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| ntroduction

This pamphlet iswritten for parents, teachers, and
other caring adults as a smple guide to interacting
with children who have experienced loss through
the death of afamily member or friend. Some of the
ideas might aso be used within an educationd unit
on death and dying before a crisis occurs.

Each family and each person within afamily is unique. Past experiences, individua persondlities,
economic and socid standing, and political and religious orientation have an effect on the way degth is
viewed. While stages of dedling with grief and loss have been identified, they should be regarded only
as guiddinesin determining an adult response to a grieving or questioning child. Being sendtive to the
individud child, listening, caring, and replying honestly are essentid for both the child and the aduilt.
UNDERSTAND YOUR CHILD.



What is Death?
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Children's understanding of desth has been studied by a number of researchers. Stages of
undergtanding have been defined and attached to chronologica age. It isimportant to remember that
not al children experience these stages as defined. The caring adult must attempt to understand the
child a the current level of development, regardless of age.

Studies have concluded that children evolve through three stages of understanding desth.

1. Threeto five year-olds see death as a departure or deeplike Sate that is reversble; "forever”
is an impossible concept to grasp.

2. Fiveto nine year-olds are unable to understand the finaity of death. They see degth in the
form of the "bogeyman” or skeleton or angedl.

3. At nineyears of age and older, children begin to see deeth as part of the life cylce. All living
things are created, grow old, and die.



Answering Children’s Questions

What do we say if achild asks about death? If the child experiences the degth of aloved one? The
following suggestions are important to consider.

Tl the child about death using one of these appr oaches:

1. A RELIGIOUS APPROACH:
"We know God loves each of us. He wants us to live with him.
God can be trusted. Y our 'loved on€' is now with God."

2. A SCIENTIFIC APPROACH:

"When someone dies, life sops. The dead cannot return. They
are buried and become a part of the earth.”

These gpproaches can be dtered but it is essentia that you are honest with the child. If you are not, you
may be projecting your own fears. (Have you come to terms with the concept of death?)

Encourage children to tak about fedings and fears. Listen, love, and show underganding. It isdl right
to cry or show emotion. It isimportant for children to know that it is possible for them to fed sad or
angry without losing contral. It helps them to understand that it isdl right to have fedings and to express
them. Assure children that you love them!

Explain the cause of degth. Children need honest, smple explanations. They have ways of knowing

when the truth is not being told. Their fantases and misunderstandings are frequently much worse than
the truth.

1 Do not say that the person has gone to deep or ison atrip.
2. Assure the child that shefhe had no part in causing the degth.
3. Have the child re-explain what you have said so that you know what was heard.

Observe the child in the months to come. Be attuned to his’her need to talk again.



Coping
The concept of desth can produce fear in any of us, especialy children. These fears can be eased

through planned activities that address the idea or occurrence of death. Adults and children can work
together on these activities within the home or school setting.

Thefollowing are suggested activities. The key to increasing their effectivenessis

Do the activities alongside the child! L et the child know about your feelings. Don't ask
the child to do something that you cannot or will not do.

Encourage the child to talk about feelings. Listen!
Cry; alow the child to cry.

AT HOME:

- Havethe child write aletter of good-bye to the person who died.

- View afilm together. The Afterschool Specid: "Very Good Friends," based on the book Best the
Turtle Drum, isagood film on the desth of a sibling. Talk about how you fdt while watching it. (Flm
available through Learning Corporation of America)

- Go on afamily fidd trip to a cemetery. Examine the tombstones. Discuss the practice of burying
the dead body.

- Obtain a pet with ardatively short life cycle, for example a goldfish, hamster, gerbil. Read the book,

The Tenth Good Thing About Barney. Tak about the story and what might happen when your pet
dies.

AT SCHOOL

Any of the above home activities would be suitable in addition to:

- Write essays on "What Death Means To Me', "Why | Loved ", “My Friend

- Write a story about a person who has died.

- Draw apicture of death, what death meansto you, or of a person who died. Explain your

picturesto each other.

- Explore the seasons of the year. What happens with plants, trees, and some animals at different
times of the year? Plant some seeds in different containers. Watch them grow. What can you say if
the new plants die?

- Have fictiond books readily available in the classroom library. Make sure that the topic of deathis
touched upon in some of them. Choose one to read to the class at least once per year. Discussthe
gory with the class.

- Children cope with fedings and concerns through play. Child Life Specidists have found it
beneficid for hogpitdized children to play with dolls and act out the shot-giving, pill-taking, and other
medica procedures which they themsdves endure. Imaginative Situations might be provided in smilar
fashion in connection with funerds. One example of thisisthe funerd home director who providesa

specia room for children where toy caskets, hearses, figurines, flowers, funeral homes, and
cemeteries are avalable.



Family Rituals
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Children of al ages should be dlowed, but not forced, to take part in family rituas surrounding degth.
Participation provides children with the opportunity to ask questions, make comments, and act out
fedings. Many authorities suggest that children can better understand their inclusion than their excluson
from these family events.

Children need to mourn. Adults need to provide the permisson for this. It isaheding processthat helps
the child to face and to recover from the loss. The hedling grief isagradua process and cannot be
rushed. It is met one step a atime. Denid and hogtility may be part of the process. A child will absorb
and assmilate what he/sheis ready to accept and pass over the rest. When shefhe is ready for more,
the questions will be asked.
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Age 5years SR
Dana: "Desathissad." YL e
Age 8 years
Suse "When something bad happens | go to my bed and cry, like when
someone dies.”
Age 9years

Anthony: "When someone dies they get buried and go to heaven.”
Elizabeth: "Desth is sometimes scary and is sad. When someone is about to die, | know that they are
going to live a better life, but | wish | could live that life with them.”

Age 10 years
Tim: "Desath can be happy and it can be sad. When someone dies you are sad but if that person goesto
Heaven he will be happy. Y ou deny the doctor when he tells you somebody you liked just died.
You will get angry at the doctor. Y ou don't want to believe him. Death is sad to the people you
leave behind."
Jessica 'l an drad to die. | am afraid it is going to hurt. That iswhy | want to die when | am deeping.”
Lisa "Deeth could be painful or wonderful, we do not know. It isthe end of life on earth.”
Adhley: "Degth isdying and rising.”
Amy: "Desth is confusng.”

Age 1lyears

Sharyn: "To meit meanslosng ardative, losing afriend. It means you can't go with them anywhere
anymore."

Anne "Just to meit is sort of scary cause you dream about it and it scares you to death that you don't
want to die.... | cry when someone | love dies. It isvery sad.”

Kim: "Death isapart of life. Death isdso afind resting place from dl the noise."

Chris "You redly shouldn't go around thinking how you are going to die. Insteed live avery good life
and be happy. Mot of the time when someone dies we ask God why, why did he let him or her die. Or

sometimes we blame it on ourselves when it redlly wasn't our fault.”

Carin: "if you do go to the funerd, you just might fed alot better. Degth is sometimes scary, sad, happy,
joyful, suffering, peaceful, even wanted. Sometimes people are afraid to die so they pray and pray not to dietil
they areredly old "

Age 12 years
Tina “Degth is going and never coming back.”
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