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When an Entire
School Is Affected

GOALS OF SUPPORT

It is important for schools to set up a system for offering students and staff

support. This includes having school staff and/or consultants who have experi-

ence and skills in providing support after a school crisis and who are available to
talk with staff and students in both group and individual settings.
The goals of support for students include the following:

*  Normalize common experiences of grief. Anticipatory guidance helps students
understand what to expect. They can hear about the range of feelings that are
common in these circumstances, the ways people might express their feelings,
and the ways people’s feelings may change in the short and long term (i.e., the
coming days, weeks, and months).

o Help students express and cope with feelings. Following a death, talking with
students directly helps them to understand what happened and to identify
their feelings. They need a safe, nonjudgmental environment in which to
express their reactions. In groups, they can learn coping strategies and share
their own ideas. These interventions keep more students present in school at
these difficult times and decrease the negative effects on learning that often
accompany grief.
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o Help students find resources and strategies for coping with difficult feelings. Many
students will experience straightforward reactions to the death that are clearly
expressed and match the situation well. Some, however, will have more
complicated reactions. They may struggle with feelings of regret or remorse,
especially if they believe they mistreated the individual at some point in the
past. Others may have a sense of survivor guilt—“Why should he have been
the one to drown when we've all gone swimming out at the quarry?” They
may feel anxious, fearful, or angry. As previously mentioned, depressed
students may experience a worsening of symptoms. Students may also feel
despair or have thoughts of suicide.

Talking with a mental health professional with expertise in bereavement
or crisis can help students with troublesome feelings find productive ways to
express and cope with them. They can also find resources for ongoing support
if the difficult feelings seem dangerous in any way (e.g., thoughts of suicide)
or do not resolve within a reasonable period of time.

*  Clarify concepts for younger students. Younger students may have more difficulty
understanding death. They are more likely to misinterpret explanations about

death.

The goals for staff support are similar. School mental health professionals
and qualified consultants may be helpful in providing information and support
to staff. They can facilitate discussions about how teachers feel being the bearers
of this information, ask about their interactions with students, and offer guidance
for any situations with students or parents that they are finding difficult or con-
fusing. Teachers can take important steps to care for themselves personally at these
times, which are discussed in depth in Chapter 12.

MAJOR CRISES AND COMPLEX SITUATIONS

Some types of deaths that may touch a school community are especially compli-
cated. They might involve major crises, such as a natural disaster, an industrial
accident, a violent incident in the school or community, or an act of aggression
or terrorism that directly affects the local community. Providing support to stu-
dents after such events involves many of the same principles that are described
throughout this book, as well as other important steps.

Planning for and responding to such major events is not the focus of this chap-
ter or the book, but it is vitally important for schools. For those interested in learn-
ing more about how to develop school crisis preparedness and response plans, as
well as how to train school crisis teams, we recommend the handbook developed by

members of the NCSCB.!

School Crisis Plans: Responding to a Death

Schools should have a school crisis team in place that has developed a response
plan in the event of a death in the school community.2 The plan should cover
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how notification of a death is handled, and it should address such matters as who

is notified, how people are reached, and what is said. Typically, this includes the

following steps:

Notify and activate the school crisis team.

Verify the information. Check with the family, local authorities (e.g., the police
or coroner), or other authoritative sources.

Determine what information is to be disclosed. The family may express wishes
on this matter. Find out what information has been publicly released through
the press or local authorities.

Notify teachers and other staff: An emergency meeting is often scheduled before
classes begin. Teachers are informed of the death and given guidelines for noti-
fying students and offering support.

Notify students. Face-to-face notification by familiar staff in small, naturally
occurring group settings is recommended. Homeroom or an other class
(depending on when the school learns of the death) is often a good option. It
is best to avoid delivering such information in large assemblies or over the
public address system. Students should all hear the same information (e.g.,
from a prepared, written statement). They should also be given information
about support resources and offered opportunities to talk about their respons-
es to the news. This might occur within a class discussion and by referral to a
support room where mental health professionals are available. Options should
be made available as soon as students hear the announcement.

Notify parents. Often, this is done by a letter that is sent home with students,
e-mailed, or posted on the school’s web site. This letter should describe the
types of support being offered to students and families.

Notify other schools as appropriate. This might include feeder schools, where the
deceased was known by teachers or younger students, or schools attended by
siblings of the deceased. In smaller communities, it may be appropriate to
notify all schools.

Following these steps gives schools a better opportunity to ensure that stu-

dents learn of the death in an appropriate setting—that is, with a familiar teacher

who has been prepared and is ready to make the announcement. Students can

then be connected to support services more easily and effectively.
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Making Sure All Students Are Informed

Another important consideration is making sure that all students have been
informed about the death. On any given day, some students will not be at school.
They may be out sick, away on a field trip for the day, or on a longer class trip to
science camp or a music festival. How will students in each of these situations
hear the information?

It is difficult for students to come back to a school community that has expe-
rienced something this profound when they do not feel included. This can lead
to anxiety, misunderstandings, and a sense of isolation.

Although each situation is different, the following are some possible solutions:

*  Schools might call or send e-mails to the parents of students who are not in
school that day to provide the necessary information, as well as suggestions
about talking with their children.

* A school administrator might plan to meet a class returning from a field trip
to share the news with them. A call to the teacher’s cell phone before they
return will allow him or her to make sure students stay together on their
return so they can hear the announcement and receive support.
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Teachers at camps or festivals that involve overnight trips could be contacted by
the school. Copies of the announcement about the death, as well as supportive
material for student discussions, could be e-mailed or faxed to teachers in most
settings. It is usually best to share this news with students promptly. Many are
likely to be checking in with families and friends and will hear some of the infor-
mation from them. Students who learn of the news at school will often commu-
nicate quickly by text messages or via cell phone. This can leave students in the
difficult position of informing others who have not yet heard the news (e.g.,
friends, classmates, teachers). This is an unfair burden for students.

During summer vacation or over a holiday period, news of a death may appear
in local papers or other news outlets. The school might choose to contact stu-
dents’ families by e-mail or telephone trees to relay the information. In some
situations, especially if the death is likely to have a significant impact on many
students, the school may decide to open for a day or an evening. Students and
families could be invited to come in to talk with counselors if they wish.

After a summer or holiday period, announcements should be given in all class-
es so that students who might have missed the information during the break
are appropriately informed.

Shared Experiences of Grief

What happens in a school when so many people are sharing an experience of

grief? The following are some common occurrences among students:

Everything is multiplied. When one grieving student looks around, he or she
sees other grieving students. One person crying might start several other peo-
ple crying. One anxious student might heighten anxiety in three other stu-
dents. One act of compassion inspires others. Both positive and negative cop-
ing behaviors are likely to be repeated and multiplied many times.

o Anxiety can grow. It was previously mentioned that death challenges our

assumptions about the things that will stay in place in our world (see Chapter 7).
We can no longer feel assured that our family members will be waiting for us at
home in the evening. When many students in a school are experiencing this
effect, anxiety may become higher for all students.

Students come with a range of experience and understanding. Although bereave-
ment is a common experience among children, many students may have never
experienced the death of someone they personally know well. They will be hav-
ing these experiences of grief, anxiety, and confusion for the first time. Other
students are likely to have already experienced a death. They will have some
basic understandings about grief—they know it is intense, it is confusing, and
that it may persist for awhile, but it does not throw you off track forever.

Information spreads quickly. Death is compelling and raises anxiety for almost
everyone. People naturally want to know about these events. Staff and stu-
dents will talk among themselves about what happened. This creates a ripe
environment for passing along information as well as for spreading rumors.
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This is one reason it is so important to inform the entire school of a death at
the same time—it gives all students the same level of knowledge. Otherwise,
some students will hear an accurate statement provided by their teachers, and
other students will pick up rumors or bits of overheard conversation. When
information is inaccurate or incomplete, anxiety and complicated reactions
are more likely.

Students are confused about what is expected. Children and teens who have not
experienced grief at a group level, or who have never gone through something
this serious, may feel uncertain about what to do and how to behave.
Particularly among adolescents, who sometimes have an “imaginary audience”
in their minds, there may be some rumination about what is expected. “Did
I cry enough? Or was that too much?” “Am I supposed to look really serious
and sad even if I don’t feel that way?” “Am I supposed to act like 'm actually
reading this assignment in class today, when I can’t concentrate on anything?”

Some students will naturally be more empathic. Some students seem to know
what to say or do to help themselves, peers, and even teachers feel better.
These students can provide positive role modeling and emotional support for
their classmates. This is one of the benefits of having students share experi-
ences and ideas about how to deal with grief. They can reach out to one anoth-
er, offer support, and learn from each other. However, it is important to rec-
ognize that a student who appears to be handling the situation well may also
benefit from support. These students should not be expected to carry extra
burdens as the school community copes with the loss.

Teachers can have a range of powerful reactions. All of these experiences can be
compounded by the fact that teachers and other staff are also having power-
ful reactions. Teachers may have many of the same responses students do—
difficulty concentrating, uncertainty about how to act and what to say, confu-
sion, anxiety, and a sense of being overwhelmed by the concentration of grief
in the school community.

Often, a few teachers have had a special connection with a student who
has died. They may have offered tutoring and mentorship to the student,
encouraged extra plans or projects, sponsored the student in competitions, or
had other opportunities to build a stronger-than-usual relationship. Some
teachers step into roles almost as surrogate parents. They may be personally
devastated by the death of a student they admired and cared about.

When an announcement about a death is made schoolwide, teachers
may also find themselves experiencing something quite different from their
students. If a sixth-grade student dies, for example, the second-grade students
may not have known him or her, but their teacher who makes the announce-
ment to the class may have taught this student. Similarly, if a teacher or school
administrator dies, students may not have known the person well and may
have a mild response to news of the death. Their teacher, however, may be
feeling grief related to the loss of a colleague or friend, along with a sense of
personal vulnerability (i.e., “Could such a death happen to me?”).

Brookes Publishing | www.brookespublishing.com | 1-800-638-3775
© 2010 | All rights reserved


Administrator
Text Box
Brookes Publishing | www.brookespublishing.com | 1-800-638-3775 
 © 2010 | All rights reserved


Order Form BROOKES PUBLISHING e PO. Box 10624, Baltimore, MD 21285-0624

ABOUT YOU (write in your specialty and check one field that best applies)

Specialty
O Birth to Five O K-12 O Clinical/Medical Personnel O 4-year College/Grad. O Comm. College/Vocational O Association/Foundation O Comm. Services

Name

Address

O residential O commercial

City State
ZIP Country

E-mail

O Yes! | want to receive e-mail about new titles and special offers. (Your e-mail address will not be shared with any other party.)

We auto-confirm all orders by mail; please provide an email address to receive confirmation of order and shipping.

Qty Stock # Title Price

PAYMENT METHOD Subtotal

6% sales tax, MD onl
O Check enclosed (payable to Brookes Publishing Co.) % sales tax, onty

O Purchase Order attached (bill my institution) 5% business tax (GST), CAN only

*Add 2% to product total for P.O. handling fee PO. customers: 2% of subtotal

O American Express (15 digits)

Shipping (see chart below)
O Discover (16 digits)

- Total (in U.S. dollars)
O MasterCard (16 digits)

O Visa (13 or 16 digits)

Credit card account number

Security code (3 or 4 digit code on back of card):

Expiration date __ __/____ Signature

Convenient ways to order:
CALL toll-free 1-800-638-3775 M-F, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. ET.; FAX 410-337-8539;
MAIL order form to: Brookes Publishing Co., P.O. Box 10624, Baltimore, MD 21285-0624:
ON-LINE www.brookespublishing.com

Money-back guarantee! Ordering with Brookes is risk-free. If you are not completely satisfied, you may return books and videotapes within
30 days for a full credit of the purchase price (unless otherwise indicated). Refunds will be issued for prepaid orders. Items must be returned in resalable
condition. All prices in U.S.A. dollars. Policies and prices subject to change without notice. Prices may be higher outside the U.S.A.

STANDARD GROUND SHIPPING & HANDLING

(For other shipping options and rates, call 1-800-638-3775, in the U.S.A. and Canada, and 410-337-9580, worldwide.)
Continental U.S.A." territories & protectorates’; AK, HI & PR’ Canada
For subtotal of Add* For subtotal of Add*
US$55.00 and under $6.49 US$67.00 and under $9.99
US$55.01 and over 12% US$67.01 and over 15%
“Continental U.S.A. orders ship via UPS Ground Delivery. Orders for Canada are consolidated for shipping twice each month.
'U.S.A. territories & protectorates orders ship via USPS. For minimum shipping time, please place your orders by the 9th or
*AK, Hl, and PR please add an additional US$12.00. Orders ship via UPS Air. 24th of each month.
Please call or email for expedited shipping options and rates. *calculate percentage on subtotal

03/10 printed from www.brookespublishing.com



	97
	98
	99



