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Supporting
your students

after the death of
a family member or friend

THE DEATH OF a family member or friend is
painful for children and teens—just as it is for
adults. Children may not have experienced a loss
before or understand what it means; they may be
unsure how to react. Or they may have had multiple
losses. They will still be deeply affected. This
handout offers advice to educators and other school
personnel about how to support students who are
grieving and how their classmates can help. For
more information, the New York Life Foundation
offers a free booklet, After a Loved One Dies—How
Children Grieve: And How Parents and Other Adults
Can Support Them. You can download a PDF or
order hard copies in either English or Spanish at no
charge at www.nylgriefguide.com.




Children may ask difficult questions, such as:

How could something this unfair happen?
What'’s going to become of my family? Adults often
ask such questions as well, even when they don’t
expect an answer. We don’t need to have all the
answers for children. We can help most by simply
being present with and attentive to children as they
ask questions and express their feelings. Children
may be reluctant to talk with their parents/caregiv-
ers about their own grief when they are worried
about how their parents/caregivers are adjusting.
Teachers and other school personnel often have
some distance from the loss, especially when it is a
family member who has died. Children may find it
safer to talk to you at first.

It is upsetting to see children struggle with loss.

Talking with children about a death is especially
difficult when you're dealing with your own
grief. When the death involves a member of the
school community, you may find yourself struggling
with your own feelings. When many in the class

are grieving, it can seem particularly challenging to
provide support while you too are dealing with the
loss. You may worry that you will upset the students
if you show that you are grieving.

It's OK to show your feelings. Children know
when adults are genuine and honest. When chil-
dren see that adults have strong feelings and find
ways to cope, it helps them learn how to cope, too.
This is an important opportunity to show children

Guidelines on responding to the death
of a student or staff member

The National Center for School Crisis and Bereave-
ment has guidelines on how to respond to the death
of a student or staff member; you can download them

for free at www.schoolcrisiscenter.org (section on
school resources). One set of guidelines specifically
addresses situations where the death is due to
suicide, and it includes model scripts for talking
about suicide with children of different grade levels.

ways to understand and express their upset feelings.
Sharing the experience of loss with your students
helps everyone recognize, feel and cope with the
strong emotions.

You can help children understand what has
happened. When speaking with children about
the death of a loved one, use the words “dead”
and “died.” Other expressions, such as “everlast-
ing sleep” or “passed away,” may confuse children
and make it hard for them to understand what

has happened. Be sure young children (especially
preschool-age children and those in early elemen-
tary grades) understand four major concepts:

1. Death is irreversible. If children do not
understand that death is permanent, they may
not be able to start to grieve the loss. They may be
angry that the person has chosen not to return.

2. All life functions end completely at the
time of death. Children who do not understand
this concept may worry that someone who has
died is cold, hungry or in pain.

3. Everything that is alive eventually dies. If
children do not understand this, they may won-
der what they did, or what the person who died
did, that caused this particular person to die. This
leads to guilt and shame.
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4. There are physical reasons that someone
dies. When children understand the true reasons
for a death, they are less likely to make up expla-
nations that cause them to feel guilty or ashamed.

Invite older children and youth to talk. Older
children and youth may not be ready to talk when
you first offer to speak with them. They may prefer
time alone or talking with their friends. They may
say they do not need or wish to talk, even when
they are actually feeling overwhelmed. Don't try to
force the conversation. Wait for them to accept your
invitation. Acknowledge that this can be difficult to
discuss, and let them know that children and adults
often find it helpful to talk about their feelings. Help
them identify other adults with whom they can
speak when they are ready. This might be a guid-
ance counselor or mental health provider in the
school. Reach out to their parents/caregivers and
offer to provide assistance. Remain available and
supportive, and continue to offer to talk from time
to time.

Adults often worry that they will upset children
by bringing up the topic of death. Remember,

it is the death that upsets the children, not your
questions. When you ask them how they are doing,
you allow them to show you their distress—you
don’t cause it. Children find it difficult to grieve in
isolation; they appreciate your concern and your
support. Don’t be afraid to ask them how they are
doing. A genuine expression of sympathy is most
appropriate.

The goal is not to take away the pain of grief,
but to allow an opportunity for children to express

it. Avoid comments aimed at trying to cheer up
students who are grieving (such as, “At least you were
able to spend Christmas with him before he died,”

or “Atleast he died a hero”). It's common to want to
share personal experiences about loss. However, with
grieving children, it's important to listen more and
talk less. Give them space to express themselves.

Children often feel guilty after a death has
occurred. Children of all ages, as well as adults,
often wonder what they did, didn’t do, or should
have done that would have prevented the death. This
may happen even when there is no logical reason
to feel this way. Children may also feel guilty for
surviving the death of a sibling or peer. They may
feel guilty if they are having fun or not feeling very
sad after someone they know has died. Children are
often reluctant to share their guilt feelings. Reassure
children that they are not responsible for the death,
even if there is no reason to suspect they feel guilty.

Children may appear selfish and immature
after a personal loss. Children tend to be most
concerned with things that affect them personally.
As they struggle to deal with a personal loss, children
may appear more self-centered and immature than
usual. They may become more demanding, refuse to
share, or pick fights with peers. They may say things
that seem very selfish or uncaring. This selfishness

is not a sign that children don’t care about the
person who died or the needs of others. Rather, it
demonstrates that they are under stress and grieving.
Show your concern and continue to provide support.
Avoid criticizing them for behaviors that seem self-
centered or insensitive. Once they feel their needs
are being met, they will be able to think more about
the needs of others.

Reach out to parents/caregivers. After the
death of a family member, parents/caregivers may
feel overwhelmed and unsure how to help their
children. They generally welcome advice from
school personnel and appreciate your concern.
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School staff may be the only professionals that
speak to families early, after the death but before
the funeral has occurred. Encourage parents/
caregivers to invite children to participate in
funerals and other memorial services. When a
close friend or relative has died, children should
be offered the opportunity to attend the funeral
or memorial service whenever possible. When
children are not allowed to take part in these
important events, they often resent being excluded.
They miss the support provided by friends, family
and (as appropriate) their religious services. They
worry about what is so awful in the service. What
is being done to their loved one that they are not
permitted to see? Here are some suggestions

to share with parents/caregivers about how to
approach the funeral or memorial service with
children:

= Explain in simple terms what will happen.
Where will the service take place? Who will be
there? What is likely to occur? Will the casket be
open? Will people be telling stories of funny or
pleasant memories? Will there be a lot of crying?
Invite and answer questions.

= Let your children decide whether or not to
attend. Don’t force them to participate in any
ritual or activity they find frightening or unpleas-
ant. Let them know it's OK to take a break for a
few minutes or leave if they are uncomfortable.

= Find an adult to be with each child. Especially
for younger children, find an adult who can stay
with each child throughout the service. This
person can answer questions, provide comfort,
and give the child attention and support. It’s
best if this is someone the child knows and likes
who isn’t directly affected by the death, such
as a babysitter, neighbor or staff member from
school. This adult can focus on the child’s needs,
including leaving the service if the child wishes.

= Offer arole in the service. Children may
appreciate a simple task, such as handing out
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memorial cards or helping to choose flowers or a
favorite song for the service. Suggest something
that will comfort and not overwhelm them.

= Offer other options. Younger children may
want to play quietly in the back of the sanctuary
or meeting area. This still gives them a sense of
having participated. Older children and youth
may want to invite a close friend to sit with them
in the family section.

The AFT has developed a handout for you to

give to parents/caregivers. You can download
copies at http://go.aft.org/bereavement.

Provide support over time. Children who have
lost a family member or close friend generally feel
that loss throughout their lives. There are things you
can do to help children cope over time.

= Help children preserve—and create—
memories. Even though it may at first be painful
to talk about the person who died, keep the per-
son’s memory alive through stories, pictures and
continued mention of the person in everyday
conversation. Children often like to have physical
reminders of the person who has died. They may
want to carry a picture or object that reminds
them of the person who died, or keep onein a
special place at home.

= Anticipate grief triggers. Memories and feel-
ings of grief can be triggered by anniversaries,
family holidays or other important events. They
may bring up sudden and power-
ful feelings of sadness. Everyday
events can also be reminders—a
favorite song, a story, mention of
the place they last went on vaca-
tion, etc. These grief triggers can
catch people off guard.




Talk with your students about how to handle
these triggers if they happen in class or else-
where at school. Identify a place where children
can go when triggers occur. They may want to
talk to someone or simply to leave a discussion
that brings up painful memories. Once children
know they can leave, they rarely need to do so.

Provide learning supports. Children often have
difficulty concentrating or learning while they are
grieving. They may benefit from tutoring, extra
support, or temporary changes in their test schedules
or other classroom demands. Don’t wait for school
problems to start before offering help. Talk to your
students and their parents/caregivers and other

key people at the school, such as coaches, band
directors and club sponsors. You may want to talk to
the school counselor as well. Even if students don’t
want to speak to a counselor, the counselor can act
as a resource for advice about how to improve things
at school or where to find additional services in the
school or community. Reach out to other teachers
and school personnel who interact with the students,
and speak to the teachers who will be working with
the students next year to help provide a smoother
transition.

Grieving can last a lifetime but should not
consume a life. Children never “get over” a major
loss such as the death of a close family member or
friend. Children grieve in stages and over many years.
At each new stage in their lives, such as when they
graduate from school, get married, have their own
children or reach the age when a parent died, they
will have new skills in thinking and relating to others.
They will use these skills to reach a more satisfying
explanation of this death and a better appreciation
of the impact it has had on them and those they care
about. In many ways, the work of making meaning
from a death never ends. But, over time, this work
becomes less difficult and takes less energy. It may
start as a full-time job. Later, it becomes more of a
part-time effort that allows other meaningful work
and experiences to occur. With this, satisfaction and
joy become a larger part of children’s lives.
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For more information on this topic, you may wish to refer to:
David J. Schonfeld and Marcia Quackenbush, The Grieving
Student: A Teacher’s Guide (Baltimore: Brookes Publishing, 2010).

You can locate bereavement resources in your state and
community at www.achildingrief.com.

The National Center for School Crisis and Bereavement has free
resources. Additional materials for supporting grieving children
in schools can be found at www.schoolcrisiscenter.org.
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