Dead Silent





A U.N.I. Department of Residence F.O.C.U.S. Program

Purpose

Help participants be prepared to respond appropriately when a friend or acquaintance experiences a death of a friend or family member.

Materials

Handouts, large writing surface and markers or chalk, pencils, comment cards.

Procedure

Welcome and Preview

“Welcome.  Glad you’re here.  Statistically, one in five college students experience a death in their immediate family while in college.  Even more experience the death of a close friend or other family member.  This program’s purpose is to help us be prepared to respond appropriately when a friend or acquaintance encounters this in their life.

“We’ll take a look at our comfort level with the words dead, death, dying, etc.  Then, we’ll just share experiences we’ve had dealing with death.  Finally, we’ll look at what to do and say and what to not do and say when we encounter a friend or acquaintance who’s experiencing a loss through death of a close friend or family member.

“The total program is scheduled for an hour.  If we go beyond that, there will be an opportunity for those who need to leave to do so after an hour.”

Introductions
“Before we being, let’s just tell three things about ourselves that others in the group don’t know…”

Ground Rules

“Also, some basic ground rules to help the conversation…”

1. Remain for the full hour.

2. When we talk we speak for ourselves (“my experience is…” rather than “most people think…”).

3. Maintain confidentiality (“if I want someone to know what I said here, let ME tell them...").

4. Be genuine and honest, taking some risks.

5. No arguing.  Instead, share perspectives.

6. Ask only follow-up questions we’d be willing to answer and allow the answerer to decline.

“Everyone accept these ground rules?”  (Move on to Part I when everyone agrees.)

Part I

Ask everyone, at the same time, to say, out loud, the words “death,” and then “dead.”  Ask each person then to individually say these words and tell the group how they feel when they say them.

Read or paraphrase:  Language usage can reveal much about our personal as well as cultural attitudes toward death.  Euphemisms are mild, indirect, or vague expressions used to soften the reality of death.  Euphemisms are often used to avoid offending the bereaved’s feelings of loss or may be used to mask the reality of death and distance oneself from the experience.  Look at sympathy cards; they rarely use the words “death” and “died.”

Ask the group to brainstorm other words we use to help us avoid saying “death” and “dead” (euphemisms).  Record these words on newsprint or on a chalkboard.  Ask why we use these words and why it is better to use the real words.  (Examples you can use, if the group has difficulty thinking of some:  passed away, gone, lost, no longer with us.)

Part II

Ask each participant who is willing to share an experience with death or dying.

Part III

Brainstorm, again:  “What I’d like others to do and say when someone I care about dies…”  Then brainstorm:  “What I’d like others NOT to do and say when someone I care about dies…”

Review handouts of what professionals recommend we say and do and avoid saying and doing.

Wrap-up

Hand out list of resources available for students who experience the dying or death of a loved one.  Remind everyone of the confidentiality ground rule and thank them for coming, as well as sharing their thoughts and feelings.

Hand out and collect comment cards and pencils for feedback.

After

Evaluate your program and relax, knowing you’ve done well.

When Someone Dies…

(What to Do)

DO’s

1. Get in touch.  Telephone.  Speak directly to the person or to someone close.  Ask when you can visit and how you might help.  Even if much time has passed, it’s never too late to express your concern.

2. Say little on an early visit.  In the initial period (before burial), your brief embrace and a few words of affection and feeling may be all that is needed.  A simple “I’m sorry” may be enough.

3. Be yourself.  Show your natural concern and sorrow in your own way and in your own words.

4. Keep in touch.  Be available.  Be there.  If you are a close friend or relative, your presence might be needed from the beginning.  Later, when close family may be less available, anyone’s visit and phone call can be helpful.  Do remember your friend three weeks and beyond as that’s when others don’t offer their help as much.

5. Be practical in your helping.  Offer specific ways in which you can help out.  You may be needed to contact professors or friends, turn in assignments, wash clothes, pack their suitcases, bring in food, etc.  This kind of help lifts burdens and creates a bond.

6. Accept silence.  If the person doesn’t feel like talking, don’t force conversation.  Sometimes just your presence can be helpful.

7. Be a good listener.  Accept whatever feelings are expressed.  Do not change the subject.  Be as understanding as you can be and simply listen to what the person has to say.

8. Write a letter/send a card.  Take time to write of your love for and memories of the one who died.  Your letter may be read many times and cherished years after the death.

9. Encourage the postponement of major decisions.  Whatever can wait should wait until after the period of intense grief.

10. In time, gently draw the person into quiet outside activity.  The person may lack the initiative to go out on their own.

DON’Ts

1. Avoid cliches.  Phrases such as person is “better off now”, “it’s God’s will”, and “he/she’s out of pain” are not very helpful.

2. Do not attempt to tell person how he/or she feels.  You can ask (without probing), but you cannot know, except for what you are told.

3. Do not probe for details about the death.  If the person offers information, listen with understanding.

4. Avoid talking about trivial matters.  Prolonged discussion of weather, sports, own illnesses or problems can be irritating, even if done purposely to distract the person who’s grieving.

5. Don’t use phrase “If there’s anything I can do to help, let me know…”.  Whereas, this phrase may be intended to be helpful, it’s often difficult for individuals who are grieving to reach out to others.  Instead, you may want to be specific with what you can do.

6. Allow person to “work through” their grief.  Don’t encourage the person to give away clothing or hide pictures.  Do not criticize behavior that may seem a little unusual (i.e. visiting site of fatal accident, person wearing the deceased person’s clothing).

7. Don’t use the telephone too often.  It’s good to reach out after a death has occurred.  Make a point of visiting the person rather than always using the phone to make contact.

Information taken for “Is there anything I can do to help?” pamphlet by Amy Hillyard Jensen, Medic Publishing Co.

For Further Help and Guidance

General Books

Life After Loss, Deits

On Death and Dying, Kubler-Ross

Good Grief, Westberg, G.

Books on Children and Death

The Fall of Freddie the Leaf, Leo Buscaglia

Explaining Death to Children, Grollman, E.

Locally

Cedar Valley Hospice, 200 E. Ridgeway, Waterloo, 292-1450

UNI Counseling Center, 213 Student Services Center, 273-2676

Campus Ministries:


Catholic Student Center, 1019 W. 23rd, 266-9863


Lutheran Student Center (ELCA), 2616 College, 266-1653


College Hill Lutheran, West Seerley and Walnut, 266-1274


Unitarian Universalist Society, 3912 Cedar Heights Dr., 266-5640


Wesley Foundation (United Methodist), 2422 College, 266-4071


Reformed Church of America, 2422 College, 266-4071














































