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Guidelines for Helping College Students 

in the Aftermath of the Shooting at Virginia Tech 
 

No one could have imagined t hat  t his could happen.  The magnit ude of  t he shoot ing at  Vir ginia Tech makes it   
dif f icult  t o know how best  t o suppor t  t hese young adult s.  This guideline is a st ar t ing place f or  par ent s of  
college st udent s and adult s who wor k wit h college st udent s t o begin t o addr ess how t his assault s t heir  sense of  
saf et y in t he wor ld.   Ther e ar e some over -ar ching issues t hat  come int o play. 
 
College year s ar e supposed t o be when yout h ar e r eally individuat ed f r om t heir  par ent s.  Yet  event s like t his 
of t en br ing young adult s t o need most  of  all t o r econnect  wit h f amily.  This is a t ime t o help st udent s connect  
wit h t hose who ar e pr imar y suppor t .  Depending on past  hist or y, t he pr oximit y t o t he event  and many ot her  
f act or s, some may want  t o go home f or  a t ime and some may need r eassur ance over  t he phone mor e of t en. 
 
Routine gives us a sense of  secur it y.  Having somet hing like t his occur  anywher e is t er r ible. Encour age t hese 
young people t o do t hose t hings t hat  pr ovide a sense of  r out ine and pr edict abilit y in t heir  l ives. 
 
Encourage them to turn off the TV!  Ther e is a psychological sat ur at ion t hat  comes f r om wat ching news 
cover age of  t hese event s, and t he healt hiest  way t o t ake in inf or mat ion about  t hese over whelming event s is t o 
get  t he inf or mat ion f r om r adio or  r eading, and t hen t o discuss it  wit h ot her s.  Br ains f unct ion in a mor e openly 
r ecept ive mode wit h no t ime bet ween gr aphic images f or  cr it ical t hinking.  The hor r or  of  t he event  r eaches 
t he par t s of  t he br ain most  suscept ible t o night mar es and f lashbacks when we wat ch t elevision cover age.  All 
of  us need t o limit  our  diet  of  t elevision cover age. 
 
Opportunities for youth to gather are crucial.  All colleges would do well t o of f er  bot h f ait h-based suppor t  
and f or ums or  ot her  st udent  gat her ings.  You donÕt  have t o have answer s.  You j ust  need t o show up f or  t hem.  
Br ing t hem t oget her .  Allow t hem t o have space t o t alk and know t hat  youÕr e r eally list ening.  I t  is ver y possible 
t o f r ame t hese such t hat  t he f ocus isnÕt  on blame, but  on what  t r oubles us and how we might  addr ess t his. 
Some of  t he messages t hat  might  be helpf ul at  f or ums could include: 

¥ An administ r at or  voices appr eciat ion f or  st udent s coming t oget her  at  a t ime such as t his. 
¥ Make a st at ement  of  obser vat ion:  This was j ust  beyond what  any of  us believed would happen.  The 

magnit ude is gr eat , and it  hit s close t o home when it  is anot her  univer sit y. 
¥ Nor malize r eact ions:  When t hings like t his happen, some of  us ar e shaken t o t he cor e, some ar e 

pr of oundly sad, some f eel anx ious, and some may be less bot her ed t han ot her s.  Ther e is a wide r ange 
of  r eact ions we might  be seeing in one anot her .   

¥ Reinf or ce t he value of  communit y:  These ar e t he t imes we all pull t oget her .  These ar e t he t imes t hat  
we lean on one anot her .  We at  t he univer sit y want  t o ent ir ely avail our selves t o you a t ime when we 
can all begin t o look at  why and how t hese t hings happen and how t his impact s all of  us.  Even t hough 
we have no answer s t hat  can make it  all bet t er , coming t oget her  is t he beginning of  moving f or war d t o 
a bet t er  place. 

¥  I f  t he gr oup is small enough t o have open discussion, you might  f r ame it  specif ically enough t hat  
t her e is some f ocus, at  least  at  f ir st . Ther e ar e of t en t wo cat egor ies of  concer ns t hat  st udent s voice.  
Some ar e pr oblems t hat  can be addr essed and ot her s ar e f ear s or  anx iet ies wit h which we must  lear n 
t o live.  I t  is empower ing if  you can label t hose t hat  ar e pr oblems t hat  can be addr essed..  So a good 
place t o begin might  be: What  can we do t hat  can help you all f eel saf e r ight  now?  What  t r oubles you 
in t er ms of  campus lif e about  which we could do somet hing?  Dr aw out  t heir  suggest ions about  
whet her  t hey want  ext r a secur it y f or  dor ms at  night , et c. 

¥ Then you might  move int o t he ot her  aspect : What  is it  about  what  happened t oday t hat  t r oubles you 
most ?  For  some st udent s it  might  be ex ist ent ial - t hat  t her e is such violence in t he wor ld.  For  ot her s 
it  may be closer  t o home, yet  wit hout  a solut ion.  How can I  know if  I  can t r ust  boys t hat  I  meet  and 
might  want  t o dat e?  I f  it  is possible t o have counselor s, chaplains and ot her  adult  suppor t , st udent s 
could br eak int o small gr oups f or  t his par t  and have it  be mor e of  a discussion, but  it  is pr obably best  
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f or  t her e t o be some adult  guidance or  suppor t  in t hat  pr ocess.  I t  can st il l wor k well as a lar ge gr oup 
(or  even audit or ium level) discussion.  Have cor dless mics so st udent s can be hear d if  in a lar ge gr oup. 

For  many st udent s, this may be the first time they’ve been away from home and faced a major fear on 

their own.  List en closely so you can help guide and suppor t  t hem, and nor malize t hat  it  isnÕt  unusual f or  t he 
dist ance f r om home t o f eel gr eat er  at  t imes like t his. 
 
Resist the impulse to always have an answer.  We of t en f eel t hat  we need t o have an answer  or  t o t ake away 
t he painÉ t o give hope when t her e is f ear .   Somet imes t his is our  own discomf or t  in seeing childr en suf f er .  
Voice your  belief  t hat  we get  t hr ough t hese t hings t oget her , and t hat  somehow, we' ll cope and r ecover .  
 
Entertainment and diversion ar e helpf ul.  I t  is r eally impor t ant  t o have br eaks f r om t he gr ieving, t he wor r y, 
t he event .  Go out  f or  pizzaÉ  go t o non-violent , l ight  and ent er t aining movies.  Taking a br eak isn' t  
disr espect f ul --  it  allows us t o r echar ge our  ener gies.  The bad news isn' t  going away.  The br eaks j ust  give us 
t ime t o r egener at e so we can cont inue t o cope.  That  means t hat  par ent s need br eaks, t oo.  
 
How to get students to talk when they don't seem to want to?  Of t en it  is because we ask quest ions t hat  
ar e quit e dir ect , like "Ar e you wor r ied about  a school shoot ing happening on our  campus?" or  ÒAr e you f ear f ul 
of  sleeping in t he dor m?Ó  A way of  asking t hose quest ions in a way t hat  f eels saf er  t o answer  is t o ask f or  
t heir  insight .  "What  kinds of  t hings do you t hink college kids ar e wor r ied about ?  What  do you t hink t he our  
st udent s would like us t o know?"  This st r at egy gives them a full "step" of distance f r om t he quest ion, 
making it  less per sonal. By doing t his, t hey can t alk about  t heir  f ear s wit hout  f eeling so vulner able, because 
t hey ar e t hinking of  it  as t hough t hey' r e speaking f or  ot her s.  And a great question for students….  "What  
do you most  wish adult s under st ood about  what  it  is l ike t o be a college st udent  t oday?" 
 
The fastest way to keep kids from talking more once they open up is to give advice or try to take away 

their pain.  Of  cour se you want  t o t ake away t he pain and f ear .  But  t he most  empower ing par t  of  t his is f or  
kids t o t alk wit hout  int er r upt ion about  how t his is f or  t hem.  Don' t  r ush in wit h advice on why t hey don' t  have 
t o wor r y.  Ask quest ions like, "Can you help me under st and mor e about  t hat ?" or  "When you t hink about  t hat , 
what  is t he next  t hing t hat  comes t o mind?"   
 
Often emotions are so overwhelming that staying more cognitive is helpful.  That  means f ocusing on what  
st udent s t hink inst ead of  what  t hey f eel par t  of  t he t ime. Of t en emot ions def y descr ipt ion and somet imes it  
makes us f eel vulner able t o f ocus on f eelings. Tr y asking some quest ions t hat  ar e mor e cognit ive t han emot ion-
based, such as quest ions about  what  t hey t hink inst ead of  what  t hey f eel, what  anyone can do now t hat  will 
help, how you can help t hem plan how t o f eel saf er .  This somet imes br ings a sense of  cont r ol t hat  t hen allows 
childr en t o t alk about  f eelings mor e easily.  Alt er nat e f ocus on t hought s and f eelings. 
 
Reassure students t hat , alt hough t his was t er r if ying, it  is ex t r emely unusual f or  people t o be so ment ally 
upset  and out  of  cont r ol t hat  t hey will do t his sor t  of  t hing.  Alt hough at  some point s in peopleÕs gr eat est  
desper at ion, many may cont emplat e what  it  would be like t o do somet hing hur t f ul, ver y f ew act ually f ollow 
t hr ough.  Help t hem discer n t he dif f er ence in "ever yday anger " t hat  we all have and how t his is dif f er ent . 
Don' t  make pr omises you can' t  keep, however , so don' t  pr omise it  won' t  happen. 
 
To some degree, students will do as well as the adults around them.  Take car e of  your self .  Remember  not  
t o voice your  f ear s t o t hem; voice your  concer ns t o ot her  adult s who can give you suppor t , but  don' t  f eed t hem 
t o your  childr en!  Voice conf idence in t heir  saf et y at  college.   
 
Visit  our  web sit e at  <www.cmionline.or g> and look on t he home page in t he lower  r ight  cor ner  f or  t he "f r ee 
downloads" link.  Ther e ar e ot her  helpf ul guidelines f or  par ent s and ot her s on helping childr en cope at  dif f icult  
t imes.  And r emember !  Your  childr en ar e lucky t o have you as car ing par ent s and concer ned univer sit y st af f .  
Toget her  you can make a dif f er ence t hat  neit her  of  you can make alone.  Reach out  and be par t  of  what  br ings 
suppor t  t o all of  t he st udent s.  Really, all kids ar e "our  kids."  


