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School Shootings and EA
Front-Line Support for Educators

By Anthony S. Parmenter and Constance L. Gavin

When the Sandy Hook 
school shooting occurred 
in Newtown Connecticut 

in December 2012, it sent a shock-
wave reaching as far north as 
Vermont, where our Vermont-based 
EAP received requests from 
schools asking for resources and 
critical incident services to support 
educators. The Newtown incident 
brought up past trauma and elevat-
ed fears about what could happen.

Earlier this year, the Parkland, 
Florida shooting once again 
sparked fear in our own commu-
nity and just days later a potential 
mass shooting was prevented in a 
local high school. This series of 
harrowing events, compounded 
by the frequency of high profile 
school shootings in recent years 
deepened the worry and anguish 
for school employees, parents, 
and children. Rural Vermont had 
become part of this story. 

EAP Involvement
When educators are on the front 

lines of discussing mass casualties 

with students, and at a time when 
many are being required to participate 
in active shooter trainings, EA profes-
sionals can provide an array of proac-
tive and reactive services to promote 
incident management and resiliency.

EA professionals understand 
that unmanaged stress can quickly 
lead to more time away from 
work, higher medical premiums, 
sustained pay for substitute teach-
ers, and the high cost of training 
new employees to replace more 
experienced educators who leave 
the profession. EAPs are in a 
unique position to assist educators 
in effectively navigating the new 
reality of school safety.

The following is a list of inter-
ventions for EAPs to consider 
while maintaining the highest level 
of professional support to educa-
tors, their families, and school 
leadership – before, during, and in 
the wake of a crisis.

EAP Role when there is an Actual 
School Shooting or Threat

v Management consultation. 
EA practitioners provide phone 
support, brainstorming, and strate-
gizing for organizational leaders. 
Every situation will have unique 
aspects, which allows the response 
to be appropriately tailored. 
Management consultations can be 
used to craft supportive communi-

cation to be directed to employees 
to support resiliency. 

v On-site counseling. EAP con-
sultants announce and schedule 
confidential times and settings, to 
provide one-on-one and small 
group mental health support as 
requested. Employees come to talk 
about their stress and worries 
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about the incident, debrief about 
past trauma, and brainstorm solu-
tions about how to take care of 
oneself and loved ones in times of 
great stress and danger. 

v Targeted support. EAP staff 
communicate directly with school 
administration to direct services 
toward impacted employees, man-
agers, and family/household mem-
bers (through e-blasts, printed 
promotional material, and direct 
interpersonal communication, all 
of which can be used to promote 
the use of counseling after a threat 
or actual shooting).

v Critical incident response. 
Following an incident, trained EA 
professionals offer resiliency-
focused group debriefings such as 
CIR or Psychological First Aid in a 
safe location. These interventions 

can facilitate open discussion of the 
incident’s impact on participants.

v Direct referrals. When 
deemed beneficial, EA profession-
als assume the role of referring 
employees for ongoing counseling 
with licensed mental health pro-
viders who have expertise in 
school cultures. 

EAP Role during Active Shooter 
Trainings & Drills

Some schools are conducting 
active shooter drills. Some are 
web-based instruction while others 
are school-wide active role-play 
scenarios with law enforcement 
and perpetrators. EA practitioners 
can participate by stationing them-
selves in a safe space where 
employees can take breaks from 
this highly intense training for 
confidential support. 

Educators may come to the EA 
practitioner in these situations to 
discuss their level of stress and 
experience of any past trauma. In 
these situations, the role of the EA 
practitioner may be to listen, help 
the individual manage the stress 
through controlled breathing, 
guided imagery, promote self-care 
through exercise, hydration, eating 
well, regular sleep and to connect 
with a counselor for ongoing sup-
port if that would be helpful. 

Case example #1: A school 
administrator contacted their EAP 
requesting support to thoughtfully 
roll out an active shooter training. 
The EAP was engaged well in 
advance of the training, which 
allowed time for several on the EA 
team to participate in the web-based 
active shooter training themselves.

After viewing the active shooter 
training, EA staff were able to pro-
vide clear guidance on how to 
craft an email to employees to 
explain the purpose of the training 

to staff in a supportive tone. EA 
clinicians were scheduled to be on 
site during the training, and their 
presence was announced on the 
morning of the training so employ-
ees knew who to go to.

A designated safe space was 
also communicated at that time so 
employees knew where to find the 
EA professionals. Following the 
training the manager sent out a 
thank you email to employees for 
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School Shootings... cont’d from Page 1

Employers have to be ever 
more vigilant and con-
cerned for the safety of 

their employees and other individ-
uals. Any worksite needs to be as 
prepared as possible for an active 
shooter situation. In addition, from 
a risk management perspective, it 
is smart to have an active shooter 
policy and action plan in place. 
The US Department of Homeland 
Security has released a free 
“Active Shooter – how to respond” 
guide. For more information, check 
out https://www.dhs.gov/sites/
default/files/publications/active-
shooter-how-to-respond- 
2017-508.pdf. 

‘Active Shooter’ 
Guide Released

In the News
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Editor’s Notebook
Perhaps your EAP is not involved 

in assisting school districts. No matter. 
A good deal of the advice Parmenter 
and Gavin present would be helpful in 
most any emergency situation. 
Substitute “manager” or “supervisor” 
for “school administrator” and you’ll 
get the idea what I mean.

There are no methods that can com-
pletely and accurately predict which 
specific employees (or students) are 
going to become violent in the work-
place (or school), and which ones will 
not. Still, the guidelines Bruce Blythe 
presents in this month’s Brown Bagger 
offer “important and defensible con-
siderations for assessing the likeli-
hood” of violence. Essentially, Blythe, 
Parmenter, and Gavin present master 
plans for crisis response. Regardless of 
your location or EAP services, such 
plans are essential today. 

 

Mike Jacquart, Editor
(715) 445-4386

mjacquart@writeitrightllc.com

The Columbine 
High school massa-
cre, which occurred 
April 20, 1999, was 
one of those bench-
mark events that 

none of us will ever forget. A gener-
ation later, school (and workplace) 
shootings have become common-
place. It seems it’s no longer a mat-
ter of “if” such an incident will 
occur, but “when”?

If you are an EAP who works with 
schools, you simply must be prepared 
in this anxious day and age. That’s 
where Tony Parmenter and Connie 
Gavin, authors of this month’s cover 
story, come in. Consider: EA profes-
sionals understand better than most 
that unmanaged stress can quickly lead 
to more time away from work, and 
higher medical premiums. “EAPs are 
in a unique position to assist educators 
in effectively navigating the new real-
ity of school safety,” the authors state.

Parmenter and Gavin go on to 
list interventions for EAPs to bear 
in mind – before, during, and in 
the wake of a crisis.

their commitment to the school 
community and students. 

Case example #2: A manager 
contacted their EAP, frustrated that 
an employee had disclosed to the 
manager that he/she could not 
attend the active shooter training 
out of fear that it would trigger 
past trauma. The manager was 
concerned about the employee 
missing the training and what the 
employee would do if there was an 
active shooter situation.

In this situation, the EA profes-
sional acted as a thinking partner 
with the manager, weighing the 
pros and cons of the employee 
attending versus not attending the 
training; brainstorming options for 
the employee such as a quiet 
space, the invitation to take breaks, 
being assigned to a practice group 
with a trusted colleague, and 
reminding the employee to seek 
confidential counseling support 
before and after the training.

Summary
EAPs should be considered as 

the first line of defense against 
anxiety and burnout by teachers 
and all school employees, and to 
support resiliency. Proactive, 
ongoing service promotion and 
relationship building is critical. 
EAPs and individual EA profes-
sionals need to consider how their 
current practice meets the needs of 
educators, other school employees, 
and their families.

As you reflect on some of the 
recommendations listed in this 
article, think about other strategies 
in which you or your organization 
may reach out to assist educators, 
administrators, or other school-
based employees. 

Anthony (Tony) Parmenter, MA, LCMHC, 
LADC, ICAADC is a staff clinician & 
regional clinical coordinator with Invest 
EAP. He is experienced in dealing with 

psychological trauma and co-occurring 
disorders, and he holds a master’s degree 
in Clinical Mental Health Counseling 
from Antioch University New England. 
Tony is an Adjunct Professor of Behav-
ioral Science and Counseling, a former 
English as a Second Language teacher, 
and he has served in the United States Air 
Force. He can be contacted at  
tonyp@investeap.org.

Constance (Connie) Gavin, MA is the Di-
rector of Account Services at Invest EAP. 
Connie’s expertise includes Organiza-
tional Wellness, Total Worker Health and 
strategies for promoting EAP utilization. 
She holds a master’s degree in Health 
Education from Columbia University 
and has worked as an educator and 
wellness coordinator in Vermont public 
school systems. She can be contacted at 
connieg@investeap.org. Editor’s note: 
Contact either Tony or Connie for a list 
of references used in this article.

School Shootings... cont’d from Page 2

Subscribers have been utiliz-
ing the Brown Bagger 
inserts for years – but a 

more interactive format can be 
even more useful. That’s why we 
held a webinar on workplace bul-
lying, and are planning a new 
one– this time on sexual harass-
ment. The presentation, to be 
held Thursday, November 15, 
will be led by Mary-Ellen Rogers 
with assistance from Mike 
Jacquart, EAR editor and publish-
er. More info to come! 

Brown Baggers 
as Webinars!

In the News
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Workplace Survey

More Work Needed  
to Engage Employees

A staggering 87 percent of 
employees worldwide are 
not engaged. Employee 

engagement is sometimes 
referred to as the holy grail for 
today’s business leader, and for 
good reason. According to 
Gallup, a highly engaged work-
force means the difference 
between a company that outper-
forms its competitors and one 
that fails to grow. It is a matter 
of life or death for a business.

The stakes are high. Gallup’s 
2017 State of the Global 
Workplace survey finds striking 
differences between the most 
engaged workplaces and those 
that aren’t:

• 41% less absenteeism;
• 24% less turnover;
• 21% greater profitability; and
• 17% greater productivity.

As an executive coach and 
consultant, I have built my prac-
tice around a more expansive 
concept of well-being. When I sit 
down with executives and CEOs, 
I ask questions about their 
employee’s engagement with 
their work.

• Is your team emotionally 
committed to the organization 
and its goals?

• Do they understand how their 
work results in meaningful 
outcomes?

• Do they show up every day 
with passion, purpose, pres-
ence, and energy?

In other words, engagement is 
not an HR issue. It is a leadership 
issue.

We should frame wellness 
programs more broadly as pro-
active measures geared toward 
getting the best out of ourselves 
and our employees. We tend to 
think of peak performance as 
something that belongs to the 
world of elite athletes. It is 
instead something within reach 
for all of us, each in our own 
way, and it starts with the mind-
body connection.

When someone has an agile 
mind, we say they are good at 
thinking on their feet. The 
inferred connection between 
mind and body is no accident. If 
we can talk about well-condi-
tioned athletes, we can talk 
about well-conditioned employ-
ees. We need to address overall 
life goals, not just narrow busi-
ness or health goals. 

Source: Executive wellness coach and 
consultant Naz Beheshti.

 “I Need to Make a Change to My Subscription!”

Hey, we know things change. You move. You land a new job. You decide 
to sail off to Tahiti. Whatever, the change, you’ll want to contact us 
today so that we can update our records accordingly.

Contact us anytime you want to:
• Change the name and email address of the individual receiving EAR.
• Change or add phone number or email.
• Renew, start, or cancel a subscription.
• Check the status of your subscription.
• We appreciate any ideas or suggestions you may have.

Thank you for your time and staying in touch!

715-445-4386 or mjacquart@writeitrightllc.com

EMPLOYEE
ASSISTANCE 
REPORT

The way time flies, a 
Lifestyle Tips insert you 
thought appeared last 

month may well have actually 
appeared in, say, “June.” With 
that in mind, and with the 
author’s name in parenthesis here 
are some recent Lifestyle Tips:

October – Lunch Breaks: 
Overlooked Source of Stress 
Relief? (Mike Jacquart)

September – Should I Stay or 
Should I Go? (Holly Caplan)

August – Here’s How to Keep 
Millennial Employees

July – The Role of Exercise in 
Mental Health (Mike Jacquart)

June – Building Outstanding 
Customer Service (Carlos 
Dominguez) 

Recent Lifestyle 
Tips Include…

Time Management
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Workplace Survey

Long Commute Causes  
Many to Quit …

The drive to work may be driving some profes-
sionals to quit, suggests new research from 
global staffing firm Robert Half. More than 

one in five employees (23 percent) have left a job 
because of a bad commute. Among workers in the 28 
U.S. cities surveyed, respondents in Chicago, Miami, 
New York and San Francisco have most often 
resigned for this reason.

While 39 percent of professionals reported their 
travel to and from the office has improved over the 
past five years, 22 percent said the trip has gotten 
worse. Of those who noted a negative change in their 
commute, 60 percent said their company has not taken 
steps to reduce the burden on employees.

“Commutes can have a major impact on morale 
and, ultimately, an employee’s decision to stay with or 
leave a job,” said Paul McDonald, senior executive 
director for Robert Half. “In today’s candidate-driven 
market, skilled workers can have multiple offers on 

the table. Professionals may not need to put up with a 
lengthy or stressful trip to the office if there are better 
options available.”

McDonald added, “To help ease commuting woes, 
companies can offer remote work options, flexible 
scheduling or transportation amenities.” 

Workplace Survey

… Should You be Paid for 
Commuting Time?

Research has shown that the American com-
mute keeps getting longer and longer, with the 
average worker now traveling 26 minutes to 

get to their place of employment. No wonder a new 
survey has found that American workers now say that 
they should be considered ‘on the clock’ when they 
are commuting, and that their pay should reflect the 
time they spend traveling to and from work. 

“According to this new research, when Wi-Fi is 
available to commuters who are traveling by bus or 
train, these employees use their devices to accomplish 
work tasks and prepare for their work day,” says Rob 
Wilson, employment trends expert and President of 
Employco USA, a national employment-solutions firm.

“There are many things we need to consider when 
it comes to this discussion,” Wilson adds. “Is the 
employee hourly or salary? Is their work being moni-
tored? Will employers be able to verify that work 
duties are completed during a commute? Is there a 
higher risk of errors or miscommunications when a 
person is working on a crowded, bustling train as 
opposed to sitting quietly in their cubicle? Or, if the 
employee is hourly, what potential impact would com-
pensation present to overtime?”

Regardless of specifics, Wilson says it’s imperative 
to consider the changing landscape of employment as 
it relates to technology and remote employees. 



6   EA Report Visit EA Report’s website at www.writeitrightllc.com  November 2018

Clinical Perspective

Managers Should Check  
Inboxes Less Often

By Christian Nordqvist,  
Market Business News

Bosses are getting boxed in 
by their email inbox. If 
you want to be a better 

boss, you should check your inbox 
less often, says a team of 
researchers.

Michigan State University 
researchers showed that keeping 
up with email traffic places very 
high demands on managers. 
Constantly checking their inbox 
prevents them from being good 
leaders. It also prevents them from 
achieving their goals.

Russell Johnson and colleagues 
wrote about their study and find-

ings in the Journal of Applied 
Psychology. Johnson is an 
Associate Professor of 
Management in the Eli Broad 
College of Business at Michigan 
State University.

The authors say their study is 
one of the first to examine how 
distractions from emails affect 
managers and their productivity. It 
is also the first to examine how 
they impact managers as leaders.

Research has shown that 
employees spend over ninety min-
utes daily recovering from email 
interruptions. In other words, a 
total of 7.5 hours each week.

Managers, according to Prof. 
Johnson, are no different regarding 

their email inbox. Email distrac-
tions, the researchers add, have 
further-reaching implications. 
Johnson said: “Like most tools, 
email is useful, but it can become 
disruptive and even damaging if 
used excessively or inappropri-
ately.

“When managers are the ones 
trying to recover from email inter-
ruptions, they fail to meet their 
goals, they neglect manager-
responsibilities, and their subordi-
nates don’t have the leadership 
behavior they need to thrive.”

The complete article can be 
found here https://marketbusiness 
news.com/bosses-email-inbox/ 
187590/. 

On the Job

Underperforming Employee?  
Here are Some Tips

See if this sounds familiar: A pre-
viously good employee is sud-
denly underperforming. What to 

do? The following are some sugges-
tions, as reported by keynote speaker 
Gary Bradt in Forbes magazine.

v Are you sure the employee 
knows what to do and is clear 
about expectations? This possibil-
ity is too often dismissed, when it 
shouldn’t be, Bradt says. It does 
not matter what you tell them. It’s 
what they hear that counts.

v Does the employee have the 
necessary skills to do the job? 

Maybe they think they have the 
necessary skills when in fact they 
do not. Pair the worker with a 
more experienced colleague or 
team member they can follow. 
Send them to training, or perhaps 
provide one-on-one coaching.

v Is there something going on 
causing the employee to lose 
focus or interest? This one is 
tricky, but there could be a per-
sonal issue that is draining the 
employee of energy or concentra-
tion. Direct them to a counselor, 
an EAP, or HR. 
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On the Job

The Truth about  
Employee Engagement

By Brad Wolff

Most companies struggle 
with employee disengage-
ment. It’s costly in pro-

ductivity, profitability and stress. 
Gallup’s engagement survey data 
published in 2017 found that 2/3 of 
U.S. workers are not engaged. 
American companies have invested 
billions of dollars per-year for many 
years to solve this problem. The 
results? The needle still hasn’t 
moved. Could this data simply 
reveal a general misunderstanding of 
the true causes of disengagement?  

The Acme Corporation was suf-
fering a 41% turnover rate. A recent 
survey showed that 85% of their 
workforce was disengaged. The gen-
eral attitude of apathy, complaining, 
and cynicism permeated the culture. 
This was puzzling to management 
since they attempted multiple efforts 
to improve engagement. 

These were well planned and 
executed programs such as team-
building exercises, social events 
and pay raises. All showed early 
enthusiasm and positive survey 
results that generated optimism.

Unfortunately, the magic always 
wore off within a few weeks. In 
despair, Acme engaged a firm with 
a very different philosophy than 
their other advisors. This firm 
focused on helping executive lead-
ership understand the root causes 
and solutions. Within 9 months dis-
engagement improved from 71% to 
26% and turnover dropped to 19%.

Fixing Engagement Issues:  
What Works?

The first step is for the com-
pany leaders to take an honest, 
objective view of the company 
culture that impacts and drives the 
way people think and behave. 
Engagement will improve when 
management’s actions align with 
employees’ psychological needs.  

v To feel valued and under-
stood. Management listens to 
employees’ concerns, opinions, and 
ideas with the intent to understand 
and consider their merits before 
responding. This replaces the com-
mon responses of defending posi-
tions or punishing employees for 
expressing contrary viewpoints. 
Management isn’t required to agree 
with the employees. What’s impor-
tant is the sincere effort to listen, 
understand and consider their inputs.

v To express our gifts and tal-
ents. Management puts a focus on 
aligning roles and responsibilities 
with the gifts and talents of the indi-
viduals. We all bring a substantially 
higher energy and engagement (and 
productivity) when we do work that 
we like and are good at.

v To finding meaning/purpose 
in what we do. This means that 
employees have a clear understand-
ing of how their work impacts the 
mission and vision of the organiza-
tion. Don’t expect them to figure 
this out on their own. People are 
much more motivated when they 
realize that their efforts truly matter.

What doesn’t Work
In short, anything that doesn’t 

authentically address the root causes 
of disengagement is doomed to fail.  
If the message is “look at this nice 
thing we just did for you” rather than 
“this is how we value you as human 
being,” it’s highly likely to fail.    

Examples of the “nice thing we 
just did for you” include most team-
building events, social mixers, com-
pany newsletters, upgraded office 
environments, etc. Even pay and 
benefit increases have an initial rush 
soon followed by the familiar “right 
back where we were” rebound 
effect. That’s not to say companies 
should not do these things. They’re 
nice add-ons after the day to day 
essentials of human psychology are 
authentically addressed.

Summary
It’s understandable that we gravi-

tate towards easy, quick-fix solutions 
to our problems. There are plenty of 
people to make these suggestions 
and sell them to us. They also don’t 
require us to identify our own per-
sonal contributions to the problems 
which we’d prefer to avoid. 
However, as in most things in life, 
there is no substitute for working at 
the cause-level and creating new 
habits of thinking and behavior. 

Brad Wolff specializes in workforce and 
personal optimization.  He’s a speaker 
and author of, People Problems? How to 
Create People Solutions for a Competitive 
Advantage. For more information, visit 
www.peoplemaximizers.com.
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On the Job

When CIR Involves an Employee Death
By Karla Wheeler

While Newtown, Conn., Las Vegas, etc., 
make all of the headlines, a client is more 
likely to request an EAP critical incidence 

response (CIR) for an employee death than for a 
shooting. The loss of a loved one, especially an 
employee at a small, tight-knot company, can dim the 
happiest of workplaces. However, there are some 
practical steps EA professionals can take to help boost 
morale and keep productivity from plummeting.

v Choose rituals wisely. Especially this time of 
year when companies are making holiday plans, it’s 
vital to decide which departmental rituals and customs 
feel right, and which ones seem too stressful. Some tra-
ditions, such as a couples’ dinner and dance event at the 
same country club where everyone has partied for 
years, might seem like a downer for the group. Fun-
loving Marianne will be missed, and her bereaved hus-
band would probably feel uncomfortable attending solo.

Ask employees for alternative suggestions, perhaps 
an event held on a Saturday or Sunday afternoon, with 
parents and children invited. Such camaraderie would 
likely be very healing, especially for Marianne’s family.

v Memorial gifts. Ask staff to consider giving a gift 
to a cause or charity that was important to the deceased 
employee. If Marianne was an animal lover, you might 
choose the local humane society. Compassionate initia-
tives, like donating to a charity, help many employees 
work through the grieving process.

v The empty chair. At a staff meeting, leave the 
deceased employee’s chair in its usual spot. Everyone 
is feeling the impact of the empty chair, so why not 
take time to acknowledge this loss? Ask each 
employee to say something about Marianne, if they 
are comfortable doing so.

For instance, they might share a funny or fond 
remembrance – or, perhaps a co-worker will want to 
express some of the many reasons that Marianne is 
missed. Validate each person’s approach, and reaffirm 
that together you will all get through this time of sadness.

v Grief is a process. Perhaps the most important 
thing to remember is that each of us heals from a 

major loss in our own way and on our own timetable. 
Camaraderie and support can be powerful healers in 
an office. But while one worker might have deep faith 
from which to draw to sustain him/her, another person 
might feel “rocked to the core.”

Be aware of triggers that can bring on a grief 
attack. For instance, perhaps a long-time customer 
calls to wish Marianne happy holidays and needs to be 
told of her recent passing. Be gentle and honor where 
each employee is in their journey through grief.

v Grief support meetings. If the emotional trauma 
of the death is adversely affecting productivity in cer-
tain employees, grief support meetings led by the EAP 
may be helpful.

Summary
Even when a recent death has turned our world 

upside down, it’s still okay to enjoy “good days” at 
work especially during the upcoming holiday season. 
When we’re mourning, we sometimes feel guilty 
about laughing and having a good time. Give yourself 
permission to experience those moments of joy. You 
will be honoring the memory of the employee. 

Karla Wheeler is the founder of Quality of Life Publishing Co., 
a direct outgrowth of her personal and professional hospice 
experience.


