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REACHING OUT: AN UPDATE FROM YOUR SCHOOL SOCIAL WORKERS APRIL 13

Dear Students and Families,

With the recent news of schools in Indiana being closed for the remainder of the year, your counselors 
wanted to share this article about grief. 

The following article was published in the Harvard Business Review:

The Discomfort you are Feeling is Grief

Some of the HBR edit staff met virtually the other day — a screen full of faces in a scene becoming more 
common everywhere. We talked about the content we’re commissioning in this harrowing time of a 
pandemic and how we can help people. But we also talked about how we were feeling. One colleague 
mentioned that what she felt was grief. Heads nodded in all the panes.

If we can name it, perhaps we can manage it. We turned to David Kessler for ideas on how to do that. Kessler 
is the world’s foremost expert on grief. He co-wrote with Elisabeth Kübler-Ross On Grief and Grieving: 
Finding the Meaning of Grief through the Five Stages of Loss. His new book adds another stage to the 
process, Finding Meaning: The Sixth Stage of Grief. Kessler also has worked for a decade in a three-hospital 
system in Los Angeles. He served on their biohazards team. His volunteer work includes being an LAPD 
Specialist Reserve for traumatic events as well as having served on the Red Cross’s disaster services team. 
He is the founder of www.grief.com, which has over 5 million visits yearly from 167 countries.

Kessler shared his thoughts on why it’s important to acknowledge the grief you may be feeling, how to 
manage it, and how he believes we will find meaning in it. The conversation is lightly edited for clarity.

HBR: People are feeling any number of things right now. Is it right to call some of what they’re feeling 
grief?
Kessler: Yes, and we’re feeling a number of different griefs. We feel the world has changed, and it has. We 
know this is temporary, but it doesn’t feel that way, and we realize things will be different. Just as going to the 
airport is forever different from how it was before 9/11, things will change and this is the point at which they 
changed. The loss of normalcy; the fear of economic toll; the loss of connection. This is hitting us and we’re 
grieving. Collectively. We are not used to this kind of collective grief in the air.

You said we’re feeling more than one kind of grief?
Yes, we’re also feeling anticipatory grief. Anticipatory grief is that feeling we get about what the future holds 
when we’re uncertain. Usually it centers on death. We feel it when someone gets a dire diagnosis or when we 
have the normal thought that we’ll lose a parent someday. Anticipatory grief is also more broadly imagined 
futures. There is a storm coming. There’s something bad out there. With a virus, this kind of grief is so 
confusing for people. Our primitive mind knows something bad is happening, but you can’t see it. This breaks 
our sense of safety. We’re feeling that loss of safety. I don’t think we’ve collectively lost our sense of general 
safety like this. Individually or as smaller groups, people have felt this. But all together, this is new. We are 
grieving on a micro and a macro level.

What can individuals do to manage all this grief?
Understanding the stages of grief is a start. But whenever I talk about the stages of grief, I have to remind 
people that the stages aren’t linear and may not happen in this order. It’s not a map but it provides some 
scaffolding for this unknown world. There’s denial, which we say a lot of early on: This virus won’t affect us. 
There’s anger: You’re making me stay home and taking away my activities. There’s bargaining: Okay, if I 
social distance for two weeks everything will be better, right? There’s sadness: I don’t know when this will 
end. And finally there’s acceptance. This is happening; I have to figure out how to proceed.
Acceptance, as you might imagine, is where the power lies. We find control in acceptance. I can wash my 
hands. I can keep a safe distance. I can learn how to work virtually.
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When we’re feeling grief there’s that physical pain. And the racing mind. Are there techniques to deal 
with that to make it less intense?
Let’s go back to anticipatory grief. Unhealthy anticipatory grief is really anxiety, and that’s the feeling you’re 
talking about. Our mind begins to show us images. My parents getting sick. We see the worst scenarios. That’s 
our minds being protective. Our goal is not to ignore those images or to try to make them go away — your 
mind won’t let you do that and it can be painful to try and force it. The goal is to find balance in the things 
you’re thinking. If you feel the worst image taking shape, make yourself think of the best image. We all get a 
little sick and the world continues. Not everyone I love dies. Maybe no one does because we’re all taking the 
right steps. Neither scenario should be ignored but neither should dominate either.

Anticipatory grief is the mind going to the future and imagining the worst. To calm yourself, you want to come 
into the present. This will be familiar advice to anyone who has meditated or practiced mindfulness but 
people are always surprised at how prosaic this can be. You can name five things in the room. There’s a 
computer, a chair, a picture of the dog, an old rug, and a coffee mug. It’s that simple. Breathe. Realize that in 
the present moment, nothing you’ve anticipated has happened. In this moment, you’re okay. You have food. 
You are not sick. Use your senses and think about what they feel. The desk is hard. The blanket is soft. I can 
feel the breath coming into my nose. This really will work to dampen some of that pain. You can also think 
about how to let go of what you can’t control. What your neighbor is doing is out of your control. What is in 
your control is staying six feet away from them and washing your hands. Focus on that.

Finally, it’s a good time to stock up on compassion. Everyone will have different levels of fear and grief and it 
manifests in different ways. A coworker got very snippy with me the other day and I thought,That’s not like this 
person; that’s how they’re dealing with this. I’m seeing their fear and anxiety. So be patient. Think about who 
someone usually is and not who they seem to be in this moment.

One particularly troubling aspect of this pandemic is the open-endedness of it.
This is a temporary state. It helps to say it. I worked for 10 years in the hospital system. I’ve been trained for 
situations like this. I’ve also studied the 1918 flu pandemic. The precautions we’re taking are the right ones. 
History tells us that. This is survivable. We will survive. This is a time to overprotect but not overreact.
And, I believe we will find meaning in it. I’ve been honored that Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s family has given me 
permission to add a sixth stage to grief: Meaning. I had talked to Elisabeth quite a bit about what came after 
acceptance. I did not want to stop at acceptance when I experienced some personal grief. I wanted meaning in 
those darkest hours. And I do believe we find light in those times. Even now people are realizing they can 
connect through technology. They are not as remote as they thought. They are realizing they can use their 
phones for long conversations. They’re appreciating walks. I believe we will continue to find meaning now and 
when this is over.

What do you say to someone who’s read all this and is still feeling overwhelmed with grief?
Keep trying. There is something powerful about naming this as grief. It helps us feel what’s inside of us. So 
many have told me in the past week, “I’m telling my coworkers I’m having a hard time,” or “I cried last night.” 
When you name it, you feel it and it moves through you. Emotions need motion. It’s important we acknowledge 
what we go through. One unfortunate byproduct of the self-help movement is we’re the first generation to have 
feelings about our feelings. We tell ourselves things like, I feel sad, but I shouldn’t feel that; other people have 
it worse. We can — we should — stop at the first feeling. I feel sad. Let me go for five minutes to feel sad.Your 
work is to feel your sadness and fear and anger whether or not someone else is feeling something. Fighting it 
doesn’t help because your body is producing the feeling. If we allow the feelings to happen, they’ll happen in 
an orderly way, and it empowers us. Then we’re not victims.

In an orderly way?
Yes. Sometimes we try not to feel what we’re feeling because we have this image of a “gang of feelings.” If I 
feel sad and let that in, it’ll never go away. The gang of bad feelings will overrun me. The truth is a feeling that 
moves through us. We feel it and it goes and then we go to the next feeling. There’s no gang out to get us. It’s 
absurd to think we shouldn’t feel grief right now. Let yourself feel the grief and keep going.

By Scott Berinato, Senior Editor at Harvard Business Review

It is OKAY to grieve the loss of time spent with family and friends, vacations, sports, graduations, First 
Communions and everything on your calendar that has been suddenly erased.  Some of us have even bigger 
losses with the loss of a job or a loved one.  Whatever you are feeling right now is okay.

Sincerely,
Your School Social Workers and School Counselors
School Social Work Program
Catholic Charities Indianapolis
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INTERNET RESOURCES:

Comcast is offering 2 months free to new Internet 
Essentials customers in response to recent and 
anticipated emergency measures associated with the 
COVID-19 outbreak. Click here for more information.

Spectrum has announced that they will offer free 
access to Spectrum broadband and WiFi for new K-12 
and college student households that their network 
currently passes for the next 60 days. Additionally, the 
plan to open WiFi hotspots for public use and continue 
to offer Spectrum Internet Assist, their high-speed 
broadband program to eligible low-income households. 
To learn more, click here.

AT&T has announced they will offer the following 
support for its customers: 

• Not to terminate service for nonpayment due to 
economic hardship

• To waive late payment fees due to economic 
hardship

• To keep public WiFi hotspots open to any user who 
needs them

• To eliminate data usage caps on home internet 
users

• To waive, upon request, overage charges for voice, 
data, and text for wireless customers For more 
information, click here.

• In addition, AT&T offers $10 home internet service 
to limited income families and has announced that 
new subscribers to that service are eligible to 
receive the first 60 days of service at no charge.

For more information on low-cost internet, click here.

COMMUNITY RESOURCES:

Community Compass is a free, quick and easy 
app designed to show people where they can find food 
assistance in Marion County. With a smart phone, you 
can find free meal locations and free grocery locations 
near you. If you do not have a smart phone, you can 
text the word “hi” to 317-434-3758.

Indianapolis Public Schools webpage offers up-
to-date information on local food and other community 
resources
https://myips.org/blog/district/community-partners-
continue-to-provide-resources-to-families-los-socios-
comunitarios-continuan-brindando-recursos-a-las-
familias/

The City of Indianapolis website has a list of 
community resources and supports aimed at helping 
those that are impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic.
https://www.indy.gov/topic/covid

2-1-1- is a free and confidential service that helps 
Hoosiers across Indiana find the local resources they 
need. Dial 2-1-1 for 24-hours a day, 7 days a week 
support.

Catholic Charities Crisis Office 317-236-1512

St. Vincent de Paul Help Line 317-687-0169

MENTAL HEALTH RESOURCES:
National Crisis Hotline: 1-800-273-8255
Crisis line via online chat at: https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/chat/ or by text: Send the word HOME to 741741
Community Health Network: 317-621-5700
Provides immediate assessments by phone for persons experiencing a mental health crisis 24 hours daily and 
offers referrals and scheduling for mental health and addiction treatment providers.
Sandra Eskenazi Mental Health Center: 317-880-8485
Provides 24-hour telephone crisis interventions for persons with mental health or addition treatment emergencies.
Aspire Indiana Crisis Line: 1-800-560-4038
Provides 24 hour phone crisis interventions for persons experiencing a mental health or addictions crisis.
Adult and Child Mental Health Center: 1-877-882-5122
Provides a 24-hour crisis and referral phone line.
Families First: 317-251-7575
24-hour crisis and suicide intervention services by both phone and text messaging. 
Indiana Coalition against Domestic Violence: 1-800-332-7385
Offers 24-hour crisis intervention, safety planning and shelter referrals for persons in domestic violence situations.

HAPPY, HEALTHY KIDS AT HOME:
We all know that teenagers are social beings. This is the time in their lives when they begin to really pull away 
from us, as parents, and begin to attach more with their peers.  It is a natural phase of development that prepares 
them for adulthood and independence. During the teen years, peer relationships are often as important to them as 
their relationships with family. That is one of the reasons why social distancing can be very difficult for teenagers. 
This is a drastic change in their lives, with no clear end in sight.  The link below is a helpful article from 
www.grownandflown.com titled Social Distancing and Teens: 30 Things They Can Do Alone or With the Family
that you might find helpful. https://grownandflown.com/things-teens-can-do-social-distancing/


