a responsibility to ensure that your side of the story is told so  
that parents driving home and hearing about the incident on the radio can be assured that you have things 
under control. And more importantly you want to talk so that the story is balanced and includes more than 
student gossip. 

It does not go away. Don’t be under the illusion that because you don’t feel like talking to the media you 
have successfully killed the story. You don’t own the story. The story goes on with or without you. Reread Tip 
#2. In fact you don’t even get to decide if it’s newsworthy or not. That’s the job of the reporter’s boss—the editor 
or senior producer. 

Get your story straight. Take a few minutes to focus your thoughts before talking with a reporter.  
Keep your thoughts to two or three key ideas. Write them out if you have to. They may be “everything is  
under control”, “we are investigating the incident” and “we want to do everything we can to ensure this  
never happens again.” Ask the reporter what he or she has heard so far. Then address any misconception  
or misunderstandings the reporter may have. 

Tell your story early and often. It can be frustrating to have to repeat your messages when you  
feel like you’ve already told one reporter. But the media is a very competitive industry and reporters do  
not share interviews. Grant as many interviews as are requested to make sure the facts are clear right from  
the beginning.

Make it one of your communication tools. Remember that for every reporter you talk to, you  
are reaching hundreds of parents, politicians and concerned citizens. The media can help you get your position 
heard and assure families and friends that you are managing the issue. A letter home may never make it out of 
the knapsack; so maximize your reach by using the media.

Take responsibility for what you own, let go of the rest. Managing the media is a misnomer. 
You cannot manage the media—unless you own your own newspaper. You can only manage your response to 
the media, not what anyone else told a reporter or the final version of the story. Also keep in mind that we live 
in a 24–7 information age. Just because school is out at 3:30 doesn’t mean the rest of the world has stopped. 
The news goes on and on and on. Take responsibility to stay on top of the story the next day, even if that’s a 
Saturday or Sunday.

Call back. Get the name and phone number of every reporter you talked with and call them back on their 
deadline—5 p.m. or so—and ask if there is anything else they need. Be the last voice in their head before the 
story goes to bed. Chances are while rushing to deadline they have forgotten something or need clarification, 
but didn’t know how to reach you again. You are doing this for yourself, not for them.

Plan for a crisis. You have fire drills, code green drills, code red drills, lists and plans for every possible di-
saster. Make sure you have a communications strategy that empowers the most knowledgeable person of authority 
on site to talk with the media. And make sure the person is trained to talk to the media. Sending reporters half 
way across town to talk to someone who has no knowledge of the issue can be interpreted as “no comment.”

Never say “No comment.”

Shirley Muir, President of The MediaBank, is a communications and media relations strategist. Her clients range from  
corporate executives to non-profit organizations. She can be contacted via email at themediabank@shaw.ca.

Top tips for understanding 
media at the door By Shirley Muir

No you cannot manage the media. 
However, you can be smart about your relationship with the media.
Whether you’re a school principal with a bomb threat, a municipality that just dumped 
raw sewage in the river or a politician with a past that’s about to make headlines, the 
tips and tools you’ll need to understand the media coverage are the same.
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BONUS  
TIP

knocking
media

By George Stephenson

come Karras says his school’s experience shows that it is most important to get ahead 
of the media in getting out information, although he thinks the media should also 
be more concerned about getting facts than

collecting gossip and rumour.


