Guiding the Child Through Grief and Loss

by Carolyn Nees, M.Ed., L.P.C., N.C.S.C.

     Unfortunately most parents will be faced with responsibility of guiding their child through the loss of a loved one.  Of course the best thing that we can do for our children is to prepare them about death before a crisis occurs.  Such as when the death occurs outside the family unit or even when the child begins to ask questions.  Because it is an experience that causes emotional pain, we very often do not want to talk about death.  

      When talking with your child about death, do not overload the child with detailed information.  The key is to open the lines of communication so that they can seek more information when the time is right for them.  Children understand the experience of death in different ways depending on their developmental stage.  Always answer your child’s questions truthfully and in a simple and direct manner using words they can understand.  If you do not know answers to their questions, tell them that you do not know but will try to find out.  

      Although there are many common feelings and reactions to death, the process will be a little different for each child.  Recognize the differences and respond with understanding and compassion.  Some children may express feelings of sadness at the death of a father where another child may express anger.  Avoid telling a child how he should or should not feel.  Be open to sharing your own feelings of grief with your child.

     Often adults will use less direct words such as “gone away,” “passed on,” or “sleeping” because of our own pain.  However, some children cannot put these words into context which can lead to confusion.  Using simple terms like “dead,” “stopped breathing,” or “wore out” help establish that the body is no longer alive.

     Children react to the death of a loved one in various ways.  Some reactions will occur quickly and some could be delayed for a period of time.  Normal reactions to loss are; numbness, difficulty concentrating, difficulty sleeping, dreaming of the loved one, restlessness, anger, denial that the death occurred, feelings of guilt or the feeling that they may have caused the death, feelings of abandonment, mood changes over the slightest things, expression of tears or laughing at unexpected or inappropriate times.  Children may need to tell, retell, and remember the experience of the death or may even say they see the loved one or hear their voice.  Both are normal responses.  Be alert to signals that may indicate your child is having complications with their reactions to grief.  Physical complaints, persistent fears of dying, extreme behavior change, bedwetting, clinging to parent/separation anxiety, self-injurious behavior are signals that your child is having difficulty with the grieving process.  Seeking the advise of a professional is encouraged. 

     Spend some time preparing your child for the events that will occur following the death.   Share with them that a memorial/funeral is a way to say good bye and to honor the loved one.  Children should be given the choice whether to be involved in the planning or in attending the service or not.  Assure them that you will respect their decision.

     As parents, the number one thing to remember is that children react to the death of a loved one in different ways.  Seeking information and using patience and understanding will assist you when guiding your child through the grieving process.

Books and Websites on Grief

Helping Children Grieve, Teresa Huntley                                                www.compasionbooks.com                                                                                       

Nana Upstairs, Nana Downstairs, Tomie dePaola                                www.insightbooks.com

A Place in my Heart, Annette Aubrey                                                      www.annieshope.com

