Mitchell Family Cremations and Funerals, Inc.
Albion, NY

A LESSON THAT ALL CAN LEARN FROM

For the past several years, the Mitchell Family Funeral Homes have been proactive in participating in and supporting mock DWI drills at the schools within our County. These drills are generally put on the week of or the day before the school Prom. The drill involved coordination between the school, the local fire and EMS responders, law enforcement, the Coroner, a local judge and our Funeral Home. It is staged in the parking lot of the school and utilizes a couple wrecked cars from a local junkyard. Bleachers are set up so that not the interaction between the ‘drunk driver’ and the police can be witnessed and heard, but the extrication of the ‘deceased student’ can be witnessed first hand as can be the examination of the body, the pronouncement of death, and the identification of the victim by the parent or parents. Students are faced with the blunt and hard reality of the consequences of poor decision making. They can see and hear first hand, the pain and anguish of a parent having to identify their dead son or daughter.

A group of well-known and liked students are selected to participate and it is determined that as a result of the simulated crash, one of the students is going to be a fatality. In many instances, the parents of the student who ‘dies’ are invited to participate in the drill by coming to the scene and having to be interviewed by the Coroner and identify the ‘body’ of their child. This part of the drill can be somewhat emotional because the ‘acting’ of the parents often times becomes raw emotion when they realize what actually could have happened and when they see their child with all the make-up associated with a simulated crash victim.

The Funeral Home is involved in two ways. First, the Coroner is Scott Schmidt, who is one of the staff members of the Mitchell Family Cremations and Funerals, Inc. He wears his appropriately marked clothing and approaches the scene in his response vehicle to assess the situation and speak with the various incident command people finding out what happened and where the victim is. He’ll then approach victim, (who generally is under a sheet on a backboard,) and will do an examination of the ‘body’. Following that, he’ll generally talk with law enforcement and then call for the parent or parents to come and identify the ‘body’. He’ll explain the process which needs to take place moving forward such as the transportation of the body to the Medical Examiner, the performance of a post mortem examination or autopsy, and then if feasible, the possibility of an organ or tissue donation if consented to.

The second way the Funeral Home is involved is by actually coming to the scene with the removal van and removing the body from the crash site. Again, in plain view of the Senior Class audience on the bleachers, the Funeral Directors along with the Coroner, remove the stretcher from the vehicle and place it along side of the ‘body’. They open a new body bag and place it on the stretcher. The ‘body’ is then carefully and gently lifted from the ground onto the stretcher and placed inside the body bag. The body bag is zipped up to the neck of the ‘deceased’ and then the cot cover is zipped up to that point as well. The stretcher is then loaded into the removal vehicle and slowly driven away. Depending on what school is conducting the drill, a narration over an amplification system may be done while things are happening so students get the full impact of what has happened.

The student who was driving the car, is interrogated and given a field sobriety test in front of the students and then handcuffed. Again, at some schools, the student is then escorted inside the auditorium to an awaiting judge who, once the Senior observers file into the auditorium, will be arraigned in front of the arresting officer, the parents of the ‘victim’ and the district attorney.

There is usually nothing but silence throughout the whole event, and when the ‘victim’ is driven away there often are many tears being shed by members of the audience who have witnessed the entire drill. It is the belief of the Coroner and the Funeral Home staff, that if the event saves one life…it’s worth it.

Rationale: To help prevent poor decision making by young adolescents which may have fatal consequences

Benefits to Funeral Home & Staff: Interaction with the community on any level is a benefit to the Funeral Home and Staff. By being seen doing something proactive and something so personal and potentially life-saving is a win-win for everyone involved in this activity. It impacts everyone involved and in particular impresses upon the participants and observers, that the Funeral Home staff are people who live and work in the community and not only are there during ‘normal’ deaths but, are there to help and assist in tragic ones as well.

Benefits to the Families/Communities: There is a benefit to the community and to the families of all the participants which touches the hearts of all and reminds us on how quickly life can be taken away. Prom is one of the first stepping stones to an adolescent crossing into adult hood. It’s been traditionally associated with sneaking drinks into the venue, or having some in the car. Most young drivers think they can handle anything and also think that nothing can ever happen to them. A drill such as this, reminds us all that irresponsible actions can have life-altering effects. In an instant, a poor decision or a slow reaction caused by alcohol or drug related affects can cause a catastrophic event. Reinforcing that death is real and irreversible by having the Coroner and the Funeral Home participate and having a student ‘die’ because of those actions is immeasurable. The saving of just one life, make this activity worthwhile each and every chance we get to present it at any school.
