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If the Worst Happens: Quick Reference Guide

“ Information is great, but when I get that phone call that there’s 
been a death in my school community, I want a simple checklist to 
give me a quick overview of what I need to do immediately to get 
my school through the first few hours of the day.” 

—SCHOOL PRINCIPAL

BECAUSE SCHOOL ADMINISTRATORS may find that the first time they open this book is 
minutes after they have received a phone call from local authorities telling them that a member 
of their school community has died by suicide, we’ve included this quick reference section that 
presents the most essential content in the Lifelines Postvention manual.

Integrated into this section is information that will:

• review the role of the school in postvention

• identify the segments of the competent school community and briefly review  
each segment’s role and needs in the immediate aftermath of a death in the  
school community

• highlight specific postvention tasks in sequential order

• reiterate useful handouts

The School’s Role in Postvention

Regardless of the circumstance of the death, the role of the school remains critical but 
limited:

• to maintain the structure and order of the school routine

• to manage reactions to the death with appropriate and supportive interventions

• to provide resources and support to the school community in order to recognize  
and minimize suicide-contagion risk

The School Administrator’s Role in Postvention

The school administrator’s leadership and direction set the course for the practical 
implementation of the postvention process.
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Roles and Responsibilities of the School Administrator

• verify information about the circumstances of the death from an official source

• contact district administrators and school-based resources (the crisis team)

• obtain information about the deceased and his or her family

• contact the family of the deceased

• maintain open channels of communication with the crisis team

• stay informed about media coverage and respond as necessary

• access additional resources as necessary

The Crisis Team’s Role in Postvention

Members of the crisis team are the first responders, guiding the school in both the initial and 
the longer-term response strategy.

Responsibilities of the Crisis Team

• implement the board-approved crisis plan by providing control, support, structure, and 
direction to the school in the immediate aftermath of the suicide or other tragic event

• determine any longer-term needs in the aftermath of the death and assist in the 
development of a plan to address those needs

Crisis Team Checklist: First 24 Hours

After the team members have been alerted to the crisis by the school administrator, they meet 
before the opening of school to address the following tasks:

• Review role-specific tasks and identify any additional needs generated by the 
circumstances of the death.

• Gather information about the deceased from accurate sources.

• Arrange to remove the student’s belongings from his or her locker and desk.

• Make a plan for contacting the family of the deceased.

• Contact other schools in the district about the death.

• Arrange for team members to follow the class schedule of the deceased.

• Begin identification of potentially vulnerable students.

• Determine the level of information exposure of students and faculty.

• Create scripts for dissemination of information to all members of the school community.
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• Determine the number and locations of care stations for students.

• With the administrator, set an agenda for a brief faculty/staff meeting OR determine 
information to be distributed via electronic communication.

• Contact appropriate community support resources.

• Implement the procedure for responding to impromptu student memorials.

• Schedule an optional faculty debriefing at the end of the school day.

• Debrief as a crisis team at the end of the school day

Agenda for a Crisis Team Debriefing Meeting 

1. Validate the team’s efforts.

2. Invite team members to discuss perceptions of the day.

3. Review contacts with the family of the deceased.

4. Review specifics of these items:

 a. Functioning of care stations

 b. Students whose parents/guardians requested early dismissal

 c. Students who have been identified as vulnerable

 d. Students who were referred for crisis assessment

5. Explore rumors and plans to monitor online rumors and web postings about the 
deceased after school hours. Review protocol for handling disturbing material.

6. Discuss available community resources.

 a. Identify staff who can be available to assist at the home of the  
 deceased, community drop-in centers, and so on.

7. Develop day 2 plans:

 a. Number and staffing of care stations

 b. Outreach to all absent students to determine if their absence is related to  
 the death

 c. Continued outreach to vulnerable students as needed

 d. Contact with faculty who taught the deceased to assess their need for support

8. Schedule a time for the next debriefing meeting and review how the team will stay 
connected in the interim.
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Crisis Team Checklist: 48 to 72 Hours 

• Assess the school’s readiness in returning to a regular routine.

• Continue to reach out and provide support to the most affected faculty, staff, and 
students.

• Contact all students who are absent to determine if their absence is related to the death.

• Continue care stations as needed.

• Monitor student online tributes.

• Update faculty/staff on postvention activities.

• Review the process for identifying vulnerable students.

• Prepare the school community for funeral activities.

• Debrief and document what is happening.

• Provide extra support for the school population who do not attend the funeral if it is 
during the school day.

• Schedule a team meeting to discuss the lessons learned and opportunities for change.

How to Assess Youth for Suicide Risk

In the aftermath of a death in the school community, especially if the death was a suicide, a 
not uncommon reaction is to find that certain vulnerable students experience thoughts about 
suicide themselves. While not all of these students will be actively suicidal, it is important 
for crisis team members or resource staff to speak with each of these vulnerable students 
individually to assess possible suicide risk. This initial assessment generally takes place in the 
climate of emotional chaos and increased demand for support services that often characterize 
the first days of postvention. The following outline provides an abbreviated assessment 
tailored to the realistic limitations of that situation. If the staff member making this initial 
assessment has any concern about a student’s safety, a call should be made to the student’s 
parent or guardian immediately. A staff member should remain with the student until the parent/
guardian arrives, and a referral for a more in-depth assessment should be made immediately!

1. Remember the framework for an effective interview:

a. Calmly gather information.

b. Be direct and unambiguous in asking questions.

c. Use effective listening skills by reflecting feelings, remaining nonjudgmental,  
and not minimizing the student’s feelings.
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d. Communicate caring, support, and trust while providing encouragement for 
helpful coping strategies.

e. Pay attention to nonverbal cues as well as verbal communication. If you feel a 
disconnect between the two, ask about it (“You say you’re doing fine, but your tears 
tell me otherwise.”).

f. Don’t assume a student who reports suicidal feelings is simply trying to get 
attention; consider all thoughts of suicide serious.

2. Begin the interview with questions related to the student’s relationship to the deceased 
student. Remember that suicide risk may be unrelated to any relationship between the 
deceased student and the student you are interviewing.

a. Ask about the student’s connection to the deceased (“Did you know Maggie?”).

b. If the student had a close relationship to the deceased, express your condolences  
for his or her loss.

c. Find out how the student learned about the death and what his or her reactions are.

3. Explain that sometimes the death of someone close to us can make us think about death 
ourselves. Calmly ask if the student has had any of those thoughts. Ask if the suicide has 
made the student think about his or her own suicide. The majority of students will deny 
suicide ideation. A small percentage of them, however, may admit to having suicidal 
thoughts.

4. If the student admits to thoughts about suicide, continue with the following questions:

a. When did you first have these thoughts?

b. Do you have a specific plan?

c. Do you have access to the means?

d. Have you shared these thoughts with anyone else?

e. Is there anything that would keep you from suicide?

5. Any student reporting even thoughts of suicide should be referred to a qualified mental 
health professional immediately for a more in-depth assessment. This type of comprehen-
sive assessment requires a level of clinical expertise that is beyond the school’s responsi-
bility, especially in the context of a crisis. Even if a school staff member is trained to  
provide these types of extensive assessments, this is the place where an effective post-
vention plan turns the responsibility over to its community mental health partners.
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6. If a referral for additional services is indicated, the parents/guardians should be con-
tacted immediately, preferably in the presence of the student. (This reflects the focus 
on clear, open, and unambiguous communication that characterizes all aspects of this 
postvention model.) Explain to the parent/guardian that the student is reacting to the 
death of a peer by suicide, is having some personal thoughts about suicide, and needs 
to speak to a mental health professional who can make a more in-depth assessment of 
what’s going on. This is when direct communication is important; be sure to use the 
word “suicide.” If you speak in more euphemistic terms (“your daughter is having upset-
ting thoughts”; “we’re worried about your son’s safety”), the parents/guardians may not 
pick up on the urgency of your referral request. Provide the parents/guardians with a list 
of resources to contact to set up this evaluation as soon as possible. Ask them to sign a 
release of information with the provider so there can be open communication with the 
school about ways in which the school can provide an appropriate level of support for the 
student. Emphasize that the school does not want and will not ask for information about 
the details of the assessment other than about the student’s level of risk for suicide and 
how to address this in the school setting.

7. If you are worried that a student may be in immediate or imminent risk, convey your 
concern to the parents/guardians and offer to assist in a referral to your local emergency 
department or crisis screening center. With the parent’s/guardian’s permission, call your 
local emergency provider, explain the situation, and ask for an immediate assessment.

8. With students who deny suicidal thoughts, you want to remind them that resource staff 
will continue to be available in the school as well as in the community to help them deal 
with the death of their friend. Tell them you want them to check in with you during the 
next few days to report how they’re holding up. If they don’t seek you out, make a point 
to track them down to follow up.

9. Ask all students to let a member of the resource team know if they have any worries 
about friends or peers. Remind them that at a time like this, everyone needs to look out 
for each other and realize that lots of resources have been mobilized to provide everyone 
in the school community with support.
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The Faculty’s and Staff’s Role in Postvention

Teachers and other school staff members are often the first adults to whom students turn for 
support.

Roles of Faculty and Staff 

• receive information about the death, the school’s response plan, and their role  
in this response

• have the opportunity to express their reactions and ask questions

• be prepared for student reactions

• receive guidance in structuring school activities

• be involved in the identification of vulnerable students

• receive information about school and community resources

• be provided with immediate and continuing support

Agenda for a Faculty Meeting following a Death in the School Community

 1. Read a statement that presents accurate facts as they are known.

 2. Acknowledge and validate faculty reactions.

 3. Review and clarify that the school’s official statement is designed to reflect information 
received from reliable sources and has been constructed on a “need to know” basis.

 4. Provide faculty with the location and protocol for dismissing students to care stations.

 5. Explain to faculty that a member of the crisis team will follow the schedule of the 
deceased student and be available to provide support to those classes.

 6. Ask faculty’s assistance in the identification of students who might be particularly 
affected by the death.

 7. Remind faculty of their critical role in vetting rumors that may emerge and identify the 
specific way in which rumors will be handled.

 8. Review decisions about class schedules and after-school athletic and social events.

 9. Explain how emerging information about the death and the school response will be 
communicated.

10. Sensitize faculty to appropriate curriculum modifications.

11. Review the district’s policy for responding to media requests.
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Specific Guidelines for Faculty for Helping Students Deal with a Death

• Deal with your own reactions first.

• Keep it simple!

• Listen.

• Encourage students to put their thoughts and feelings into words.

• Give students permission to express their feelings.

• Give students permission to grieve not only the current loss but whatever past losses  
may be reactivated by the event.

• Listen for expressions of guilt or an exaggerated sense of responsibility for the death  
and address those misperceptions quickly and directly.

• Ask students to watch out for each other and pay attention to friends, peers, and 
classmates. Students should tell an adult if they notice anyone acting differently or 
unusually or saying things about suicide or other self-destructive behaviors.

Agenda for Optional Faculty Debriefing Meeting at the End of the School Day

 1. Validate the difficulty of the day and recognize the professionalism of the staff in 
meeting the needs of the students.

 2. Review perceptions of the day: How did it go? What were the challenges? What went 
better than expected?

 3. Review plans for extracurricular activities, especially if they have been cancelled or 
rescheduled.

 4. Outline community resources that are available after school hours, if they will be 
offered.

 5. Update information about the death or funeral plans.

 6. Remind faculty of the procedure for reporting rumors or sharing information about 
vulnerable students.

 7. Remind faculty that there is one spokesperson for the district who will be responding  
to media requests and reiterate the school’s policy about not making comments, even  
off the record.

 8. Review the schedule for the next school day.
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                                                   The Students’ Role in Postvention

Roles of Students

• receive limited information about the death

• receive guidance for responding to rumors

• have designated places (care stations) for personal reflection

• receive reminders about their role in the competent community

• if appropriate, are identified as vulnerable and referred for extra help 

• receive information about school, community, and web-based resources

• be prepared for funeral attendance

Guidelines for Announcing the Death to Students

• Begin with a brief statement acknowledging the death.

• Refocus on the meaning of the loss to the school community. Explain that the 
feelings of disbelief and loss are shared by faculty, staff, and administrators.

• Reiterate safety concerns for the entire student body.

• If asked, answer questions about the suicide honestly.

• Provide information about suicide prevention.

• Identify in-school resources.

Guidelines for Helping Students Deal with a Death

• Deal with your own reactions first. You won’t be effective in helping students unless 
you’ve been able to acknowledge your own reactions and put them into perspective.

• Keep it simple! Students need limited information about the death. Remembering the 
guidelines in chapter 5 of the Lifelines Postvention manual will help you keep your expla na-
tions developmentally appropriate. The bottom line is that all school-aged children need 
brief, simple information balanced with reassurances that the daily structure of their lives 
will not change.

• Listen. Ask students how they are reacting to the death and then listen to what they say. 
This is not the time to share your personal reactions. Your role is to listen, validate, and 
support your students, especially in the early days of the crisis.

• Encourage young people to put their thoughts and feelings into words, which will help  
to begin the grief process. Labeling what you hear them saying can help in this process. 
(“You sound very sad.” “Boy, you’re really angry that your friend didn’t tell you how bad he was 
feeling.”)

If the Worst Happens: Quick Reference Guide
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• Give students permission to express their feelings. Since school is not necessarily a place 
that encourages active discussion of feelings, make the invitation to talk about reactions 
to a death very clear. One way the school does this is by providing care stations. And 
remember, these conversations with students also offer an opportunity to further evaluate 
them and to connect them to additional in-school and community resources if it seems 
necessary.

• Give students permission to grieve not only the current loss but also whatever past losses 
may be reactivated by the event.

• Listen for expressions of guilt or an exaggerated sense of responsibility for the death, and 
address those misperceptions quickly and directly.

• Remember, be a good listener!

Student Reactions to Suicide

Every student grieves differently. Personal and family experiences with death, religious beliefs, 
community exposure, and cultural traditions all play a role in how a student both experiences 
and expresses feelings about loss. There are, however, some predictable reactions young 
people may have to a suicide. The following is a list with suggested adult responses:

• Disbelief over the news of the death. The reality of the death has yet to be taken in. 
You are likely to hear things like “You are kidding, right?” or “This is just a joke—it can’t 
be true.” Acknowledge the disbelief; anticipate that once the shock has worn off, there 
will be a more emotional reaction. Let students know you’ll be available to talk when 
they’re ready.

• Being protective of the deceased. Students may want someone to blame and may 
openly express or direct anger at the deceased student’s parents/teachers/boyfriend/
girlfriend. You may hear “Why did you let this happen?” or “This is all your fault!” Listen, 
and then listen some more. Gently explain that we all try to find a reason for the things 
we don’t understand. Remember that suicide is a complicated human behavior and that 
there are always multiple reasons for why it happens. 

• Guilt. Students may blame themselves. You might hear things like “If only I had called 
him back last night” or “I should have known . . . I should not have teased him.” Remind 
students that the person who has died by suicide was struggling with intense and often 
conflicting emotions and saw no other way to resolve the feelings. If anyone had realized 
that the deceased was really thinking about dying, of course they would have acted in a 
way to save his or her life.



Copyrighted material. All rights reserved. 
Duplicating this material for personal or group use is permissible.

LIFELINES POSTVENTION
QUICK REFERENCE GUIDE

Page 12 of 14

If the Worst Happens: Quick Reference Guide

• Being upset at the deceased. This is expressed in statements like “How could she do 
something so stupid?” Allow and acknowledge some expression of anger. Suggest, how-
ever, that behind the anger there are often feelings of fear and pain. This may open up  
a different, more helpful conversation with the student.

• Personal worry. Students may worry about themselves and/or friends. They may say 
things like “If she could get upset enough to kill herself, maybe the same thing will 
happen to me (or one of my friends).” Help students make the distinction between them-
selves and the deceased. Make them aware that help is always available and discuss these 
options and resources. Practice problem solving with them.

• Loneliness. Those closest to the deceased may find it hard to return to their normal 
routine. They may miss the regular presence of the deceased in their everyday lives. 
They may resent those who seem like they are having fun, while they feel so empty, lost, 
and disconnected. Some students make it their job to keep the memory of their friend 
alive. This can often take the form of destructive behavior like drinking at the cemetery 
or partying in his or her honor. Encourage students to help each other move forward 
in positive ways. Notice anyone who seems to be isolating from others and reach out to 
them, offering resources to help with their grief.

• Hope and relief. Once the reality of death has been accepted and the acute pain of the 
loss subsides, students find that life resumes. Normalcy returns to a certain degree, and 
students begin to feel better. They can remember their friend without extreme pain. 
Remain open to listening to your students’ feelings, especially on the anniversaries (two 
weeks, one month, one year, etc.). Recognize the importance of both mourning and 
remembering.

Parents’/Guardians’ Role in Postvention

Parents and guardians often need education and direction to help them manage their 
children’s reactions to the death.

Roles of Parents/Guardians

• receive information about the school’s response to the death

• be updated about the progress of the school’s response

• have access to school support (phone, website, small-group meetings)

• receive information to help them prepare for their children’s reactions

• be provided with suggestions for handling these reactions

• receive information about school and community resources
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Agenda for Parent/Guardian Small-Group Meetings

1. Acknowledge the school as a survivor of a student suicide/death.

2. Recognize parents’/guardians’ concerns.

3. Frame the response to the suicide in the context of a “competent and compassionate 
school community.”

4. Review the school’s response to the current situation.

5. Present accurate information about youth suicide.

6. Address group members’ questions.

7. Present information about school and community resources.

Reaching Out to the Family of the Deceased

• Contact them personally.

• Keep it simple.

• Make it short.

• Get a contact name and phone number for later follow-up.

• Send crisis team members to the home to support congregating students, if requested.

• Amend the school roster.

• Attend the funeral services.

• Make arrangements to return the student’s belongings.

• Provide the siblings with follow-up support.

• Arrange continuing follow-up support for the family with community partners.

The Community at Large

Roles of the Community

• be informed and updated about the school’s response plan

• receive information about the most affected populations within the school who may  
need community support

• be given direction on providing support to the school

• receive input on needed community support resources

Integration of Community Partners

• Identify relevant resources.

• Arrange an informational meeting.
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• Provide education about youth suicide.

• Schedule a meeting between community partners and crisis team members to review the 
postvention plan.

• Practice tabletop (simulation) exercises.

What Postvention Responses Do Not Provide  
Control, Support, and Structure?

• ignoring the impact of the death and conducting the entire school day in a “business as 
usual” fashion

• dismissing school early so students can grieve in the privacy of their often-unsupervised 
homes

• announcing the death via the impersonality of the public address system

• announcing the death in a large venue like the auditorium where student emotionality 
can become contagious

• assuming every member of the school community will react to the death rather than 
providing support on an “as needed” basis

• allowing students to leave the school campus without parental accompaniment/
permission

• closing the school for the funeral

• encouraging student memorials, which can romanticize the deceased and create a 
contagion risk

•  •  •
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