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The COVID-19 pandemic has fundamentally changed our lives and how we interact with another. When a student’s family member, a staff member, or a student passes away due to COVID-19, the loss can be more difficult to handle because we are not able to grieve together in the same place as a Job Corps community.  Addressing the particular circumstances and needs associated with a COVID-19 death requires planning and special care.
Step 1 Planning and Preparation
The first step for managing any critical incident is for the center to have a Critical Intervention Plan and Team in place. For more detailed information about this, please refer to the guidance document entitled Critical Incident Crisis Intervention Plan.
The designated Critical Incident Team should meet to discuss:
· Debriefing and sharing what is currently known and unknown about the situation
· Communicating with the deceased’s family
· Communicating with center staff and students
· Planning an outreach strategy for supporting students and staff who may be more vulnerable and in need of support
· Planning an outreach strategy for supporting all students and staff (as it may not be possible to identify all those who may need support)
Step 2 Communication
Contacting the Family/Next-of-KinThe family may have questions about what information will be communicated, how, and to whom, so these details will need to be worked out in advance. The center may wish to inform the family that as news about their loved one’s death becomes available, students and staff will likely contact one other and will expect that the center to at least issue, at the very least, a brief statement. This statement could also help to manage misinformation and rumors.


Prior to communicating with staff and students about a COVID-19 related death, the center should, as a matter of courtesy and respect, contact the family of the deceased to offer condolences and obtain permission to inform center staff and students.
If the family decides not to provide permission to communicate about the death, the center should respect the family’s wishes. You may want to ask the family to inform the center of any memorial events for their lost loved one.
Sharing the News with Staff and Students
After obtaining permission from the family, the center must decide how it will communicate information about the death. As a first step, some centers may choose to use “telephone chains”[footnoteRef:1] to communicate with key staff members. Many centers may opt to use email to communicate with staff and students because it provides an efficient way to communicate with a large number of people at a distance. Center-sponsored social media networks such as Facebook pages and Instagram accounts are not the best way to communicate the news of a death to a broad audience. [1:  A telephone chain, or telephone tree, is a way to quickly send out critical information and organize people by having one person call a set of designated people, who then call another set of people and so on until everyone in the telephone chain has been contacted.] 

Regardless of the method of communication, it must be determined who the message(s) will come from. In many cases, communications will come from the Center Director (CD); however, there may be situations when it is more appropriate for the message to come from another staff member.
In most situations, the center will need to send two different kinds of messages to communicate about a death. The purpose of the first set of messages is to communicate the initial information about the death. The second set of messages will serve to inform them about any memorial events held by the center (see below) or for memorial events held by the family (if the family has given permission to share this information). 
For the first message, it is recommended that separate emails be sent to staff versus students. If possible, the message to staff should be sent prior to sending a message to students, which allows staff to prepare in case students decide to contact them.
· Staff message should include factual information about the death, how staff can support students if students contact them, and how staff can get support for themselves, if needed. It is important to emphasize that staff should wait for students to contact them rather than have them reach out to students initially. This allows the center to have a coordinated response based on the plan developed by the Critical Incident Team.
· See sample information to include in staff email (“How Staff Can Support Grieving Students”) at the end of this document.
· Student message should include factual information about the death, how to reach out for support services available on center (counseling staff, CMHC, etc.), and how to access support services off center (crisis hotlines, free peer-to-peer networks, etc.)
· Consult with your center administration and contractor on the email templates for staff and students based on the bullet points above.
Step 3 Providing Support
Support for Individual Students and Staff
Please refer to detailed tips for providing support to all students and staff based on the “Ring Theory” in the Critical Incident Crisis Intervention Plan (p. 8-9). A brief summary is below:
The center will need to identify and provide support to the students who are more likely to be affected by the death and may need support. Particularly vulnerable individuals may include:
· Those who knew the deceased well including friends, romantic partners, roommates, dormmates, students in the same trade, and students in the same clubs/sports teams
· Those who had recent contact with the deceased prior to their death
· Those who are grieving due to another recent loss
· Those who suffered traumatic losses in the past (such as a death of a parent)
· Those with emotional and/or behavioral difficulties prior to this particular death
If they are not already part of the Critical Incident Team, the counseling staff, residential staff, CMHC, and others should identify potentially vulnerable students and develop strategies for reaching out to and offering support to these students.  There should be an organized strategy to determine who will call/text each of the identified students to see how they are doing and to offer support. It is generally not helpful to have more than one or two staff members reaching out to any individual student. If there are other trusted staff members that the student would like to have contact with, the designated contact person can inform the student that they can reach out to that staff member. The designated staff member should help facilitate contact, if needed.
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Description automatically generated]Staff may also be impacted by a COVID-19 related death and should be offered support. This is particularly true for the staff members who may possess one or more vulnerability factors. A member of the Critical Incident Team should compile a list of grief support resources in the community to provide to staff who need additional support. Staff can also be referred to the center’s Employee Assistance Program (EAP) if this benefit is available to them. Finally, it is also important to recognize that members of the Critical Incident Team may also be affected and need support from their colleagues, community agencies, and/or EAP.
In general, a good rule of thumb when providing support to students and staff is illustrated by the “Ring Theory.” Imagine a series of nested circles with the smallest circle in the middle and larger and larger circles forming rings about the smallest circle (see diagram). The people who are most affected by a death are in the smallest, innermost circle (family, best friend, partner) followed by very close people in the next circle (roommate/s, close friends, staff who were close to student), followed by people who had daily contact with the deceased in the next circle, and so on. The general rule is to figure out which circle you fall in and then “comfort IN and dump/vent OUT” – provide support and comfort to those in the rings closer to the middle than our own (“comfort IN”) and express our own pain and ask for support only from those in rings further out than own (“dump/vent OUT”). 
Collective Support
One of the most difficult aspects of dealing a death during distance learning is that we are not able to grieve together as a community. When students and staff are together on center during a loss or other traumatic event, individuals can comfort and support one another face-to-face. Typically, there is a student assembly or business meeting, and small groups are held for vulnerable individuals. In the distance learning environment, it is important to find ways that people can grieve and heal together.
In terms of memorializing the staff/student member who has died, the Critical Incident Crisis Intervention Plan recommends that the Critical Incident Team works with center administrators, regional and national offices, and parents/guardians to determine how to best memorialize the person who has died.  Meeting proactively with students, staff, and friends who were close to the deceased is also recommended to explore how to best memorialize the deceased.  During normal on-center operations, the Student Government Association (SGA) helps plan the memorial service. Consider reaching out to the SGA and other student leaders to solicit their input and participation.
Here are some ideas to facilitate collective grieving and support include:
· Have the CMHC to offer virtual grief support groups via WebEx, Google Meet, or another secure platform. The CMHC may want to consider small groups specifically for roommates/dormmates and students in the same trade as well as a general grief support group that any student can attend. These group meetings will likely be held once or twice; in some cases, group members may request to continue meeting for a limited period of time.  The CMHC can offer individual follow-up sessions for those who need them.
· Meet with students and collaboratively come up with appropriate ways to remember or memorialize the deceased person.  Here are some ideas:
· Set up a free memorial page for the deceased person. A memorial page provides a shared space online for students and staff to connect, remember, and celebrate the life of the deceased person. Depending on the website, visitors to a memorial page can offer condolences, share stories and remembrances, and/or post photos and videos. Reading the collection of online messages and images can provide a sense of collective grief and much-needed comfort. Free memorial pages can be set up on Facebook and on websites such as LifeWeb360.com and Legacy.com. Be sure to check with the family of the deceased for their permission and to make sure that they have not already set up a memorial page for their loved one. 
· Host a “hybrid live stream” memorial or candlelight vigil. A memorial event can be hosted via WebEx, Google Meet, Facebook, YouTube, and other platforms. A hybrid event allows you to post a pre-recorded video message to which student participants and other viewers can post responses to in real time. A hybrid event is generally less likely to have as many technical problems as a true live stream event. It is recommended to have at least one staff member monitor the chat box for any student posts or comments that may require follow-up. Detailed instructions about setting up a live stream/recorded event on each of the various platforms can easily be found on the Internet.
Step 4 Ongoing Monitoring and Follow-Up
With most crises, including staff and student deaths, the center mobilizes significant energy and effort during the acute phase. It is important that the Critical Incident Team continues to meet and debrief for a period of time in the weeks following a death.  Ongoing monitoring of students who have needed support as well as surveillance for additional students who may need support is critical.
The extraordinary circumstances caused by COVID-19 pandemic and the distance learning environment requires special planning, attention, and efforts on the part of centers. Being prepared to respond to and support students and staff in the event of an unfortunate death due to COVID-19 will ensure the best possible outcome for all those involved.

How Staff Can Support Grieving Students 
Grief is experienced in many different ways. There is no right or wrong way to grieve. It is important to be aware of your own assumptions about grief (for example, people who are grieving need to cry to “get it out”) and not make judgments about how the student is grieving.
Some of the best ways to support a student who is grieving are to:
	Action
	Example

	1. Acknowledge the loss with a supportive statement.
	“I can tell that you are really going to miss [the person who died].”

	2. Listen (and do not give advice). Just listen.
	The student will likely want to share memories, stories, and even regrets.

	3. Let them know that it is normal to have a number of different feelings after losing someone.
	“It’s OK that you are feeling [sad, numb, angry, confused, etc.] right now.” -or- “It’s OK to feel one way one minute and different way the next minute ”)

	4. Inform them that there is no timetable for grieving (no specific time when the painful or difficult feelings are supposed to end). 
	“Each person grieves at their own pace.”

	5. Offer practical help and support
	Offer coping strategies from the Cope Up! Positive Coping Card for Students. 

	
	“Is there anything that we at the center can do to support you right now?”

	6. Before ending the call:

· Ask: “Would you like me to check in with you again in a few days or a week?”
· Ask: “Would you like for me to ask the CMHC to give you a call?” [If you have significant concerns about the student, do not ask this question. Instead, inform the student that you will be making a referral to the CMHC.]
· Ask: “Can I send you information about support resources by email?”
· Provide resources such as: 
· How to reach you or a counselor, times available
· How to reach Health & Wellness/CMHC, times available
· How to reach CMHC Google Classroom page with mental health resources (if applicable)
· Resources from the Cope Up! Positive Coping Card for Students including:
· Job Corps Safety Hotline
JC1 Safe App: iTunes or Android
(844) JC1-SAFE (521-7233)
· National Suicide Prevention Lifeline
(800) 273-TALK or (800) 273-8255
En Español: (800) 628-9454
Text line: Text HOME to 741-741
Online chat at suicidepreventionlifeline.org/chat/

	7. After the call: 

· Document the call and any follow-up needs.
· Refer student to CMHC, if needed and/or student agreed.
· Email the student the resources discussed (phone numbers, email addresses, and the Cope Up! Positive Coping Card for Students).
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