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DISCLAIMER

This presentation shall not 
constitute legal advice, nor 
create an attorney-client 
relationship. This presentation is 
for informational purposes only.

If you have any specific legal 
questions or require legal 
advice for specific situations, 
please contact or refer to your 
institutional, general, or outside 
counsel.
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Learning 
Objectives

Keep these objectives in mind as we 
move through today’s training.

Deliver unfavorable student conduct 
outcomes with clarity, empathy, and 
professionalism using the SPIKES 
system

Demonstrate active listening skills 
allowing students to process adverse 
information in a safe and 
compassionate environment

Recognize opportunities to 
deescalate tense situations with 
students during difficult 
conversations



Training Overview

1. What is “bad 
news?”

2. The SPIKES 
system

3. Six skills that you 
should develop

4. Deescalation



WHAT KIND OF BAD NEWS ARE WE 
TALKING ABOUT?

• Responsibility determinations

• Favorable dependent on the party

• Complaint dismissals, failing to move forward with changes

• Sanctioning, favorable depending on the party

• Separation from the college

• Any information which “adversely and seriously affects an 

individual’s view of their future”



What are we NOT talking about?

• Requirements to deliver news 
electronically either by regulation or 
collegiate procedure

• You can still use many of these skills post-
disclosure



Objectives when “giving bad news”

• Gather information

• Determine knowledge, expectations & readiness to hear bad 
news

• Support the student by employing skills to reduce emotional 
impact & isolation

• Coordinate a strategy for next steps with the student

• Ensure your process is legally compliant

• Remember: delivering bad news is occasionally part of the job



How does crafting a strategy help?

• Move towards planning for next steps

• Encourage students to participate actively in their own future

• May allow administrators to feel less stress and burnout

• Increase confidence in disclosing unfavorable outcomes



WHAT HAPPENS IF 
THIS IS THE 

SECOND OR THIRD 
TIME MEETING 

WITH THE SAME 
STUDENT?



SPIKES (Six Steps)



WHAT IS “SPIKES?”

• Protocol for disclosing unfavorable information

• “breaking bad news”

• Originally developed for medical professionals disclosing 

“bad news” to cancer patients about their illness

(Baile et al, 2000) 



SETTING up the 
meeting

• Arrange for privacy

• Allow for advisors

• Prioritize comfort

• Manage time constraints and interruptions
• Keep time before and after appointment free
• Eliminate all distractions

• Prepare as much as possible
• Have printouts and resources on demand
• Notify appropriate supportive measure providers that you 

may reach out to them during or after

• Be mindful of when this meeting is scheduled



Assessing PERCEPTION

• “Before you tell, ask”

• Get an understanding of the student’s 
well-being & understanding of the 
situation

• Tailor your delivery to the student
• How do they engage with this 

information?
• Determine if student is engaging in 

any stage of grief or denial (wishful 
thinking, omission of essential but 
unfavorable details of the 
circumstances, unrealistic 
expectations)



Obtain INVITATION

• Letting a student initiate exchange can lessen the anxiety 
associated with receiving bad news

• Can help the administrator as they deliver bad news
• Ask the student how they would like to hear the information:

• “Would you like all of the information at once?”
• “Where do you want to start this discussion?”
• “Would you like a copy of the decision and read it and then 

ask questions?”
• “Would you like me to answer any questions you have 

before I share this information?”



Sharing KNOWLEDGE

• Warn the student that there is some 
bad news coming

• Tailor the information to be as student-
centered as possible

• Cushion language, within reason
• Give information in small chunks, 

check periodically to student’s 
understanding

• Ensure all options available to student 
are communicated and shared



Addressing Student Emotions with 
EMPATHY

You do not need to agree with the student’s behavior or attitude to 
have empathy for them. You are not condoning their actions or 

“taking sides.”
• Observe for any emotional response
• Identify emotion by naming it to oneself
• Identify reason for emotional response
• Let the student know that you have connected the response 

with the reason for that response



STRATEGY & 
Summary

• Students who have a clear plan for 
next steps feel less anxious and 
uncertain

• Before discussing next steps, ask 
students if they are ready for that 
discussion

• Make clear your expectations



EXAMPLES OF EMPATHETIC, 
EXPLORATORY, & VALIDATING RESPONSES

EMPHATIC EXPLORATORY VALIDATING

 I can see how upsetting this is to 

you.

 I am sensing that you weren’t 

expecting to hear this result.

 I know that you don’t consider 

this good news.

 How do you mean?

 Tell me more about that.

 Could you explain what you 

mean by that?

 I can understand how you felt that 

way.

 Yes, your understanding of the 

sanctions is correct.

 OVERVALIDATING should be 

avoided: “I guess anyone might 

have that same reaction.”



SIX SKILLS 
FOR BETTER 
LISTENING



SIX SKILLS

Concentration

Non-judgment

Reflection

Clarity

Summary

Sharing

 



Concentrate your attention

• Give undivided attention to the 
speaker

• While important, don’t rely SOLELY 
on eye contact

• Eliminate any barriers between you 
and the speaker

• Keep an open body – uncross legs 
and arms

• Use silence, don’t avoid it on principle



Practice non-judgment

• Consider (and understand) your biases & actively counter them

• Seek understanding first – you’ll find you’ll judge other less

There are many reasons why individuals will avoid speaking with 

others about certain topics. Once someone experiences judgment 

(or perceived judgment), there is litter reason to engage unless to 

argue or bicker.



Reflect
• Reflection allows us to check for understanding

• Mirror emotions by periodically paraphrasing key points

• Show Emotional Intelligence

- “Emma is so loyal and supportive of her people – they’d walk 

through fire for her. But no matter how much I push, her team 

keeps missing deadlines.”

- “So it sounds like Emma has great people skills, but 

accountability seems to be a hurdle.”



Clarify

• Ask questions (during pauses) that can clear up any ambiguity

• “I want to see if I’m understanding you. Are you talking 

about …?”

• “I’m having trouble following you at the moment, can you 

help me understand …?”

When engaging in active dialogue, your emphasis will be in the 

“asking”



Summarize

• Restate any key themes in the 
conversation as the speaker’s 
thread ends

• Help both parties understand 
where everyone is in the 
conversation

• Limit any chance for confusion



Share

• Collect information before you disseminate or repurpose it

• Seek to understand their responses to your disclosure

• Remain focused and present even while you are sharing info



SOME NOTES

Important to be clear & notify students of what is still in process 

(for example, supportive measures and/or restrictions, appeals)

• Recognize REACTIONS versus RESPONSES

• Reflective responses: RESTATE, REFLECT, VALIDATE

• Be consistent across all communications and offerings

• Consider FERPA



Choices you make during this time

• Have empathy

• Keep calm

• Remain thoughtful

• Be respectful

• Stay informed

• Engage in affirmation, not confirmation

• Use “I” statements



ACTION-ORIENTED RESOLUTIONS

1. Provide next steps

2. Be clear and concise

3. Be part of the solution

4. The exception to their experience



WHY DO STUDENTS ESCALATE?

(Baile et al, 2000) 

• Lacking in understanding of procedure, institutional/office 

language

• Trouble processing what they’ve been told

• Difficulty accepting responsibility for their current situation

• Possible symptoms of other challenges the party faces, 

unrelated to the circumstances

• Disability

• Mental illness



7 PHASES OF ESCALATION

Calm

Trigger

Agitation

Acceleration

Peak

De-
escalation

Recovery



MICRO V MACRO

• Escalated parties hyper-focus on one issue they are experiencing and 

have difficulty deescalating or seeing a resolution

• Admins will typically have birds-eye view

• Can see pathways to a resolution because of a lack of investment in 

situation

• Just because you are familiar with process does not mean students do



SELF REGULATION

• Manage your emotions as best as 

possible

• Take deep breaths (not a joke)

• Count to 10 before responding

• Take sips of water



TONE, VOLUME, & RATE OF SPEECH
• Firm tone, but understanding

• Avoid both too low or raised speech

• Consistency

• Loud & overpowering can seem authoritative & uncooperative

• Soft & unassuming = docile & fearful

• Slow & rhythmic = soothing

• Controlled – calm firm, promotes confidence



STEER CLEAR OF THESE PHRASES
• Calm down

• What do you want me to do about it?

• Be more reasonable

• That’s not our policy

• Let me correct you on that

• Not my job

• I have no idea



EMOTIONAL 
LABOR 

REQUIREMENTS

• Steel your resolve

• Increase your comfort level 

around emotion

• Regulate your emotions


