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Foreword





This is a little book about a big thing. A thing that most adults assume children do not have to experience – the landscape of profound loss and change that we hope will not confront them until adulthood.


I meet bereaved children and young people at St Nicholas Hospice through Nicky’s Way. This is an open access service to bereaved youngsters in our local area of West Suffolk. We also provide consultation and training to schools and other agencies.


The single most important message of the Little Book is the importance of giving your full attention to bereaved children in your school. Don’t think there won’t be bereaved children in your class because there will; you just may not know it. Indeed it is important to remember that for some children, the privacy of their loss is of paramount importance. Ideally, you and your school will know about the death of a parent, grandparent, brother or sister or any other special person to a child in your care. The most important response to a bereaved child is attending to what they say or indicate (through behaviour) as to how they are living with that death and what helps them.


Each child will grieve in a unique way, but knowing about grief and bereavement will help you help them – so please read this and anything else that gives you insight and courage. You will need courage, some knowledge and the backing of your colleagues to support a bereaved child in your class and school, but most of all you will need your humanity, tempered by professional skill.


This personal account gives you clear guidelines that will make a difference as to how a school supports a bereaved child in their midst and I want to thank Ian, William, Olivia and Phoebe for their courage in sharing so much. So be inspired by their courage and be brave and make death and bereavement in your school something that can be acknowledged and talked about. It would be really something if a child in your care could one day say, “When my Mum died, there was a teacher in my school who really helped me”.


Yvonne Holman, Nicky’s Way, Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk



















Introduction





Of all the books I have written for teachers this one is the most personal. After a long illness, a mental illness (but that’s a whole different book), my wife died on 11 June 2008. We had three children – my youngest daughter was then 9, my eldest daughter was 13 and for my son, the last time he saw his mother alive was on his eighteenth birthday, five days before she died.


This spread of ages meant that I was witness to the way that three entirely separate phases of educational institution tried and succeeded, tried and failed and sometimes didn’t try at all to help my children come to terms with their loss.


Several months after their mother’s death BBC’s Newsround aired a brave and still controversial programme in which four children talked about their own losses. This prompted my children and me to sit down and think about how we could use the network of Independent Thinking schools to get across to teachers what they could do to help children who had lost a parent based on our own experiences. We did this by way of a fifteen-point PDF handout on one side of A4.


It was well received, including a request to translate it into Welsh for a conference later that year for teachers, social workers, school nurses and others who may be involved with children facing bereavement. I mentioned to the organisers that I would be prepared to come along and speak at the conference for free. My daughters volunteered to join me. One aspect of serious illness and bereavement is trying to make sense of it when there is, actually, no sense to be had. Drawing on your experiences to help others helps you with finding some sort of purpose to the chaos and awfulness.
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