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Training Realities During COVID-19

Re-boarding Your Staff After Disruption

Due to the sudden campus exodus in 
March, many returning staff members 
never got to wrap up their on-the-job 
experience. They didn’t get to say 
goodbye to their community or to their 
fellow staff. They didn’t get to do end-
of-the-year programs or celebrate with 
their residents. And, chances are that they 
didn’t get to connect with their new staffs 
for the upcoming year.

That’s why re-boarding them is such an important process. Onboarding is 
when you introduce new staff to your departmental and community culture, build 
relationships between staff and supervisors, go over expectations and develop a sense 
of team. Re-boarding, on the other hand, according to ethno-analytics.com, is the 
process of…

• Re-invigorating their sense of purpose about the meaningful part they play in
your team and department’s success

• Re-socializing them into the culture and story of your team/department, what
makes them unique and what drives their work

• Re-engaging with them and showing appreciation for their efforts
• Re-establishing lines of communication and clearing the air through open,

transparent discussions
• Re-vitalizing their sense of belonging to your team and the department as a

whole

Creating New Connections

Touching base with returning staff members before training to re-develop your 
connection can go a long way. Some ways to do so include…

• Schedule virtual check-ins with each staffer – through phone, Zoom or another
platform – to connect one-on-one before the training hub-bub

• Focus on the “we” of your team so staffers know you’re on their side
• Determine ways to show staffers that you appreciate their experience and

knowledge by putting them in positions to transfer that info to new staff
• Don’t just go back into the same old routine; instead, try new things and allow

opportunities for innovation that can help staff regain some excitement about
their positions

• Express appreciation and shift into a cycle of support and gratitude

“This idea of re-boarding –  
not onboarding, but bringing 
them back – we’re working 
on that now.”

– Steve Cody, founder and CEO of PR and
marketing firm Peppercomm, on when staff

members return to work
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Training Realities During COVID-19

Re-boarding Your Staff After Disruption (continued)

Think about how you’d like to re-board your returning staff to enhance their job 
experience. Jot down a few ideas here…

1.

2.

3.

4.

Sources: Ragan.com “Leading Now” column, 4/7/20; ethno-analytics.com, 3/14/18
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Training Realities During COVID-19

Density within Group Gatherings

Campus density is on everyone’s minds, as we 
determine how best to re-emerge safely. Institutions 
are figuring what makes most sense in terms of classes, 
residence hall communities and other aspects of 
student life. So, it also makes good sense to consider 
density as we determine training approaches.

Edward J. Maloney and Joshua Kim explained 
various density scenarios in Inside Higher Ed as part 
of their work on a new book called The Low-Density University. They include…

No Density. This is the stay-at-home requirement experienced in Spring 2020 where 
“all but nonessential public and private places of convening are closed,” they wrote.

Low Density. Within this scenario, “students and faculty and staff may be able to return 
to campus at full capacity but will need to adapt to a variety of approaches for addressing 
density concerns,” they wrote, including social distancing, remote instruction and more.

Normal Density. This is what we experienced pre-COVID-19. If returning to this 
scenario, institutions just need to be prepared to shift quickly to low or no-density 
operations should a resurgence of infections occur.

Density questions within student life impact housing, 
athletics, health, co-curricular activities and more. “Planning 
around student density requirements will require that 
curricular and co-curricular operations evolve in tandem,” 
Maloney and Kim wrote. “Planning for density will be one 
of the core tenets around which colleges and universities 
will develop their strategies around economic viability and 
institutional impact for at least the near future.”

Sources: Inside Higher Ed, 4/15/20 and 4/22/20

“Now, sadly and 
ironically, the very 
density we have 
consciously fostered 
is, at least for the 
moment, our enemy.”

– Purdue University President 
Mitchell E. Daniels, Jr., in a letter to the 

Purdue community, 4/21/20

Possible Density Control Scenarios
Density control is now a primary consideration in creating different training environments 

that keep people safe. These may include…
 ● Bringing small groups of staff members to campus one at a time so they can be 

appropriately socially distanced while still benefiting from face-to-face training experiences
 ● Testing staff for infection and post-infection immunity before allowing them on campus
 ● Gathering your whole departmental staff virtually, rather than in person
 ● Limiting visitors during training periods
 ● Not going off-campus for retreats or other activities
 ● Hosting meals in large locations where staff members can be distanced from one another

Population density and ensuring 
effective social distancing measures 
go hand in hand. Less density 
“is now the overriding societal 
imperative,” said Purdue University 
President Mitchell E. Daniels, Jr.
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Training Realities During COVID-19

Considering Professional Staff Exhaustion and 
Compassion Fatigue: The High Cost of Caring

Your professional staff members have been in constant response mode during the 
pandemic. As a result, they’re likely weary to the bone and may be experiencing some 
form of compassion fatigue. This is important to take into consideration in helping them 
cope effectively before piling the responsibility of training on top of everything else.

What is Compassion Fatigue?

A first step is learning more about how compassion fatigue presents itself…
• As an overused sense of compassion that leads to a lack of ability to feel or care 

for others
• As an accumulated fatigue that can take months or years to surface
• Through re-experiencing the trauma of a situation, even after the incident is over
• By avoiding any reminders of an event or numbing themselves to it
• By losing their sense of self to those they serve – getting so wrapped up in others’ 

issues that they leave themselves behind
• In feeling devoid of physical and emotional energy

What To Do

If you have staff members who may 
be experiencing compassion fatigue, it’s 
important to acknowledge that fact rather than 
allowing them to beat themselves up. Instill 
in them that they’re not bad professionals or 
callous people. Instead, they’ve simply given 
themselves away to the point where it’s no 
longer good for them. 

There are some practical steps you can suggest to help them address compassion 
fatigue, including…

• Personal counseling with someone who will listen and help them cope
• Cutting out negative addictions or numbing agents such as alcohol, other drugs, 

caffeine and nicotine
• Getting enough sleep 
• Tuning into their body’s nutritional and exercise needs
• Developing a segment of their life where they take rather than give
• Putting themselves in situations where they’re able to see the positives life offers
• Taking time off may be necessary in more serious cases

An unthinkable thought may 
be creeping into professional and 
grad staff members’ minds: “I 
don’t want to care anymore.” This 
often runs counter to what they’ve 
learned early on as a higher ed 
professional — to be committed, 
motivated and caring.
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Training Realities During COVID-19

Considering Professional Staff Exhaustion and 
Compassion Fatigue: The High Cost of Caring (continued)

To tend to the needs of others, it’s imperative that professional and grad staff take care 
of their own well-being, first and foremost. While this may seem like an impossible task, 
given all the demands on their time and emotions, it’s important to insist. Compassion 
fatigue is a very real ailment that can cripple their best-intentioned efforts to help. So, 
take a careful look at your staff and colleagues to see if this affliction may be knocking at 
the door.

Sources: “What is Compassion Fatigue?” at www.ace-network.com; “Overcoming Compassion Fatigue” at www.
InteliHealth.com
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Training Realities During COVID-19

Ideas for Rebuilding Staff Community

The sense of place and campus community was severely truncated – and quickly – 
because of COVID-19 in the spring. It’s now time to rebuild that community through 
your training approach. Here are some ideas regarding how to go about that…

What I Learned. Ask staff members to submit their favorite pieces of hard-won 
wisdom regarding what they learned during the coronavirus outbreak pause. Compile 
these into one PDF document and share with everyone as good food for thought. This 
keeps the impact of the pandemic front and 
center, rather than glossing over it to get to 
the “training topics.” This year, COVID-19 
is a key training topic!

Welcome Packs. Whether you’re 
meeting remotely or in person for training, 
let staff know how glad you are to have 
them with you by developing welcome packs. They don’t have to cost a lot! You can 
include items such as door tags, pens, gum, good quotes, $1 chalkboards to display their 
“words of intention” for each week and more.

Each One, Teach One. Again, this can work for any training situation. Ask each staff 
member, whether they’re a professional, grad or student, to submit two lists: 3 things 
they want to learn and 3 things they feel comfortable teaching. Create a searchable staff 
directory of these lists so staff know who they can go to as valuable resources.

Mutual Admiration Society. Provide an online forum before training begins where 
staff members can share poems, musical performances, karate moves, paintings and 
more. Chances are they’ve been working on some hobbies and interests, and offering a 
forum where they can show them off may enhance the closeness staff members feel. 

Transparent Talk. Your staff members may have some lingering concerns about the 
pandemic, from cleanliness to how to keep residents safe to wondering if there might be a 
recurrence of your spring scenario. Consider hosting an honest, transparent conversation 
with your department’s leaders so student staff can ask questions and get the information 
and reassurance they need.

Share the Story. The coronavirus is now part of your staff’s story. Honor that by 
incorporating mentions into your discussions and never trying to push it aside. People 
need to talk about what they’ve experienced and the lingering effects. And by sharing the 
story, it can help build the sense of team regarding what you’ve been through together 
and what you’re ready to face straight ahead.

Keep the impact of the pandemic 
front and center, rather than glossing 
over it to get to the “training topics.” This 
year, COVID-19 is a key training topic! 
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Mental Health in a Time of COVID-19

Contending with Lingering Anxiety HANDOUT

Even before this pandemic hit, 62% of students in the U.S. said they had experienced 
overwhelming anxiety within the past 12 months, reported the American College Health 
Association. Add in a pandemic where you have little control and it makes sense that 
there may be a great deal of lingering anxiety.

What kinds of things are making you anxious in the face of COVID-19? They may 
include questions about being able to stay on campus, finances, employment, internships, 
friendships, relationships, the future, staying healthy, worrying about loved ones and 
much more. Everyone reacts differently to stressful situations, so it’s important to know 
that your reactions are personal and completely valid.

General Anxiety

According to the Mayo Clinic, some common signs 
and symptoms of general anxiety include…

• Feeling nervous, restless or tense
• Having a sense of impending danger, panic or 

doom
• Having an increased heart rate
• Breathing rapidly (hyperventilation)
• Sweating
• Trembling
• Feeling weak or tired
• Trouble concentrating or thinking about anything 

other than the present worry
• Having trouble sleeping
• Experiencing gastrointestinal problems
• Having difficulty controlling worry
• Having the urge to avoid things that trigger anxiety

Managing Your Anxiety

There are some simple, effective ways to manage these fears so lingering anxiety 
doesn’t take over. They include…

• Talk with trusted others and maintain social connections
• Exercise to channel your panic elsewhere
• Go outside

Counteract Negative 
Thoughts

When negative thoughts 
creep in, try counteracting 
them by writing down a positive, 
rational counter statement. For 
instance, “I can’t control any of 
this” could be replaced with “But I 
can control how I’m responding.” 

Or reframing a negative 
thought such as “This week has 
been awful” to find five things 
that have gone well can help, 
from a phone call with a friend to 
a good book, an excellent salad 
at lunchtime or a fun game of 
volleyball.

Source: PositivePsychology.com
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Mental Health in a Time of COVID-19

Contending with Lingering Anxiety HANDOUT (continued)

• Take deep breaths, stretch and meditate to quiet your mind
• Eat healthy, well-balanced meals
• Continue with pre-established counseling 

sessions
• Give yourself half-hour “worry periods” 

to get things out so you’re not in a 
constant state of worry

• Treat yourself to simple pleasures to give 
yourself a boost

• Let go of what’s not in your control
• Get enough quality sleep
• Avoid alcohol and other drugs
• Keep informed with facts from trusted 

campus and news sources
• Take an occasional news and social media break so you’re not surrounded by 

upsetting 24/7 coverage
• Stay healthy by following the recommendations to wash your hands frequently or 

use alcohol-based hand sanitizer, wear a face mask in public, steer clear of sick 
people, cover your mouth and nose with a tissue (not your hands) when you cough 
or sneeze, avoid touching your face and stay home

• Seek additional help if you feel overwhelming worry or anxiety
Plus, recognize that anxiety can sometimes be contagious. So, try not to constantly 

discuss the pandemic and its impacts with others where you feed off one another. You 
may also be susceptible to Empathetic Stress, where you take on some emotions others 
are experiencing during difficult times. This makes having healthy coping mechanisms at 
the ready even more important.

There’s also something called Anticipatory Grief that many people are experiencing. 
It involves concerns about what the future holds when we’re surrounded by uncertainty.

It’s important that you not stuff your worry deep inside because you’re nervous that 
a “gang of feelings” (sadness, anxiety, etc.) will overrun you. Instead, cope with any 
lingering anxiety in healthy ways, reach out for assistance and take good care.

Sources: MayoClinic.org; UC Berkeley University Health Services, UHS.berkeley.edu; Centers for Disease Control, 
cdc.gov; American College Health Association, acha.org

Be Mindful 
Mindful breathing and grounding 

exercises can help you become centered 
and calm.

For instance, try the 5-4-3-2-1 exercise 
to get grounded by identifying 5 things 
you can see around you, 4 things you can 
touch, 3 things you can hear, 2 things you 
can smell and 1 thing you can taste. Be 
sure to take long, slow, deep breaths to 
enhance the calm.
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Mental Health in a Time of COVID-19

Coping with Loss SELF-WORK

The things you’ve lost amid the pandemic and 
its associated limits, disruptions and shutdowns are 
significant. You have every right to mourn the quick 
goodbyes to friends, uncertainty, missed celebrations, 
end-of-year events and so much more. In fact, 
mourning can be very healthy as you name your grief 
and face it head on, rather than pushing it aside like 
nothing happened.

That grief may involve losses in the following categories. Do some self-work to 
identify what those losses look like so you can face them head-on.

For example: You may feel the loss of a potential friendship that was just starting to 
blossom when it was cut short in the spring. This could go under a loss of belonging or 
loss of place/community.

A Sense of Belonging.  
My losses include:

A Sense of Place/Community.  
My losses include:

A Sense of Independence.  
My losses include:

A Sense of Well-Being.  
My losses include:

The accumulated losses are 
significant. It’s okay to grieve, cry, 
be fearful and feel things are unfair. 
Let out your sadness and anger, 
provide comfort to others and 
discuss what you’re all mourning. 
Only then will you be able to 
eventually emerge from this grief 
and take the next steps.

Source: Harvard Business Review, 3/23/20

Grab Hold of What Is Certain 
In uncertain times, it can help to remind yourself of 

the constants that are certain, such as…
 ● Your interests
 ● How much you like your major
 ● Family/friend love and support 
 ● How important campus life is to you

Name a few certainties that fit. It’ll give you something 
solid to grab hold of while recovering from rocky times.

Ambiguous Loss and the grief 
attached to it is when we can’t quite 
get our heads around the loss of 
dreams, imagined futures, feeling 
safe and living in a stable world. 
This is a key component of what 
many students may be experiencing.
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Mental Health in a Time of COVID-19

Practicing Attention Management WORKSHEET

Your attention may be diffused right now, with some thoughts focused on your staff 
position, others on re-establishing campus contacts, and still others with friends and 
family who are struggling in our pandemic-impacted society. It can be tough to focus 
with so much on your mind. That’s why practicing attention management can help you 
regain those powers of concentration.

The Harvard Business Review wrote, “Practicing attention management is about 
maintaining control of where your attention goes, and recognizing when it’s being stolen, 
either by external distractions or internal errant thoughts, rumination, or anxiety. The 
more you become aware of your distractions, the easier it becomes to manage them.”

Acknowledge Your Distractions

So, first acknowledge what it is that’s distracting you.

I’m currently distracted by…

Practice Attention Management

Then, make a task list that identifies low-attention tasks (such as cleaning your space 
or making bulletin board pieces) and high-attention tasks requiring more brainpower 
(such as writing a report or reading for class). This will give you tangible choices when 
you have others around vs. having uninterrupted time so you can focus your tasks 
accordingly.

My Low-Attention Tasks include…

My High-Attention Tasks include…

“Recognizing how and when your attention is being stolen is the first step to 
regaining control. Then you can be intentional about managing those distractions, using 
them to balance your responsibilities and facilitate positive action,” wrote the Review.

Source: Harvard Business Review, 4/14/20
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