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NAVIGATING ANNIVERSARIES OF STUDENT & STAFF 
DEATHS AND CRISIS EVENTS 

A Best-Practice Planning & Resource Guide for District Leaders 

PLAN PROACTIVELY • SUPPORT INDIVIDUALLY • COMMUNICATE CALMLY • AVOID RETRAUMATIZATION 

 

Prepared by Bethanie Brogli Opell, Ed.D. 

Crisis Response Consultant, Ohio Valley Educational Cooperative​
National PREPaRE Trainer • CSTAG Trainer • Youth & Adult Mental Health First Aid Trainer​

Code Red Trainer • Sources of Strength Trainer • KAPS Crisis Co-Chair 

1. What District Leaders Need to Know 
Anniversary reactions are common after deaths and traumatic events. Reactions may occur before, on, or 
after the date and can include sadness, irritability, anxiety, difficulty concentrating, physical complaints, 
intrusive memories, avoidance, or renewed grief. A predictable calendar date does not mean every person will 
react the same way. 

“The calendar remembers — even when the school day needs to remain steady.”​
Best practice is a calm, trauma-informed approach: acknowledge without amplifying, offer support without 
requiring participation, and maintain routines whenever possible. 

 

Core principles 
●​ Plan before the date arrives. Convene a small leadership/crisis team 4-6 weeks in advance for high-impact 

events. 
●​ Maintain normal routines and instructional structure while increasing access to support. 
●​ Use a tiered approach: universal reassurance and resources; targeted outreach to those most affected; 

individualized assessment when risk or significant impairment is present. 
●​ Avoid mandatory memorials, assemblies, moments of silence, classroom discussions, or activities that 

force participation. 
●​ Coordinate messaging. Staff should know what to say, what not to speculate about, where to refer 

concerns, and who handles media/social media questions. 
●​ Respect family wishes, culture, developmental level, privacy, and the circumstances of the death. 

 



 

●​ Apply memorialization policies consistently across causes of death whenever possible; suicide deaths 
require additional attention to safe messaging and contagion risk. 

●​ Remember staff. Adults may have strong anniversary reactions and may need coverage, flexibility, 
consultation, or employee assistance resources. 

A useful leadership question 

Ask: “What support will be available if someone needs it?” — not “What event should we hold?”​
The anniversary itself does not require a ceremony. Support should be proportionate to current need, not simply 
to the significance of the date. 

2. Anniversary Planning Timeline 
Timing Leadership Actions 

4-6 weeks before 

Reconvene the district/building crisis team; review 
what happened last year; identify directly impacted 
students/staff; consult the family when appropriate; 
review memorialization policy; anticipate 
media/social media; determine whether extra mental 
health staffing is warranted. 

2-3 weeks before 

Brief administrators, counselors, psychologists, 
social workers, nurses, SRO/safety personnel, and 
key teachers. Update referral pathways and 
emergency contacts. Review student/staff schedules 
for likely triggers or vulnerable transitions. 

1 week before 

Provide staff with a concise heads-up, signs to watch 
for, a referral process, and a simple response script. 
Make support spaces available without advertising 
them in a way that heightens anxiety. Confirm family 
communication if needed. 

Day of / week of 

Keep routines predictable. Increase 
visible-but-low-key support. Monitor students/staff 
previously identified as vulnerable. Allow opt-outs 
from triggering content or activities. Address rumors 
promptly and factually. 

1-2 weeks after 

Check in with individuals who struggled, review 
referrals and incidents, debrief the response team, 
document lessons learned, and update the district 
crisis plan. 

 

Do not assume the anniversary is the only trigger.​
Birthdays, graduation, athletic seasons, holidays, court dates, media coverage, funerals, the start of a new school 
year, or a similar crisis elsewhere can also reactivate grief and trauma. 

Ohio Valley Educational Cooperative  |  100 Alpine Drive, Shelbyville, KY 40065  |  502-647-3533  |  ovec.org 
Page 2 



 

3. Communication: Acknowledge Without Amplifying 

Staff briefing language 

Suggested script​
“As we approach the anniversary of the loss/event that affected our school community, some students and staff 
may experience renewed grief or stress. Please maintain normal routines, respond with calm acknowledgment, 
and refer anyone who appears to need additional support to [designated support]. Participation in any 
remembrance should be voluntary.” 

 

When a student brings up the anniversary 

Simple is often enough​
“I remember that this was a very difficult time. It makes sense that the date might bring up feelings or memories. 
Would it help to talk, take a brief break, or connect with someone from our support team?” 

 

Communication guardrails 
●​ Do not speculate about causes, blame, motives, or details that have not been confirmed for release. 
●​ Do not use graphic descriptions or repeatedly retell traumatic details. 
●​ Avoid language that romanticizes the deceased or frames a death as heroic, inevitable, or a solution to 

problems. 
●​ Do not pressure students to share memories publicly. 
●​ Use one district point of contact for media inquiries and coordinate public messaging with district 

leadership. 
●​ When communicating about suicide, emphasize help-seeking, coping, connection, and that suicide is 

complex and preventable; avoid oversimplified explanations. 

Social media 
Expect anniversary posts, photos, tributes, rumors, and renewed discussion. Schools generally should not try 
to police ordinary grief expression. Instead, monitor for safety concerns, correct harmful misinformation when 
necessary, and have a clear process for responding to posts that suggest a student may be at risk. 

4. Memorialization & Commemoration 
Memorials can be meaningful, but they can also unintentionally retraumatize, create inequity across deaths, or 
become difficult for a school to sustain. Written district procedures help leaders make compassionate, 
consistent decisions before emotions are at their highest. 

Preferred practices 
●​ Use established district policy and apply it consistently. 
●​ Keep school-based remembrances time-limited, voluntary, developmentally appropriate, and connected to 

healing or service. 
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●​ Consider service projects, kindness initiatives, wellness activities, or charitable efforts that are not 
dependent on repeated retelling of the death. 

●​ Consult families while recognizing that the district retains responsibility for the safety and wellbeing of the 
full school community. 

●​ For permanent memorials, consider long-term maintenance, equity, precedent, and whether an off-campus 
location may be more appropriate. 

●​ For large-scale traumatic events, gather student/staff/community input before deciding on annual 
commemorations and consider whether annual practices should eventually be phased out. 

MEME-ABLE REMINDER​
A remembrance can be meaningful without being mandatory. Choice is trauma-informed. 

Additional caution after a suicide death 
Suicide postvention requires particular care because messaging and memorialization can affect vulnerable 
students. Avoid large assemblies focused on the death, sensationalized tributes, romanticization, or 
messaging that presents suicide as the result of a single event. Use established postvention guidance and 
ensure mental health professionals are part of planning. 

5. Tiered Supports for Students & Staff 
Tier Who / What Examples 
Universal Whole school/community Predictable routines; staff 

awareness; brief wellness 
reminders; clear help-seeking 
pathways; calm communication. 

Targeted Those with closer exposure or 
emerging distress 

Proactive check-ins; small-group 
support; flexible breaks; counselor 
access; family communication; 
temporary academic adjustments. 

Individualized Significant distress, functional 
impairment, safety concerns, or 
elevated risk 

Individual assessment; safety/risk 
assessment as indicated; 
parent/caregiver involvement; 
referral to community providers; 
crisis or emergency procedures 
when needed. 

Watch more closely when... 
●​ The person had a close relationship with the deceased or direct exposure to the crisis. 
●​ There are prior losses, trauma, mental health concerns, or recent major stressors. 
●​ The anniversary coincides with another transition or loss. 
●​ There is marked withdrawal, agitation, hopelessness, inability to function, concerning social media, or 

statements suggesting self-harm or harm to others. 
●​ A staff member is expected to perform a role that closely mirrors what they experienced during the original 

crisis. 

Ohio Valley Educational Cooperative  |  100 Alpine Drive, Shelbyville, KY 40065  |  502-647-3533  |  ovec.org 
Page 4 



 

Leadership matters for adults, too.​
Consider staff coverage, private check-ins, EAP/community resources, and permission to step away briefly. A 
staff member can be both a helper and a person affected by the event. 

6. District Leader Anniversary Checklist 
☐ Identify the anniversary date and other likely trigger dates. 

☐ Convene the crisis/mental health leadership team and assign a lead. 

☐ Review prior response notes, referrals, and lessons learned. 

☐ Identify students and staff who may benefit from proactive outreach. 

☐ Consult the family when appropriate and clarify what information may be shared. 

☐ Review district memorialization, suicide postvention, media, and crisis communication procedures. 

☐ Prepare a brief staff message and response/referral script. 

☐ Confirm counseling, psychological, social work, nursing, and community supports. 

☐ Plan for staff coverage and support spaces without disrupting normal operations. 

☐ Review scheduled curriculum/events for potentially triggering content. 

☐ Develop a social media/media response plan and designate a spokesperson. 

☐ Ensure participation in any remembrance is voluntary. 

☐ Monitor needs during the anniversary window, not only on the exact date. 

☐ Debrief afterward and update the district crisis plan. 

 

Key takeaway​
A successful anniversary response is often quiet: the school remains steady, vulnerable people are noticed, 
support is easy to access, and no one is required to grieve publicly. 
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7. Recommended Resources 
• National Center for School Crisis and Bereavement - Help Me Prepare — Preparation resources, grief 
guidance, memorial considerations, and consultation for schools. 
• National Center for School Crisis and Bereavement - Responding to Death — Guidelines for 
administrators, teachers, and crisis teams after a student or staff death. 
• National Center for School Safety - Ongoing Grief: 1+ Year Post Crisis — A curated collection 
specifically addressing anniversaries, long-term recovery, grief, and memorialization. 
• National Center for School Safety - Death of Student or Staff — Response, memorialization, educator, 
youth, and caregiver resources. 
• AFSP/SPRC - After a Suicide: A Toolkit for Schools — Comprehensive school postvention guidance, 
including communication, social media, memorialization, and contagion concerns. 
• NASSP Principal Recovery Network - Guide to Recovery — Lessons from school leaders after major 
crises, including annual remembrances and long-term recovery. 
• Society for the Prevention of Teen Suicide - Anniversary Reactions — Practical guidance for staff 
supporting students around the anniversary of a peer's death. 
• OVEC — Regional support, consultation, professional learning, and crisis-response resources for OVEC 
member districts. 

Evidence-informed notes 
This guide synthesizes guidance from national school-crisis, grief, school-safety, and suicide-postvention 
organizations. The research base for some postvention practices is still developing; districts should pair 
national guidance with local policy, legal consultation when needed, and individualized clinical judgment. 
 

For consultation or district support 
Bethanie Brogli Opell, Ed.D., Crisis Response Consultant​

Ohio Valley Educational Cooperative • Bopell@ovec.org • 502-647-3533 
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https://www.schoolcrisiscenter.org/help-me-prepare/
https://www.schoolcrisiscenter.org/resources/guide-responding-death/
https://www.nc2s.org/trainings-resources/crisis-navigation-resources/ongoing-grief-1-year-post-crisis/
https://www.nc2s.org/trainings-resources/crisis-navigation-resources/death-of-student-or-staff/
https://afsp.org/after-a-suicide-a-toolkit-for-schools/
https://www.nassp.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/PRN-Guide-FINAL.pdf
https://sptsusa.org/school-staff/understanding-students-reaction-to-the-anniversary-date-of-a-peers-death/
https://www.ovec.org/
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