
 

 

 

The Sudden Death of a Classmate or Friend 

A Message to Students 
 
 
 

Most people feel surprised, confused, sad or even angry after they hear that 
someone at their school has died suddenly. If the death was a homicide or suicide 
it can be even more disturbing. For most people a death event is something that 
most adapt and adjust to within a matter of days.  If the person who died was a 
personal friend the effects can last much longer. Disturbing thoughts and feelings 
will fade away over time sooner with people who allow themselves to feel sad and 
cry, talk openly about it right away, and stay involved with supportive friends.  
  
Death is not something we think will happen to us or to someone we might know 
so it can be shocking when another teen dies. When this happens we are 
reminded of the fact that life is not something we can take for granted. Some may 
feel more vulnerable because of what happened, so it’s very natural to have 
disturbing dreams, be more careful, and avoid situations or things that remind us 
of the death event. However, some go to an extreme with their sadness, guilt, 
anger or anxious feelings. This can be a serious problem if it interferes with 
normal activities, like eating and sleeping, going to school, concentrating in class, 
completing homework, passing tests, working, getting along with family and 
friends, etc.   
  
Professional counselors agree that most people begin to get back to their normal 
routine and activities within days, with random periods of sadness for several days 
or weeks. If the death was shocking the person may remember vivid aspects of it 
for many months, sometimes years 
 
On the next page are some suggestions for those who are really upset about the 
death and wondering what they can do to help themselves and their friends.  
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Positive ways to cope with death of my friend 
 

I can: 

 
 cry alone or with someone who seems to care (It’s not a sign of weakness or 

illness to feel sad and express sadness!) 

 

 talk about my thoughts and feelings with friends, my family, or a counselor 

 

 burn emotional energy through work or vigorous physical activity 

 

 sort out my thoughts in an internal dialogue in a quiet place or on a long 

walk 

 

 involve myself in an activity that usually allows me to express my feelings, 

ex; write in a journal, draw, photograph, pray, play music, sing, dance, etc.  

 

 produce or construct something tangible, and choose to share it with others, 

or not 

 

 reminisce over moments of pleasure and fun about my friend with others, 

especially those who had similar memories 

 

 create or participate in an activity or cause that respectfully commemorates 

the life of my friend 

 

 do something positive for my community or help out someone in need 

 

I should: 

 
 learn and use healthy methods to calm myself down and stay relaxed 

 

 make sure to eat as usual and get adequate sleep 

 

 maintain my normal schedule and daily activities 

 

 stay connected to my family and friends 
 

 
 
 
 

Adapted from The Heart of Grief by Thomas Attig. Copyright © 2000 by Oxford Press Inc., NY.   
By Jerry Ciffone LCSW, Saint Charles, IL. Updated 10/18. 



 

 

Coping When Bad Things Happen 
 
When bad things happen people either let that event define them as a victim       
or they bounce back and grow as a result of the event. Resilience is the term 
used to describe the ability to adapt and grow in the wake of a tragedy. 

 
 

BOUNCE BACK is an acronym for the main attitudes of resilience, specifically: 
 

B – Bad times don’t last, and things get better. 
 

O – Other people can only help if you share with them. 
 

U – Unhelpful thinking only makes you feel worse. 
 

N – Nobody is perfect – not you, not your friends, not your family, not anybody! 
 

C – Concentrate on the good things in life, no matter how small. 
 

E – Everybody suffers, everybody feels pain and experiences setbacks; they are  
      a normal part of life. 
 

B – Blame fairly – negative events are often a combination of things you did,  
      things others did, and plain bad luck. 
 

A – Accept what you can’t change and try to change what you can. 
 

C – Catastrophizing makes things worse – don’t fall prey to believing in the  
      worst interpretation. 
 

K – Keep things in perspective. Even the worst moment is but one moment  
      in life. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“BOUNCE BACK” was created by Helen McGrath, PhD, of Melbourne, Australia



 

Normal Grief Reactions and When to Be Concerned 

A Message to Students Who Hear About the Sudden Death of a Fellow Student 
 

Most people feel surprised, confused, sad or even angry after they hear that someone at 
their school has died suddenly. If the death was a homicide or suicide it can be even 
more disturbing. For most people a death event is something that most adapt and adjust 
to within a matter of days.  If the person who died was a personal friend the effects can 
last much longer. Disturbing thoughts and feelings will fade away over time sooner with 
people who allow themselves to feel sad and cry, talk openly about it right away, and stay 
involved with supportive friends.  
 
Death is not something we think will happen to us or to someone we might know so it can 
be shocking when another teen dies. When this happens we are reminded of the fact 
that life is not something we can take for granted. Some may feel more vulnerable 
because of what happened, so it’s very natural to have disturbing dreams, be more 
careful, and avoid situations or things that remind us of the death event. However, some 
go to an extreme with their sadness, guilt, anger or anxious feelings. This can be a 
serious problem if it interferes with normal activities, like eating and sleeping, going to 
school, concentrating in class, completing homework, passing tests, working, getting 
along with family and friends, etc.   
 
Professional counselors agree that most people begin to get back to their normal routine 
and activities within days, with random periods of sadness for several days or weeks. If 
the death was shocking the person may remember vivid aspects of it for many months, 
sometimes years. But when should a person become concerned about the way they are 
feeling following a death?  
 
If after about three weeks a person is thinking or feeling several of the following: 
 

 Feeling really unhappy, sad or empty inside most of the day for most days 

 An obvious loss of interest or pleasure in activities or friends or family most of the day 
for most days 

 A noticeable change in appetite  

 Difficulty sleeping or staying asleep nearly every day   

 Crying spells or loss of energy nearly every day   

 Feeling shame, self-blame or a lot of guilt nearly every day  

 Concentration problems, greater difficulties in making decisions 

 Feeling hopeless or very negative about the future 
 
…they should get help from their parents, a trusted adult or a professional counselor.   
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