Dealing with a Bereavement within the School Community. 

Information for parents on how to talk about it with their Child.
Sometimes our natural reaction to death is not to talk about it. We assume

that the bereaved person will not want to, that they will view us as nosey, and

we fear that by mentioning it we will upset them.

Most children will at some point be very glad to have the chance to talk about what has happened, and will appreciate that others care enough to ask about them and their feelings. 

Below are some simple tips for speaking with young people about death.
· Be honest. It is not an easy subject for anyone. If you are upset too –

do not be afraid to admit it. Model the fact that difficult feelings are ok,

and totally normal.

Use clear language. Trying to avoid the death by using phrases such

as “a loss” and “gone to a better place” can frustrate older children

and confuse younger ones. A six year old who hears that someone has

been lost will try to find him, because that is what you do when

someone is lost. Simply use language which is real and clear; “I was

really sorry to hear that your teacher died last week, how are you feeling?”

Expect questions, but don’t feel pressured to provide immediate

answers. Death often throws up many questions for us all. Some of

these may seem straightforward and obvious under the circumstances,

such as ‘How does smoking cause cancer?’ to the more complex ‘Why

do some people die so young without warning?’ If there are questions

that you are unable to answer, feel able to say so, and promise to look

into providing an answer at a later point. There may be other questions

where you have to admit total defeat...this is ok too.

Recognise that every death and every reaction to it is unique. The way

in which a child reacts to a death is dependant on their relationship with

the person who died, the time of death in that child’s development, the

nature of the death (was it expected after a long fight against an illness

or was it sudden?), the child’s understanding of death, their support

network and many other factors.
Don’t assume anything. Ask the child how they feel, rather than

projecting feelings that you might expect them to have. Also, expect

that children in another class might be affected by a death of a teacher 

other than their own  

Allow time and space for children to digest the news, find out the facts

and discover exactly how they feel. For some, this may be their first

experience of someone they know dying.

Moving on - expect children (especially younger ones) to ‘move on’

fairly quickly. As adults we tend to remain in a feeling or thought for a

lot longer than children. If we are sad and reflective, we may be so for

many hours. Children may be distraught one moment and then the

next, need to ask what is for lunch, or express annoyance that it is

raining outside. Although this sometimes shocks us, this is completely

normal. 
Act early to prevent rumours from spreading, or gossip being spread.
Our response to death is often something that we mask when in public. 
Some people mask it with humour. Among children this humour can be 
less tempered by social graces and so can be hurtful, as can rumours 
about a death or an individual. Try to prevent these at all times, but 
remember that nasty words are sometimes born out of fear. This does 
not, and should not excuse them, but may help us deal better with the
pupils concerned.

Try to normalise the feelings that a bereaved young person shares

with you. They are probably very worried that they are the only person

who has ever felt this way. Assure them that any feelings of anger, fatigue,

fear, worry, stress, sadness, exhaustion, guilt, anxiety, frustration,

loneliness, lack of focus etc are all a normal reaction to grief.

(Adapted from material provided by “Winston’s Wish”, a charity for bereaved children.)  Other material is available from their website www.winstonswish.org.uk. 

Where to find help...... no two people are the same and children will respond to bereavement in their own unique way. We may gauge how a child is coping by observing and talking to them. In most instances children will not require extra support and will instead draw support from their own family and social network. In exceptional cases where a child’s distress appears extreme and prolonged, then professional advice may be sought. This can be accessed through a number of different sources: 
Your Doctor

School chaplain or religious leader

Childline

Local social work department

Psychological Service

