Helping Children Cope With Loss,

Death, and Grief
Tips for Teachers and Parents

Schools and comunities around the countgyill be impactedoy the loss of life associated with the war in Iraqg.
The effects ray be significant for soepeople because gfieir em



Don't lie or tell half-truths to children about the tragic even€hildren are often bright and sensitive. They
will see through false inforation and wonder whyou do nottrust themwith the truth. Lies do not help the
child through the healing process or help develop #fiecoping strategies for life’future tragedies or
losses.

Help all children, regardless of age, to understand loss and de@&ive the child information at the level
that he/she can understand. Allow the child to guide adslte the need forare information or clarification
of the information presented. Loss and death are bothgbdinie cycle of life that children need to understand.

Encourage children to ask questions about loss and deattiults need to be less anxious about not
knowing all the answers. Treat questions with respedta willingness to help the child find his or her own
answers.

Don't assume that children always grve in an orderly or predictable wayVe all grieve in different wag/
and there is no one “correct” wégr people to rave through the grieving process.

Let children know that you really want to understand what they are feelingvbat they needSonetimes
children are upset but thepnnot tell yu what will behelpful. Giving thenthe time and encouragesnt to
share their feelings withoy may enable thento sort out their feelings.

Children will need long-lasting supporfThe nore losses the child or agsicent suffers, theare difficult it
will be to recover. This is especialisue if theyhavelost a parent who was theirgar source of support. Try
to develop m



x Early Elementary SchoolChildren at this age (approxately 5-9) start to coprehend the finalityof death.
Theybegin to understand that certain ciratamces ray result in death. Thegan see that, if large planes
crash into buildings, people in the planes and buildmtie killed. In case of war iages, pung children
may not be able to differentiate between what theg on television, and whatght happen in their own
neighborhood. However, theyay over-generalize, partidarly at ages 5-6—if jet planes don't flhen
people dort die. At this age, death is perceived as abing that happens to others, not to oneself orone’
family.

x Middle Schoof Children at this level have the cognitive urelanding to coprehend death as a final event
that results in the cessation of all bodilmctions. Theymay not fully grasp the abstract concepts discussed
by adults or on the TV news but are liketybeguided in their thinking by concrete understanding of
justice. Theymay experience a varietyf feelings ad enotions, and their expressiongyrinclude acting out
or self-injurious behaviors as aeans of coping with their anger, vengeance and despair.

X High Schoot Most teens will fullygrasp the maning ofdeath in circuratances such as an auttiie
accident, illness and even the World Trade Center or Pentagon disastemnay lseek out friends and
family for confort or theymay withdraw to deal wth their grief. Teens (as well as seyounger children)
with a historyof depression, suicidal behavior anewital dependencwre at particular risk for prolonged
and serious grief reactions andymeed nore carefil attention fromhonme and school during these difficult
times.

Tips for Children and Teens with Grieving Friends and Classmates

Seeing a friend tryo cope with a loss ay scare or upsethildren who have had littier no experience with death
and grieving. Following are sansuggestions teachers andeyds can provide to children anduth to deal with
this “secondary/loss.

x Particularlywith younger children, it will be iportantto help clarifytheir understanding of death. See tips
above under “helping children cope.”

X Seeing their classates’reactions to loss ay bring about somfears of losing their own parents or siblings,
particularlyfor students who have faiy in the nilitary or other risk related professions. Children need
reassurance fromaregivers and teachdhat their own farities are safe. For children who have experienced
their own loss (previous death of a parent, grandpasiatiig), observing the grief of a friend can bring back
painful memories. These children are at greater rigkdeveloping rore serious stress reactions and should
be given extra support as needed.

X Children (and rany adults) need help in canunicating condolence or cdort messagesProvide children
with age-appropriate guidance for supporting their peerp. tHemdecide what to safe.g., “Steve, | arso
sorry about yur father. | know gu will miss himvery much. Let ne know if | can help gu with your paper
route....”) and what to expect (see “expressions of grief” above).

X Help children anticipate sathanges in friends’ behari It is important that children understand that their
grieving friends ray act differently may withdraw fromtheir friends for a while, ilght seemangryor very
sad, etc., but that this does natan a lasting change in their relationship.

x Explain to children that their “regular” friendshipaynbe an inportant source of support for friends and
classnates. Even norah social activties such as inviting a friend over to pjaoing to the park, playg
sports, watching a avie, or a trip to the ail may offer a much needed distraction and sense of connection
and nornalcy.

X Children need to have se@mptions for providing gpport—it will help thendeal with their fears and
concerns if theynave sora concrete actions thitiey can take to help. Suggessking cards, drawings,
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helping with chores or hoework, etcOlder teens mght offer to help the faity with sone shopping,
cleaning, errands, etc., or witlabysitting for younger children.

X Encourage children who are worried about a friend tottadkcaring adult. This can help alleviate their own
concern or potential sense of responsibiiitymaking their friend feel better. Childrenay also share
important infornation about a friend who & risk of nore serious grief reactions.

x Parents and teachers need to be alert to childrerimcdre who ray be reacting to a friend’loss of a loved
one. These children will need semxtra support thelp themdeal with the sense of frustration and
helplessness thatamy people are feeling at this ten

Resources for Grieving and Traumatizd Children

At times of severe stress, such as the teaofmvar orterrorist attacks, both children and adults need extra
support. Children who are p$igally and enotionally closest to this tragedyay very well experience the ost
dramatic feelings of fear, anxietgnd loss. Theynay have personalljost a lovedne or know of friends and
schoolnates who have been devastatedtgse treacheroasts. Adults need to carefulbbserve these children
for signs of traurdic stress, depression or even suatithinking, and seek professional help when necessary

Resources to helpoy identify symptoms of severe stress and grief reactions are available at the National
Association of School Pskiologist’s website—www.nasponline.org. See also:

For Caregivers

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

X Mister Rogers Websitemww.misterrogers.org (see booklet on Grieving for children 4-1€ays)
X Webb, N.B. (1993)Helping bereaved children: A handbook for practitioners. New York: Guilfor O 1tic stress, depress



	Expressions of Grief
	Developmental Phases in Understanding Death
	Tips for Children and Teens with Grieving Friends and Classmates
	Resources for Grieving and Traumatized Children
	For Caregivers


