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HELPING CHILDREN GRIEVE

For Parents / Care Givers of Children Experiencing Grief

Tracy Redfearn MS - LPES - NCSP

Children grieve much longer than adults- sometimes even for years.

Each family member should have an opportunity to participate in all aspects
of the grieving process regardless of their age. Many adults do not possess
insight or knowledge of how to handle the subject of grief with children and their

families.

As adults, it is important that we learn how to help a child who is grieving.



REALIZE THE AGE AND STAGE OF DEATH PERCEPTION
Grieving for children is different at each age-stage from infants onwards.

Be aware of the age-stage and communicate with the child at that stage level.

REASSURE CHILDREN THAT THEY AREN'T GOING TO DIE
They did not cause the death and are not responsible for it by their behavior
or thoughts. Emphasize to them that this particular death does not mean that

they or someone else they love will die soon.

LET THEM FEEL
Do not tell a child how they should or should not feel about the death.
Children perceive death and accept it in different ways at different ages.
Encourage them to talk and share their feelings. Accept them and their
responses unconditionally. You need to be as stable as possible so that

children can express a great range of emotion.

MODEL BEHAVIOR OF GRIEF
Children learn many things by mimicking behavior around them.
Grieving in front of children will help them learn they can cry, laugh and

be themselves when they are sad.

READ STORIES ABOUT DEATH
Buy a book that explains death to children. There are a few books such as
“The Fall of Freddie the Leaf” by Leo Buscaglia, PhD. Read the book with the
child and answer any questions.Do not forget the public library. Check to find
books to read to children about death and loss or ask the librarian to

recommend books.

USE EXACT TERMS
Use the words die and death. Do not use “passing”, go to sleep, lost; tell exactly

how it happened - “The heart stopped beating” or “the person had cancer of the

liver”. Otherwise children may think they caused the death or that a bad spirit did.

TALK ABOUT DEATH
Do not be afraid to talk about death with children. Kids are smart.They will
realize things have changed. Be honest concering your feeling with the

children as well.

SEE A THERAPIST
Children are subject to depression just like adults. However, their symptoms
can be different. Angry, mad and sad feelings are normal for them to feel. If a
child’s behavior changes radically be sure to take them to a therapist that
specializes in dealing with children and grief. Do not wait to “see how it goes”.

Make an appointment right away.

GOING TO THE FINAL CEREMONY
Explain what will happen at the ceremony. Answer children’s questions the best

you can - it will help their curiosity and their emotions.

TALK TO TEACHERS IN PERSON
Make an appointment to talk to a child’s teacher directly about the death in
the family. Set up a plan of action in case grades start to fail, if behavior starts to

change and/or emotional outbreaks occur in the classroom.

COLOR & DRAW
Give children an outlet to express their emotions. Drawing can help put emotions
to paper. Make sure there are plenty of crayons, colored pencils and plain paper
available at all times. Encourage them to draw. Have them make up stories about
their picture. Do not censor or correct what they say, even though the facts may

be incorrect.

PROVIDE AN ELEMENT OF SAFETY & REASSURANCE
Maintain routines as much as possible. Show affection and assurance that the
child is loved and will not be abandoned. If the child has lost a parent, talk
about who will be taking care of them and the family. A good way to reassure

a child is through lots of touching.

SUGGESTED READING
“Goodbye Mousie” by Robie H. Harris
“The Fall of Freddie the Leaf” by Leo Buscaglia, PhD
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