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Even before COVID-19 hit a couple of years ago, 
one in fourteen kids would experience the loss of a 
parent or grandparent while in school. That doesn't 
even include the students who would lose a sibling 
or a cousin or even a beloved pet. Loss of a loved 
one isn't something that we just bounce back from. 
It takes time, and it takes help from others that we 
care about. 

For a lot of kids, their coaches are the first people 
they turn to when they lose someone special. I'm 
going to share four things to keep in mind that will 
help you help them, but if you aren't sure how 
to help in that situation, I also encourage you to 
contact your school counselor's office to ask about 
their available resources. 

Helping kids deal with loss involves a simple 
concept: You have to CARE. That means you need to 
commit, ask, respect, and empathize. Let's look at 
each aspect of CARE a little closer.

COMMIT
Your first instinct when faced with a student 

coping with grief and loss might be to make 
commitments like "You can call me any time" or 
"I'll help with whatever you need." There's nothing 
wrong with making a commitment to help. That can 
be very soothing for someone who has just lost a 
parent or guardian. 

The problem comes when we make commitments 
that we can't keep. If you say "call any time" but then 
don't pick up the phone, that's worse to the student 
than if you'd never made the commitment at all. 

Commitments need to be the right size for the 
relationship and the situation. Meaning, if you don't 
know more than this student's name and grade, 
maybe don't commit to taking a phone call at any 
time, day or night.  

ASK
Unless you have an extremely close relationship 

with a student-athlete, chances are that they will 
need permission to open up to you. In other words, 
you're going to have to ask them how they are 
doing. And you'll have to do it more than once over 
the subsequent weeks and months. Healing from 
loss takes time, after all. 

Ask how the student is feeling emotionally and 
physically. Ask how they are coping with going 
back to school or reintegrating into the team. Ask if 
there's anything you can do to make things easier. 

Of course, you don't need to ask all of these 
things at once. But over time, ask different things to 
help get a better picture of how the student is really 
coping with their loss. This also gives them an outlet 
to express what they are feeling, which is helpful for 
the grieving process. 
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RESPECT
When you commit to helping and ask how 

they're doing, students are going to develop the 
confidence to make requests. This is good! It means 
they are willing to be vulnerable enough to ask for 
help. 

Maybe they need an extension on a project or 
maybe they need to sit out of practice and games 
for a while. It can be hard to give them what they 
ask for, but if they are willing to take the step to 
make the ask, then we should do our best to respect 
their needs and wishes. 

Every person will respond to loss differently. 
Some athletes may find themselves unable to 
practice or focus on school while others want 
nothing more than to throw themselves into 
competition or school work. Some will want to talk 
about the person they lost or the circumstances 
of the loss, and others won't even want it to be 
mentioned. We have to do our best to respect what 
each student needs and be aware that it will vary 
from one student to the next. 

EMPATHIZE
Never underestimate the power of your 

presence. Just being there for a student when 
they've experienced a great loss can be an immense 
help. Even if you aren't talking about the loss, just 
being around and showing that you care about 
them as a person, not just a player, is so valuable. 
Just be a caring adult who is around to help if they 
need it. 

That's all empathy really is: being there. 

Maybe you show your empathy through sending 
them a message or writing a note. Maybe you show 
it by walking to the field with them and asking 
about their trading card collection (or whatever 
you know they like outside of sports). Whatever it 
is that you do, make sure it's related to the person, 
not the player. 

A FINAL THOUGHT:
The counselor's office at your school 

is an important resource for helping 
students who are coping with grief or loss. 
Not only are counselors trained to help 
students through times like this, but they 
also have resources available for teachers 
and coaches so they can help students 
through it, too. 

CARE isn't a magic formula for helping 
your student-athletes heal. And it's not 
the final word on helping others cope 
with grief. It's a simple acronym that you 
can use to help guide your actions while 
interacting with students who have lost 
someone important to them. I like this 
acronym because the four parts are all 
useful on their own, but also because 
helping students really does come down 
to the simple act of caring. 

WHEN WE CARE, THEN WE CAN CARE. 

This article was written by Stephen Mackey 
(@MackeySpeaks), founder of 2Words Character 
Development (www.2Words.tv), and is a part the 
4L’s: Listen, Learn, Love, and Lead Curriculum 
written by Stephen for the THSCA I.D.E.A 
committee. For more information, or to access 
the 4L’s Curriculum, visit www.thsca.com/4l, or 
contact Coach Mackey directly at 979-777-3022.


