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Teachers and schools already have a lot of work to do. Sometimes they wonder whether they should take on the additional task of supporting bereaved children and helping all students understand death and grief.

We’ll talk about why schools are an ideal environment for these efforts and how a relatively small investment of time and energy can result in immensely important benefits. 

The information provided in this module will focus on practical matters. It will help you understand why it’s important for teachers to know how to help children cope with bereavement. You’ll see how essential teachers are in helping children understand death and grieving, and the special role they can play for grieving children. You’ll understand the ways children learn to understand death and how you can help them cope both in the immediate aftermath of a death and in the long run. You’ll also learn about how to teach all of your students about death and grieving to help them prepare for future losses. And, because you are also affected when you support students after a death, the importance of self-care will be discussed. 

Throughout this presentation, the term “children” will be used to refer to school-age children of all ages, including adolescents, unless otherwise indicated.
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Unfortunately, loss is common in the lives of both younger children and adolescents, and this often includes the loss of someone very close. About 5% will face the death of a parent by age 16. Studies show that before they reach adulthood, almost all children will experience the death of an important person in their lives. For example, in a survey of students in two midwestern high schools, 90% reported the death of a family member, relative or someone they cared about; and 40% reported the death of a close friend their own age. 
 	
It’s likely you work with grieving children every day, even if you don’t see any children who appear to be grieving.
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Children experiencing grief may show a range of problems that affect their academic performance, including:

 Difficulty concentrating, which can make it hard to retain new information
 Distractibility, which can affect attention in class and ability to complete homework
 Difficulty focusing on assignments and class discussions
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Death is often confusing to children. Young children may not be clear about what has actually happened to this person they care about. They may be curious: What does death mean? All children may wonder: Why are others acting differently toward me?  They may worry: What’s expected of me? They may be asking themselves: Why do I have these very strong, unfamiliar feelings? 
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Although usually not logical or realistic, reactions of guilt and shame after a death are quite common for children and adolescents, and even adults. These may arise in response to their own thoughts and feelings about actions taken or not taken, as well as thoughts and feelings about the person who died. For example, guilt may arise because of a thought or wish a child had. A girl may have wished her father harm after she was punished, and then felt responsible when he was killed in a car collision. Or a teen may be concerned that his inaction caused the death, “If I had volunteered to drive my brother to his soccer game, my mother wouldn’t have been in the wreck and died.” This is why it’s important to reassure children that they are not at fault, even if they haven’t openly expressed any feelings of guilt. 
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A range of other reactions and emotions can arise for children. These can include feelings of sadness or depression. Children often experience anxiety and sleep problems, such as nightmares or finding it hard to fall or stay sleep. Outbursts of anger may occur. They may feel anger toward God, family members, friends or even the person who died. 

Older children and teens sometimes engage in risky behaviors, such as drinking, using drugs, getting into fights, driving recklessly, or taking sexual risks. They may begin to have school problems or conflicts with friends. 
	
Some children and teens may respond to a death with comments or behaviors that seem cold or selfish. They might worry that they won’t get something they want, such as a party, a trip or new clothes. This is common early in grief, and often reflects larger concerns about whether their personal and security needs will be met. Once they feel their needs are being met, they’ll be able to think more about others.
	
Children often seem to act younger at times of stress. Young children who have mastered toilet training may start to have accidents. Older children might become clingy or act immaturely. Teens might become demanding or pick fights, much like younger children.

Although these reactions are common, they generally do not rise to the level of a mental health diagnosis, particularly if the children have support from important adults in their lives. 
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These are additional common reactions in children after a death has occurred. Children may isolate themselves when they aren’t sure where to turn to for help with their feelings and questions. They may feel alone when peers and family members don’t know how to help. Decreased communication may be seen, as important people in children’s lives struggle with what to say, and the children also struggle with how to express themselves. 
	
Pre-existing challenges often become worse in bereavement. A child who already has trouble learning is likely to have even more difficulty. A child who has anxiety or depression may find these problems worsen. In general, any student on an IEP may have greater challenges in learning and adjusting after a death in his or her life. 

It’s important to remember that the reactions we’re discussing are generalizations. These are things that many or most children will experience. However, children grieve in individual ways, just as adults do. Every child’s circumstances are unique. Children may express feelings in ways other than talking, such as play, art, music, or creative writing. 
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Children spend the majority of their days in school. So it’s a familiar setting for learning about difficult topics such as death and bereavement. 

Children generally see schools as a supportive environment. Teachers help students puzzle out everything from math to history. So when they seek support and guidance after a death, it’s natural for children to turn to their teachers. 

Schools offer a variety of trained staff, including teachers, counselors, nurses, resource officers and administrators. These professionals are able to support students in different ways. 

Services and support can be offered to large numbers of children. Emotional or mental health services often carry a stigma, and many children and their families will not discuss issues that may cause distress. Because schools are a trusted resource for support, children may accept guidance and services they would not otherwise seek. 
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Grieving children realize the death is difficult for family members. They often hesitate to express their feelings or ask questions because they see or worry that this causes additional pain or sadness for a parent or other family member. Grieving children therefore need support beyond the family.
	
In most cases, teachers have distance from the loss. While children’s questions may bring up sadness for teachers, teachers will not usually express the intensity of grief a child’s family members are feeling. So children can ask their questions more freely.
	
Teachers also have knowledge and skills that help them respond to children’s questions and needs effectively. They understand developmental issues and can use this information as they address children’s needs. Teachers are familiar with their students’ day-to-day behaviors. This knowledge allows them to monitor how grieving children are doing over time, relative to how other children are learning and growing. 

While teachers may have an important and different perspective than families to offer, they should actively engage parents/caregivers and communicate openly.  In this way, children can be provided supportive services by a team including family and school personnel.
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Teachers’ efforts help all students. Teachers can help all students gain a greater understanding about death and resolve misconceptions.

They can provide anticipatory guidance for all students to prepare them for a future time when they will face a death in their own lives. This can help students who are grieving now, by giving them a clearer understanding of their experiences. It can also give them and their peers a better sense of how to ask for and provide emotional support.
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There are several effective approaches to helping students learn about death and grieving. Look at planned coursework, such as books students may read. When a character in a story dies it can open discussions about death and grief. Teachable moments in class, such as the death of a classroom pet, discussion of a natural disaster in the news or a question raised by a student, can serve as the starting point for classroom discussion. Teachable moments may also arise with individuals or small groups of students. 
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These efforts can help bereaved students in a number of ways. They can decrease their sense of isolation, increase academic success, increase discussion with and support offered by peers, and increase discussion between the bereaved children and their families.
 
These efforts help teachers identify situations that may need referral. They also give teachers a chance to connect with students on something of immense importance. These are the kinds of contact students often remember for the rest of their lives.
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To help children cope with loss, it is important that we understand how children understand death.
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As you begin to support students after a death, talking to them about what death means is essential. There are four basic concepts about death that people must understand before they can fully grasp and cope with a death:
 death is irreversible;
 all life functions end completely at the time of death; 
 everything that is alive eventually dies; and
(4)  there are physical reasons someone dies.

Most children understand these concepts by age 5 to 7. But even children who are much younger can be helped to understand these concepts.
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Children need to learn that death is irreversible. They often see cartoons and TV shows where characters “die” and then come back to life. Children may come to view death as a kind of temporary separation. Adults might reinforce this belief if they talk about someone who died as “going on a long journey.” Mourning is painful and takes time. Children who don’t see death as permanent can’t begin this difficult process.

Understanding this concept allows children to begin to mourn.
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Children need to understand that all life functions end completely at the time of death. Otherwise they may worry unnecessarily about the person who has died. Sometimes children are asked to talk to a person who has died, or to draw a picture or write a letter to place in the casket. They may be told the person is “watching over them” from heaven.
	
This can be frightening and confusing to children who have not yet come to understand this concept. Because they don’t understand, they don’t appreciate the symbolism of acts such as placing a picture in a casket. They may worry that the person who died is in pain, is hungry or thirsty, or is afraid about being in a coffin or being buried. They may wonder if the person is sad or lonely. They may become preoccupied with concerns that the person is suffering physically.
	
When children can correctly identify what living functions are, they can also understand these functions end at the time of death.

Understanding this concept helps children understand that the person who died is not suffering.
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Children should be helped to understand that everything that is alive eventually dies. Children may otherwise believe they and their loved ones will never die, and therefore be confused about why this particular death occurred. As they try to make sense why this death occurred, they may conclude that it happened because of something bad they did, or something they failed to do. This misunderstanding often leads to guilt.
	
They may also worry that the death happened because of something the person who died did or didn’t do. This may lead to shame.
	
These feelings of guilt and shame can be distressing and even overwhelming. Children may avoid talking about the death because they don’t want to expose these terrible feelings.
	
Understanding this concept makes it less likely that children will associate death with guilt and shame.
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There are physical reasons someone dies. If children don’t understand the real reason a person died, they are more likely to create explanations that cause guilt or shame, filling in the blanks with misperceptions and misattributions. 
	
Adults can help children understand the physical cause of a death if they use brief, simple language, at an appropriate developmental level. It’s important to avoid graphic details, especially in cases of violent death.	

Understanding this concept helps children minimize feelings of guilt and shame. 
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Adults may choose words they feel are gentler for children. They often avoid using words that seem blunt, such as “death” or “dead.” However, less direct terms can be confusing for children. For example, if an adult tells a child someone who died is in a state of eternal sleep, the child may become afraid to go to sleep. 
	
Religious beliefs are often abstract and difficult for young children to understand. Children can learn the facts about what happens to the physical body in ways that support the family’s religious or spiritual beliefs. Although teachers may worry about how to address questions of religion, these actually rarely occur in non-religious schools. If they do, teachers can encourage the child to discuss their questions with family members. 
	
For example, the family might explain that the person has died, and no longer thinks, feels or sees. They could describe what happened to the body (e.g., placed in a casket and buried). They might add their own family’s belief about the afterlife—for example, that there is a special part of the person that cannot be seen or touched, which is called the spirit or soul. This part continues on in a place we cannot see or visit, which is called heaven.
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Teachers may avoid discussions of death because death is generally a taboo subject in our culture, and is not often discussed with adults or children. Many adults, including teachers, may feel uncomfortable with the topic. Teachers may also feel concern about saying “the wrong thing.” But saying nothing is “the wrong thing.”

Teachers may worry that discussions may be upsetting to children. But it’s not the discussion, but the death itself that is upsetting. Knowing a teacher is there to talk to and offer support in difficult times is comforting, even when the topic is challenging. 
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A variety of factors can affect the way children respond to a death. For example, a younger child will face different challenges than a teenager in understanding and coping with a death. Children have different temperaments and personalities. Some children are more resilient than others. Some have an easier time establishing and using social relationships to obtain support, or are more likely to ask for help when needed. Children have different coping skills and different opportunities to develop these skills.

Students who have a history of prior difficulties with school, home, learning, discipline or traumatic experiences may have a harder time as they cope with a loss.
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When students get strong, consistent support from family, friends, school and community, they usually cope more successfully. 
	
The type of death can also affect bereavement. Different issues may arise with a sudden death versus one that was expected after a long illness. Some deaths are more challenging. These include death from violence or suicide, or when the family feels shame about the cause (e.g., drug overdose, HIV/AIDS, killed while committing a crime).
	
Children who had an ambivalent or highly dependent relationship with the person who died may have more difficulty adjusting to the loss.
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While the death itself is considered a primary loss, children may also experience secondary losses.
	
For example, children may experience changed relationships because the friends and associates of the deceased are no longer a regular part of their lives. For example, Uncle John, dad’s brother, used to come over every weekend to work on cars and would play catch with the child; but after the child’s father died, this is rare. 

Sometimes, families need to move after a death of a parent or caregiver. When this happens, the child may have to change schools, so friends and support systems will be disrupted. If families experience financial loss because of a death, there may be a change in lifestyle. They may move to a smaller apartment, or the child may no longer be able to participate in after-school programs that cost money.
	
Moving or changed financial circumstances can also lead to a change in peer group, which makes the challenges all the more difficult for the child. 
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Children feel connected to family and friends through shared memories with others. The loss of shared memories with the person who died—a special outing, memories of the child’s birth, stories about holidays, private jokes—can be painful. No one knows the child quite the same way the deceased did.
	
A death may also lead to a change in plans for the future. Perhaps, after a parent’s death, a teen may not be able to afford to attend his or her college of choice, or may not have the help with college applications that the deceased parent would have provided. An upcoming vacation might be cancelled. How the family plans for holidays changes.
	
Children also lose the ability to count on their world being safe in the same way. If this person could die, others they love could too. Children of all ages may experience a decreased sense of security and safety.
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Both teachers and parents are likely to underestimate children’s reactions to death and their need for support. Adults may expect that children—especially young children—will not feel or respond to a death in a deep way. They may believe that young children don’t really understand the gravity of the death. As a result, they may not see cues that a child is distressed.
	
Children may not communicate a sense of grief to adults in their behaviors. They may be silly, impulsive or irritable. They may seem “fine” to observers.
	
Children may not communicate a sense of grief to adults in their words. They may not know how to describe what they’re feeling, or what words to use to ask for the kind of support that would help.
	
Adults want children to be OK and tend to see them that way whenever possible. They are often relieved when children seem untroubled.
	
Children know that discussions about a death can be upsetting to parents, teachers or other adults. They often protect adults by avoiding these topics.




Presenter
Presentation Notes
Children who experience high rates of ongoing violence in their communities also have a great need to talk about the things that happen in their lives, including a death. Even when children have witnessed violence and death repeatedly, they do not “get used to it.” They become more, not less, sensitized to subsequent loss.
	
These children may have learned to deny their feelings and avoid showing their distress. It’s important to give them opportunities to express their feelings, to have discussions with caring adults, and to gain support and understanding from these adults.
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Most children will move through the grief process without major problems with school, friends or family. Virtually all will benefit from support provided by a concerned teacher or other helping adult. Some will benefit from bereavement support groups or short-term counseling. 
	
In some cases, however, a referral to outside services such as counseling is essential. If grieving children are having continued school problems weeks or months after the death, it’s important to intervene. Don’t wait for “school problems” to become “school failure.”
	
Changes in behaviors, such as aggression or other severe problem behaviors, are also signs a referral is called for. Excessive guilt, new or increased feelings of apathy, or unremitting sadness or depression are also concerns that warrant a referral.
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Other signals of distress that call for counseling referrals include social withdrawal and isolation. As always, self-destructive behaviors are a concern that needs an immediate referral for services. These behaviors include beginning or increased drinking or drug use, taking dangerous risks, or actively engaging in self-harm such as cutting.
	
Suicidal talk or behaviors require active intervention, and should be treated as urgent matters. 
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It can be difficult to watch children in distress. One of the hardest parts of supporting grieving children is being with them and allowing them to grieve. As a culture, we don’t often speak about death and grief openly. Helping students may involve learning new ways to communicate about these issues.
	
Being present and authentic means findings ways to speak that feel true to teachers and to their students. A genuine expression of sympathy is appropriate. ”I was sorry to hear about your grandmother. You and your family have been in my thoughts.”
	
It’s common to want to share personal stories about matters as big as death and grief. However, it’s important to listen more and talk less with grieving children, and to give them lots of space to express themselves.
	
The goal is not to take away the pain of this grief, but to allow an opportunity for it to be expressed. Avoid comments aimed at trying to cheer up students who are grieving such as, “At least you have the rest of your family,” or “At least he died a hero.” 
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Children and teens going through grief are often told they need to “toughen up,” be strong for their families, or keep their feelings under control. A caring teacher can comment instead that they are probably having many strong feelings and allow or encourage emotional expression. Expressing feelings is an important part of grieving.
	
To show empathy for students, a teacher can reflect back what the student expresses, using compassion and avoiding judgment. For example, the child says, “This is so hard. It hurts so much. I want it to stop.” A teacher could reflect by saying, “This death has been hard for you. You’re wondering when the hurt will stop.” With this type of reflection, children generally give additional information because they know the teacher is listening.

Grieving children might cry or become upset. They might throw down a book or slam a hand on a desk. These single expressions can be healthy, and show a willingness to experience some of the truly deep feelings of profound grief. It’s appropriate to stop harmful or dangerous behaviors that pose a risk to safety.
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People often make well-intentioned statements that aren’t helpful to grieving children or their families. These comments are more likely to hinder communication, worsen guilt or give children incorrect information about the natural process of grieving.
	
In this example, people can’t really know what another person is feeling, especially in matters of grief, unless the person who is grieving informs them.
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Anger is a common reaction in grief, but it is not appropriate to tell people who are grieving how they ought to feel. Instead, allow them to communicate their emotions.
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Grieving students need permission to fully express the feelings they’re having, including their profound grief. Efforts to cheer children up or encourage them to focus on the positive are more likely to restrict their expressions of grief.
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Avoid statements that compete with children’s experience of loss. Children may feel their loss is less meaningful if the focus is shifted to someone who has suffered even more.
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Grieving children are often told they shouldn’t express their feelings. They hear they should manage their emotions, grow up fast and not feel sorry for themselves. These messages all hold children back from expressing their grief, coping with these difficult feelings and sharing their true concerns.
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It‘s impossible to compare losses, and generally not useful to do so. Keep the focus on the grieving child’s experience. Remember, listening is a powerful way to offer support.
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There are a number of challenges that may arise for teachers as they reach out to grieving students. Students may feel overwhelmed by these conversations, and not know where to begin or what kind of support would be helpful. They may be afraid that if they start a difficult conversation in class they will be unable to control their feelings and worry that they will embarrass themselves in front of peers. Many students don’t want to stand out from their peers, especially at a time when the rest of their life is in great turmoil. However, some students, especially older children and teens, may be more comfortable turning to peers rather than adults for this type of support.
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These challenges can all be addressed. First and most important, is to initiate the conversation. Start simply, and ask one or two open-ended questions. Choose questions that guide students towards useful answers: How are you doing? How is your family doing? What kinds of support are you finding? What are some of the things you’re thinking or feeling these days?
	
Offering a chance for a private conversation can address concerns students may have about standing out from their peers. For example, a teacher can ask the student to stay behind after class to help with a task, and use this private time to talk. 
	
While peer support is important, it’s also important for children and teens to have a trustworthy adult they can speak to. Teachers can serve this role themselves, or arrange these connections to an adult the child can speak to. For example, they might put a student in touch with a school counselor or nurse, a coach or after-school-activities director, or a bereavement program in the community.
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Students will feel more permission to talk about their loss if they have heard a teacher say, “You can talk to me about anything, even if it seems difficult.”
	
Students feel a teacher is genuinely listening when the teacher responds appropriately and empathetically to comments. Again, reflection is a good way to let a student know he or she has been heard. 
	
When teachers have already discussed death, grief or other challenging topics, students have greater confidence that the teacher can handle a difficult conversation.
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Teachers can express concern by approaching students directly and letting them know they have heard about the death and wish to express their concern. For example, “I heard about your father’s death and wanted to let you know I was thinking about you over the weekend.”
	
They can invite the conversation by asking an open-ended question, such as, “How are you doing?” or, “What have these last few days been like for you?”
	
They can show patience as they listen and observe. Some students may not know what they want to say at first.
	
Teachers can help students understand that strong, powerful and unfamiliar feelings are all common in grief. They can offer reassurance that the feelings change over time and coping becomes easier.
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Grief changes over time. Even when a death occurred some time ago, it continues to affect a child’s life. Feelings of grief tend to become less insistent. Intense feelings occur less frequently. But, for most people, the death of a loved one stays with us in some way throughout our lives. This is especially true for children. Teachers can also provide support to students who have experienced a death in the past. Most will be appreciative of the support teachers can offer over time.
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Grief can be re-experienced by children as they go through some of the common experiences of childhood. For example, holidays are not the same after a family member dies. Transitions to a new grade or school may bring up feelings of loss or missing the absent friend or family member. Special events and celebrations, such as award ceremonies or graduations, also may bring up feelings of loss.
	
Children go through a range of rites of passage as they grow. They often feel the absence of a loved one strongly when they cannot share a sense of pride and satisfaction in their achievements with this person.
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Grief triggers are common for both children and adults. They cause sudden and powerful feelings of sadness and may come up quickly and unexpectedly on special occasions or during everyday events. 

Many school activities can be a grief trigger for a child who has experienced loss. Some examples of grief triggers include anniversaries, birthdays and holidays; listening to a song that the deceased used to enjoy; a difficult assignment that the deceased might have helped with; special events at school; or even reading about the death of a book character who dies in a similar manner as the loved one.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Children may feel upset, anxious, and/or frustrated by grief triggers, especially if they feel out of control after they seemed to be gaining some relief from their strong feelings. Support from teachers and schools can help students move through these experiences in a positive and productive way. 

Some helpful responses for these triggers include providing a safe space or location where the child can go, or an adult the child can talk to, when feeling upset or wanting to talk; setting procedures for the child to obtain support, such as a signal or statement that doesn’t draw attention but allows the student to leave the classroom to go to the safe space or seek support; letting the child call a parent or other family member if needed; providing permission and encouragement to see the school nurse or a counselor; and offering private time with a teacher to talk about thoughts, concerns and feelings.
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Teachers strive to be mindful of how their students respond to classroom materials and discussions. Death can come up as a topic frequently in the classroom, through assigned books and readings, or as part of history, current events or health lessons. Teachers won’t always know which students in their classes have experienced losses. Teachers can’t know how students will be affected by lessons that touch upon death in some way.
	
Teachers can address this by using these opportunities as “teachable moments” to discuss the issue and by being sensitive about the topic as a matter of course.
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Teachers should be thoughtful about how they approach classroom activities that focus on loved ones. Students may be asked to make cards or gifts, or write letters or essays about a family member, for Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Valentine’s Day or other holidays. These activities can be difficult for students who have lost a parent or family member, or when the family member is absent for other reasons.
	
Teachers can keep these activities more open. They can invite students to focus on the specific family member (with advice on how to adjust the assignment if the person has died), or complete the assignment about someone else who’s important in their lives. For example, students can discuss the idea of Mother’s Day being a time to recognize a woman who’s provided love, support and guidance in one’s life. Help children identify who these individuals may be, such as mothers, grandmothers, aunts, cousins, foster parents or teachers. 
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Death may be mentioned or discussed in assignments involving novels, short stories, current events or other activities. Teachers can prepare students ahead of time for content that might be distressing, and offer to talk privately to any students who have concerns or feelings in response to the assignment or discussion.
	
For example, teachers might say, “I’m not going to give away the plot of this novel, but I’m going to tell you that one of the characters dies in a car crash. Some of you have probably known people who have died, possibly in similar ways. If reading this book or doing the work brings up any concerns or feelings you’d like to discuss privately, please let me know.”
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There are a number of important national events that emerge in classroom lessons. Examples include the terrorist attacks of 9/11/01, wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and natural disasters such as Hurricane Katrina.
	
While it’s important for students to learn about these events, bereaved students may have strong emotional responses to such lessons. This is especially true when students or their families have been directly affected by an event.
	
As with other topics addressing death, teachers can acknowledge the possibility that students might have emotional responses to the material, and invite any students who have been affected in some way by the event to talk with them privately.
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Today’s module will touch briefly on these special circumstances, but will not cover them in depth.
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While many of the issues concerning students and grief are the same whether a death affects one student or many, there are also particular issues for schools that have experienced the death of a student or staff member. 
	
It’s important for schools to establish a system to notify teachers and students when a death occurs (even when school is not in session), and to have a strategy for offering support to both students and staff, and even parents. This planning is the work of a school crisis team or similar group.
	
A guide for practical steps that schools can follow after the death of a student or staff member can be freely downloaded from the website of the National Center for School Crisis and Bereavement. A resource on how to create and train school crisis teams is a book by Schonfeld, Lichtenstein, Pruett and Speese-Linehan titled, How to Prepare for and Respond to a Crisis. These resources are listed in your handouts.
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Medical advances are helping children with serious illness attend regular school classes. Teachers are more likely than ever before to have students with serious conditions in their classrooms, including some who may be terminally ill.
	
It’s important for schools and teachers to understand how to best support these children so they may continue their work of learning and attending school. It’s also important to know how to provide helpful and appropriate information to other students who may be concerned for their classmate’s situation, or worried about their own safety or families. Partnering with the family is an important first step in determining needs and developing a plan to provide information. 
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Memorials and commemoration activities can be very helpful for both children and adults as they cope with grief.

Schools will want to set up procedures to guide memorials and commemoration activities on campus if a student or staff member dies. This will allow for a uniform response to any death. Considerations for memorials and commemorations can be found in the guidelines mentioned earlier and listed in your resources. For all responses, it’s critical that students play an active role in the planning of these events, so that the activities are meaningful for them and developmentally appropriate. 
	
In some instances, such as a suicide or violent death, appropriate interventions can help students stay safe. These may help prevent additional violent or suicidal behavior in vulnerable students.
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Families may look to teachers for advice about children’s participation in funerals. Teachers may be the first or only professional in contact with the family soon after the death who can help facilitate this and provide ideas for supporting the child at the funeral. This is an important role that teachers can take, whether it is after the death of a family member or friend of a student, or a member of the school community.

Children usually benefit by attending funerals or memorial services. They participate in a community ritual of support that can give them great comfort. When they are not allowed to attend services they often “fill in the blanks” in ways that increase their worries, anxieties and fears. They may wonder what happens at funerals that is so awful that adults won’t allow them to attend. 
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Encourage parents to explain what will happen at the service (Will there be a casket? Will it be open or closed? Will there be many people? Will people be crying, or sharing funny or touching stories?). They can invite and answer their children’s questions in a simple and honest fashion. This will also allow a time for families to share their religious beliefs about death with the child. Invite children to attend and to participate at the level they desire, but in such a way that they don’t feel forced or coerced. 
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It’s helpful to find an adult to be with each child, especially for younger children and preteens. This might be a neighbor, babysitter or teacher—someone who knows the family and the child, but is not immediately affected by deep grief. This allows options for children. If they wish to leave the ceremony for a few minutes, or for the remainder, there is an adult who can be with them. If they wish to play quietly in the back of the room, they can do so.
	
Depending on the family’s faith and customs, offer children a role in the service so they can feel part of the ritual. A role can be active, such as a reading, or can be more passive, such as walking in with the family, sitting together, or selecting a hymn that someone else will sing. 
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Presentation Notes
This is emotional work. It’s important for teachers to have strategies for self-care. If you are talking to children who have lost a loved one, or talking to students generally about death and grief, you will often find yourself examining your own feelings about death or reliving events and emotions related to a death in your own life. Children will raise interesting and thought-provoking questions. Some of these will be the same kinds of questions you yourself may have.
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Presentation Notes
Talking with grieving children can be difficult. Experiencing our own grief is difficult. It’s not a bad thing, but it can be challenging. Taking care of yourself is important.

Talk with people you trust about the thoughts, feelings and experiences you have concerning your students, and your own thoughts and feelings surrounding grief and death.
	
Practice good stress management. Exercise, eat well, get enough rest, play with your children and pets, and do other healthy things that help you stay relaxed.
	
Give support to others. Talk to colleagues who are also helping bereaved students. Learn from their experiences, and share your insights. In fact, research shows that when we help others, we actually do better ourselves.
	
Stay connected to those you care about—family members, friends, and other relatives. These connections help us stay resilient and find meaning in our lives.
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Presentation Notes
Talking with children about grief can help teachers find increased meaning in their work. Reaching students in times of need—having a true impact on their learning and their lives—is an important reason many people become teachers. The support and reflections raised by your efforts can lead not only to benefits in the lives of the students, but also to enrichment in your own personal life. 
	
Talking with children, colleagues, family and friends about these issues can bring us all a deeper and more rewarding understanding of our own lives—what we most cherish, and what matters to us most deeply.








Presenter
Presentation Notes
A free booklet for parents on how to talk to and support their children after a death can be downloaded in both English and Spanish from the website listed on this slide.





	Slide Number 1
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	Slide Number 9
	Slide Number 10
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Slide Number 14
	Slide Number 15
	Slide Number 16
	Slide Number 17
	Slide Number 18
	Slide Number 19
	Slide Number 20
	Slide Number 21
	Slide Number 22
	Slide Number 23
	Slide Number 24
	Slide Number 25
	Slide Number 26
	Slide Number 27
	Slide Number 28
	Slide Number 29
	Slide Number 30
	Slide Number 31
	Slide Number 32
	Slide Number 33
	Slide Number 34
	Slide Number 35
	Slide Number 36
	Slide Number 37
	Slide Number 38
	Slide Number 39
	Slide Number 40
	Slide Number 41
	Slide Number 42
	Slide Number 43
	Slide Number 44
	Slide Number 45
	Slide Number 46
	Slide Number 47
	Slide Number 48
	Slide Number 49
	Slide Number 50
	Slide Number 51
	Slide Number 52
	Slide Number 53
	Slide Number 54
	Slide Number 55
	Slide Number 56
	Slide Number 57
	Slide Number 58
	Slide Number 59
	Slide Number 60
	Slide Number 61
	Slide Number 62
	Slide Number 63
	Slide Number 64
	Slide Number 65
	Slide Number 66
	Slide Number 67
	Slide Number 68

