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INTRODUCTION

As parents and caregivers, we try to protect our children as much as we can from the difficult parts of life. Sometimes, despite our best efforts, painful experiences find us anyway. Grief and loss are universal experiences. They affect all of us, regardless of our age, race, economics, or gender.

Although we hope that our children won’t experience grief until they are older, childhood bereavement is more common than you might expect. Sadly, every year, thousands and thousands of children in the United States lose a parent or a grandparent caregiver. Many families who never imagined they’d find themselves in this situation now have to learn how to grieve alongside their children.

Many cultures are not very comfortable talking about death. It’s hard enough for adults to discuss it with each other, let alone figure out how to broach the subject with children. You may wonder how much your young child really understands about death and dying. You might worry that discussing a loved one’s death will further upset the child. If you were also affected by the death, it can be even harder to find the right words to comfort a child in the midst of your own grief.

Children learn about the world—even in difficult times—through play. You have probably seen your child repeat play scenarios over and over as they make sense of something new. For bereaved children, play-based activities are opportunities to understand their new normal, express their feelings, and heal. When you participate in play with your child, you’re allowing them to feel safe, heard, and loved. In this book, you’ll find over one hundred activities for kids aged five to eleven to help you and your child reconnect and work through feelings of grief together.

The activities in this book will guide you and your child toward building skills that help people of all ages to process grief. You’ll find games, art projects, and hands-on exercises that promote such concepts as:


	Learning about death in an age-appropriate way

	Understanding and embracing a variety of grief responses

	Finding safe outlets for sadness, anger, and fear

	Alleviating feelings of guilt

	Honoring a loved one’s memory

	Telling our own stories of grief and loss

	Encouraging hope and dreams for the future



As a children’s therapist, I regularly get to see how resilient children are. Kids can’t help but keep growing and changing, even through hard times. With some loving support, they overcome incredibly difficult circumstances. Even if you didn’t grow up feeling comfortable talking about death, you can help your children feel safe and supported when they share their own feelings. Giving your child something you didn’t receive yourself is a huge gift.

You can’t make grief go away or prevent children from hurting when a loved one dies. What you can do is help children learn to live through their grief, remember their loved one who died, and keep moving forward in life. My hope is that, over time, this period of grief becomes one chapter of a much longer story for you and your child.
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ALL ABOUT GRIEF

This part of the book provides a foundation for understanding grief and how to talk about it with your child. Even though you don’t need any special expertise to use the skills in this book, it will still help to understand grief and its impact on children before you begin. You’ll come away from these chapters with some ideas and language you can use to begin conversations with your child.

Whether you are anticipating a death, have recently lost a loved one, or simply want to prepare for the future, you’ll find information here to guide you. We’ll talk about different types of grief and the many ways that grief can look and feel. You’ll learn how children express grief at different ages so that you can better gauge how your child is coping.

If you’re looking for immediate solutions for how to give or get support in the aftermath of a death, there are ideas for you in this part as well. We’ll look at the ways you can set up supports for your child at school, at home, and in the community. You’ll learn how to begin difficult conversations with your child about different kinds of losses and what you can do to help your child feel as safe as possible in the first few days following a death.

We’ll also discuss how to help involve your child in the mourning process in a way that feels right for your family. If you’re wondering whether or not your child should attend a wake, funeral, or memorial service, we’ll weigh the pros and cons.

By the time you’ve finished this part, you’ll have some preparation to help your child navigate the shock and chaos of early grief. You’ll know what your child needs in order to begin healing, and when it will be most helpful to begin the activities in this book.






CHAPTER 1 WHAT PARENTS NEED TO KNOW ABOUT GRIEF


Grief is a subject many people don’t get a chance to talk about before it happens to them. In this chapter, you’ll learn some basics about grief and mourning that can guide the future work you do with your child. Grief is such a personal experience, and it can show up in so many different ways. You may understandably be concerned about whether the responses you are seeing from your child are typical. We’ll talk about how a child’s grief process is different than an adult’s, and how different kinds of loss can lead to different types of grief.

You’ll also find an age-by-age guide that explains how children from the preschool through tween years tend to understand and cope with death. Every child is an individual, but this general information can help you identify what concerns your child might be wondering about, and areas where they may need help from you to understand their loss. You’ll gain an awareness of the many ways grief can show up in a child’s emotions, behavior, and thinking. You’ll also discover that “normal” grief can look many different ways and have a sense of situations that might lead to more difficult grieving. This background will guide you as you navigate this difficult time with your child.

WHAT IS GRIEF?

Grief is what we feel when we lose someone or something we care about. While you may hear people discussing grief as a response to major life changes like a divorce or a chronic illness diagnosis, when most of us think of grief, we think of death. Although it’s sometimes used as a synonym for sadness or despair, grief actually encompasses a wide range of thoughts, feelings, and even bodily symptoms.

Grief affects each individual differently, but the experience of grief is universal. All human cultures grieve, and researchers have even found evidence of grieving among other animal species. As painful and terrible as grief may feel, it’s a normal and healthy process. Anger, anxiety, and deep sadness are often a part of grieving, but grief by itself is not a mental health diagnosis. Grief is a sign that we’re capable of forming relationships. It means we care about others, and we miss them when they are gone.

Usually, we use the word “grief” to describe a person’s internal experiences after a death, such as their emotions, beliefs, and physical well-being. Mourning, on the other hand, refers to the way that grief is shown to the outside world, such as through funerals, rituals, and expressions of feelings. In this book, you will learn ways to help children cope with the feelings of grief as well as mourn their losses in child-friendly ways.

HOW COMMON IS CHILDHOOD GRIEF?

If you’re the caregiver of a bereaved child, you may feel as though you’re the only ones going through this life-altering event. However, childhood grief is more common than you might expect. According to a research tool called the Child Bereavement Estimation Model, as of 2021, one in fourteen American children will experience the death of a parent or sibling before the age of eighteen. That’s 5.3 million children in the United States alone.

This model doesn’t, however, consider the deaths of extended family or other important people in a child’s life. Plus, a child’s risk of losing a family member varies based on location, socioeconomic status, public health issues such as pandemics, and other factors. Nevertheless, the data is clear: Children grieving over the death of a loved one is not a unique phenomenon.


If you imagine that an average public school classroom holds about twenty students, there are likely other children within your child’s school or even their grade who have experienced grief too.



DIFFERENT TYPES OF GRIEF

Grief can be divided into a few broad categories. As a caregiver, it can be helpful to be aware of the different ways grief can manifest, especially if your child has experienced a death that’s particularly difficult or traumatic.


	
Anticipatory grief happens when there is advance knowledge that a person will soon die, such as when someone gets a diagnosis of a terminal illness. In these cases, loved ones may begin their grieving process before the death has occurred.

	
Normal grief refers to a grief process where there aren’t complications that get in the way of mourning a loss. Children experiencing this kind of grief may be able to work through their feelings on their own, without needing professional help. However, “normal” doesn’t mean that this kind of grief is not painful or difficult.

	
Masked grief is grief that’s held inside and not shown to others. The griever may try to be stoic or put on a happy face for others, but they are still hurting.

	
Traumatic grief happens after a death that is very sudden or violent, such as deaths due to car accidents or crime. Children who experience traumatic grief are at risk of developing post-traumatic stress and may need extra help from a therapist.

	
Disenfranchised grief can occur when a person’s death carries a social stigma, such as a death by suicide or drug overdose. It can be hard for survivors to talk about these deaths with others or get the support they need.

	
Complicated grief is what happens when a person is not able to resolve their feelings in the way they need to for reasons such as stress, lack of support, trauma, or difficulty talking about the death. Children experiencing this kind of grief tend to feel distress for longer periods, and it may get in the way of daily life activities. Therapy can help kids with complicated grief to heal.



ARE THERE REALLY “STAGES” OF GRIEF?

If you’ve heard anything about grief before, you’ve likely heard that it happens in stages. This idea was coined by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, a psychiatrist and grief expert, in 1969. According to the Kübler-Ross model, the five stages of grief are:


	Denial

	Anger

	Bargaining

	Depression

	Acceptance



Thoughts about how grief works have changed over time. In recent years, we’ve learned that most people don’t go through these stages in order. Grief is not linear, nor does it have a clear ending. While many grievers will experience these feelings, they may not experience them in order, and they will likely revisit some feelings over and over again.

Another psychologist, William Worden, believed that getting through grief requires more than just experiencing emotions; it’s an active process that takes work. His Four Tasks of Mourning describe the challenges grieving people face as they come to terms with a death:


	Accept the Reality of the Loss

	Work Through the Pain of Grief

	Adjust to a World Without the Deceased

	Maintain a Connection with the Deceased While Embarking on a New Life



The activity chapters of this book incorporate ideas from both Kübler-Ross’s stages and Worden’s tasks. There is no set time line on when a person should complete these tasks or work through their feelings. You and your child can go through this book’s activities at your own pace, in any order you feel is right.

CHILDREN GRIEVE DIFFERENTLY THAN ADULTS

It may be hard to believe now, but for a long time experts believed that children weren’t capable of grieving! Of course, we know now that this is far from the truth. Even very young children—and infants—have powerful responses to the death of a loved one. However, children grieve differently than adults do, which can sometimes make their grief process more difficult to notice or understand.

In general, children tend to work through their grief in bite-sized pieces. You may notice that your child dips in and out of their feelings of grief, sometimes approaching the feelings head-on and other times pushing them away to focus on something else. While it would be jarring to see an adult crying one minute about a loved one’s death and laughing and playing the next, this can be perfectly normal for children.


Some children will not have any outward response to their loss immediately following a death and may go about daily life almost as if nothing had happened. However, a child may be grieving even when those feelings aren’t visible on the outside.



Children tend to work through trauma and loss more quickly than adults do. It’s not unusual for children to be ready to talk about difficult subjects before the adults in their lives. However, just because a child has seemingly moved on doesn’t mean their grief is finished. Children may revisit their grief as they grow up and understand the depth and permanence of their losses in new ways.

How a child grieves depends on their emotional and cognitive development and their ability to understand what death means, as well as an individual child’s personality and life experiences. A child who is developmentally ahead or delayed compared to their peers may grieve in ways that are similar to an older or younger child.

HOW PRESCHOOLERS GRIEVE

At ages three and four, children aren’t old enough to conceptualize death. While they may have the language to begin talking about it, it’s too abstract of a concept to fully understand. Often, a child’s understanding of death comes from movies or cartoons, which may not be realistic.

Children in this age range have a hard time understanding that death is permanent. They may imagine that a loved one has gone away, left them, or gone to sleep. They might worry that they, too, could get sick and die like their loved one.

When preschoolers are under stress, they often go back to behaviors from earlier developmental stages, which is called regression. This is an effort to get comfort and care from old habits when newer coping skills aren’t enough to handle a situation. Bed-wetting, tantrums, separation anxiety, and thumb-sucking are all common signs of regression. With support from loved ones, many children will resolve these behaviors on their own in a short period of time.

Preschoolers tend to live in the present, and they worry a lot about their own safety and who will care for them. Young children learn through repetition, so you may hear many repeated questions following a death as your child tries to make sense of their world.

Make-believe play helps young children to understand new events and process their feelings about them. You may see children acting out play scenarios that have to do with death, such as dolls traveling to heaven or toys repeatedly dying during play. This can be surprising to adults, but it is usually a healthy sign that children are working through their grief.

HOW EARLY ELEMENTARY CHILDREN GRIEVE

Experts like William Worden suggest that five- to seven-year-olds may have a particularly tough time managing grief. This is because they are old enough to have some understanding of death, but are too young to have mastered the coping skills they need to handle the big feelings that accompany a loss.

If you have a child in this age range, you are probably used to hearing many “why” questions in everyday life. You can anticipate hearing lots of “why” questions about death and dying too, as children try to make sense of what has happened. Your child may still need some help understanding that death is permanent.

Children in this age range also tend to assume they’re the cause of major events that happen around them. This type of thinking is a normal, healthy part of child development. It means that many younger kids are beginning to understand that their thoughts and feelings have a direct impact on others. But at this age, their understanding can go too far, and they imagine they have more of an impact than they really do. For example, they may think that having an angry thought about someone could lead them to get hurt in real life. This concept is called “magical thinking.”

When a loved one dies, children may feel immense guilt or worry that they were somehow responsible for the death. It’s important to educate young school-aged children about what does and does not cause a person to die.

Children in this age range may have big emotional responses to the death, while others may mask their feelings. It’s still common to see changes in behavior, such as difficulty sleeping or eating. Acting-out behaviors like defiance and tantrums are common too, since it’s so hard to put the feelings of grief into words.

HOW LATE ELEMENTARY CHILDREN GRIEVE

By ages eight to ten, children are more aware of cause and effect, and they understand that other people have thoughts and feelings that are different from their own. They also have a deeper understanding of the finality of death. As a result, you may notice that your late elementary schooler moves in and out of their feelings of grief for longer periods than younger siblings or peers.

Although the era of “magical thinking” is over by this age, your child has a strong sense of right and wrong. They may still wonder about whether they or their loved one were somehow to blame for the death. Because older children are more attuned to their caregivers’ emotions, they may try to take care of a surviving parent or avoid sharing negative emotions so as not to upset others.

Kids tend to take a lot of pride in their activities at this age and may throw themselves into hobbies, extracurriculars, and generally being busy as a way to avoid hard feelings. Regular amounts of activity can provide a healthy way of coping, since grief can sometimes be too overwhelming for children to process all at once. On the other hand, some children’s grief may impact their ability to concentrate on activities or school or to get along with other children.

HOW TWEENS GRIEVE

Children ages ten and up are approaching puberty and young adulthood, which means their intellectual and emotional lives are increasingly complex. Tweens are old enough to fully understand death in a permanent and abstract way. The death of a loved one can trigger thoughts about their own mortality or worries about the mortality of others.

The older kids get, the more central friendships become to their lives. Children this age really want to fit in with a peer group, and close friends become a sort of second family outside the house. Kids with good social support systems may be able to lean on their friends while grieving, but caregivers may have a harder time encouraging tweens to open up at home.

Conversely, tweens may be very self-conscious about their grieving and worry about how their peers will perceive them if they know about the death. They may worry they’re not grieving the right way or that their feelings are abnormal, especially if others around them have had different responses to the death.

Older kids are also more prone to coping in unhealthy ways such as self-harm or substance use. They are also at higher risk for suicidal thoughts, so caregivers should look out for risk factors.

DO BOYS AND GIRLS GRIEVE DIFFERENTLY?

Every child is different, but studies have found overall differences in how boys and girls tend to grieve. Boys are more likely to express grief through externalizing behaviors, meaning they act out their feelings. This might look like getting into fights at school, tantrums, difficulty following rules at home, or angry verbal outbursts.

Girls are more likely to express grief through internalizing behaviors, meaning they turn their feelings inward. This can make their symptoms more difficult to spot. Children who internalize may experience depression and anxiety. They might also withdraw from social activities they used to enjoy, or struggle with attention or appetite.

GRIEVING AND THE RISK FOR FUTURE MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS

It’s understandable to worry about the possible long-term effects of losing a loved one at a young age. Research has shown that children who lose an immediate family member, especially a parent, have a higher risk of developing mental health problems both during childhood and later in life.

If you’re a caregiver of a bereaved child, this might sound very frightening. However, having an increased risk does not mean mental health problems are inevitable, or that they can’t be overcome. Let’s take a closer look at what the research says, and what it could mean for you and your child.

The Research

A 2018 study from the University of Pittsburgh’s Department of Psychiatry followed children for seven years following the death of a parent. The children in the study were between seven and seventeen years old, and they were compared to peers who hadn’t experienced a death. Compared to their peers, the bereaved children were twice as likely to be diagnosed with depression in the two years following the death. They were also more likely to be diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

Although the risk of depression waned after the first two years, the bereaved children in the study continued to have more struggles with school, work, family, and romantic relationships for the entire seven-year period when compared to their non-bereaved peers. It’s possible that the early depression and trauma may set these children up for difficulties down the road, even if they don’t fully meet the criteria for a mental health diagnosis at older ages.

A number of other studies have found similar results, noting that bereaved kids are at increased risk for a wide range of mental health problems like anxiety, depression, behavior difficulties, and substance use in young adulthood. Notably, children who lost a parent to suicide are at increased risk of dying by suicide themselves in adulthood.

There Is Still Hope

While some children will struggle for a long time following a death, this isn’t the case for every child. Many children will work through their grief without serious, long-lasting symptoms. What’s more, it is also possible for children to change in positive ways following trauma and loss. Researchers are paying more attention to an emerging field called post-traumatic growth, which explores these possibilities. We’ll talk more about post-traumatic growth in some of Chapter 10’s activities.

The good news is that you can play an important role in how grief will affect your child. Many factors play into how vulnerable or resilient a child will be in the face of grief. While some of those factors aren’t under your control, many are. Furthermore, many studies agree that getting a child therapeutic help in the short term can improve their mental health in the years to come. If you sense your child is struggling, therapy can be a valuable support in addition to this book.

WHAT RISK FACTORS MAKE CHILDREN VULNERABLE AFTER LOSS?

A number of circumstances can put children at higher risk for developing complicated grief, the type that can cause lasting difficulties if not addressed. Many of these risk factors aren’t in your control and have to do with the nature of the death or the child’s life before the death.

The Harvard Child Bereavement Study identified a number of traits that tended to put children at risk of more difficult outcomes following a death. In general, the categories at an increased risk are:


	Young children (younger than twelve)

	Girls of any childhood age

	Children who experienced a loved one’s death before age eight



Additional risk factors included:


	A previous history of trauma or loss

	A sudden, unexpected, or violent death

	The death of a parent, especially a mother

	A strained or difficult relationship with the deceased loved one

	A previous history of mental health problems for the child or caregiver



While these factors are largely outside of a caregiver’s control, there are some areas in which a child can be supported to reduce risk following a death. The study also found that a child’s support system in the time following a death can be a source of either risk or resilience. Some factors that put a child at risk following a death included:


	A culture that discouraged expressing feelings of grief

	Low self-esteem

	Lack of support system

	Lack of opportunities to mourn the death



If your child has multiple risk factors for complicated grief, an evaluation with a counselor can help you determine whether or not therapy could help your child get some needed additional support. We’ll discuss how to find a counselor in this book’s final chapter.

WHAT HELPS CHILDREN BE MORE RESILIENT AFTER LOSS?

Research on childhood trauma and grief shows us that a child’s environment plays a big role in how resilient a child will be in the face of adversity. We call these traits “protective factors” because they shield a child from some of the long-lasting side effects of trauma and loss.

A child’s age, gender, and the nature of their loved one’s death will all influence their grieving process—and we’ve established that you can’t control these pieces of the puzzle. However, you do have some control over other factors, such as whether your child has:


	A loving relationship with surviving parents or caregivers

	Supportive role models outside of the home

	Strong self-esteem

	An abundance of positive family time

	Consistent, healthy discipline

	A stable homelife with limited stress




We also know that children cope best when their caregivers are coping well. If you are the parent or caregiver of a bereaved child, anything you do to support your own mental health and wellness will directly impact your child’s recovery.



Consistency and nurturing contribute to a child’s sense of felt safety: the assurance that they are in a secure place where they will be cared for. This security is one of the first steps toward healing. In the next chapter, we’ll talk about how you can approach the first days and weeks of grieving with safety in mind.






CHAPTER 2 CREATING SAFETY AFTER LOSS


If you’re dealing with a recent or impending death, you may be overwhelmed by everything that’s about to happen. There will be a funeral to plan, financial decisions to make, and extended family to inform. It’s an enormous task all by itself, but it is especially challenging when you also must help a young person navigate one of the most difficult life experiences. In this chapter, you’ll get practical information about how to help your child—and yourself—through the first days, weeks, or months following the death of a loved one.

There’s no one-size-fits-all prescription for grief; every family has different needs. This chapter will provide a general road map for how to move forward while giving your child a sense of emotional safety. You’ll learn how to talk about death in kid-friendly terms, as well as concrete steps you can take to help your child feel secure as they begin to process their loss. We’ll also talk about how to approach the activities in this book, and how to determine if your child is ready to begin talking and playing through their grief.

BEFORE A LOVED ONE DIES

If at all possible, begin talking about death with your child before they experience the loss of a loved one. Children who have a good understanding of death will have one less hurdle in front of them as they work through their grief processes. Using day-to-day examples, you can help your child learn that death is permanent, not usually anyone’s fault, and a natural part of life.

A pet goldfish, a houseplant, and even roadkill are all entry points for these conversations. Describe the death in simple terms and model how to express feelings about it: “Our plant died. It’s so sad when that happens.” Allow your children to express curiosity about death and ask any questions that come to mind. Some activities from Chapter 3, such as Life-Cycle Drawing and Read a Grief Story, can help children learn general, age-appropriate information about death before they experience it firsthand.

TALKING ABOUT TERMINAL ILLNESS

If you know a loved one’s death is near, speak directly about what is happening. You can let your child know that although their loved one is receiving the best medicine or care, sometimes those things unfortunately do not help cure an illness. Tell your child that when their loved one’s body gets too sick to keep working, they will die.

Children benefit from a simple explanation of the illness and how it will impact their loved one’s appearance and behavior. For example, if a loved one is undergoing chemo, it’s helpful for kids to know what to expect.

You can also prepare your child for any possible changes in the family, such as parents needing to be away from home more often, or other family members stepping in to help take care of the child. Reassure your child that, no matter what, they will be cared for.

AFTER A LOVED ONE DIES: TALKING ABOUT DEATH

You may feel pressure to say or do exactly the right thing in order to protect your child’s feelings when talking about a death. We don’t have many opportunities to practice these kinds of conversations. Fortunately, you don’t have to phrase things perfectly in order to help your child. No matter what vocabulary you use, showing up as your loving, genuine, honest self will make a world of difference.

It’s important to speak to your child about the death as soon as possible. It can be tough for children to discover later on that they were among the last to learn of a loved one’s death. Select a familiar, private space to talk where your child will have comfort items to lean on, such as toys, pets, or a favorite blanket. If talking at home is not an option, a friend’s house or a counselor’s office can also feel safe.

What Do I Say?

In the aftermath of a death, what children really need to know is:


	What happened?

	What does this mean for me?

	Who is going to take care of me?

	Are my feelings okay?



Start by letting your child know that you have something important to share that might bring up big feelings for them. Make sure you have your child’s attention and eye contact before moving forward.

It sounds blunt to adult ears, but direct language like “dead” and “died” will help your child better understand what’s happening. If you haven’t discussed it already, share some basic information about your loved one’s cause of death. Take your time, leaving room for your child’s responses and questions.

After sharing the news, let your child know about what will happen next. Will anything change in their routine? Who will be taking care of them? What preparations will the family be making in the next few days? Reassure your child that no matter what, they’ll be safe and cared for.

For younger children, consider a script like this one as a jumping-off point for this conversation:


I need to talk to you about something very important that has happened. It’s something we are both going to have some big feelings about. Uncle John had a problem with his heart today. It stopped beating, which made his body stop working, and he died. When a person is dead, it means their body and brain stop working for good. It means Uncle John has stopped thinking and feeling, and we won’t get to talk with him again. We will go over to Aunt Linda’s tomorrow to see her and your cousins. I will be home with you tonight to take care of you, and Uncle Bobby is coming to visit too. He will help bring you to school. We will all be here if you need us.



Older children often have a better understanding of death. They may ask more questions about the cause of death or the circumstances surrounding it. As a rule of thumb, if your child is old enough to formulate a question, they are old enough to hear the answer, even if it’s sad or uncomfortable. It’s also okay not to have all the answers. Sometimes “I don’t know” is the most honest response you can give.


Euphemisms like “went home,” “went to sleep,” and “passed away” seem kinder and gentler to us, but they can be confusing or frightening to children. They may cause children to wonder why their loved one decided to leave, or if they will also “fall asleep” and never wake up.



Before ending the conversation, come up with a care plan for the rest of the day. Help your child think of ways to care for themselves physically and comfort themselves emotionally. You can offer a few choices, such as watching a favorite movie together, cuddling on the couch, or spending time with a favorite pet or stuffed animal.

When the Cause of Death Is Difficult to Talk About

Caregivers sometimes wonder if they should share the cause of death with a child when the circumstances around the death are painful or hard to explain. Children don’t need to know every detail, but a simple explanation can ease anxiety and pave the road for deeper knowledge as a child grows. Later in life, children will inevitably learn more details about the death, so it helps to plant those seeds of understanding now.

DEATHS FROM CANCER

Many experts suggest describing cancer as an illness that affects our cells. Consider saying something like “Nana had a disease called cancer that affects tiny parts of our body called cells. Cancer makes cells grow really fast and turns good cells into bad cells. These bad cells can hurt the good cells and make a person very sick.”

DEATHS FROM COVID-19

Chances are, your child has already heard a lot of information about coronavirus. However, they may also have heard misinformation that causes unhelpful or unnecessary fear about their own safety.

You can explain Covid-19 using language like “Many people are getting sick with a kind of germ called the coronavirus. Kids almost never get sick with coronavirus, and most grownups only get a little bit sick. Every once in a while, coronavirus makes a grownup very sick. It can give them fevers and make it very hard to breathe. If a grownup gets very sick with coronavirus, sometimes their lungs or other organs stop working, and they die.”

DEATHS DUE TO SUICIDE OR VIOLENCE

These can be the most difficult deaths for adults to think about, let alone to explain to children. Even in these instances, age-appropriate information helps kids feel more secure in their knowledge of what happened. You can build on this understanding as your child grows.

For very young children, start with a simple description of what physically caused the death, such as “He accidentally got very hurt and died” or “She took too much of a medicine, and it made her body stop working.”

For older children, addiction and depression can be explained in more detail: “Sarah had a disease called depression that affected her brain and made her feel so sad that she could not think clearly. Sometimes depression tricks people into thinking that they can’t get help to feel better, and it makes the person not want to be alive anymore.”

WHEN A CHILD DIES

When the unthinkable happens and a child dies, it can be incredibly difficult to figure out what to say to a surviving child. This is particularly true if your child has lost a sibling, cousin, or close friend.

If the child endured a long illness, you might start by saying, “We all hoped that Liam would get better, but his body was too sick.” Emphasize that nothing your child said, thought, or did could cause this death to happen. Sometimes, children mistakenly believe that their anger, jealousy, or negative thoughts toward a sibling could have caused their death. Saying something like “Liam’s death was not anybody’s fault, and nothing we said or did caused him to die” is a good first step toward addressing this kind of guilt.

Finally, if a child has lost a sibling, the whole family will be grieving intensely. Find adults in the extended family or community who can provide extra support so parents have the time and space they need to grieve.

BE PREPARED FOR A VARIETY OF REACTIONS

Some kids appear to have no reaction at all to news about a death, while others become visibly upset and need extra comfort and reassurance right away. Your child may move quickly between different feelings, seemingly grieving one minute before moving on to another activity the next. Any of these reactions are normal and healthy. Children process this heavy information differently than adults, and it’s not unusual for them to take it one small step at a time.

After you tell your child about the death, you may notice younger children asking you the questions again and again. Children learn through repetition, and hearing the same response to their questions is comforting. Let your child know that any question—even small or silly ones—are okay to ask.


Children can learn factual information about death right alongside spiritual beliefs. Ensure your child understands the finality of death first, and then share your family’s views about the afterlife. For example, you can tell your child: “Grandma died, which means her body stopped working, her heart stopped beating, and her soul went up to Heaven. Death means Grandma’s soul can’t come back from Heaven, and so we won’t be able to see her or talk to her anymore. It’s okay to be sad about that.” This helps your child understand their loved one can’t return from Heaven.



GETTING SUPPORT FROM FAMILY AND FRIENDS

You will likely hear many offers for help and support in the overwhelming days following your loved one’s death. People who make comments like “let me know what I can do” mean well, but it may feel too difficult to delegate tasks, or even figure out what you really need. Consider asking one friend to serve as a point person to field phone calls and texts, organize food drop-offs, and help make these decisions.

You or your point person can assign concrete tasks to these well-intentioned helpers. Consider asking for assistance with household chores such as groceries, yard work, and childcare. Organizing a meal train is another great way to channel people’s impulse to be helpful into something actionable and useful.


Getting Support from Your Child’s School

Most schools have a lot of experience helping children cope with the loss of parents, teachers, and peers. They likely have protocols in place already to help grieving children. Contacting your child’s guidance counselor and letting them know what has happened is a good place to start.

It’s often helpful for children to get back into the routine of school, where life feels more “normal” and they have the support of friends. Before your child returns, talk with the school to decide whether a counselor should prepare their class for the return. One or two close friends approaching a child about the death can be a comfort, but getting comments from everyone could be overwhelming.

Your child’s teacher should be informed of the death. This way, they can be sensitive to any upcoming events in the curriculum that might be triggering, such as Father’s Day activities or assignments to interview a grandparent. Your child can work with their counselor to come up with a plan for these kinds of events that feels right to everyone.

You can also ask for accommodations to help your child get through the early days following a death. Some schools have different options available; here are a few you can advocate for if you feel they’d be helpful for your child:


	A shortened school day or later start time as your child readjusts

	Temporary academic accommodations, such as more time on tests

	The option to visit a counselor or call a loved one during difficult moments

	An alternative location to eat lunch—sometimes a boisterous room full of happy kids can be a lot for a grieving child to take in

	Permission to bring a comfort object to school



You can also ask about joining a peer support group for grieving children. If your school has one available, it can be extremely helpful and validating for your child. If a group is not available, your counselor may have recommendations for other options.

Getting Support from Your Community

If a grief group at school isn’t an option, there are likely community organizations near you that can help children and families through grief. The Dougy Center’s website (www.dougy.org) has a searchable database to help you find local grief support groups. Hospices are often knowledgeable about nearby services as well.

Support groups can benefit both grieving kids and adults. Grief is isolating, especially if you do not have friends who have experienced similar losses. Kids may feel that their peers don’t understand them. Without the examples of other grieving children, they may worry their feelings are wrong or inappropriate. You may also benefit from talking to other caregivers who are a little ahead of you in their grief process, who can speak to you honestly and from personal experience.


SHOULD MY CHILD ATTEND THE FUNERAL?

Caregivers may wonder whether it’s appropriate for young children to attend a funeral or wake. Will the sight of a loved one’s dead body be traumatic for a child? What if family members are openly crying or very emotional—will that frighten them? Will a child’s behavior be disruptive at a time when adults are trying to grieve?

If a child wants to attend the funeral, the benefits usually outweigh the drawbacks. Talk about what your child will see and experience at the funeral in advance so they don’t encounter any surprises. If there will be an open casket, prepare your child for how their loved one’s body will appear. The Toy Funeral activity in Chapter 3 may be a good entry point for this conversation.

Help your child feel included by giving them a special job, such as selecting flowers or a song for the service. Have a contingency childcare plan in place for younger children who may not be able to handle the entire event. You might plan to have the child stay only for a limited time, asking a friend to bring the child home if they decide they’ve had enough.

If a child does not want to attend a funeral, they shouldn’t be forced to go. You can find another way to memorialize your loved one together at home, such as lighting candles, singing a song together, or looking at old photo albums. If the funeral is streamed online, watching a portion of the ceremony together may be a good compromise.

REESTABLISHING SAFETY IN THE “NEW NORMAL”

Consistent routines, warm relationships, and a caregiver’s attitude help children regain a sense of safety and normalcy after a loved one dies. As your family begins to adjust, adding gentle structure, opportunities to connect, and self-care back into your day can go a long way toward building your child’s resilience.

Routines

It’s normal for things to feel out of sync in the days following a death. Returning to some basic routines as soon as you’re able will help children cope and allow them to regain their sense of safety. Young children rely on routines to feel secure. Being able to predict what will happen next offers a sense of security in a world that can otherwise seem chaotic or confusing.

You don’t need to strictly regiment every moment of the day, however. Instead, focus on a few daily activities like meals, daycare, playtime, and bedtime. Making a visual schedule can help younger kids anticipate when these activities will occur and make transitions easier.

One-on-One Attention

You may also want to set aside time each day when your child can look forward to individual, playful attention from you. Research shows that even ten minutes of one-on-one time a day can help meet a child’s emotional needs, making them less likely to act out in other ways. There’s no need to plan a big outing or buy a special toy: A few minutes drawing together or following your child’s lead as they play is enough.

Self-Care for Caregivers

Prioritizing your own well-being isn’t selfish. In fact, it’s one of the most helpful things you can do for your child. Kids look to their caregivers to decide how they should think, feel, and respond in new and stressful situations. By tending to your own emotions, you’ll be showing your child a model of what healthy grieving looks like.

This doesn’t mean you have to put on a happy face or be relentlessly positive around your children while you are grieving. Showing your own feelings of sadness, anger, and worry gives kids permission to do the same. When you demonstrate how you’re coping, your child will learn by example that they can cope too.

Any healthy activity that gives you an outlet for your feelings or provides a break from thinking about grief is valid self-care. Journaling, talking to a trusted friend, or seeking therapy can all help you to process emotions. Time away from your children, exercise, and social activities can provide much-needed relief from mourning and family responsibilities.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Grief isn’t a linear process, and neither is this book. You may find yourself flipping around from late chapters to earlier ones based on your child’s needs. Each chapter’s activities are organized by the age group the exercise is best suited for, from youngest to oldest.

If you’re unsure of where to begin, Chapter 3: Helping Kids Learn about Grief, is a good place to start. From there, children may need help coping with the strong emotions that come with grief. You can find suggestions for coping skills and ways to express feelings of anger, sadness, and anxiety in Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7.

The later chapters of this book help children speak more directly about their grief, make sense of their experiences, and cultivate hope for the future. It may make sense to turn to these chapters after children have had a chance to learn the earlier emotion-regulation skills. Some children may benefit from going back and forth between telling their story and processing the emotions the stories bring up.

Each activity offers information about what age the exercise is best suited for and the number of children needed to play it. These are suggestions, rather than a hard-and-fast rule: most activities don’t require an exact number of children, though they will work best with no more than six players; whether it’s best played indoors, outdoors, and/or online; the materials you’ll need; and a list of common childhood skills your child will employ while doing the activity. For example, common skills include:


	
Creativity: Kids of all ages can use creative outlets like drawing or crafting to help express feelings that may be too big, difficult, or abstract to put into words.
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