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School-based support and increased understanding are essential when a student experiences the
death of a friend or loved one. While each student will be affected differently depending on his or
her developmental level, cultural beliefs, personal characteristics, family situation, and previous
experiences. There are some strategies that can be helpful in supporting bereaved students.

GENERAL TIPS TO SUPPORT STUDENTS OF ALL AGES

* Be understanding and tolerant of common grief reactions which inclede: decreased appetite,
ditficulty sleeping, a decreased ability to concentrate, increased sadness, and social withdrawal,
Students sometimes also feel anger toward the deceased for leaving them.
* Be simple and straightforward. Discuss death in developmentally appropriate terms for students.
* Use words such as “death,” “die,” or “dying™ in your conversations and avoid euphemistms
such as “they went away,” “they are sleeping,” “departed,” and “passed away.” Such
euphemisms are abstract and may be confusing, especially for younger children.

¢ Let students know that death is not contagious. Although all human beings will die at some
point, death is not something that can be “caught” and it is unusual for children to die.

* Be brief and patient. Remember that you may have to answer the same question multiple times
and repeat key information to easure understanding.

* Listen, acknowledge feelings, and be nonjudgmental.

* Express your own feelings in an open, calm, and appropriate way that encourages students to
share their feelings and grief.

* Avoid making assumptions and imposing your own beliefs on students.

* Avariety of feelings ate normal. Be sensitive to each stadent’s experience, as there is no one
right way to respond to a loss. Feelings and behaviors will vaty actoss students and will change
throughout the beteavement process.

* Normalize expressed feclings by telling students such are common after a death, However, if
their expressions include risk to self {e.g- suicidal thoughts) or others, refer immediately to the
appropriate professionals.

* Besensitive to cultural differences of students and their families in expressing grief and
honoting the dead. -

¢ Consider a student’s intellectual abilities, behavior, and conceptual understanding of death. For
children with developmental disabilities, their limited communication skills do not mean they are
unzffected by the death. Behaviors such as increased frustration and compulsivity, somatic
complaints, relationship difficulties, and increased self-stimulatory behaviors may be expressions
of grief.
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Addressing Grief: Tips for Teachers and Administrators

* Maintain 2 normal routine in your classroom and engage students in activities they previously
enjoyed.

* Provide the opportunity to talk and ask questions and use these questions to guide further
discussion. Encourage students to share feelings, but in ways that are not disruptive to the class
ot hurtful to other students. '

* Keepin mind that some children may have a difficult time expressing their feelings or may not
feel comfortable talking at school Do not pressure these students to talk. Some may prefer
writing, drawing, listening to music, or playing a game instead of talking about their feelings.
Provide students with a variety of options for expressing grief.

* Talkto the bereaved student’s classmates zbout grief and emphasize the importance of being
understanding and sensitive.

® Help bereaved students find a peer support group. Thete will likely be other who have also
experienced the death of a loved one. '

TIPS WHEN THE WHOLE SCHOOL IS AFFECTED BY A TEACHER OR
STUDENT DEATH

o Aletter and/or direct communication via email should be sent home to all pazents on school
letterhead informing themn of the death. Information to include in the communication:
® Facts about the death to dispel rumors
¢ Discussion of the range of feelings and reactions that may occur throughout the grief
process _
Guidance about talking to their children about the death
® Indicators of the need for mental health counseling
Direction on how to contact the school if they have questions or believe their child may
benefit from counseling ,
* Direction on how to obtain community resources
® Share factual information with staff (through meetings and bulletins), students (through class
anpouncements and meetings), and parents (through letters/email). Regularly provide them with
relevant updates. ‘
e Provide teachers with guidelines on how to share information about the death with theit
students and establish referral procedures for students requiring additional suppott.
* Pay close attention to students who have experienced recent deaths or key life changes,
witnessed the death, or have emotional problems,

TIPS FOR SPECIFIC AGE GROUPS

PRESCHOOL
* Avoid euphemisms as preschoclers have trouble understanding death and may believe the death

is reversible.
* Provide opportunities to express thoughts and feelings about death through play activities and

drawing.
° Answer questions using concrete descriptions and be prepared to repeatedly answer questions.
* Possible reactions include:

* . Crying ot screaming
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ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

¢ Clinging o caregivers or other trusted adults
¢ Fear of separation
* Regressive behaviors such as wetting pants and thumb sucking !

*  Decreased verbalization

These students may ask questions and seek to try zo understand what happened. Be parient and
refer them to adults that can answer their questons.

Students below the age of eight may engage in magical thinking and believe they could have
prevented the death. Recognize these feelings and fears but do not validate cherm,

Students ages nine through twelve may feel less comfortable showing feelings and seeing ;
expressions of grief in others. Make sure to provide these students with a vagiety of ways to

express grief,

Possible reactions include:

¢ Behavioral difficulties

* Deereased concentration

¢  Poor school performance

* Depression

¢ Irritability

*  Withdrawal

* Somatic complaints (headaches & stomachaches)

MIDDLE AND HIGH SCHOOQL

* Do not force students to shate their feelings with others, including their peers if they do not feel
comfortable. Provide them with opportunities to share their feelings privately. '
¢ Students often seek support viz social media. Be aware of what is being posted and shared.
Encourage students to seck support for a friend in need.
* Swdents in their mid-to-late teens tend to feel more comfortable expressing their feelings and
grief similar to adults.
* High school students may use physical contact to show their supportand empathy (e.g., hugging
or touching the arm)
¢ Possibie reactions include:
® Poor school performance
e Anxiety
* Depression
® High risk behaviors or substance use
® Emotional numbing
® Suicidal thoughts
REFERENCES
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Helping Children Cope With Loss,

Death, and Grief
Tips for Teachers and Parents
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Schools and communities around the country will be impacted by the loss of life associated with the war in Iraq.
The effects may be significant for some people because of their emotional closeness to the war and/or their
concem over terrorism. How school personnel handle the resulting distress can help shape the immediate and
longer-term grieving process for students, staff, and families. Children, in particular, will need the love and
support of their teachers and parents to cope with their loss and reach constructive grief resolution.

Expressions of Grief ' :

Talking to children about death must be geared to their developmental level, respectful of their cultural norms,
and sensitive to their capacity to understand the situation. Children will be aware of the reactions of significant
adults as they interpret and react to information about death and tragedy. In fact, for primary grade children adult
reactions will play an especially important role in shaping their perceptions of the situation. The range of
reactions that children display in response to the death of significant others may include:

» Emotional shock and at times an apparent lack of feelings, which serve to help the child detach from the pain
of the moment;

*  Regressive (immature) behaviors, such as needing to be rocked or held, di fficulty separating froin parents or
significant others, needing to sleep in parent’s bed or an apparent difficulty completing tasks well within the
child’s ability level;

»  Explosive emorions and acting out behavior that reflect the child’s mternal feelings of anger, terror,
frustration and helplessness. Acting out may reflect insecurity and a way to seek control over a situation for
which they have little or no control;

*  Asking the same questions over and over, not because they do not understand the facts, but rather because
the information is so hard to betieve or accept. Repeated questions can help listeners determine if the child is
responding to misinformation or the real trauma of the event.

Heiping Children Cope

The following tips will help teachers, parents, and other caregivers support children who have experienced the
loss of parents, friends, or loved ones. Some of these recomimendations come from Dr. Alan Wolfelt, Director of
the Center for Loss and Life Transition in Fort Collins, Colorada.

Allow children to be the teachers about their grief experiences: Give children the cpportunity to tell their
story and be a good listener.

¢ Don’tassume that every child in a certain age group understands death in the same way or with the same
JSeelings: All children are different and their view of the world is unique and shaped by different experiences.
{Developmental information is provided below.)

*  Grieving is a process, not an event: Parents and schools need to allow adequate time for each child to grieve
in the manner that works for that child. Pressing children to resume “normal” activities without the chance to
deal with their emotional pain may prompt additional problems or negative reactions.




*  Don't lic or tell half-truths to children about the tragic event: Children are often bright and sensitive. They
will see through false information and wonder why you do not trust them with the truth. Lies do not help the
child through the healing process or help develop effective coping strategies for life’s future tragedies or

losses.

* Helpall children, regardless of age, to understand loss and death: Give the child information at the level
that he/she can understand. Allow the child to guide adults as to the need for more information or clarification
of the information presented. Loss and death are both part of the cycle of life that children need to understand.

* Encourage children to ask questions about loss and death: Adults need to be less anxious about not
knowing all the answers. Treat questions with respect and a willingness to help the child find his or her own

answers,

*  Don’tassume that children always grieve in an orderly or predictable way: We all grieve in different ways
and there is no one “correct” way for people to move through the grieving process.

¢ Let children know that you really want to understand what they are feeling or what they need: Sometimes
children are upset but they cannot tell you what will be helpful. Giving thern the time and encouragement to
share their feelings with you may enable them to sort out their feelings.

*  Children will need long-lasting support. The more losses the child or adolescent suffers, the more difficult i
will be to recover. This is especially true if they have lost a parent who was theijr major source of support. Try
to develop multiple supports for children who suffer significant losses. '

*  Keep in mind that grief work is hard: It is hard work for adults and hard for children as well,

*  Understand that grief work is complicated: Deaths that result from a terrorist act or war can brings forth
many issues that are difficult, if not impossible, to comprehend. Grieving may also be complicated by a need
for vengeance or justice and by the lack of resolution of the current situation: the conflict may continue and
the nation may still fee! at risk. The sudderi or violent nature of the death or the fact that some individuals
may be considered missing rather then dead can further complicate the grieving process.

©  Beaware of your own need to grieve: Focusing on the children in your care is important, but not at the
expentse of your emotional needs. Adults who have lost a loved one will be far more able to help children
work through their grief if they get hielp themselves. For some families, it may be important to seek family
grief counseling, as well as individual sources of support,

Developmental Phases in Understanding Death

It is important to recogrize that all children are unique in their undersianding of death and dying. This
understanding depends on their developmental level, cognitive skills, personality characteristics, religious or
spiritual beliefs, teachings by parents and significant others, input from the media, and previous experiences with
death. Nonetheless, there are some general considerations that will be helpful in understanding how children and
adolescents experience and deal with death.

* Infonts and Toddlers: The youngest children may perceive that adults are sad, but have no real
_ understanding of the meaning or significance of death.

* Preschoolers: Young children may deny death as a formal event and may see death as reversible, They may
interpret death as a separation, not a permanent condition. Preschocl and even early clementary children may
link certain events and magical thinking with the causes of death, For instance, as a result of the World Trade
Center disaster, some children may imagine that going into tall buildings may cause someone’s death.
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Early Elementary Schoel: Children at this age (approximately 5-9) start to comprehend the finality of death.
They begin to understand that certain circumstances may result in death. They can see that, if large planes
crash into buildings, people in the planes and buildings will be killed. In case of war images, young children
may not be able to diffetentiate between what they see on television, and what might happen in their own
neighborhood. However, they may over-generalize, particularly at ages 5-6—if jet planes don’t fly, then
people don't die. At this age, death is perceived as something that happens to others, not to oneself or one’s
family.

Middle School: Children at this level have the cogaitive understanding to comprehend death as a final event
that results in the cessation of all bodily functions. They may not fully grasp the abstract concepts discussed
by adults or on the TV news but are likely to be guided in their thinking by a concrete understanding of
justice. They may experience a variety of feelings and emotions, znd their expressions may include acting out
or self-injurious behaviors as a means of coping with their anger, vengeance and despair.

High School: Most teens will fully grasp the meaning of death in circumstances such as an automobile
accident, illness and even the World Trade Center or Pentagon disasters. They may seek out friends and
family for comfort or they may withdraw to deal with their grief. Teens (as well as some younger children)
with a history of depression, suicidal behavicr and chemical dependency are at particular risk for prolonged
and serious grief reactions and may need more careful attention from home and school during these difficult
fimes.

Tips for Children and Teens with Grieving Friends and Classmates

Seeing a friend try to cope with a loss may scare or upset children who have had little or no experience with death
and grieving, Following are some suggestions teachers and parents can provide to chitdren and youth to deal with
this “secondary™ loss.

Particularly with younger children, it wili be important to help clarify their understanding of death. See tips
above under “helping children cope.”

Seeing their classmates’ reactions to loss may bring about some fears of losing their own parents or siblings,
particularly for students who have family in the military or other risk related professions. Children need
reassurance from caregivers and teachers that their own families are safe. For children who have experienced
their own loss (previous death of a parent, grandparent, sibling), observing the grief of a friend can bring back
painful memories. These children are at greater risk for developing more serious stress reactjons and should
be given extra support as needed.

Children (and many adults) need help in communicating condolence or comfort messages. Provide children
with age-appropriate guidance for supporting their peers. Help them decide what to say (e.g., “Steve, I am so
sorry about your father. I know you will miss him very much. Let me know if | can help you with your paper
route....") and what to expect (see “expressions of grief” above).

Help children anticipate some changes in friends’ behavior. It is important that children understand that their
grieving friends may act differently, may withdraw from their friends for a while, might seent angry or very
sad, ete., but that this does not mean a lasting change in their relationship.

Explain to children that their “regular” friendship may be an important source of support for friends and
classmates. Even normal social activities such as inviting a friend over to play, going to the park, playing
sports, watching a movie, or a trip to the mall may offer a much needed distraction and sense of connection
and normalcy.

Children need to have some options for providing support—it will help themn deal with their fears and
concerns if they have some concrete actions that they can take to help. Suggest making cards, drawings,
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helping with chores or homework, etc. Older teens mj ght offer to help the family with some shopping,
cleaning, errands, etc., or with babysitting for younger children.

* Encourage children who are worried about a fiend to talk to a caring adult. This can help alleviate their own
coneern or potential sense of responsibility for making their friend feel better. Children may also share.
important information about a friend who is at risk of more serious grief reactions.

* Parents and teachers need to be alext to children in their care who may be reacting to a friend’s loss of a Ioved
one. These children will need some extra support to help them deal with the sense of frustration znd.
helplessness that many people are feeling at this time,

Resources for Grieving and Traumatized Children

At times of severe stress, such as the frauma of war or terrorist attacks, both children and adults need extra
support. Children who are physically and emotionally closest to this tragedy mazy very well experience the most
dramatic feelings of fear, anxiety and loss. They may have personally lost a loved one or know of friends and
schoolmates who have been devastated by these treacherous acts. Adults need to carefully observe these children
for signs of traumatic stress, depression or even suicidal thinking, and seek professional help when necessary.

Resources to help you identify symptoms of severe stress and grief reactions are available at the National
Association of School Psychologist’s website— Www.nasponline.org. See also: '

For Caregivers

* Deaton, R.L. & Berkan, W.A. (1995). Planning and managing death issues in the schools: A handbook.
Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing Group.

*  Mister Rogers Websiie; www.misterrogers.org (see booklet on Grieving for children 4-10 years)

*  Webb, NB. (1993). Helping bereaved children: A handbook for practitioners. New York: Guilford Pregs.

*  Wolfelt, A. (1983). Helping children cope with grigf. Bristol, PA: Accelerated Development.

»  Wolfeit, A (1997). Healing the bereaved child- Grief gardening, growth through grief and other touchstones
Jor caregivers. Ft, Collins, CO: Companion. '

*  Worden, J.W. (1996). Children and grief: When a parent dies. New York: Guilford Press

* Helping Children Cope With Death, The Dougy Center for Grieving Children, www.dougy.orp.

For Children
*  Gootran, M.E. (1994). When a friend dies: A book Jor teens about grieving and healing. Minneapolis: Free
Spirit Publishing,

® Greenles, S. (1992). When someone dies. Atlanta; Peachtree Publishing. (Ages 9-12).
©  Woltelt, A. (2001). Healing your grievin g heart for kids. Ft. Collins, CO: Companion. {See also similar titles
for teens and adults) '

Adapied from material first posted on the NASP website after September i1, 2001.

NASP has made these materials available free of charge to the public in order tp promote the ability of children
and youth to cope with traumatic or unsettling times. The materials may be adapted, reprodyced, reprinted, or
linked to websites without specific permission. However, the integrily of the content must be maintained and
NASP must be given proper credit.
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