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timely techniques to help your child get through the school year

Grief, Loss and Death


Although not the most exciting or enlightening subject, grief, death and loss are feelings that all students will likely experience sometime in their school career.  The effects will be significant, but can be expressed in multiple ways. Students will need the support of their families, friends and teachers to get through the difficult time. 

Developmental Phases


It is important to recognize that all children and teenagers understand the concepts of death and dying differently.  The following information is intended to be used as a guide, but please be aware that death affects each person in his or her own way. 

Infants and Toddlers: the youngest children may perceive that adults are sad, but they do not really understand the meaning or significance of death. 

Preschoolers: Children ages 3 – 4 years old often see death as reversible and as a separation, not necessarily as a permanent condition or formal event. They often see it as magical. 

Early Elementary School: It is around this stage and age (5 – 9 years old) that children begin to understand the finality of death and understand that certain circumstances may result in death. However, they still often perceive these events as external and happen to others, not to themselves or other family members.

Middle School: Children at this level have the cognitive understanding to comprehend death as a final event that results in the cessation of life.  They may experience a variety of feelings and emotions, and these expressions can include acting out, self-injurious behaviors as a means of coping. 

High School: Most teens fully grasp the meaning of death in multiple circumstances.  They may seek friends or family for comfort but may also withdraw and socially isolate themselves.  It is important to be aware of previous mental health history, because certain depressive or suicidal tendencies may be expressed at this time. 

Typical Reactions to Grief, Death and Loss

· Regressive and immature behaviors, such as needing to be rocked or held, difficulty separating from parents, wanting to sleep in parents bed

· Explosive emotions and acting out behavior

· Feeling tightness in the throat or heaviness in the chest

· Having an empty feeling in the stomach

· Having a loss of appetite or a desire to eat more than usual

· Having a desire to smoke, drink or use drugs (esp. tranquilizers) more than before

· Feeling restless and looking for activity, but finding it difficult to concentrate

· Wandering aimlessly and forgetting to finish things you have begun

· Having difficulty sleeping and/or dreaming of the person that has been lost

· Telling and retelling things about your loved one and the experience of his or her death

· Experiencing frequent mood changes, especially guilt and anger

· Being angry at the wrong person or the wrong circumstances

· Crying unexpectedly

· Having visual or auditory hallucinations of the loved one

· Feeling intensely preoccupied with the life of the deceased

Coping


The following tips will help teachers, parents and other caregivers support children who have had the difficult experience of losing a loved one. 

· Allow the children to be the teachers about their grief experiences.  Let them tell their stories and be a good listener.

· Don’t assume that every child in a certain age group understands death in the same way or with the same feelings.  All children develop their own unique view of the world and are shaped by their experiences. 

· Grieving is a process, not a single event.  You must allow adequate time for each child to grieve in the manner that works for that child.  Pressing him or her to resume “normal” activities without the chance to deal with their emotional pain can prompt additional pain and negative reactions. 

· Don’t lie or tell half-truths to children about the tragic event.  Children can see through false information and wonder why you do not trust them with the truth.  Although you do not have to give gory details, be honest in how the death occurred. 

· Encourage children to ask questions about loss and death.  Talking about things often makes everyone feel better. 

· Be aware of your own need to grieve.  Focusing on your child is important, but you must take into account your feelings too.  

· Often times it is best to have the children discuss all the positive aspects of the person that has been lost, either through drawing, painting, pottery, other artwork, reading or just a conversation.

Resources…

Websites (  

Family Communications: This website is dedicated to providing information regarding many different caregiver topics

Website: www.misterrogers.org 

The Dougy Center: provides support in a safe place where children, teens, young adults and their families can grieving a death can share their experiences

Website: www.dougy.org 

Grief Net: Provides email support groups and multiple other resources

Website: www.griefnet.org
Local Agencies (
Judi’s House: provides various program and support for children and families. 

Address: 1741 Gaylord Street, Denver, CO 80206

Phone: 720.941.0331

Website: http://www.judishouse.org/
Footprints Children’s Grief Center (A division of the Hospice of Metro Denver): provides support groups, individual and family counseling and other consultation services.

Address: 501 South Cherry Street #700, Denver, CO 80246

Phone: 303.321.2828

Website: www.footprints.hmd.org
Catholic Charities of Denver: provide a multitude of services including food bank, rental and mortgage assistance, counseling, bus tokens, personal care products, etc.

Address (multiple locations): 4045 Pecos Street, Denver, CO 80211

Phone: 303.742.0828

Website: www.ccdenver.org
Books For Kids (  

Mundy, M. (1998). Sad isn’t bad: A good-grief guidebook for kids dealing with loss. St. Meinrad, IN: Abbey Press.

Schwiebert, P. & DeKlyen, C. (2005). Tear Soup. Grief Watch. 

Silverman, J. (1999). Help me say goodbye: Activities for helping children cope when a special person dies. Minneapolis, MN: Fairview Press.

Thomas, P. (2001). I miss you: A first look at death. Barron’s Educational Series.

Wolfelt, A. (2001). Healing your grieving heart for kids: 100 practical ideas. Ft. Collins, CO: Companion Press. 

Books For Teens (  

Gootman, M. E. (1994). When a friend dies: A book for teens about grieving and healing. MN: Free Spirit. 

Freenlee, S. (1992). When someone dies. Atlanta: Peachetree. 

Books For Parents (  

Blair, P. & Noel, B. (2008). I wasn’t ready to say goodbye: Surviving, coping and healing after the sudden death of a loved one. Milwaukee, WI: Champion Press, Ltd.

Hickman, M. (1994). Healing after loss: Daily meditations for working through grief. New York, New York: Avon Books, Inc.

Ginsburg, G. (2004). Widow to Widow: Thoughtful, practical ideas for rebuilding your life. Los Angeles, CA: Fisher Books.

Levinson, D. (2004). Surviving the death of your spouse: A step-by-step workbook. Oakland, CA: New Harbinger Publications, Inc.

Menke, M. W. (2006). The light at the end of the tunnel: Coming back to life after a spouse dies. Bloomington, IN: Authorhouse.

Wolfelt, A. (2004). A child’s view of grief: A guide for parents, teachers and counselors. Ft. Collins, CO: Companion Press.
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