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“The spectacle also appalled many non-college, working-class people who viewed students as 

pampered, selfish, anti-American, unpatriotic.” 

This quote from former student activist, former US Secretary of Labor and now Professor Robert 

Reich describing the public’s reactions to anti-Vietnam War protests of the late 1960s.  

His words could have been penned to describe the perceptions of many people in response to 

campus uprisings around the country, especially student protests over issues in Palestine and 

Israel.  

The polyglot of venom and hyperbole around our country’s institutions of higher education has 

been gummed to mush. We’re all dizzied by the topical flurry: academic freedom; freedom of 

speech; anti-Semitism; disregard for human rights; woke professors; state-set restrictions or 

bans on Diversity, Equity and Inclusion programs; transgender sports rules. The list seems 

endless.  

We watched the Congressional spectacle that completely dismantled the careers of two women 

college presidents and has now finally ended the tenure of a third. (Were there no male college 

presidents who experienced campus unrest?) And while empathetic to the Presidents’ plight, we 

also chafed at the woodenness of some of their answers.  

As a 40-year veteran in the communications field who has trained many on public presentations 

and media interviewing, I think deeply about how different university administrators respond to 

controversies and crises. I long for a perfect playbook to minimize conflict and maximize mutual 

respect and understanding. Yet, it’s clear that my desire for the perfect appears as futile as 

Icarus’ quest to fly close to the sun. Those who claim to know all the answers have fallen prey to 

an overconfident ego. 

I do believe, however, that some of the issues could have been less divisive and even 

deescalated more quickly had certain practices, protocols, communication styles and a greater 

understanding of the ultimate audience been created or reexamined before the latest issues 

surfaced. The time to set rules and consequences for disrupting classrooms is not when 

building doorways are blockaded by protesting students. The opportunity to create constructive 

dialogue between Boards of Trustees, alumni, faculty, and students should be before the 

moment when disagreements enflame mutual disdain and dissatisfaction. 

Many campuses did and do have protocols in place. But were these standards recently 

reexamined in light of a fast-changing world? How often and in what manner were these 

principles shared with the campus community? Was there dialogue around fairness and mutual 

agreement on appropriate enforcement?  

Did campus leaders host forums or use practices like Art of Hosting or the brainstorming 

techniques of IDEO to help people at least reach a common understanding—if not a common 

solution? Have we trained leaders among students, faculty, administrators, and the Board on 

how to listen to one another without judgment and ask deeper questions? Have we worked to 



 

build bridges between state legislators and campus colleagues before facing greater legislative 

oversight or restrictions? 

Moreover, and with all great respect for my peers, have we reconsidered our language and 

communications style? When I started, those in public relations taught techniques for focusing 

conversations on what we wanted to say. Some of those tactics were criticized, especially when 

they resulted in zombie-like repetitive interviews. Today, anything less than full, authentic 

responsiveness can be immediately misconstrued. As a result, the message will flounder and 

drown in a sea of mistrust and negativity.  

Finally, never forget that a vocal minority does not speak for the silent majority. I’m often stymied 

to explain how our obsession with the fringe’s vitriol outweighs our faith in reasonable people’s 

thoughtfulness. That does not mean, as I’ve often heard from leadership, that you do not 

respond to criticism. If you don’t fill the information vacuum, someone or sheer human 

speculation will do it for you. But never confuse the few and loud with your ultimate audience. 

They may share little to nothing in common. 

None of these ideas will be foolproof firewalls. But they may prove foundational in cultivating a 

campus and a wider community uplifted by greater trust and mutual respect. 
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