Helping Children Cope with Loss

Suggestions about helping children with grief:


• When talking with children, use the correct words: "Death" or "dead" rather than "gone" or "lost" or "asleep." Children understand words literally. So, they may think that death means vacation or getting lost on a trip or a sleep from which you don't wake up. Outings or bedtime can mistakenly take on a whole new, scary, dimension. 

• About the funeral: 

• Allow children, according to their age and comfort level, to participate in any funeral planning or memorial service. Perhaps a special drawing, photo, or meaningful object could be placed with the flowers at the service. Many families have found it helpful to allow the child to place some meaningful token or momento in the casket. These kinds of interventions allow the child to hold on to a sense of connection with their loved one. 

• Explain beforehand what is involved with a funeral service, what the child may see and what meaning the service has for those in attendance. Offer these thoughts as honestly and simply as possible being appropriate to the child's age and development. Allow the child to ask any questions along the way and that the child knows it's okay to change his or her mind about attending the funeral. Never force a child to attend a service. Open, honest, and loving communication during this time is an invaluable gift for the child. 

• The advantages for a child participating in the planning and attending of a service may be: 

• the ability to see others grieve and feel sadness, too. 

• the witnessing of a real event, that is, the funeral, rather than imagining what might be involved with the event. Often, fears are tied to the unknown. 

• the opportunity to say goodbye, along with others in attendance, to the person who has died. 

• the comfort of being near those the child loves during this difficult time. The funeral service takes time away from children, when that may be exactly what the child needs and wants: Time with loved ones. 

• by experiencing this aspect of the grieving process, it may help the child deal with future losses of many types. 

• Besides open communication, offer open acceptance, a willingness to listen, to show support, affection, physical closeness and a sense of security. 

• Allow the child to express grief in various ways. Tears, telling stories, creative drawing, modeling with clay and playing games can all be expressions of grief. 

• As mentioned in the previous section, help the child to better understand the concept of death by reading age-appropriate books to them or offering books for them to read, as their desire and ability permits. 

• Offer insight into the many different, normal feelings related to grief. Let children know that all feelings are okay - even feelings of betrayal and anger. Feelings are reflections of where they are at. . .it's what those feelings are about, their source, and what they do with their feelings that are also significant. 

• By being open to their grieving feelings, you can be alert to signs of guilt or other difficult emotions. A child who feels secure in talking about feelings may better express their fears or irrational thinking. Children's irrational or magical thinking may cause them to feel somehow responsible for the person's death. They may incorrectly connect events from the past with that death. For example, the last memory that child may have of grandpa was yelling at him to "shut up" or "get lost." By talking about these fears, this allows you the opportunity to clarify the reality of the past and relieve inappropriate fears. 

• Recognize that children, as do adults, need time away from grief. A child may need even greater lapses in "obvious" grieving as they develop from one stage of awareness to another. 

• Know that it is normal for a child to have difficulty with schoolwork. In part, this is due to the difficulty in concentration and the ability to stay focused on a task. 

• Talk with the child's teacher/s and school counselor and let them know what your concerns are, while getting helpful information from them about children and grief. 

• If needed, seek out a children's grief support group in your community. A well-developed group, led by trained coordinators, could help a child work through grieving feelings along with other children of similar ages. A hospice organization in your area may be able to provide information about such a group. 

• Because a loved one's death may vary in significance depending upon the relationship with the child, it may be helpful to seek professional help if you are concerned about how the child is coping on a daily basis. In addition, parents should be very attentive to a child who has had several consecutive losses in a relatively short time. A counselor or therapist may recognize behavior indicative of inadequate coping and offer therapeutic interventions to help with specific problems the child may be experiencing. 

• Coping with one's own grief while helping a grieving child can be extremely difficult for the adult. Accept the help of caring friends and relatives when you can, take time out for your own grief, and be gentle with yourself. You can't help others if you are drained of energy and emotions. "Being strong" for others means caring for yourself, too. Mignon McLaughlin said, "The only courage that matters is the kind that gets you from one minute to the next." 

• Grief takes time. . .for people of all ages. Contact organizations relating to grief support or your church and community for help, information, nurturance, and support. 

