Grief and Loss With Students:



Suggestions for Teachers

Many times during an educator’s career, there will be students in the school or classroom who are grieving over a significant loss.  Educators experience great frustration in not knowing what to do when confronted with a grieving student. That is why it is essential for schools to provide an environment that is conducive to helping a student work through the fears, anger, confusion, and frustration that accompany grief. This is a very crucial time in the student’s life.  The following suggestions may help in working with grieving students:

· Returning to school after the loss of a loved one is an important first step for a grieving student.  It signals a return (or an attempt to return) to a normal life.  Provide structure and expectations regarding school work, but be flexible with regard to time for assignments to be completed.

· The first day back, help the student become settled.  Inquire how the student is doing and maintain an open line of communication while making sure the student does not feel isolated from others.  Do not pressure the student to talk but instead let the student know that you care and are available to listen and help.

· Act as naturally as possible.

· You may help the student open up by calmly sharing your personal feelings about their loss.  Always be honest and sympathetic.

· It is okay to shed a few tears with the grieving student.

· Avoid confusing phrases such as “went away,” “expired” or “went to sleep.”  Use the correct language (i.e., death, died, dead) with sensitivity.

· Listen and accept.  Let students tell you what is bothering or is personally important to them.

· Be alert for uncharacteristic behaviors related to their grief, such as truancy, lack of interest in school, anger toward classmates, teachers or administrators, or physical manifestations.

· Allow the student to talk about the loss as much as needed.

· Do not impose personal religious beliefs.

· Do not be afraid to make mistakes.  An error in judgment will not destroy a grieving student.

· Prolonged or abnormal grief behavior may signal a need to make a referral to the counseling department or a meeting with the student’s parents.

· Make sure the student knows that teachers care and are there to help.
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