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A Note to the School Team

This document is a work in progress, begun as a graduate class project. The goal is to ensure that the school community has a plan aimed at facilitating the successful resolution of grief for students, staff and families in the event of a death of a student or staff member. It is intended to provide an action plan and tools that can be implemented quickly. Therefore it is written in a checklist format, with supportive narratives, such as letters to parents, included in the Appendix. 

Although the author has developed an entire framework, it is recognized that other members of the school team, ie guidance counselors, school resource officers, teachers, administrators and parents have crucial experience and expertise to contribute.  Therefore, it is this team that should further develop and shape this plan to the needs of their particular school and community.  

The first step should be a review of this plan by all of these team members, followed by discussion and decisions about what else should be included. Additional support materials can be added to the Appendix as they are discovered or developed. Ideally, a staff workshop on ways for schools to support grieving students, staff and families will serve as a foundation for implementing the plan, for this is an area in which many staff will feel inexperienced or inept, and possibly uncomfortable.  

Resources for this project include The Dougy Center (http://www.dougy.org/), which is a national center for grieving children and families;  When Death Impacts Your School: A Guide for School Administrators, published by The Dougy Center; Compassionate Friends, a national organization for supporting grieving children;  interviews with three area school nurses whose schools have suffered staff or student deaths this past school year; interviews with a  mother who suffered the death of her child 15 years ago, and whose school was most supportive; and interviews with a father who is a school employee  from another state,  and whose school was not supportive to students, staff or the family following the death of his son 3 years ago.  This father highlights the need for a responsive school community with these words:  

“In talking with parents, educators, family members, school board members, and even death educators across the country, is  evident that being remembered by a school or school district depends more on luck and the compassion of the administrative team than the need to grieve and be remembered as we continue to live and breathe after the death of a child.

My experience is that most educators, given the "stigma" of death, are afraid to help with the grieving process by designing meaningful memorial activities or remembrances for the deceased student's peers so that no child is forgotten and no student is denied the opportunity to grieve or remember those friends and classmates they love and miss.” 

Schools serve an important role of the life of children and families, and the Shaker Regional School District stands out as an exemplary example of the positive relationship between a community and it’s schools. We are, as a school district, in a position to provide leadership, role modeling and one-on-one compassionate support to individuals within our school community at one of life’s most painful and vulnerable times. May we be one of the schools that meet that challenge well. 

Grief and Loss

A Model Response Plan for Schools 

Overview

I. Before a Death

1. Response team convenes and discusses roles

2. Develop a written statement that can be used by teachers to inform students

3. Templates for informational letters to parents created

4. District and community resources identified and contacted

5. Staff trained in helping students in a crisis

II. Steps at the time of crisis

1. Principal confirms facts

2. Principal  & Assistant Principal Inform Response Team, SAU

3. Team informs staff via phone tree if outside school time, via meeting if during

4. Team provides support to staff personally affected

5. Principal  & Assistant Principal obtain additional staff if needed

6. Teachers inform and support students 

7. Guidance, Nurse, SRO, SAP support staff and students as needed

8. Guidance activates community mental health resources if needed

9. Principal and guidance informs parents of affected students

10. Principal and Assistant Principal respond to media

11. Principal sends informational letters home with all students

III. Steps in the days after a crisis

1. Ongoing support to staff and students

2. Referrals as needed

3. Promote healthy expressions of grief and loss

4. Empathetic contact with family

5. Determine who will attend funeral

IV. Annually

1. Workshop for staff

2. Review plan and assign roles

3. Be sure communication tree is updated

V. Training

1. Working with people who are traumatized

2. Understanding developmental issues of grief

3. Identifying and referring at-risk children following a death

Detailed Plan

I. Before a Death

1. Crisis team convenes and discusses roles

2. Develop a written statement that can be used by teachers to inform students

3. Templates for informational letters to parents created

4. District and community resources identified and contacted

5. Staff trained in helping students in a crisis

1. Response team convenes and discusses roles

Liaison roles: 

Team Member                                                                                    Liaison to:                               

All members of Response Team……………………………………  Staff

Principal, Guidance Counselors…………………………………….. Parents

School Nurse, Guidance Counselors, SAP, SRO, Teachers………….Students

Principal, AP…………………………………………………………Superintendent

SRO, AP……………………………………………………………..Police

Guidance Counselors, Nurse, SAP…………………………………. Mental Health Resources

Principal., AP, Secretary……………………………………………. Local Media

2. Develop a written statement that can be used by teachers to inform students

See Appendix A Sample Scripts for Classroom Announcements

3. Templates for informational letters to parents created

See Appendix  B  Letter to Parents

4. District and community resources identified and contacted


District: Contacted in advance by Principal 

             Other District School Counselors


(help provide crisis care for students and staff if needed)


Other District Principals 


(help provide staff coverage if requested by principal)


Community: Contacted in advance by Guidance, SAP


Lakes Region Mental Health  


Genesis the Counseling Group

            Others identified by the school counselors


(contacted for help at the discretion of the school team) 

5. Staff trained in helping students in a crisis

                  District will provide a workshop each fall at the start of the school year

II. At the time of a death

1. Principal confirms facts

2. Principal  & Assistant Principal Inform Response Team, SAU

3. Principal and Assistant Principal inform all  staff via phone tree if outside school time, via meeting if during

4. Team provides support to staff personally affected

5. Guidance activates mental health resources

6. Principal  & Assistant Principal obtain additional staff if needed

7. Team inform students 

8. Guidance, Nurse, SRO, SAP support staff and students as needed

9. Principal and guidance informs parents of affected students

10. Principal and Assistant Principal respond to media

11. Principal sends informational letters home with all students

12. These steps followed but revised if death occurs during a vacation or summer break

1. Principal confirms facts

· Information must be verified from family or other reputable source before telling others

· Do not underestimate how important it may be for some families to have the principal, and     not another staff member, call them 

· Gather as much detail as possible to help prevent rumors and inaccurate information being spread

· Express sympathy

· As you talk with family, review what will be shared with students and staff

· Include family in deciding how much will be shared, respecting privacy but emphasizing importance of truth telling to students and staff

· Help grieving family understand that children will be seeking answers and if not told, may come up with stories worse than the truth which may be hurtful to the family

· Ask about funeral services and how they feel about staff and students attending

2. Principal  & Assistant Principal Inform Crisis Response Team, SAU, other principals


· If school is not in session, Principal and Assistant Principal call Response Team members

· If school is in session, the Principal will convene Crisis Response Team to inform them

· The superintendent will be informed by the Principal
3. Principal and Assistant Principal inform all  staff via phone tree if outside school time, via meeting if during

· Basic facts will be shared and staff will be told that more details will follow 

4. Team provides support to staff personally affected

· Any staff personally affected, (close colleague, student, etc) will be offered support and relief from teaching responsibilities for reasonable amount of time

· If during school break, provisions will be made to provide a supportive gathering place

· Staff will be provided with time to deal with own feelings through conversation and peer/guidance support before attending to students

5. Principal  & Assistant Principal obtain additional staff if needed

· If staff need time to cope before assuming responsibility for students, subs or other teachers in the district may be called upon to provide temporary staff relief

6. Teachers inform and support students

· Principal provides a script that teachers can use to inform students (see Appendix A )

· Any teacher wishing to have a Response Team member present when she tells her students can ask for one to be with her

7. Guidance, Nurse, SRO, SAP support staff and students as needed

· Response Team members model appropriate responses to grief and loss
· Response Team members will be visible and available for crisis intervention
· Students who need additional support can be referred to Guidance or nurse

· Students who appear especially at-risk will have regular contacts with Guidance

· Guidance will determine if a student needs to go home or be referred to community resource 

8. Guidance activates community mental health resources if needed

· Response Team members will decide if additional resources are needed

· Guidance will call to inform and request help if warranted

9. Principal and guidance informs parents of affected students

· In the event of  the death of a staff member or classmate, parents of the affected students will be called and informed as early in the process as feasible by the Principal and Guidance

· Parents will be offered option of picking up their child for the day or having them receive support in school 

10. Principal and Assistant Principal respond to media and parent calls

· All calls and requests for information from the media, parents will be referred to the Principal or Assistant Principal

11. Principal sends informational letters home with all students

· On the day of the death, an informational letter will be sent home with all students (See Appendix B) 

III. Steps in the days after a crisis

1. Ongoing support to staff,  students and parents

2. Promote healthy expressions of grief and loss

3. Referrals as needed to guidance, outside counseling

4. Determine who will attend funeral

1. Ongoing support to staff, students and parents

· Do we need a parent meeting after school?

· Do we need an after-school support time when families and or students can drop in to talk?

· Would we like to invite a grief counselor to either of these sessions? 

· Are there siblings in other grades who need support?

· Are their any other students who seem especially at risk? 

2. Promote healthy expressions of grief and loss

· Class or school wide memorials or projects in memory of the deceased (see Appendix C) 

· Safe Room

· Cards or letters from family

· Calls to family by staff

4. Referrals as needed to guidance, outside counseling

· Identify students needing extra or one-on-one support

· Touch base with students who may be most at-risk; siblings, friends, etc

5. Determine who will attend funeral

· Will students attend with family only?

· Will staff be given funeral leave to attend? 

IV. Annually

1. Workshop for staff

2. Review plan and assign roles

3. Be sure communication tree is updated

V. Training

1. Working with people who are traumatized

2. Understanding developmental issues of grief

3. Identifying and referring at-risk children following a death

Checklists

	Principal

	
	Confirm Facts

	
	Make supportive contact with affected family member

	
	Inform School Response Team

	
	Inform Superintendent

	
	Identify staff/students needing intensive support

	
	Inform staff including office and custodial staff

	
	Arrange for staff coverage from other schools if needed

	
	Inform student body

	
	Inform parents of affected students

	
	Prepare a media statement to deal with phone calls

	
	Send letter home to inform other parents

	
	Determine possible open school time for sharing, grieving and support services

	
	Consider possible memorial events as a school 

	Counselors and School Nurse

	
	Identify at-risk staff and students

	
	Offer support or relief in informing students

	
	Assess with team and arrange for community support counselors to come in

	
	Assist principal in informing parents

	
	Clear schedule for crisis counseling needs

	
	Make a contact with family if needed around supporting their child

	
	Organize on-going healing activities  for students and staff


For Teachers: Dealing with Grieving Students in Your Class


The following steps help support the grieving students as well as prepare your class for making the grieving student feel comfortable and supported:

1. Talk with the bereaved student before she returns. Ask her what she wants the class to know about the death, funeral arrangements, etc. If possible, call the family prior to the student's return to school so that you can let her know you are thinking of her and want to help make her return to school as supportive as possible.

2. Talk to your class about how grief affects people and encourage them to share how they feel. One way to do this is to discuss what other types of losses or deaths the students in your class have experienced, and what helped them cope.

3. Discuss how difficult it may be for their classmate to return to school, and how they may be of help. You can ask your class for ideas about how they would like others to treat them if they were returning to school after a death, pointing out differences in preferences. Some students might like to be left alone; others want the circumstances discussed freely. Most grieving students say that they want everyone to treat them the same way that they treated them before. As a rule, they don't like people being "extra nice." While students usually say they don't want to be in the spotlight, they also don't want people acting like nothing happened.

4. Provide a way for your class to reach out to the grieving classmate and his or her family. One of the ways that students can reach out is by sending cards or pictures to the child and family, letting them know the class is thinking of them. If students in your class knew the person who died, they could share memories of that person.

5. Provide flexibility and support to your grieving student upon his or her return to class. Recognize that your student will have difficulty concentrating and focusing on school work. Allow the bereaved student to leave the class when she needs some quiet or alone time. Make sure that the student has a person available to talk with, such as a school counselor.

DOs and DON'Ts with Grieving Students
· DO listen. Grieving students need a safe, trusted adult who will listen to them 

· DO follow routines. Routines provide a sense of safety which is very comforting to the grieving student. 

· DO set limits. Just because students are grieving, doesn't mean that the rules do not apply. When grieving, students may experience lapses in concentration or exhibit risk taking behavior. Setting clear limits provides a more secure and safer environment for everyone under these circumstances. 

· DO NOT suggest that the student has grieved long enough. 

· DO NOT indicate that the student should get over it and move on. 

· DO NOT act as if nothing has happened. 

· DO NOT say things like: 

· "It could be worse. You still have one brother." 

· "I know how you feel." 

· "You'll be stronger because of this." 

· DO NOT expect the student to complete all assignments on a timely basis. 

As a teacher, you have the opportunity to touch children's lives in a very special way. Your actions have a lifelong impact. When a death influences the lives of your students, you and your school, can make a life-long difference by creating an environment for healing and support.

These lessons have been excerpted from the book Helping the Grieving Student: A Guide for Teachers. 

For School Administrators: Dealing With Grieving Students

The School Day 
After a school community has received news of a death, what happens on that day and the next day? How are schedules affected? Here's a general outline and some things to be aware of in the hours and early days after a death.

1. The staff briefing meeting 
After the Crisis Response team has drafted their action plan, a briefing meeting with the staff should occur. It is important to have that meeting before the students return to school. All staff who are impacted by the crisis should be included in this meeting. Come to the meeting prepared to accomplish the following:

· Share a written statement and presentation of the circumstances of the death. 

· Prepare teachers to share the information in their home room or first period. (It is often helpful for a team of two people to present the information.) 

· Present information about how students grieve and what behaviors might be expected. Review the plan for the school day/week. 

· Stress the need for as routine a day as possible, allowing flexibility: times to talk about the death and its impact when students need such a discussion. 

· Allow discussion of plan 

· Address questions and concerns about high risk students with teachers/staff. 

· Discuss the need for substitute teachers for those teachers who need to be away from students for a time because of their own reactions. 

· Identify location and use of a safe room for students who need additional support throughout the day. 

· Allow time for teachers to talk about their own feelings related to the death/incident.. 

· If applicable, inform teachers of the designated media spokesperson. Advise teachers not to speak with the media or allow them on the school grounds. 

2. Student Issues
As principal, you will have many opportunities to impact your students after a death occurs. Along with the Grief Response Team, you will set out guidelines for teachers to facilitate classroom discussion, and inform students of resources available to them. You will also have opportunities to connect with students during the days and weeks following the death. It may be speaking in an assembly, in your office or in passing in the hall. One of the best things you can do is be a model for grieving, by acknowledging your own feelings around the loss. This helps create a safe and open atmosphere for grief. You can also allow students to play a role in memorializing the person who died. Planning a memorial service or remembrance can be a good activity for those who want to participate. Your school should have a policy around memorial services or other commemorations so that you are prepared in advance. The policy should include the answers to these questions:

· Will our school provide the opportunity for our community to acknowledge the death of a student or staff member through some kind of memorialization? (We recommend that you do provide this opportunity, both to acknowledge the life of the person who died and also to illustrate the school's educational mission in action.) 

· What kind of memorialization activities will we sponsor or support? (Some options include sponsoring a community open forum on an evening where parents, students and staff members are invited; holding a school assembly; allowing students to do something commemorative like plant a tree on school grounds; etc.) 

· Under what circumstances will we consider memorialization activities? The death of a staff member or student? What if the death is a suicide or violent death? (We believe very strongly that whatever policy or precedent the school sets should apply to all deaths. For example, if you decide that if a student dies, there will be an opportunity to acknowledge that student's death publicly and collectively as a school community, you should do the same thing for a student who suicides as you would for a basketball player who dies on the court, or a student who is killed in a car accident. It is not accurate that having a memorial for a student who suicides will encourage other students to suicide. Not having the same activity you would provide in a different kind of death gives the message that the student's life was not valued, or that we should sweep suicidal deaths under the rug. This is an excellent opportunity to educate your students, staff and school community about preventing suicide.) 

These lessons have been adopted from the books Helping the Grieving Student: A Guide for Teachers and When Death Impacts Your School: A Guide for School Administrators
Appendices

(available on disk) 

Appendix A

Sample scripts for classroom announcements

· Accident or general death

I have some very sad news to share today. Jane Doe, a student in Ms. Smith’s class, was hit by a car while waiting for the bus in front of her house yesterday morning. She died at the hospital last night. I am feeling pretty sad and would like to take some time to talk about how you are and answer any questions you might have. 

· Suicide

I would like to share some very sad news with you. Mr. Smith died yesterday at his home. He killed himself by hanging. I know there will be lots of questions about his suicide and why he did it. Suicide is a very hard death to understand, and there are all kinds of questions, the most frequent is “Why?” We can all talk about it and answer some of the questions. 

· Violent Death

I have something sad to share with you. Jane Doe, a student in grade 6 has been missing for 2 days. The police found her body last night in the field behind her house. She had been strangled and the police are considering her death a homicide. They have arrested her neighbor and charged him with murder. When someone is murdered it is very scary for all of us. We will be providing an opportunity for you to talk about the death and share your concerns, fears and questions. 

Appendix B

Sample Letter to parents after a death

Dear Parent,

A very sad thing has happened in our school community. On (date) one of our (students, staff), 

(name), died after (event). According to (his family, the police), (tell what happened to cause the death). We are all profoundly saddened by (his, her) death. 

We have shared this information with your child at school today and had discussions with all of the children in their homerooms. Guidance, the nurse, support staff and I will continue to be available to students, teachers and parents. Please contact the school is you have any questions or concerns. 

As a parent, you may want to talk with your child about death because it impacts each person in different ways. How children will react will depend upon their relationship with the person who died, their age and their experience with death. 

Your child may:

· Appear unaffected

· Ask questions about death repeatedly

· Be angry and aggressive

· Be withdrawn and moody

· Be sad or depressed

· Become afraid

· Have difficulty eating or sleeping

We suggest that you make time to listen and allow them to talk. Answer their questions simply, honestly and be prepared to answer the same questions repeatedly. 

(optional) A Parent Informational Night is planned for (date time and place). At that time, we will have resources available about how to help children in grief. 

Our thoughts are with (family name).

Sincerely,

Sample Letter to parents after a suicide death

Dear Parent,

I have some very sad news to share with you. We learned last night that John Doe, an eighth grade student in our school, died by suicide. According to police reports, (state facts of death). We have shared this information with the students in their first period class this morning. We hope you will be able to talk with your son or daughter about the death. 

Suicide is a difficult death for most people to understand and accept because it raises many unanswered questions. We can never really know  why a person kills himself. There can be a variety of factors that lead to an individual’s suicide death. Sometimes friends of the suicide victim wonder if they could have prevented the death. Others may feel it was their fault. It is important that students have an opportunity to communicate about these concerns and receive help if they need it. 

Counselors, teachers and other staff have been and will continue to be available for the students, parents and teachers to talk about their thoughts, feelings and concerns. Please contact us at school is we can help. 

A meeting will  be held (date, time, place). It is open to parents, students and staff. A berevement counselor will be presenting information on suicide issues, including symptoms to watch for and prevention efforts. Please plan to attend. 

Our thoughts are with John’s family as they deal with their son’s death.

Sincerely,

Appendix C

Memorial activities for schools

Immediately

· Journaling about feelings and thoughts

· Letters to the deceased

· Making cards, writing letters for the family

· Create a Writing Wall, a ream of paper where students can write messages, feelings, poetry, etc and give this to the family afterwards

· Decorate a special bag with expressions of love for that person in which to send his/her things home with a family member

Later

· Plant a tree in memory of the person

· Encourage notes and cards to family at important times, death anniversary, graduation

· Fundraise and make a donation to an agency or organization in that person’s name

· Create a scholarship for a camp or activity that reflects that person’s interests or talents

· Make a memory book of writings for the person’s family

· Write a song for the person

· Dedicate an event to the person (example: one school held a Stop the Violence workshop dedicated to s student who had been murdered) 

· Name an annual school event after that person 

· Encourage close friends or teammates to hold a special remembrance event to honor that person each year, such as a baseball game or musical event

· Include the deceased in class graduation; confer the diploma to parents, seat with cap and gown and name, include in yearbook

