Helping Children through Grief

· Give the child the facts in a simple manner keeping in mind their level of understanding.  Be careful not to go into too much detail.  The child will ask questions as he/she is ready to know more information.

· It’s important to explain that death means that the body has stopped working and it can not be fixed.  It no longer feels pain, hunger, etc.  Be concrete and direct. Use correct language – say the word “dead” etc.  Do not use phrases such as: “He’s sleeping,” “God took him,” or “He went away,” etc.

· Reassure that they are not to blame—several times.

· The child may ask for details over and over—give it to them.  Be truthful.

· Hugs and physical reassurance is important.

· Be a good listener.

· Children may ask difficult questions like: “Why?” “Did she suffer?” “Why didn’t God protect her?”  The parents’ answer should reflect their own beliefs, be truthful and geared to the child’s age level.

· When the child asks a difficult question, it is O.K. to say, “I don’t know the answer,” or “I don’t know how to answer that, perhaps we can find someone to help us.”  

· Ask the child questions to better understand what he or she may be thinking or feeling.  “What are you thinking?”  “Do you have any questions for me?”  “What are you feeling?’  “What have you heard from your friends?”  Ask the child’s opinion and encourage him or her to talk. 

· It’s O.K. to share and explain your feelings, especially if you are crying.  Parents, teachers and other adults are role models and it’s O.K. and appropriate for children to see our sadness and our tears. 

· Talk about feelings: sad, angry scared, depressed, etc.

· Use the name of the deceased when speaking of him or her.

· The child needs to be involved in the decision regarding attending the funeral, visitation or memorial service.  This is often a necessary part of grief for most children.

· Prepare them for what will happen, what they will see, how people will behave at the funeral or calling, etc.

· Think about ways that the child can say “good-bye” or remember the person who has died (a Memory Book, write a poem, etc.).  Try to include the child’s expression of love and grief during the funeral/memorial service.

· As a parent, if your faith is important to you, share your beliefs about God, Heaven, etc.

· Peer support can help the child.

· Check in with the child to see if he or she has more questions or feelings that he or she would like to share.

· Talk about their memories.

· Watch for behavioral changes in the child at home or at school.

· Parents try to spend extra time with your children--reading, playing games or cuddling.

· Try to maintain daily routines, as much as possible.

· Make sure that your child eats properly, and gets plenty of sleep and exercise.

· You might see some of the following:

Tearfulness

Irritability

Clinging to you

Whinny moods

Somatic complaints

Grades may dip temporarily

More pronounced fears, i.e. fear of dying

Regression in behavior

Aggressive behavior

Changes in sleep and appetite

These are normal, however, if you ever feel that they are more extreme or lasting longer than you think they should, consult a professional.

· Model appropriate ways to handle grief and explain why it is a constructive way to handle sadness.

· Help the child create a list of “Comfort Strategies.”  There should be at least the same number of strategies as the age of the child.  In other words, if the child is 10 years old, he or she should have at least 10 ways that they can comfort themselves.  Include several forms of expression such as talking, writing, creative (poems, collages, songs, art), remembering—sharing stories, exercise, self soothing activities such as hugging a favorite stuffed animal, listening to music, etc.

· Remember:

· Adults can seek out support—children are left with what is given to them.

· Children’s grief is definitely cyclical.  Children cannot tolerate long periods of sadness—so just because they are playing doesn’t meant that they either don’t understand or that they are done grieving.

· Children grieve at any age—but different for different stages.

· They feel the pain—but do not have the coping skills that you have developed.

· That with each new developmental stage—grief will be re-experienced.

