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Guidelines for Responding to the Death of a Student or School Staff 

These guidelines are designed to help school administrators, teachers, and crisis 
team members respond to the needs of students and staff after a loss has 
impacted the school environment, such as after the death of a student or staff 
member or when deaths occur that affect many people in the community. These 
guidelines are not intended to provide guidance on clinical care or bereavement 
counseling and are not intended to address personal losses that impact only one 
or a few members of the school community.  

http://www.cincinnatichildrens.org/svc/alpha/s/school-crisis/default.htm
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NOTIFICATION 

1. Notify the School Crisis Team and Develop a Plan: 
Consider activating the school crisis team.  If initial notification occurs outside of 
school hours, this may require initiating the phone tree to notify the school staff 
and to invite them to meet before school to organize a unified plan and to brief 
school staff.  If notification occurs during school hours, this may require the 
distribution of a written statement or a staff meeting. 
 

2. Notify Teachers and Staff First: 
Meet before school with school teachers and staff to discuss what is known about 
the death.  This gives teachers an opportunity to ask any questions they wish and 
to prepare themselves before they see their students in class.  If a teacher does 
not feel able to talk to his/her students about the death, a member of the crisis 
team should be available to step in or assist with the notification. 
 

3. Notify Students Face-to-Face with Familiar Staff: 
If a teacher has died, consider having a teacher from the same or a lower grade 
ǁŚŽ�ŝƐ�ĨĂŵŝůŝĂƌ�ǁŝƚŚ�ƚŚĞ�ĚĞĐĞĂƐĞĚ�ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌ͛Ɛ�ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ͕�Žƌ�Ă�ƚĞĂĐŚĞƌ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĐŚŽŽů�
crisis team who is more comfortable, notify that class.  Consider having this 
teacher remain with the class over the next couple days and have a substitute 
cover for the less directly impacted class. 
 

4. Prepare a Statement for Students: 
Adults often struggle with what to say.  With a prepared statement, teachers can 
give the same information to all students simultaneously.  This should be done in 
small, naturally occurring groups such as homeroom or first period classes; every 
effort should be made to ensure that all students are present at the time this 
information is shared.  Include information about the availability of mental health 
and support services and how students may access those services.  Avoid use of 
public address systems or large assemblies to make such announcements. 
 

5. Prepare a Statement for Parents: 

http://www.cincinnatichildrens.org/svc/alpha/s/school-crisis/letters-template.htm
http://www.cincinnatichildrens.org/svc/alpha/s/school-crisis/letters-template.htm
http://www.cincinnatichildrens.org/svc/alpha/s/school-crisis/letters-template.htm
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http://www.cincinnatichildrens.org/assets/0/9823/9824/9896/9972/9973/10982/11228/06e042b4-f10f-44dc-9310-23ed0f1db2d6.pdf
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CRISIS AND GRIEF COUNSELING AND OTHER SUPPORT SERVICES AT SCHOOL (Cont’d) 

5. Guidelines for Identifying Students Who May be at Higher Risk for Emotional 
Distress: 

1.
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CRISIS AND GRIEF COUNSELING AND OTHER SUPPORT SERVICES AT SCHOOL (Cont’d) 

6.     Funerals, Memorial Services and Spontaneous Memorials (Cont’d) 

3. Timing of Memorial Activities at School: 
Commemorative activities and memorialization efforts should not be a focus of 
the crisis response in the immediate aftermath of a death.  If done too soon, 
ƚŚĞƌĞ�ŵĂǇ�ďĞ�Ă�ƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĐŚŽŽů�ŝƐ�ƚƌǇŝŶŐ�ƚŽ�͞ĐůŽƐĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŚĂƉƚĞƌ͟�ŽŶ�
grieving. 

4. Equitable Policies: 
In general, schools should avoid formal commemorative or memorialization 
activities or acts (e.g., naming a building or hanging a plaque) to mark the death 
of a popular student or staff member since failure to respond in the future in a 
similar manner to the death of a less popular student/staff may raise equity 
concerns; schools may be reluctant to provide similar responses after certain 
deaths (e.g., suicide, drug overdose) in order to minimize glamorization of the 
cause of death (see Special Circumstances below).  Instead, less formal but 
thoughtful commemorative activities developed over time with active student 
involvement is often much more meaningful (and therapeutic) to students and 
staff.  Such commemoration is more likely to recognize and preserve essential 
memories of the deceased than are more routine and reactive efforts instituted 
shortly after notification.  (Further information about developing appropriate 
commemorative and memorialization activities in schools) 

5. Constructive Expression of Grief: 
Students may wish to write letters/draw pictures to send to the deceased 
ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚ͛Ɛ�Žƌ�ƐƚĂĨĨ�ŵĞŵďĞƌ͛Ɛ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͘���Ğ�ƐƵƌĞ�ƚŚĞƐĞ�ĂƌĞ�ƌĞǀŝĞǁĞĚ�ďĞĨŽƌĞ�ƐĞŶĚŝŶŐ�
them out.  Also, be careful not to interpret the drawings and writings without 
adequate input from mental health professionals.  Avoid activities that solicit 
public anonymous statements, such as posting places for students to express 
their thoughts anonymously about the deceased, as school teachers and staff will 
not be able to identify students who may express worrisome thoughts (e.g., 
suicidal ideation or threatening statements). 

6. Handling Traumatic Reminders for Students: 
School desks and lockers may serve as unwelcome reminders of the deceased 
student(s).  Consider procedures for handling these, drawing on the input of the 
classmates. 

7. Personal Effects of the Deceased: 
Arrange with parents/family members for the return of belongings that is at a 
time convenient for them, preferably after school hours.  Have the personal 
effects available at the office so that parents/families are not presented with the 
emotional challenge of having to clean out a locker or desk.  Have a member of 
the crisis team or a school counselor present when parents come to retrieve a 
ĐŚŝůĚ͛Ɛ�ďĞůŽŶŐƐ͘� 

8. dĂŬĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĨĂŵŝůǇ͛Ɛ�ĂĚĚƌĞƐƐ�ŽĨĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƐĐŚool mailing list to ensure that further routine 

http://www.cincinnatichildrens.org/assets/0/9823/9824/9896/9972/9973/10982/11228/06e042b4-f10f-44dc-9310-23ed0f1db2d6.pdf
http://www.cincinnatichildrens.org/assets/0/9823/9824/9896/9972/9973/10982/11228/06e042b4-f10f-44dc-9310-23ed0f1db2d6.pdf
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SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES 

1. Suicide of a Student:  The suicide of a student creates unique issues for school personnel. 
1. Clarify with family about information they wish to disclose about the cause of death, 

but be aware if information has already been shared publicly by a reliable source. 
2. Identify students considered at greatest risk for mental health distress.  (Use the same 

ideas as listed above, especially any students who may have known of the plan or 




