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After a loved one dies—How children grieve and how
parents and other adults can support them.

Written by David J, Schonfeld, MD, and Marcia Quackenbush, MS, MFT, CHES

Dr. Schonfeld is 2 developmental-behavioral pediatrician. He founded and directs the National
Center for School Crisis and Bereavernent INCSCB) at Children's Hospital Los Angeles
{www.schoolcrisiscenter.org). The NCSCB is dedicated to helping schools support their students
through crisis and loss by providing technical assistance and advice to schools and communities

in the aftermath of major crisis events and throughout long-term recovery, as well as expert
consultation and trainings for school professionals and communities preparing for or responding
to crisis events. The NCSCB advocates for policies that encourage best practices in crisis and grief
supportin schools and conducts research in the fields of childhood bereavement and disaster
preparedness.

Ms. Quackenbush s alicensed family therapist and certified health educator, She has more than 20
years of clinical mental health experience, much focused on children, adolescents, and families of
people living with life-changing or terminal conditions.
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When children
get support
from parents
and other
adults around
them, it helps
the entire
family cope.

Helping children, helping the family.

The death of a loved oneis difficult for
everyone. Children feel the loss strongly.
Parents are coping with thelr own grief.

If aparent dies, the surviving parent
faces the new responsibility of caring

for the children alone. Grandparents,
aunts, uncles, and family friends are
affected, too.

Because children and teens understand
death differently from adults, their
reactions may be different. Some ofthe
things they say or do may seem puzzling.

This guide reviews how children grieve
and how parents and other caring
adults can help them understand death
better. it offers suggestions for helping
children cope. These suggestions are
not meant to rush children through their
grief or turnthem into adults before
their time. Rather, they wilt give them
anunderstanding they canuse now,

as children, to grieve ina healthy and
meaningful way.

When children get support from parents
and other adults around them, it helps
the entire family cope, There isess
confusion, and more understanding of
one another. The family sees that it can
stay close even though the feelings of
griefmight be very strong.

How to use this guide.

This guide covers alot of information.
Some of it will apply to your situation,
and some of it may not. You can read just
the sections that seem mostimportant
to you right now. As things change or
new situations come up, you may want
to read the other sections,

Note: In this guide, "chiidren” refers
to children of ail ages, including teens,
except when talking about a specific age.

Other caring adults.

This guide is geared toward parents and family, but others who work
with children may also find it useful, Teachers, coaches, childcare

providers, and other caring aduits can offer better support to a child
who has lost a family member or friend when they understand more
about how children grieve.







1. Death is irreversible.

In cartoons, television shows, and movies, children see
characters "dle" and then come back to life. Inreal life, this
is not going to happen.

Children who don't fully understand this concept may view
death as a kind of temporary separation. They often think

of people who have died as being far away, perhaps ona trip.
Sometimes adults reinforce this belief by talking about the
personwha died as having "gone on a long journey.” Children
may feel angry when their loved one doesn't call or return for
important occasions.

if children don't think of the death as permanent, they have
little reason to begin to mourn, Mourning is a painful process
that requires people to adjust their ties to the person who has
died. An essential first step in this process is understanding
and, at some level, accepting that the loss is permanent.

2. All life functions end completely
at the time of death.

Very young children view all things as living—their sister, a
toy, the meanrock that just “tripped” them. In day-to-day
conversations, adults may add to this confusion by talking
about the child's doll being hungry or saying they got heme
late because the car "died.”

Imaginative play with childrenis natural and appropriate. But,
while adults understand that there’s a difference between
pretending a dollis hungry and believing the dollis hungry, this
difference may not be clear to a very young child.

Young children are sometimes encouraged to talk to a family
member who has died. They may be told their loved one is
“watching over them" from heaven. Sometimes children are
asked to draw a picture or write a note to the person who died
that can be placedin the coffin.

These comments can be confusing and even frightening to
some children. Ifthe person who has died couldread a note,
does it mean he or she will be aware of being in the coffin? Will
the person realize he or she has been buried?

Children may know that people can't move after they've died,
but believe this is because the coffinis too small. They may
know people can't see after death, but belleve this is because it
is dark underground. These chiidren may become preoccupied
with the physical suffering of the deceased.

When children ¢an correctly identify what living functions are,
they can alsc understand that these functions end completely
at the time of death. For example, only living things can think,
be afraid, be hungry, or feel pain. Only living things have a
beating heart or need air to breathe.



3. Everything that is alive
eventually dies.

Children may believe that they and others close to them will
never die. Parents often reassure children that they will always
bethere to take care of them. They tell them not to worry
about dying themselves. This wish to shield children from
death is understandable, But when a death directly affects
children, this reality can no longer be hidden from them. When
a parent or other significant person has died, children wilt
usually fear that others close to them—perhaps everyone
they care about—will aiso die.

Children, just like adults, struggle to make sense of adeath.
Ifthey do not understand that death is an inevitable part of life,
they will make mistakes as they figure out why this particular
death occurred. They may assume it happened because of
something bad they did or something they failed to do. They
may think it happened because of bad thoughts they had. This
leads to guilt. They may assume the person who died did or
thought bad things, or didn't do something he or she should
have done. This leads to shame.

These reactions make it difficult for children to adjust to the
loss. Many children don't want to talk about the death because
it will expose these terrible feelings of guitt and shame.

When you talk to your children about this concept, let them
know you are well, and that you are doing everything you can
to stay healthy. Explain that you hope and expect tolive a very
long time, until your children are adults, This is different from
tefling children that you or they will never die.

4., There are physical reasons
someone dies.

Children must understand why their loved one has died. Ifthey
don't, they're more likely to come up with explanations that
cause guilt or shame.

The goalis to help children feel they understand what has
happened. Offer a brief explanation using simple and direct
language. Take your cues from your children, and allow them to
ask for further explanations. Graphic details aren’t necessary
and should be avoided, especially if the death was violent.



Talking with your
children provides
a chance for them
to show you

their feelings.

Explaining death to children.

Sometimes, children don't react to
news of a death the way their parents
and other adults expect them to. There
are many ways explanations about
death can confuse children,

Explanations and terms may not be
clear. Adults often choose words they
feelare gentler or less frightening for
children. They might avoid using the
words "dead” or “died," which seem
harsh at such an emotional time. But,
with these less direct terms, children
may not understand what the adult

is saying. For example, if an adult tells
children that their loved one is nowina
state of "eternal sleep,” the children may
become afraid to go to sleep.

What todo.

Speak gently, but frankly and directly
to children. Use the words “dead”
and “died.”

Children may only understand part of
the explanation. Even when adults give
clear, direct explanations, children may
not fully understand. For example, some
children who have beentold that the
body was placed in a casket worry about
where the head has been placed.

What to do.

Check back with your children to see
what they understand. You might say,
"Lat me see ifI've explained this well,
Piease tell me what youunderstand
has happened.”
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Children may use
play or creative
activities such as
drawing or
writing to express
their grief.
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Children may express their feelings

in ways other than talking. Children
may use play or creative activities such
as drawing or writing to express their
grief. Often, they come to a better
understanding of grief through play and
creativity. These expressions can give
you some important clues about what
children are thinking, but be careful not
tojump to conclusions. For example,
very happy drawings after a traumatic
death might give adults the idea that a
childis not affected by the deathwhen,
in fact, this is more likely a sign that the
childis not yet ready to deal with the
grieving process.

What todo.

Offer your children opportunities to
play, write, draw, paint, dance, make up
songs, or do other creative activities.

Ask them to tell you about their
artwork, For example, you might say,
"Tell me what's happening in this picture
you drew.” if there are peoplein the
drawing, ask who they are, what they're
feeling, whether anyone is missing from
the picture,and soon,

If you're worried that your children's
play or creative work shows they are
having trouble coping with the death,
seek outside help. {See the section
"Getting help” on page 18.)

Children often feel guiity after a death
has occurred. Young children have a
limited understanding of why things
happen as they do. They oftenusea
process called magical thinking. This
means they believe their own thoughts,
wishes, and actions can make things
happenin the greater world. Adults may
reinforce this misconception when they
suggest that children make a wish for
something they want to happen.

Magical thinking is useful at times. Being
able to wish for things to be better in
their lives and in the world can help
young children feel stronger and more

in control. But there's also a downside,
because when something bad happens,
such as the death of aloved one, children
may believe it happened because of
something they said, did, thought,
orwished.

Qlder children and teens also usually
wonder if there is something they could
have done, or should have done, to
prevent the death, For example, the
parent wouldn't have had a heart attack
if the child hadn’t misbehaved and
caused stress in the family. The car crash
wouldn’t have happened if the child
didn't need to be picked up after school.
The cancer wouldn't have progressed

if the child had just made sure the loved
one had seen adoctor.









Attending funerals and memorials.

Whenaclose friend or relative

dies, children should be offered the
opportunity to attend the funeralor
memorial service whenever possible.
Family members sometimes worry thata
funeral will be frightening for the children,
or that they willnot understand what

is happening.

But when children are not allowed to
attend services, they often create
fantasies far more frightening than what
actually occurs. Thayare likely towonder,
“What can they possibly be doingwith my
mother thatis so awful'm not allowed

to see?” They may also feel hurt ifthey
are not included in this important family
event. They lose an opportunity to feel
the comfort of spiritual and community
support provided through services.

You can take steps before, during,
and after the service to help your
children benefit.

What to do.

Explain what will happen. In simple
terms, let your children know what to
expect, Where will the service take
place? Who will be there? Wilithere
bemusic?

Describe what people willdo at the
service. Wilt guests be crying? Will
people share stories? Will people be
very serious, or will there be laughter?

Talk about the specific features of the
service, Willthere be a casket? Willitbe
an open casket? Will there be a funeral
procession or a graveside service?

Answer questions. Encourage your
children to ask any questions before the
service, Check in with them more than
once on this.

Let your children decide whether or
not to attend. You canlet them know
that you'd like them to be there, but
don'task themto participateinany
ritual or activity they find frightening or
unpleasant. Let them know that they

can leave at any point or just take a break

for afew minutes.

Find an adult to be with each child.
Especially for young children and
preteens, find an adult who can stay with
each child throughout the service. This
person can answer questions, provide
comfort, and give the child attention.
Ideally, this will be someone the child
knows and likes, such as a babysitter or
neighbor, whoisn't as directly affected
by the death. This allows the aduit to
focus onthe child’s needs, including
leaving the service if the child wishes.

Allow options. Younger children might
want to play quietly in the back of the
sanctuary, which can still give them a
sense of having participated in the ritual
in a direct way. Older children or teens
may want to invite a close friend to sit
with them in the family section.

Offer arolein the service. it maybe
helpful for children to have a simple task,
such as handing out memorial cards or
helping to choose flowers or a favorite
song for the service, it'simportant to
suggest something that will comfort and
not overwhelm the children.

Check in afterward. Be sure to speak to
your children after the service and offer
them your comfort and love. Over the
next few days, ask what they thought of
the service. Do they have any feelings
they want to share or questions to ask?
Are themes from the service showing up
in thelr play or drawings?

Children should

be offered the
opportunity to
attend the funeral
or memorial service.
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Helping children cope over time.

Griefis not a quick process. People
who've lost afamily member generally
feelthat loss throughout their lives. To
continue giving your children support,
it's important to understand how they
may cope with their grief over time.

No childis too young to be affected

by the death of someone close. Even
infants respond to a death. They miss
the familiar presence of a parent who
has died. They sense powerful emotions
around them, and notice changes in
feeding and caregiving routines.

Young children can grieve deeply, even
though they may not appear to be doing
so. They don't usually sustain strong
emotions the way aduits do. They may
visit their concerns briefly, and then turn
to play or schoolwork. This helps them
avoid being overwhelmed, but doesn't
necessarily mean their concerns have
beenaddressed.

Older children and teens may try to
focus their attention on schoolwork,
sports, or hobbies. They may assume
more responsibilities at home by helping
their parents or other childreninthe
family. Encourage your children to
continue their friendships with peers and
the activities they enjoyed priorto the

death. Even after the death of afamily
member, it's important for children to
keep being children,

Here are some ways adult family
members and friends can support
chitdren over time,

Help children preserve~and create—
memories. Children sometimes worry
that they will forget the person who died,
especially if they were quite young at the
time of the death. The entire family can
keep the person’s memory alive through
stories, pictures, and continued mention
of the personin everyday conversation.

Parents can model ways to talk about
the person who has died and make

his or her memory a part of holidays
and other special occasions. Finding
ways to recognize and remember what
was valuable in the relationship with
the personwho has diedis part of the
healing process.

Children often like to have physical
reminders of the person who has died.
Some childrenwant to carry a picture or
object that reminds them of their family
member or keepitina special placein
the home. They may keep clothing or

a pillow in their roomthat stillhas the
person's scent onit.

Parents have these feelings, too.

Parents have many of these same feelings—guilt, anger, confusion,
feeling needy or less comfortable doing things on their own. They often
want to keep their children nearby at these times, so they can be sure
their children are safe. They may look to their children to help them
make decisions or provide them with support,

These are natural and appropriate feelings. But it's also important for

parents to step back when their children want or need to be more inde-
pendent. This may happen soon after the death, or several weeks later,
Parents also should be careful about giving children responsibilities that
would be more appropriate for adults or about asking children tofill the
roles of the adult who has died.

Children
sometimes
worty that
they will
forget the

person who
has died.

No child is
too young to
be affected by
the death of

someone close.

Even infants
respond to

a death.
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Parents often wonder whenit's time

to encourage children to move on with
their lives. Shortly after a death, many
children find they are ready to resume
their normal day-to-day lives. They
find comfort and support in returning
to school, spending time with friends,
and taking part in the activities they did
before the death occurred.

However, some children will take longer
to get back to thelr regular daily tasks.
They may wish to stay home from
school. Sometimes they worry that
harm will come to other family members
if they aren't there, Some children stay
home because they believe the surviving
family members need them nearby.
Give your children encouragement.
They need to know you are OK, and that
you expect and want them toreturnto
school and their other daily activities.

Children may worry that both parents
will die and leave themalone. At these
times, children may find comfortin

knowing that, even if this highly unlikely
event occeurs, the family has a plan for
who would take care of them. Consider
sharing this plan with your childrenif
they express such concerns.

Children often need extra support
and attention for a period of time.
They might want help with homework
because they are having trouble
concentrating and learning. You may
want to help set up some social time
with friends, such as an outing to the
parkor atrip to the movies.

Getting back to school and a regular
routine is important for your children's
health and anables them to move along
in their grieving process. In general, if
children are having trouble getting back
to usual routines after several weeks,
it's a good idea to seek outside advice.
Check with your children's health care
provider or school counselor,

Children
often need
extra support
and attention
for a period
of time,
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Getting help.

At times of loss, parents do not have
to handle all of their children's needs
on their own. There is help available.
Because parents are often dealing with
their own powerful grief, it's especially
important for families to reach out for
broader support.

Professionalresources.

» Your children’s teacher or school
counseling services

+ A pediatrician or other heaith
care provider

+ Bereavement support groups for
families and children

* Community-based mental
health services

= Speclal camp programs for children
who have had a family member die

* Hospice programs

[f you believe your children are having
difficulty moving forward in the grieving
process, or if you simply have questions,
one of these resources will be helpful.

It's also useful to reach out to other
people who care about you and allow
them to help. This shows your children
that it's OK to ask for and accept support
from others.

How others can help.

Many people may want to provide
assistance to you and your children,

but not know how. They may avoid
tatking about the death because of their
discomfort. They may say or do things
that aren't helpful, even though they
meanwell.

Consider showing these people the
guidelines on the next page. These are
ways they can offer assistance that will
truly support you and your children.

Here are some ideas for you when you're
talking with people who want to help.

Let them know what they can do. Be
specific. "Drive my daughter to softball
practice.” "Dothe laundry.” “Bringusa
meal next Wednesday.”

Set limits when you need to. It'sfineto
say, "l appreciate your offer to help, but
right now | prefer to spend time alone
with my children. I'll call you back when
it's a good time for me to talk,”

Use anintermediary. Ask someoneto
organize helpers.

Make a “wish list,” Write down tasks
you'dlike some help with. When people
offer to help, show themthelist and
invite them to choose something.









Resources for support.

NEW YORK LIFE
FOUNDATION

www.AChildinGrief.com
www.newyorklifefoundation.org

Mew York Life is committed to helping
young people who have experienced
the death of a parent, sibling, or other
important person. We developed a
dedicated website with free, tangible,
and actionable resources for families
and other supporters (school staff
and educators, heatth and human -
service professionals, youth-serving
organizations) of bereaved children,
Resources include comprehensive
listings of local bereavement
supportive services, articles, webinars,
organization resources, brochures,
and books that can be download and
ordered free of charge.

NATIONAL CENTER
FOR SCHOOL CRISIS
AND BEREAVEMENT

Children® %
Hospita!
LOS 'ANGELES)

www.schoolcrisiscenter.org

The National Center for School Crisis
and Bereavement is dedicated to
helping schools support their students
through crisis andloss. The Center
provides free immediate technical
assistance and advice to schools and
communities in the aftermath of major
crisis events and throughout long-term
recovery, as well as expert consultation
and trainings for school professionals
and communities preparing for or
responding to crisis events. The Center
advocates for policies that encourage
best practicesin crisis and grief support
in schools and conducts research inthe
fields of childhood bereavement and
disaster preparedness.

Grief-Sensitive
Schools Initiative®

www.nylgriefsensitiveschools.com

New York Life launched a
groundbreaking program called the
Grief-Sensitive Schools Initiative® to
better equip educators and other school
personnel to support grieving students.
Accredited K-12 public or private
institutions are encouraged to join this
growing network of schoals striving

to create a grief-sensitive culture for
their students and the entire school
community. To join or learn more, please
contact us at gssi@newyorklife.com.

COALITION #o SUPPORT
GRIEVING STUDENTS

www.grievingstudents.org

The Coalition to Support Grieving
Studentsis a collaboration of the leading
professional organizations representing
the full range of school professionals,
Convened by the New York Life
Foundation and the National Center

for School Crisis and Bereavement

{that coordinates the Coalition), the
Coalition has created a set of industry-
endorsed resources to empower
schoolcommunities across Americain
the ongoing support of their grieving
students. GrievingStudents.orgisa
practitioner-oriented website providing
practical, accessible, free information,
handouts, and reference materials, and
includes over 20 video training modules
featuring expert commentary, schoof
professionals sharing their observations
and advice, and bereaved childrenand
family members offering their own
perspective onliving with loss, Through
its over 125 organizational members, the
Coalition’s aimis to provide bereavement
andrelated resources to those who
support grieving students nationwide.

NACG

MATIONAL ALLIANCE FOR
CHILDREN'S GRIEF

www.childrengrieve.org

The National Alliance for Children's
Grief provides a network for
nationwide communication among
hundreds of children’s bereavement
centers that want to share ideas,
information, and resources with each
other to better support the families
they serve in their own communities.
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