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Talking With Children
Take-Home Message
Making contact and talking with grieving students helps 
them cope with their loss. But some teachers aren’t sure what 
to say. They’re afraid they’ll cause the child more pain. It’s 
important to remember that a student’s grief and pain are 
caused by the death or loss, not by talking about it.

This handout provides practical suggestions to school 
professionals on how to initiate a conversation with a student 
who has recently experienced the death of a close family 
member or friend. 

Why It’s Vital to Speak Up
School personnel are often concerned about the possibility 
that they will upset children by raising the topic of death. 
They may worry that they will make matters worse. They may 
choose to say nothing.

Saying nothing actually communicates a great deal to 
children. It tells them that you may be:

•  Insensitive. You don’t realize they are confused and 
struggling.

•  Uncaring. You don’t care about this important event in  
their lives.

•  Incapable. You don’t believe you are capable of providing  
the support they need.

•  Unconfident. You feel the child is unable to adjust and  
cope even with your assistance.

• Unapproving. You believe it is wrong to talk about death.

No one wants to communicate these messages to grieving 
children.

Speaking up lets grieving children know you recognize 
their situation and want to be supportive.  

What Children Are Often Thinking
Children learn from an early age that conversations about 
death make people uncomfortable. If they ask questions, 
people may look away or not continue the conversation. If 
they speak to grieving family members after a death, adults 
may cry or show distress. Children sometimes conclude they 
have done something wrong and avoid raising the subject 
again. They may hold in their feelings as a way to support 
their family. They may try to look fine and reassure family 
they are okay when they really need support.

School professionals can play a powerful role in reaching 
out to students, acknowledging their loss, and offering to 
speak with them and answer their questions. Staff who 
already have a trusting and genuine relationship with the 
grieving student are in the best position to offer this support. 

Initiating the Conversation
These steps can help get the conversation started.

1.  Express concern. Let students know you’ve heard about 
their loss and are available to listen and offer support.

2.  Be genuine. Children can tell when adults are authentic in 
their communications. For example, don’t tell a child you 
will miss her uncle if you did not know the man. Do tell 
the child you are sad she has experienced this loss.

3.  Invite the conversation. Use simple, direct, open-ended 
questions. For example, ask, “How are you and your 
family doing?”

4.  Listen and observe. Listen more and talk less. Share 
observations about students’ behavior or responses in a 
nonjudgmental manner.

5.  Limit personal sharing. You can draw on personal 
experiences to help you better understand students, but 
do not need to share this with them. Keep the focus on 
the student.

6.  Offer practical advice. For example, discuss ways to 
respond to questions from peers or adults about the 
death.

7.  Offer reassurance. Without minimizing their concerns, 
let students know that over time they will be better able 
to cope with their distress, and that you will be there to 
help them.

8.  Maintain contact. At first, children may not accept your 
invitation to talk or offers of support. Their questions 
will evolve over time. Remain accessible, concerned, 
and connected.

MODULE SUMMARY



What to Expect
You may experience feelings of your own when you talk with 
students about the death of a loved one. Students usually 
appreciate concerned adults showing they are touched by 
the event and/or how the student is feeling, such as by the 
adult appearing sad or becoming tearful for a moment. 
Students can learn more about coping strategies when they 
see competent adults showing some distress and modeling 
effective coping.

Even when teachers follow all of these guidelines, some 
students may still be reluctant to talk about the death. They 
may not fully understand it. They may feel overwhelmed by 
the experience and their strong feelings. They may worry 
that they will lose control, or feel ashamed of these deep 
emotions. They may have complicated feelings, such as guilt 
or shame.

Offer a private setting in the school for the conversation. 
Remain available and present over time. Offer other outlets 
within the school for support (another teacher, a school 
counselor, school psychologist, school social worker, or a 
school nurse). Help them think of other options in their 
family and community as well.
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For more information on supporting grieving students, refer to  
The Grieving Student: A Teacher’s Guide by David Schonfeld and  
Marcia Quackenbush.          
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Conversation and Support: 
What Not to Say 
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What Not to Say
Take-Home Message
Many school professionals worry they may say the wrong 
thing to grieving students and make matters worse. 
Understanding what not to say will help you be more 
confident and effective when you reach out to students.  
The suggestions can help you support grieving children.

How to Act
Here are some behaviors that will increase children’s comfort, 
sense of safety, and ability to express themselves.

•  Be present and authentic. Keep the focus on the student. 
Offer supportive statements that honestly reflect both 
your relationship with the deceased and your sense of the 
student’s response. 

•  Listen more, talk less. Keep your own comments brief. 
Ask open-ended questions to help students discuss their 
experiences, thoughts, and feelings.

•  Avoid trying to “cheer up” students or their families. 
Grief is painful. Attempts to cheer people up or bring focus 
to the good things in their lives are likely to communicate 
that you don’t want to hear students or their families talk 
about their pain.

•  Accept expressions of emotion. Expressions of sadness, 
anger, selfishness, or confusion are common in grieving 
children. These are an important part of the process. 
When children hear they should “toughen up” or “be 
strong for their families” they are less likely to fully 
express their feelings of grief.

•  Show empathy. Reflect back what you hear students say  
and the actions you observe. Use compassion.  
Avoid judgment.

•  Step in to stop harmful actions when safety is a concern. 

It’s important to let children express their feelings of grief. 
Sometimes these can be quite dramatic—shouting, crying, 
kicking the floor. It’s also appropriate to stop behaviors that 
may be harmful to the children, to others or to property. 

What Not to Say
Many common and well-intentioned statements are not 
helpful to grieving children and their families. Here are some 
comments to avoid, and suggestions for what to say instead.

Don’t worry if you’ve used these statements in the past. 
Children are very forgiving as long as they feel valued and 
supported. They hear our concern more than our exact 
words.

Don’t Say This Say This Instead

“I know just what you’re 
going through.”  You cannot 
know this. Everyone’s expe-
rience of grief is unique.

“Can you tell me more about 
what this has been like for 
you?”

“You must be incredibly  
angry.”  It is not helpful 
to tell people how they are 
feeling or ought to feel. It is 
better to ask. People in grief 
often feel many different 
things at different times.

“Most people have strong 
feelings when something 
like this happens to them. 
What has this been like for 
you?”

“This is hard. But it’s impor-
tant to remember the good 
things in life, too.”  This 
kind of statement is likely to 
quiet down true expressions 
of grief. When people are 
grieving, it’s important they 
be allowed to experience and 
express whatever feelings, 
memories, or wishes they’re 
having.

“What kinds of memories 
do you have about the per-
son who died?”

“At least he’s no longer in 
pain.”  Efforts to “focus on 
the good things” are more 
likely to minimize the stu-
dent or family’s experience 
(see above). Any statement 
that begins with the words 
“at least” should probably be 
reconsidered.

“What sorts of things have 
you been thinking about 
since your loved one died?”

MODULE SUMMARY



Expect a Range of Responses
The most important thing you can do is simply be with 
students while they are grieving. Witness their distress. Listen 
to what they have to say. Tolerate silence when they’re not 
ready to speak.

Suspend judgment about how students “should” cope with 
their situations and stay open to the wide range of responses 
children may have. Let them experience their grief in their 
own way. Let them know you will be there with them. While 
it’s important to intervene when you think children may hurt 
themselves or others, most of the time children are able to 
express intense feelings without danger.
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For more information on supporting grieving students, refer to  
The Grieving Student: A Teacher’s Guide by David Schonfeld and  
Marcia Quackenbush.          

“I lost both my parents 
when I was your age.”  
Avoid comparing your losses 
with those of students or 
their families. These types 
of statements may leave 
children feeling that their 
loss is not as profound or 
important.

“Tell me more about what 
this has been like for you.”

“You’ll need to be strong 
now for your family. It’s im-
portant to get a grip on your 
feelings.” Grieving children 
are often told they shouldn’t 
express their feelings. This 
holds children back from 
expressing their grief and 
learning to cope with these 
difficult feelings.

“How is your family doing? 
What kinds of concerns do 
you have about them?”

“My dog died last week. 
I know how you must be 
feeling.”  It is not useful to 
compare losses. Keep the 
focus on grieving children 
and their families.

“I know how I’ve felt when 
someone I loved died, but I 
don’t really know how you’re 
feeling. Can you tell me 
something about what this 
has been like for you?”

What Not to Say
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Take-Home Message
School professionals play a unique role in supporting grieving 
students both in the immediate aftermath of a loss and over 
time. Children do not adjust to a major loss in a matter of 
months or a year, but over a lifetime. The second year after a 
death is often more difficult than the first. Teachers can play 
a vital role by offering students ongoing understanding and 
support that can help them make sense of their experiences 
and stay productive and positive in their lives.

School Professionals: A Unique Role
When a death occurs in a family, the entire family is grieving. 
A parent may be preoccupied and less able to manage the 
details and demands of the family. Children sometimes feel it 
is better not to burden their parent with additional concerns. 
A child may feel guilt or shame about the death and find the 
idea of talking with family overwhelming.

Peers often have limited experience supporting someone 
who is grieving. Their attempts at support may be awkward. 
They may pull back because of their own discomfort.

School professionals who are not personally affected by 
the death in a deep way are often ideal sources of support. 
They are concerned, accessible, and competent. Students may 
see them as safer to approach. Often, school professionals are 
better able to attend to a child’s emotional needs.

School personnel are not expected to provide bereavement 
counseling to children, but rather to provide bereavement 
support. They can do this best when they work as a team to 
meet students’ needs.

 

Goals of Support
The primary goal is to offer support in the areas most likely 
to present challenges to students after the death of a family 
member or friend. Teachers can take steps to:

1.  Decrease the sense of isolation. When teachers talk 
about death in the classroom, both as part of regular 
coursework and in response to a recent event, all students 
learn more about how to give and receive support.

2.  Increase academic function. It’s common for grieving 
children to have difficulty concentrating and have a 
drop in academic performance. Teachers who talk with 
children and make appropriate adjustments to their 
class work can help them stay on course academically.

3.  Increase the likelihood children will talk with their 
families. When children experience support and 
understanding from teachers, they may find it easier to 
turn to other adults, including their family members, for 
support.

4.  Increase the likelihood children will talk with and 
receive support from their peers. Through classroom 
discussions and one-on-one conversations, teachers 
can model understanding and give all students better 
opportunities to listen, understand, and express 
feelings among their peers.

5.  Identify problems in the family. During talks with 
teachers, students may reveal family issues, such as a 
parent struggling with depression. Teachers can help 
arrange appropriate referrals for the family.

6.  Connect with students on something of immense 
importance. These are the kinds of lessons and 
conversations that can genuinely transform children’s 
lives. 

Grief Over Time
Here are three key features to remember about grief over 
time for children.

1.  Grief proceeds on its own terms. There is no set time 
frame. There are no firm stages. Children don’t get over 
grief in a fixed amount of time.

The second year after a death can seem even more 
challenging than the first. However, this is a point 
where the support and concern available immediately 
after a death has diminished greatly—sometimes it has 
virtually disappeared.

Providing Support Over Time
MODULE SUMMARY
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For more information 
on supporting grieving 
students, refer to The 
Grieving Student: A 
Teacher’s Guide by  
David Schonfeld and  
Marcia Quackenbush.          

In many ways, children never get over a significant loss. 
The death of a close family member or friend is a life-
changing experience.

2.  As children grow and develop, even normative 
transitions and changes in their lives will remind them 
of the loss. A boy whose father died while he was in 
elementary school may miss him acutely when he enters 
puberty or transitions to college, at college graduation, 
when he is married, and when he has children or 
grandchildren.

3.  As children develop, they become more capable of 
understanding and adjusting to their loss. The work of 
grieving becomes less difficult and requires less energy. 
It begins as a full-time job, but becomes more of a 
part-time effort that allows other meaningful work and 
experiences to occur.

Grieving lasts a lifetime, but does not need to consume 
a life. 

Special Events
Children experience grief differently over time, and often 
revisit deep feelings at special events and times of transition.  
It can be helpful when teachers make a special effort to 
contact students at such moments. These may include:

• Holidays

• Birthdays

• Moves to a new grade or school

• Celebrations

• Awards, graduations, recognition

• Rites of passage (first bicycle, first job, first date)

Providing Support Over Time
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Take-Home Message
Children who are uninformed or unprepared may 
unintentionally isolate or tease a classmate after a death.  
This can worsen the isolation grieving students already feel.

But children naturally want to help their friends. Teachers 
can equip their students with the skills to support a peer. 
This can make a profound difference for a grieving student. 
There is probably no more important lesson or life skill for an 
educator to teach. 

Grieving Students’ Relationships 
With Peers
After the death of a close friend or family member, children 
are likely to experience a range of confusing and strong 
feelings, including guilt and shame. They may worry that 
something is wrong with them, or be embarrassed about 
being associated with a death. They may worry about their 
appearance, or expressing too much emotion.

They may not know what to say or how to act, even with 
their friends. They may withdraw from peers. 

When a Peer Experiences a Death
Like adults, children often have limited experience 
supporting a friend who is grieving. They may be afraid to say 
or do the wrong thing. The death may create uncertainty in 
their own lives—“Could my father also die?” 

They may make insensitive comments, ask repetitive or 
detailed questions about the death, or even tease the grieving 
student. They may distance themselves from the grieving 
student to cope with their own anxieties.

They may want to say, “I worry my father might also die 
someday. Can you let me know what the experience is like 
and help me understand it better so I can prepare myself?” 

But what they may say instead is, “Your daddy died. You can’t 
make a Father’s Day card!” 

Equip Students With Skills
When teachers take the following steps, students are more 
likely to provide effective support to a grieving peer.

1.  Provide information. Help students understand, at 
a very basic level, what has happened. They will be 
less likely to burden a grieving peer in the immediate 
aftermath of a death with repetitive questions.

2.  Give students an opportunity to ask questions. Students 
are likely to have questions about what death is and the 
effect it has on children and their families. They will 
want to know how to be helpful to someone who is 
grieving. Teachers can often discuss this information 
with a class before the grieving student returns to 
school. This helps everyone feel more prepared.

3.  Provide a safe environment for students to share 
thoughts and feelings. Invite students to talk about their 
own losses or the fears they may have about someone in 
their own life dying.

4.  Offer concrete advice and practical suggestions. For 
example, talk about ways to start a conversation with 
someone who is grieving. Discuss helpful things to say, 
and what not to say.

Most of the advice in Talking With Children and What Not 
to Say will also be helpful to students.

LEAD FOUNDING MEMBERS
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For more information on supporting 
grieving students, refer to The Grieving 
Student: A Teacher’s Guide by David 
Schonfeld and Marcia Quackenbush.

Peer Support
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Developmental & Cultural Considerations 
Concepts of Death 
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Take-Home Message
The death of someone close can be overwhelming for 
children. There are four concepts about death that are 
important for children to understand. Children who 
understand these concepts will be better prepared to cope 
with a loss.

The Four Concepts and Why 
They’re Important
1. Death is irreversible.

Children often see cartoon and TV characters who  
“die” and come back to life. Adults may describe death  
as “going on a long journey.” Children may view death  
as a temporary separation. They have no reason to begin the 
mourning process. They may even be angry at the person for 
not contacting them or returning for  
important occasions. 

An essential first step in the mourning process is 
understanding and accepting that the loss is permanent. 

Understanding this concept allows children to begin  
to mourn.

2.  All life functions end completely at the time 
of death.

Very young children initially view all things as alive—toys, 
rocks, cars. Adults may add to this confusion when they use 
phrases such as, “The car died.” As they grow older, children 
will understand that inanimate objects are not alive, but they 
may still be confused at times. A robot may seem alive, a tree 
may not. 

 Children may assume a person who has died doesn’t move 
because there is no room in the coffin. If children are asked 
to draw a picture or write a note to put in the coffin, they 
may assume the person who died will see their work. They 
may believe the deceased will see how dark it is in the coffin, 
or hear the sound of dirt falling on the casket. Children may 
worry that the deceased is suffering—afraid, cold, hungry, in 
pain, or lonely. 

 Understanding this concept helps children realize the 
person who died is not suffering.

3. Everything that is alive eventually dies.
 Children may assume they and their loved ones will never 
die. Some parents reassure their children that they will always 
be available to take care of them. They may tell their children 
they don’t need to worry about dying. It is understandable 
that parents want to shield their children from death, but 
once a death occurs in a child’s life, these messages can be 
troubling and confusing. 

 It is difficult for children to learn this concept the  
first time a death occurs. If they do, children may worry that 
all the people they care about will die and they will  
be left alone. 

 If children don’t see death as inevitable, they may wonder 
why a particular death occurred. Often they conclude it is 
because of something bad they did, or something they failed 
to do. This can lead to guilt. They may also believe it is 
because of something the deceased did or didn’t do. This can 
lead to shame.

 Understanding this concept makes it less likely that 
children will associate death with guilt and shame.

4. There are physical reasons someone dies.
When children don’t understand the true reason a person 
died, they are more likely to create explanations that create 
confusion and add to guilt or shame. Adults can help children 
understand the physical cause of a death by being brief and 
using simple language at a developmentally appropriate level.

Four Concepts About Death

1. Death is irreversible.

2.  All life functions end completely at the time 
of death.

3.  Everything that is alive eventually dies.

4.  There are physical reasons someone dies.

Concepts of Death
MODULE SUMMARY
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dialogue about loss and death children seek with adults. The 
translation of peekaboo from Old English is “alive or dead.”

 Adults may discuss death with children as they grow 
older, but often choose words they feel are gentler. However, 
less direct terms may be confusing. For example, if children 
hear someone who died is in a state of eternal sleep, they may 
be afraid to go to sleep. Especially with younger children, it’s 
important to use the terms dead and died. 

Faith-based Beliefs
Children of any age may find comfort in a family’s faith-
based beliefs. However, some religious concepts may be too 
abstract for young children. In addition to a family’s faith-
based beliefs—what happens to a person’s spirit after death, 
for example—it is important for children to understand 
the physical realities about what happens to the body. This 
includes the Four Concepts About Death.

 Teachers can encourage children who ask faith-based 
questions about death to discuss their questions with family 
members. 

Check Children’s Understanding
When discussing a death, it’s useful to check children’s 
understanding of the Four Concepts About Death. These 
steps will be helpful:

 1.  Start by asking children what they understand  
about death.

 2.  Give them simple and developmentally appropriate 
explanations.

 3.  Ask them to explain back to you what they understand.

 4. Correct any misunderstandings or misconceptions.

 These steps will help make any misunderstandings clear. 
For example, when children are told that the body may be 
placed in a casket, they may decline to attend the funeral. 
They may assume the head will be placed somewhere else and 
may not want to see a loved one decapitated. 

Children With Intellectual  
or Other Disabilities
The Four Concepts About Death, and the four steps listed 
above to check children’s understanding, will also be useful 
for children with intellectual disabilities. Their understanding 
of the concepts will usually be on a level commensurate  
with their level of general cognitive functioning. Even if  

Understanding this concept helps minimize possible 
confusion and feelings of guilt and shame children may feel 
when a loved one dies. 

What Children Can Understand 
Most children understand these concepts between ages 5 
and 7. Younger children can be helped to understand these 
concepts, especially once they have experienced a close 
personal loss.

 While older children and adolescents usually understand 
the four concepts more fully than younger children, they are 
also likely to have questions related to these concepts when 
a death touches them in some way. They may wonder if they 
were responsible in some way or worry that others they care 
about will die soon. If they have not previously experienced a 
death, accepting the true inevitability of death can be painful 
and confusing. 

Children Want to Engage  
in This Dialogue
Adults don’t usually realize that from very early on in life, 
children develop an awareness of loss and seek to engage 
adults in a dialogue about this. Between six and twelve 
months of age, for example, infants begin to develop “object 
permanence”—the recognition that even when a person is 
not in their immediate view, the person exists elsewhere. 
They may become distressed at the absence of an important 
person. 

 Infants this age all over the world begin to play the 
game we call peekaboo in the United States. They fix their 
attention on someone, then experience a brief separation. 
This is followed by heightened awareness and concern, 
then relief and joy at the reunion. This may be the first 

Concepts of Death



facing a loss, they will question each of the Four Concepts 
About Death. Did they see their loved one in a crowd? Hear 
the person’s voice? Do they feel the person is still present 
in some way? They may ask themselves how this event 
happened, and wonder if they might have done something to 
prevent it.

The Four Concepts About Death can offer a useful 
framework for discussions with adolescents. Even when they 
clearly understand death, they are likely to need to discuss the 
same issues as young children.

they cannot fully comprehend the concepts or communicate 
their understanding, they are likely to be deeply affected by 
a close personal loss and benefit from efforts to help them 
better understand. 

Supporting Adolescents
Society often perceives that the impact of death on 
adolescents is less taxing than for young children.  
Adolescents are expected to be more mature and better 
able to handle the concepts and consequences of a death. 
They can think more rationally and abstractly than younger 
children. They are capable of independent thought and 
action. They may be less open to offers of assistance and 
guidance.

Adults may believe that adolescents don’t need the kind of 
support and outreach that younger children do at the time of a 
death. Adolescents may receive fewer services than parents and 
younger children. They may be expected to provide comfort 
to both parents and younger siblings, and required to take on 
more adult responsibilities in the family.

While adolescents may understand death better than 
young children, they will still have questions. Like adults 

For more information on supporting grieving students, refer to  
The Grieving Student: A Teacher’s Guide by David Schonfeld and  
Marcia Quackenbush.          
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Take-Home Message
Teachers and schools play a vital role when they reach out 
proactively to make contact with students’ families after a death. 
They can provide information, find out how students are doing, 
offer advice and assistance, and partner with families to provide 
support over time.

 Note: In this handout, “parents” refers to those functioning 
as students’ primary caregivers. This might include grandparents, 
other family members, or guardians. 

Make Contact
Schools communicate regularly with families in a variety of ways 
and for many reasons. It is appropriate for schools to initiate 
contact with students’ families after a death occurs. Parents may 
be overwhelmed by events and may not think of their children’s 
school as a resource for information, guidance, and support. 
Proactive outreach can also help set the stage for planning and 
providing support for students when they return to school.

 Initially, it’s best to meet with families in person if possible. If 
not, phone contact may be a good start. For first contact, email 
and text messaging may be seen as impersonal and may not be 
able to fully convey the nuances of the school’s intentions. Later, 
these may be practical ways to make contact with busy and 
overwhelmed parents.

 Normalize your outreach—let students and families know 
these communications and offers of support are provided to all 
families after students experience a significant loss. 
 

Goals for Communication  
With Families
  1.  Express condolences on behalf of the school community.  

Let the family know the professional resources of the 
school are available.

 2.  Offer advice on how to support grieving children. Parents 
may appreciate guidance on what to say to their children 
about the death.  School personnel are often involved early 
enough to provide advice on funeral attendance (see  
Funeral Attendance).

 3.  Remind parents of their critical role in supporting children at 
this time. 

Let parents know their children may be worried about them, and 
are looking to them for guidance on how to cope. You may be 
able to equip the family with needed information and advice that 
allows them to better fulfill this role.

 4.  Assist with transition of the student back to school. Most 
children are likely to experience at least some temporary 
learning challenges after the death of a close family member 
or friend. Help the family plan a timely return to school. 
Help prepare the student, their classmates (as appropriate), 
and school personnel for the student’s return. 

 5.  Seek feedback from parents about their children. How are 
the children coping? What strategies do parents think will 
be helpful for school personnel in providing support over  
time? Parents can provide useful insights about what is, and 
is not, likely to work.

 6.  Offer supportive resources in the school and information 
about community resources that may be of help to everyone 
in the family (mental health professionals, bereavement 
support groups). Suggest the family check with their 
pediatrician or other health-care provider for guidance and 
referrals. Help them think through other supports in their 
extended families and communities.

 7.   Identify and anticipate potential challenges. Families may 
need practical support (transportation, childcare). Schools 
can sometimes identify resources to address practical needs. 
Parents can often identify potential trigger situations for 
their children (significant dates, upcoming transitions).

 8.  Partner with families to support children over time. Let  
parents know they are helping the teacher and school  
better support their children—academically and 
emotionally —by providing useful information and  
valuable insight.

 9.  Provide appropriate reassurance and positive feedback. 
Identify ways students and families are already coping 
effectively. Families may feel both overwhelmed and 
unfamiliar with grief. They may not recognize the ways they 
are coping well because the children are still upset.

 

Some Families Decline Assistance
Recognize that some families will decline offers to meet, 
speak, or receive assistance —especially at first. Re-extend the 
invitation occasionally and keep the door open, should the  
family become ready at a later time.

Connecting with Families
MODULE SUMMARY
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Take-Home Message
Families from different cultures may follow specific traditions, 
rituals, and practices after a death. Although there are real 
differences between cultures, the fundamental experience of 
grief is universal. Rather than attempting to gain knowledge 
about every culture, teachers can aspire to achieve a general 
sensitivity to the unique needs of children and families coping 
with loss. 

Different Cultures Express Grief  
in Different Ways
Individuals from different cultures may follow specific 
traditions and practices after the death of a loved one. These 
practices are informed by the different cultural beliefs, 
norms, and expectations that guide the bereaved person’s 
behaviors.

One culture may expect its members not to speak the 
name of the person who died. Another may encourage 
families to name the next child born after the deceased. 
People of one culture may believe that each tear shed creates 
another hardship for the deceased, so remain quiet and 
reserved at funerals. Those of another may believe the extent 
of love for the person who died is demonstrated by the degree 
of emotions expressed at the funeral.

 It is understandable that school personnel may not be familiar 
with the rituals and expectations of every culture represented 
among their students. Sometimes, rather than reaching out to a 
family after the death of a loved one, school staff will minimize 
their interactions with the family to avoid doing something 
inappropriate or offending the family somehow.

 Although these are real differences, the fundamental 
experience of grief is universal. If someone is able to be 
empathetic, thoughtful, sensitive, and supportive to grieving 
children of one culture, chances are quite good that this 
person will be able to help children of another culture as 
well. Being observant, genuinely curious, respectful, and 
responsive to your students will enable you to learn about 
their families and cultures and be guided by their responses. 
Often what works best is to simply be present, express your 
concern, and remain available to provide helpful assistance.

Be Observant
We are all enriched when we learn about different cultural 
beliefs, expectations, and traditions. When we recognize that 
there is a range of acceptable ways to experience and express 
grief, we can watch for approaches that may vary from our 
own and explore ways to bridge cultural differences in order 
to truly help our students and their families.

  1.  Ask questions. Ask openly when you are unsure what 
would be most helpful for a family or individual. For 
example:

     •  “Can you tell me how your family and your culture 
recognize and cope with the death of a family  
member? How does this fit with your own preferences 
at this time?”

     •   “Can you help me understand how I can best be of 
help to you and your family?”

2.  Watch out for assumptions. Even if you know about the 
common practices of a culture, this may not accurately 
predict how a family or individual from that culture will 
behave. Many people have been exposed to multiple 
cultures. Parents sometimes have different beliefs or 
practices from their children. Some families or individuals 
choose to follow practices of a different culture when these 
align better with their current beliefs or preferences.

Assumptions may result in stereotypes that cloud our 
perceptions and make us miss opportunities to be helpful.

3.  Be present and authentic. Even if you don’t know about a 
particular culture’s practices concerning death and grief, 
you can approach the family with an open mind and 
heart. Be guided by their responses. This works well 
across many different cultures.
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For more information on supporting 
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Cultural Sensitivity
MODULE SUMMARY



Practical Considerations 
Funeral Attendance 

https://grievingstudents.org/module-section/funeral-attendance/ 

Video 

https://grievingstudents.org/module-section/funeral-attendance/
https://grievingstudents.org/module-section/funeral-attendance/
https://grievingstudents.org/module-section/funeral-attendance/
https://grievingstudents.org/module-section/funeral-attendance/
https://grievingstudents.org/module-section/funeral-attendance/


(Continued)

Advice on Funeral Attendance
Take-Home Message
It’s important to offer children a chance to attend funeral or 
memorial services after the death of a family member or a 
loved one. Most of the time, it’s better for children if they do 
attend. School personnel often have a chance to play a vital 
role in helping families make good choices about children’s 
participation in services. 

Families may ask the school for advice on this matter. 
Often, school personnel are the only professionals who 
interact with families before the funeral.

Why School Personnel?
Parents often notify schools immediately after the death 
of a family member and before the funeral occurs. School 
personnel may be the only professionals who have the 
opportunity to provide advice to parents about the benefits 
of allowing children to participate in the funeral. They can 
help families understand how to best prepare and support 
children through the experience.

Parents’ Wishes
Some parents are clear that they want to include their 
children in the funeral or memorial service of a family 
member, or support their children in attending the funeral 
of a friend. Other parents hesitate. They may wish to protect 
their children from the distress of seeing others expressing 
grief. They may feel their children are too young to 
understand or benefit from going to the funeral.

 Ideally, children will make their own decisions about 
funeral attendance. Most of the time, it will be better if they 
do attend. 

Benefits for Children
There are a number of benefits for children who attend 
funeral or memorial services.

 • They feel included and affirmed.
 •  They are comforted by the support of friends and family. 

They may also gain support from the family’s spiritual 
community.

 •  They learn more about their own grief when they see the 
different ways people grieve and give and seek support.

 •  They appreciate participating in an important event  
or ritual.

Problems may develop when children are not included.
 •  They may feel hurt, discounted, excluded, or 

unimportant.
 •  They often create fantasies that are far more frightening 

than what actually occurs. They may wonder what could 
possibly be so awful about the services or what is done to 
the body of their family member or friend when they are 
not allowed to be there.

Guidelines for Families
It is important for children to understand beforehand what 
is likely to occur at the funeral. Teachers can share the 
following guidelines with families to help them prepare and 
support children attending services.

•  Explain what will happen. In simple terms, describe what 
the service will be like. For example, talk about where it 
will be held, who will be there, the sequence of events, 
and what people might say or do. Will there be laughter? 
Tears? Stories? Music and singing? Will the casket be 
present? Will it be an open casket? Will there be a funeral 
procession or a graveside service?

•  Answer questions. Invite children to ask questions at any 
point over the days leading up to, as well as during and 
after the service. Check in with children several times over 
this period.

•  Let children decide. Give children choices—to attend the 
services or not, to participate actively or sit quietly, or to 
stay for the entire service or part of it. It’s helpful to tell 
children they can leave the service at any point, or take a 
break for a short time if they wish.

•  Pair an adult with each child. Especially for young children 
and preteens, find an adult who can stay with the child 
throughout the service. This adult can answer questions, 
provide support and comfort, and accompany the child if he 
or she wishes to leave for a period of time. Ideally, this will 
be someone known to the child, but not deeply affected by 
the death.  

MODULE SUMMARY



A babysitter or neighbor often works well. Teachers can also 
offer to fulfill this role.

•  Allow options. Help children find ways to be present at the 
service that feel safe and meaningful. Young children might 
want to play quietly on one side of the room. Teens might 
want to invite a close friend to sit with them in the family 
section. 

•  Offer a role. When the service is for a family member, 
offer the child an opportunity to play a role in the service. 
Choose simple options that are a good match for the 
child’s age and personality. It might be helpful to select 
music, read a poem, pass out memorial cards, light candles, 
or perform some other activity. It’s also fine if the child 
prefers not to participate actively in the service.

•  Check in afterward. Ask children what they thought of the 
service and how they are feeling about it. Find out if they 
have any questions. Check in periodically over several 
days. Teachers can also check in with students after they have 
attended a service.

Attendance of School Personnel
Most families are open to, and appreciative of, members 
of the school community attending their family member’s 
funeral. Others may prefer smaller, more private funerals 
with only family members attending. The first step is to 
consult with the family about school personnel (and others) 
attending the funeral and to follow the family’s wishes. 

 When school personnel attend funerals, they demonstrate 
to grieving students and their families that the school is 
caring and concerned. It helps establish school personnel as 
safe people for students to talk with about thoughts, feelings, 
and questions as their grief progresses.

 Some school personnel worry they will not be “strong,” and 
will show too much emotion at the funeral. Genuine displays of 
emotions, such as becoming tearful or displaying sadness, show 
children that it is okay to express emotions. This models for 
children that people can experience grief and still cope with 
these strong feelings.

 Just being present communicates a great deal to students. 
They may be more likely to reach out to these staff members 
at a future time.

Attendance of Peers
School policies should be developed that facilitate the 
attendance of interested students and staff at the funeral 
of someone close to them. If the funeral takes place during 
school hours, parental permission to attend will be necessary. 
For young children, it may be most appropriate to ask parents 
to personally accompany their children to the services.

 When the death involves a member of the school community, 
such as a student or staff member, consideration should be 
given to hiring substitute teachers and making arrangements 
for coverage of other personnel. It may be helpful to modify the 
school schedule so that attendance does not create an academic 
burden on students. However, students and staff should not 
feel any obligation to attend the funeral. Acceptable alternative 
activities can be provided for those who prefer to stay at school.

 If many students and staff are likely to attend, it will be 
important to talk with the family so they can be prepared. 
Explore the possibilities that will best serve both the grieving 
family and the school community. The family may be able to 
arrange visitation hours outside of school time, for example. 
They may choose to move the services to a larger location.

 In some cases, there may not be enough room at the funeral 
location for all who wish to attend. Schools can plan alternative 
gestures for interested students and staff. They might gather 
outside the facility before the service to show their caring and 
remembrance to the family, or do activities in small groups at 
the school that allow them to share their thoughts with each 
other and possibly with the family of the deceased.

 We discourage the use of school buildings for funeral 
services, especially if the body of the deceased will be 
present. This may establish difficult associations with that 
space for students and staff in the future. The exception 
would be schools with religious affiliations that have an on-
site place for worship, such as a chapel or temple.

Advice on Funeral Attendance
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Secondary and Cumulative Losses

Take-Home Message
Primary loss: the death of an immediate family member, close 
friend or loved one.

Secondary loss: Children experience secondary losses as the 
result of a primary loss such as the death of a loved one—such 
things as changes in relationships, schools, family finances, 
and lifestyle. Grieving children mourn not only the loss of the 
person who died, but these associated losses.

Cumulative loss: In communities with high rates of violence, 
students may have experienced the death of multiple peers and 
family members. They do not become accustomed to such 
losses. Rather, they become more sensitized to loss and death.

When school personnel are aware of these types of loss, they 
are better able to provide helpful support to students.

Secondary Loss
The death of a family member or friend is considered a 
primary loss. When a close family member dies, children may 
also experience a range of secondary losses that are the result 
of a primary loss and contribute to the difficulty of adjusting 
to the death.

Common secondary losses include:

•  Changed relationships. Friends and associates of the deceased 
may no longer be a regular part of children’s lives.  For 
example, after the death of an older sister, a student might 
no longer see the sister’s boyfriend, who may have served as 
an important role model, confidant, or source of support. 
Relationships that seem incidental to adults, or even to 
the children themselves, may be quite significant. This is 
especially true for children who have limited support or are 
experiencing family or personal challenges.

•  Changes in school. Sometimes a family must move after a 
death. Moving to a new school disrupts friendship networks 
and reduces the support students may have been receiving at 
their old school.

•  Financial challenges. When a family provider dies, there may 
be new and sudden financial difficulties.

•  Changes in lifestyle. If there are financial challenges, the 
family may have to move to a smaller apartment, a less 
expensive neighborhood, or the home of extended family 
members. There may be less privacy and comfort. The child 
may not be able to participate in extracurricular or after-
school programs that cost money.

•  Changes in peer group or status. Moving, a new school, or 
diminished resources can change children’s friendship 
networks or their status among their peers.

•  A parent who is less available. A surviving parent may have 
to work more and have less time to spend with children. A 
parent who is struggling with depression or complicated 
grief may not be emotionally available.

•  Loss of shared memories. Children feel connected to family 
and loved ones through shared memories about their times 
together. This might include private jokes, stories about the 
child’s early years, or shared experiences. No one else knows 
them in quite this way, and no one else will ever know them 
in this way again. Children may also lose the opportunity to 
learn more about their own and their family’s history. 

•  Change in future plans. After the death of a parent or 
provider, teens may not be able to follow through on 
plans for college or developing a career. They may not be 
able to afford the college or trade school they had chosen. 
They may not have the help they had expected with the 
application process or choosing a school. They may not 
want to go to a school that reminds them of their loved one 
(e.g., their father’s alma mater), or they may feel obligated to 
go to that school. They may feel a need to get into the job 
market immediately to help the family financially and give 
up other plans.

•  Loss of special recognition and support. Children look to loved 
ones for support at challenging times and recognition at 
times of success and achievement. Without the support of 
the deceased, they may find achievements less rewarding 
and feel less motivated to pursue their interests and goals.

•  Decreased sense of security and safety. After the death of a 
loved one, children lose the ability to count on their worlds 
being safe in the same way. If this person could die, others 
they love could also die. 
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Secondary Loss: What School 
Personnel Can Do
Each student’s experience of secondary loss will be different, 
depending on the situation. School personnel can help greatly 
by appreciating and recognizing the range of possible losses. 
They can ask specifically about these issues, or use their 
knowledge about a student to offer support.

 For example, if a teacher realizes that a student looked 
forward to the school science fair because of the pride he 
received from his mother coming to the event, the teacher 
could offer assistance and encouragement for the project. The 
teacher could speak to the surviving parent to see if another 
family member could attend. The teacher could also stop by 
the science fair and offer attention and praise to the student.

Cumulative Loss
Communities that face high rates of violence may have many 
students who have experienced the death of multiple peers 
and family members. Adults too often assume these children 
have somehow become accustomed to these losses. They fail 
to recognize students’ many acute expressions of grief.

 In communities without this background of violence, 
children who experience a death and have both personal 
resiliency and external support from caring adults are likely 
to cope well with the loss. They will eventually establish 
a renewed sense of personal safety and security. They may 
emerge with new coping skills that prepare them for future 
adversity.

 In neighborhoods characterized by community violence, 
poverty and neighborhood disorganization may complicate 
the setting further. Children here may have personal 
resiliency, but often lack sufficient external support to 
cope effectively with death. With each subsequent death, 
they emerge more vulnerable to the impact of future loss. 

Traumatic experiences accentuate the feelings of sadness, 
anxiety, and stress that they naturally feel.

 These cumulative losses are neither protective nor 
desensitizing. Children do not get used to the death of their 
peers or family members.

 Students in these communities may come to believe 
that adults are unable to provide support after a death has 
occurred. They may view adults in their lives as also unable 
to establish a safe environment. They may appear to dismiss 
concerns after a death or show no reaction. Their failure to 
ask for support is often not because they don’t need it, but 
because they believe it is futile to ask.

 Children may turn to peers for support. They might 
engage in a range of risky behaviors to challenge their fears 
about their own mortality. Children afraid of dying from 
community violence may join gangs if they believe that is 
their sole option for finding protection. 

Cumulative Loss: What School 
Personnel Can Do
Children generally want and need to talk about important 
and meaningful experiences in their lives. It’s hard to 
imagine anything that fits this description more than the 
frequent violent deaths of family members, friends, and 
peers. Children will benefit from adult guidance about how 
to express their thoughts and feelings, and how to cope best 
under these frightening circumstances. They will also benefit 
from being reminded of their personal resiliency and the 
support system they still have.

 School personnel can achieve a great deal by providing 
opportunities for grieving students to express themselves and 
be heard by concerned, caring, and competent adults. While 
this is true in all settings, it is perhaps even more critical in 
the setting of cumulative loss.

Secondary and Cumulative Losses
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Coordinating Services and Supporting Transitions

Take-Home Message
Grieving students interact with a large number of school 
personnel. Ideally, all of these professionals will function as 
a team that coordinates services. It is critical that repre-
sentatives from this group maintain effective communica-
tion with the student and the family. The team can offer 
information and status updates, answer questions, provide 
referrals, and support grieving students over time and dur-
ing periods of transition.

Functioning as a Team
Grieving students are likely to interact with many different 
school professionals every day. These include educators, 
administrators, and support staff. Each has the potential to 
offer valuable assistance to students. Other school personnel 
may also be available, such as school counselors, school 
nurses, school psychologists, and school social workers.

Each provider brings different perspectives and unique in-
sights about the student’s experience. Working together, they 
can identify strategies most likely to be helpful for students. 
It is important the group function as a team, communicating 
together often and coordinating services. It is critical that 
they maintain frequent, effective contact with the student and 
the family.

The team can offer the family information, status updates, 
answers to questions, and responses to concerns. They can 
provide referrals where appropriate and partner with the fam-
ily to coordinate support strategies between school and home.

Choosing a Primary Contact
It is often helpful to establish one (or a few) primary points 
of contact for student and family. Families may feel over-
whelmed if they are being regularly updated by many school 
staff members, especially if they have more than one child in 
the school system. Students may find many update meetings 
burdensome. They may not wish to discuss the impact of 
their loss with multiple adults at the school on a regular basis.

Ideal primary contacts might be a team member who 
already has a special relationship with the student or one who 
has a greater level of comfort or experience supporting griev-
ing students and families. The main contact for the parent or 
caregiver may be the same individual, or someone different.

It is important to ensure that there is at least one point of 
contact for every student who has experienced a significant 
loss. This contact should be clearly and expressly identified 
by the team so there isn’t a mistaken assumption that “some-
one else is taking care of this.”

Each Member’s Unique Role
While one person may take on the role of primary con-
tact with the student and family, this doesn’t mean that all 
responsibility for support is delegated to that person. Each 
member of the team can take on a unique role, depending on 
the student’s and family’s needs. 

For example, the English teacher might support the student 
with organizational skills and planning for the transition 
back to school. The math teacher might monitor and help 
balance the student’s cumulative workload across various 
subjects. The school counselor might meet with the family to 
discuss how the student and family are coping. An administra-
tor may check school records and databases to be sure future 
letters or report cards are not addressed to a parent who died.

Support During Transitions
Transitions between schools—and even between grades—
can be both exciting and stressful for all students. There may 
be a change in teachers, routines, rules, schedules, and peer 
groups. The academic curriculum may be more demanding. 

For grieving students, these stressors can be more severe. 
They are particularly vulnerable at times of transition. The 
person who died may have been someone who provided valu-
able guidance or support at such times—a sister who offered 
advice on navigating a new social network, a dad who was 
there to listen with compassion when changes felt over-
whelming. Feelings of grief and loss may be accentuated.
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The school team can help grieving students during transi-
tions between grades in the same school, or during promo-
tions to other schools. With the student’s knowledge and the 
family’s permission, school professionals can communicate 
the student’s needs and describe strategies that have been ef-
fective in providing support. 

When a student is changing grades or classrooms in the 
same school, the information can be shared with the new 
teachers. The team can explore ways to provide some con-
stancy in the support the student receives. Perhaps the stu-
dent will continue to meet regularly with a school counselor, 
be invited to check in with a favorite teacher, or continue to 
receive additional support from the coach.

For transition to a new school, it will be helpful for the 
team to share information with teachers, administrators, 
counseling staff, and school health personnel. Parents may 
not realize that this information is not automatically shared 
with a new school. The school team can also help the family 
identify ways to prepare the new school to best support their 
child. In some cases, students may benefit from meeting  
with the new team before the start of the new year to discuss 
options for ongoing support.

Older Students: Special Concerns for 
High School Juniors and Seniors
High school juniors and seniors may be especially challenged by 
the death of a family member or close friend. They are coping 
with heightened academic demands and scrutiny. Difficulties 
concentrating and learning that are common in bereavement 
may seem to carry major implications for their future success.

Students who are considering upcoming independence 
from their families—by going to college, embarking on a 
career, or leaving the family home—are typically ambivalent 
to some degree. They want separation from their parents, but 
also worry about how well they can live without their family’s 
support and comfort.

After a death, students may become more anxious about 
leaving friends and family behind. They may worry that 
something will happen to their loved ones, or to themselves, 
if they don’t remain together. They may feel new obligations 
about assisting a surviving parent with chores, providing 
emotional support, or getting a job to help the family finan-
cially. A plan to pursue personal goals may feel like a selfish 
act, or even abandonment.

Delaying independence from the family immediately after 
a significant death may be the best choice for the student 
and family in some situations. However, it is important to 
explore carefully whether this is truly in the best interests 
of the student and aligns with the student’s personal choice. 
Involvement of the school counselor or other student support 
professional may help the family and student explore these 
options in a careful, balanced way.

Coordinating Services and Supporting Transitions
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For more information on supporting 
grieving students, refer to The Grieving 
Student: A Teacher’s Guide by David 
Schonfeld and Marcia Quackenbush.          
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Social Media

Take-Home Message
Social media is a powerful influence in young people’s lives. 
When a death occurs in the school community, information 
can be passed quickly among students—sometimes accurate, 
sometimes not. Grieving students can obtain considerable 
support from peers and school through social media. It is 
important for school professionals to consider how to best 
adapt the use of social media when a death has occurred, and 
understand how to use it optimally.

Opportunities and Benefits
Adults sometimes feel uncomfortable with the use of 
social media, especially when dealing with sensitive topics 
such as bereavement. For most children and adolescents, 
however, social media is a familiar and comfortable way to 
communicate. For grieving children, social media offers 
unique and powerful ways to gain support and check in  
with peers.

In fact, children often choose social media and technology 
as preferred methods of communication. Not only is it easier 
to text a friend, in many cases it is socially more appropriate. 
A text is delivered immediately, but recipients can consider 
the message privately. They can choose when and where to 
read it, then take time to consider a response. They do not 
need to worry about facial expressions or body language 
sending unintended messages.

For example, condolences or questions posed in person or 
by phone place immediate expectations on the recipient. 

By contrast, a grieving child might read a message, cry 
privately, then send a reply when feeling more composed.

A child who has lost a parent after a lengthy illness might 
post a notice on a social media site at the time of death and 
quickly receive expressions of condolence. The child can 
communicate what has happened without having to contact 
every friend individually and repeat a difficult story. These 
communications can help alleviate feelings of awkwardness 
when the child returns to school.

The sense of anonymity and privacy users may feel 
with social media can facilitate the sharing of personal and 
sensitive information. Children may discuss feelings, wishes, 
and thoughts that are difficult to communicate face-to-face, 
but are important to express while grieving. 

Challenges and Cautions
As much as social media can provide powerful and positive 
support to a grieving child, this form of social interaction 
is not the same as having a heartfelt conversation with a 
friend. It does not offer the same kind of support as someone 
who sits with you while you are crying or gives you a hug. 
Without some balance of personal interactions and real-world 
contacts, reliance on social media risks increasing the sense 
of social isolation often felt by grieving children.

Additionally, when people meet face-to-face, there is a 
social consciousness present. They are less likely to say things 
that are hurtful, insensitive, or inappropriate. In the absence 
of these social filters, harmful statements and conversations 
sometimes occur.

School Notifications
Social media and text messages are delivered at all times of 
the day, anywhere there is a signal. Messages about the death 
of a student during school hours are often received first by 
students via their phones. Teachers may not have advance 
preparation. They may find themselves responding to student 
reactions without having a chance to confirm the accuracy of 
the information or receiving guidance about what to say. The 
school’s mental health staff may not be immediately available 
to provide support.

Similarly, if the death of someone in the school 
community occurs over the weekend or during a holiday, 
students often learn of the event quickly through social 
media. They may return to school with questions, fears, grief, 
or confusion. Rumors or inappropriate information may 
exacerbate their reactions.
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Defining Social Media

In this handout, we define social media 
broadly, to include technology such as 
texting, instant messaging, emails, online 
gaming, meet-ups, Skype, and similar 
services.



While this immediacy of information sharing can seem 
intrusive, it is a simple reality of today’s world. Adults 
have little meaningful control over communication among 
children, even in the absence of social media.

This is an excellent reason for teachers to prepare 
proactively to deal with a death in the school community.

Friends and “Friends”
Social media connects children with a wider social network. 
It can simulate being personally present as an event occurs 
in real time, even if it is at a distant location. This can be 
exciting, but when a death or tragedy is involved, the sense of 
personal involvement can be upsetting and unsettling.

Adults in children’s lives may not even know of these 
indirect but often powerful experiences. They may not 
understand the impact they have on children. The death of a 
“friend” known to the child only through online gaming or 
social media may still represent a significant loss.

The Broader School Community
Social media can be a highly effective means to rapidly 
disseminate information to the school community as a whole. 
When appropriate, this outreach can include recent graduates 
who may have known the person who died, but are now living 
in other locations for work or college. Young people in new 
social situations may lack the sense of shared experience and 
support they would have previously obtained from peers and 
family.

Social media may also offer a way to reach out to grieving 
families or students in the initial period after a death, if the 
family is not yet ready to accept calls or visitors.

Information being shared among students and staff 
through social media can offer insight into how people are 
responding to a death. This can help inform plans to provide 
support to the community. Schools need to develop policies 
concerning the monitoring of social media. It is important to 
find a balance that precludes infringing on privacy but allows 

information expressed through social media to be acted on if 
necessary to preserve safety—for example, if an individual is 
expressing suicidal intentions.

Suitable for Public Distribution
Any information posted through social media can easily 
be forwarded and re-posted repeatedly. It is essential that 
all content be suitable for public distribution. This may 
encompass individuals and groups well beyond the school 
community, including the media.

Potentially sensitive messages should be reviewed, not 
only by an administrator and/or someone overseeing public 
relations, but also by a mental health professional in the school 
who may be attuned to the sensitivities of those who are 
grieving.

Commemoration and 
Memorialization
Increasingly, social media is being used to facilitate 
commemoration and memorialization efforts. This can 
be especially useful when children travel and create social 
networks that they maintain through social media and  
online communication. 

For example, after the death of a student who had recently 
participated in an international exchange program, an online 
memorial service allowed children from both countries to 
share memories and stories.

Perform a Social Media Policy 
Audit
Social media is a powerful tool to share accurate and timely 
information as well as socially appropriate messages after a 
death has occurred. Schools should review policies related to 
the use of social media with an eye to how these might best 
support grieving students and the broader school community.
Maintaining a strong social media presence helps schools stay 
prepared to support students, staff, and families.

Social Media
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For more information 
on supporting grieving 
students, refer to  
The Grieving Student:  
A Teacher’s Guide  
by David Schonfeld and  
Marcia Quackenbush.          
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Impact on Learning

Take-Home Message
Temporary academic challenges are common among grieving 
students and should be anticipated. Teachers and other school 
staff can provide proactive support and modifications in 
academic expectations, homework assignments, and testing. 
This can provide tremendous help to grieving students at a 
time when they are struggling to understand and cope with a 
death.

Expect Temporary Challenges
It is common for children to experience academic challenges 
after the death of a family member or close friend. These 
may occur immediately after the death. They might also 
first appear weeks or even months later. Preexisting learning 
challenges often become worse in the aftermath of a loss.

Typical experiences for grieving students include:

• Difficulty concentrating and distractibility

• Limitations in learning and/or remembering new facts or 
concepts

• Anxiety, sadness, and sleeping difficulties—all of which 
contribute to difficulty learning

Offer Support Proactively
It’s important for school professionals to offer academic 
support proactively. Don’t wait for students to begin 
demonstrating academic challenges, or for academic 
challenges to become academic failure.

Schools can be a source of valuable support to grieving 
students. However, if academic expectations temporarily 

exceed students’ capacity to learn, schools are more likely to 
become an additional source of distress.

Helpful Modifications
Assist grieving students in identifying the level of academic 
work that feels appropriate and achievable. Some helpful 
modifications include:

• Change an assignment. There are many ways to adapt 
assignments to better match grieving students’ current 
ability to focus. For example, allow a student to work 
on a project with a partner rather than solo. Suggest a 
student adapt a formal research paper into a more engaging 
assignment, such as an oral history project or a video. 
Offer a student the chance to defer an oral presentation 
and submit a written assignment instead.

• Change the focus or timing of a lesson. A literature class 
might choose a different book to discuss if the one originally 
scheduled describes a death similar to the one a student 
is currently grieving. A health class on the dangers of 
substance abuse might be postponed, or the grieving student 
excused, if he has just lost a sibling to a drug overdose.

• Reschedule or adapt tests. Immediately after a death, 
students might be exempted from some testing, or given 
modifications such as testing alone in a quiet location with 
extra time. Scores might be omitted or weighted less in 
determining final grades.

It’s important for teachers to find a balance between 
maintaining reasonable expectations and being ready to 
provide additional support and accommodation for grieving 
students. Students need to be appropriately prepared to 
move ahead to their next grade. If they are promoted without 
learning the essential facts and concepts of their grade, 
they will be at a disadvantage the following year, when new 
teachers may be unaware of their losses.

Students Who Cope  
Exceptionally Well
Some grieving students actually engage more actively in 
their schoolwork after a death. They may do so to distract 
themselves from uncomfortable thoughts and feelings related 
to the death, to compensate for some imagined fault, or 
to reassure adults—and themselves—that they are doing 
well at a time when others worry that they will become 
overwhelmed.

Adults may view this as resilience, but the appearance of 

MODULE SUMMARY



coping is often maintained at a great personal price to the 
student. Ultimately, this level of work may be difficult to 
sustain. It may mask underlying distress that would benefit 
from assistance.

It is important to explore any significant change in 
academic function.

Use Guidance From Other 
Modules
Other modules in this course provide guidance that will  
be helpful when planning modifications for students’ 
academic work.

Connecting With Families underscores the importance of 
collaborating with families to support students’ adjustment 
both at school and at home. Understanding how the family 
is coping can provide useful insights on how to modify 
homework or test preparation.

Coordinating Services and Supporting Transitions offers 
advice on how school professionals working with a grieving 
student can work together as a supportive team. The team 
can assess the student’s cumulative workload, identify ways 
to balance academic demands with extracurricular activities, 
and share ideas among teachers and the family on how to 
best support the student.

For more information on supporting grieving students, refer to  
The Grieving Student: A Teacher’s Guide by David Schonfeld and  
Marcia Quackenbush.          

Impact on Learning
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Guilt and Shame
Take-Home Message
Shame and guilt are common reactions among grieving 
children—and grieving adults as well. School professionals 
who understand why these reactions occur can take steps to 
create a safe environment for children that encourages them 
to express their thoughts and feelings. Speaking directly to 
children and normalizing these reactions are important first 
steps in helping children adjust to a loss.

Magical Thinking
Young children see themselves as the center of their universe. 
In their view, things happen because of them. They often 
assume their thoughts, feelings, and actions can influence 
unrelated events. This is called magical thinking.

Adults sometimes encourage magical thinking in 
children. They may suggest children wish for something 
good to happen in the world, or urge them to behave well so 
something good follows.

Magical thinking is helpful at times. It allows children to 
feel less vulnerable in a world they do not actually control. 
But when tragedy occurs, this same type of thinking can 
cause children to feel profoundly responsible for something 
over which they had no influence. If they wish for a war to 
end and the war continues, is that their fault? If being good 
resulted in presents for Christmas, did their unkind thought 
lead to a neighbor’s death?

Adolescents and adults engage in their own forms of 
magical thinking about death. People sometimes take some 
responsibility for a death because it helps them believe they 
can prevent other deaths. They only need to take a step they 

failed to take before. For example, someone might think, “If 
I call home several times a day to check on my mom to be 
sure she is okay, she won’t die like my dad did when I forgot 
to check on him.”

The alternative to this kind of thinking is accepting that 
we have limited influence over these events. This can leave us 
feeling helpless. It is frightening to realize someone we care 
about could die at any time, no matter what we do. 

However, guilt about a death makes it difficult to cope 
with the loss. The solutions that come from guilt (such as 
calling a parent every hour) generally do not solve problems. 
Rather, they create more difficulties.

Children, Guilt, and Death
When something bad happens in children’s worlds, they 
often assume they have caused the problem by acting badly. 
They may worry about the possibility that they will repeat 
their bad behavior and cause the death of someone else close.

Guilt is more likely when the preexisting relationship 
with the person who died was ambivalent or conflicted. This 
would include when a parent was abusive, absent, mentally 
ill, drug involved, or incarcerated. It might also stem from 
developmentally common situations—for example, an 
adolescent who clashed with her father’s attempts to limit  
her independence. 

When a death is preceded by a lengthy illness, children 
(and adults) may have had moments when they wondered 
whether it might not be best for the person to die and be 
relieved of the physical suffering. This would also end some 
of their own emotional suffering as they anticipate the death 
and adjust to the needs of the sick person. These children 
may feel guilty for wishing for the death of someone they 
loved.

Sometimes, children may express persistent guilt. In some 
instances, there may be some logical reason to experience 
guilt feelings—for example, if a child accidentally discharged 
a firearm, killing a sibling. It is important to involve mental 
health providers, either from the school or the community, to 
help such children address their feelings. Through counseling 
they may come to appreciate that their guilt is unwarranted, 
or be helped to forgive themselves if they contributed to an 
action that resulted in a death.

Children, Shame, and Death
Another common reaction children have to a death is shame. 
They understand from an early age that questions about death 
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make adults uncomfortable. They may see that their questions 
or comments about the deceased make a family member cry. 
Children may conclude that they have done something naughty 
in broaching the subject. They are likely to feel guilty or 
ashamed about their behavior, and then keep their questions 
and feelings to themselves. This may provide reassurance to 
the adults in their lives that they are fine even though they 
continue to have questions and feelings about the death.

Children may also conclude that the person who died did 
something wrong that resulted in his or her death. They may 
then feel ashamed of their relationship with the deceased. 
Deaths that carry an additional stigma, such as deaths 
involving suicide, drug overdose, or criminal activity, are 
therefore even more difficult to discuss.

Children and adults may choose not to even inform the 
school that a significant death has occurred, in part related to 
feelings of shame or embarrassment.

When children withhold information about a loss or 
expressions of grief out of shame, they will be even more 
isolated in their grief.

Bring It Up Explicitly
It’s helpful to discuss guilt and shame explicitly with grieving 
children. Ask about the kinds of thoughts, questions, or 
feelings they have been having. Describe the kinds of 
reactions related to guilt and shame that people often have. 

Normalize the experience of guilt and shame while creating 
a safe environment where children can speak honestly about 
their experiences.

Use Guidance From Other 
Modules
Concepts of Death addresses children’s understanding of 
death in more detail.

For more information on supporting grieving students, refer to  
The Grieving Student: A Teacher’s Guide by David Schonfeld and  
Marcia Quackenbush.          

Guilt and Shame
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Other Reactions
Take-Home Message
Reactions to death vary greatly in children. Learning how 
children understand and feel about a loss is a useful way to 
determine how to best help them cope. Children’s thoughts 
and feelings can help explain their behaviors both immediately 
after a death and after some time has passed. School 
professionals are able to intervene in more appropriate ways 
when actions that might be perceived as misbehaviors are 
understood in the context of a student’s reaction to a death.

A Range of Reactions
Other modules in this section address the learning 
challenges children often experience after a death, as well 
as the guilt and shame commonly seen in grieving students. 
(See Impact on Learning and Guilt and Shame.) After a  
death, students may express a range of other reactions as 
well, including the following.

Little or No Reaction
Some students appear to have little or no reaction at all 
after the death of someone important in their lives. They 
may actually be making an extraordinary effort to keep 
their emotions hidden from others. Often, they do a very 
convincing job. Adults in their lives may be unaware of  
their distress.

This does not mean they are not greatly affected by the 
death. It is important not to rely solely on children’s behaviors 
to assess how they are doing. Conversations, check-ins, and 
invitations to ask questions or discuss feelings can be useful 
for all students.

Nonverbal Reactions
Many children express their feelings in ways other than 
talking. Very young children often work through their 
feelings during play. Older children may use creative activities 
such as writing, role-playing, or art to express their thoughts 
and feelings.

While play and creative activities can provide important 
clues to children’s thoughts and feelings, adults should be 
careful not to jump to conclusions. For example, children 
who draw only happy scenes after a traumatic loss might 
give the impression they are not affected by the events. In 
actuality, they may instead be giving a sign that they are not 
yet ready to process or express their grief.

Rather than interpreting children’s play or creative work, 
consider asking them to describe what their work is about or 
what story they are telling.

Anger
Children may express anger after a death and look to assign 
blame to others. These reactions may be an attempt to 
establish control in response to an overwhelming experience. 

Parents and other family members are often the targets 
of such anger. They are close by. They are also relatively 
safe because they are likely to be more tolerant of emotional 
outbursts. Children may feel anger at their parents for not 
protecting them from personal tragedy. 

Children may also direct anger toward the person who 
died. They may feel abandoned, or be angry about negative 
consequences and secondary losses that resulted from the 
death.

The death of a loved one can also result in anger at God. 
Children may question even strongly held spiritual beliefs.

It is important to normalize feelings of anger and 
encourage grieving children to express their feelings in non-
harmful ways. When children understand that people often 
feel angry after a death, they are less likely to feel guilty or 
ashamed of their feelings.

Preexisting Challenges
Preexisting learning, emotional, or behavioral challenges may 
resurface or worsen after a death. 

Normalize such setbacks for grieving children—they are 
common. Help plan extra supports from professionals with 
the school and community as students learn to cope with 
their loss.
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Risky Behaviors
Older children and teens may engage in risky behaviors such 
as drinking alcohol or using other substances, engaging in 
risky sexual activity, or participating in violent or delinquent 
behavior. This often reflects their struggle to master an 
increase in feelings of personal vulnerability after the death 
of someone close to them.

Invite these students to think about possible links between 
the risks they are taking and their feelings about their loss. 
When the risky behaviors persist, or when they are serious, 
refer students to appropriate mental health professionals.

Acting Younger
In the aftermath of a death, children may begin to act more 
like they did at an earlier age. Children who were comfortable 
with independence may become sensitive to separation from 
surviving family members. For example, a kindergarten 
student who tolerated being left at school may become clingy 
after a death.

Adults often expect children to become more generous 
and considerate of the needs of others at times of crisis. In 

reality, however, when under significant stress, children often 
focus more on their personal needs, at least at first. They may 
act more immature, self-centered or demanding, and be less 
tolerant of change.

Once children’s needs are met and they are feeling more 
secure, they are likely to feel more capable and able to 
attend to the needs of others. Over time, they will return to 
developmentally appropriate behavior, including an interest 
in seeking increased personal independence.

For more information on supporting grieving students, refer to  
The Grieving Student: A Teacher’s Guide by David Schonfeld and  
Marcia Quackenbush.          
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Grief Triggers

Take-Home Message
Grief triggers are sudden reminders of the person who died 
that cause powerful emotional responses in grieving children. 
They are most common in the first few months after the 
death, but may happen at any time.

School professionals can prepare students with 
information about grief triggers, proactively establish a safety 
plan with grieving students, and approach potentially difficult 
classroom lessons or activities with increased awareness. This 
creates a more supportive classroom environment that is 
appreciated by all students.

What Grief Triggers Are Like
After a significant loss, students may unexpectedly encounter 
situations or comments that remind them of the person 
who has died. This can cause sudden and intense feelings of 
distress and other strong emotions.

This can be unsettling at any time, but especially so 
when it occurs in a school setting. Students are caught off 
guard. They may feel a loss of control. This can be especially 
disheartening after they seemed to be gaining some relief 
from the strong feelings that occurred immediately after  
the death.

Students may worry that they’ll start crying in front of 
classmates or otherwise embarrass themselves. They may feel 
overwhelmed and unable to ask for support.

Common Grief Triggers
Events such as the following may act as grief triggers for 
children if they are associated with the person who died:

• Hearing a song or seeing a TV show

• Going to or seeing a photo of a place

• Smells or sounds

• Hearing a news report (of someone who died in a similar 
way, for example)

• Special occasions (holidays, birthdays, Mother’s Day or 
Father’s Day)

• Transitions (graduation, starting at a new school, moving)

• Lost opportunities (vacations, performances, sports events, 
father-daughter dances)

In a school setting, the class may be talking about a city 
in social studies that reminds the student of a prior family 
vacation and special time spent with the deceased. A peer 
may comment over lunch about a television show the student 
had always watched with a sibling who died. The class may be 
asked to discuss an assignment with their mother or father, 
and the student is reminded that she no longer has two 
parents. Almost anything can serve as a grief trigger.
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How Children Feel and Respond

Children experiencing a grief trigger may 
respond many ways, including one or more 
of the following:

• Outbursts of anger or sadness

• Uncontrollable crying

• Feelings of emptiness

• Feeling out of control or frightened

• Embarrassment

• Inability to concentrate

•  Frustration or disappointment (“I thought 
I was getting better, and now I’m out of 
control again”)

•  Wishing to escape the situation, to “get 
out of the room”



Supporting a Child Experiencing a 
Grief Trigger
Support from teachers and schools can help students move 
through these experiences in a positive and productive 
way. Ideally, there will be a chance to explain proactively to 
grieving children that it is fairly common for such triggers 
to occur. Reassure them that, while intense, the immediate 
experience will pass.

School professionals can work with a child to develop a 
plan for grief triggers. Options include:

• Identify a safe space or location where the student can go. 
This might be the library, a study hall, a nearby classroom, 
or the office of the school counselor, school nurse, school 
psychologist, or school social worker.

• Provide the child with the name of an adult he or she can 
see when feeling upset or wishing to talk.

• Set up procedures that allow the student to obtain support, 
such as a signal or statement that doesn’t draw attention 
but does allow the student to leave the classroom. It’s 
difficult for children to ask for help and expose their 
vulnerabilities in front of peers when they are already 
feeling overwhelmed.

• Allow the child to call a parent or family member if he or 
she feels it would help.

• Give permission and encouragement for the child to speak 
with a school counselor, school nurse, school psychologist, 
or school social worker.

• Offer private time with a teacher to talk over feelings, 
questions, or other concerns.

When children know there is a plan in place to deal with 
grief triggers, they feel less trapped when they occur. If 
children know they can leave without drawing attention to 
themselves, they become less anxious. Their distress passes 
more quickly, and they actually rarely need to leave the 
classroom. They are more likely to remain in class and be 
available for learning.

Anticipate and Minimize Triggers
When possible, it’s helpful to anticipate and minimize grief 
triggers. Here are some steps that will help.

• Expect that triggers may occur around holidays, Mother’s 
Day and Father’s Day, the child’s birthday, the birthday 
of the deceased, or the anniversary of the person’s death. 
Children and their families may be able to suggest dates 
that may be difficult.

Note: Children who have a parent deployed in the military, 
living in another city or state, in prison, or otherwise 
absent from their daily life may also experience sadness or 
distress at similar times.

• Introduce class activities in a way that acknowledges 
absences and offers alternatives. Example:

“For this Father’s Day activity, I’d like you to focus on 
your father or another important male adult in your life—
someone who cares for you and has provided support. If 
your father is not living, or he does not live with you, you 
can still complete this activity with him in mind if you 
wish.”

• Make an effort to reach out to grieving students at school 
events where the absence of a loved one may be especially 
noticeable (performances, sporting events, science fairs).

• Introduce subjects such as serious illness, accidental death, 
war, or violence with sensitivity. Recognize that students in 
your class may have lost a family member or close friend in 
one of these ways.

Grief Triggers
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For more information on supporting 
grieving students, refer to The Grieving 
Student: A Teacher’s Guide by David 
Schonfeld and Marcia Quackenbush.          
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Professional Preparation

Take-Home Message
Professional development addressing support for grieving 
students is an essential component of training for teachers 
and other school staff. Unfortunately, it is offered far less 
often than needed. Most school professionals want to receive 
such training. There are resources to help make effective 
professional development possible.

Bereavement Will Affect Most 
Students
Approximately 5% of children nationwide will experience the 
death of a parent by the time they reach age 16. About 90% 
of all students will experience the death of someone close to 
them by the time they complete high school. It is likely there 
is at least one grieving student in every classroom, in every 
school, every day.

Bereavement has a profound impact on learning, develop-
ment, and the emotional adjustment of children. The unique 
role schools can play in supporting grieving students is 
powerful. It is important to provide training in this area for 
school professionals. Ideally, introductory training would be 
provided at the preservice level, and continuing opportunities 
for learning would be offered for experienced teachers and 
school staff.

School Professionals Want Training
Many teachers and other school professionals feel unprepared 
and apprehensive about reaching out to provide support 
to grieving students. They worry that they will say or do 
something clumsy or wrong, make matters worse, or start a 
conversation they don’t know how to finish.

A survey examining this issue was conducted in October 
2012 by the American Federation of Teachers, the New York 
Life Foundation, Tiller Inc., and Hart Research Associates. It 
involved more than 1,200 members of the American Federa-
tion of Teachers. 

Respondents recognized that bereavement is common 
in the lives of children and that students have a wide range 
of problems and challenges after experiencing a significant 
loss. Teachers reported that they wanted to provide support 
and assistance to their students when they were affected by 
a death. They recognized the unique role they can play in 
these situations.

But the single most important barrier preventing them 
from providing this support was insufficient training and/
or professional development. An overwhelming majority of 
teachers— 93%—reported they had never received any train-
ing about supporting grieving students. Only 3% of schools 
or districts reported offering such training.

Schools Can Meet the Challenge
Schools can help meet this gap by ensuring that in-service 
training addresses the topic of children and grief. This should 
be offered as a component of ongoing professional develop-
ment in relevant school professions. The benefits of such 
training are considerable. This training can:

• Provide school personnel with the information and skills 
necessary to support grieving children and their families.

• Establish norms about what school professionals can and 
should do to support grieving students.

• Deliver a clear message that supporting grieving students is 
important.

• Emphasize the importance of school professionals in 
providing this support, and establish that these are valued 
skills for them to acquire.

• Demonstrate that the school administration is sensitive to 
teachers’ needs in this area and committed to providing 
support to assist them in their efforts.

It is best to plan and offer training prior to a school incident 
or crisis so that school staff will be better able to respond.
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There Are Resources to Help
Schools can collaborate with professionals, agencies, and 
organizations in the community that provide bereavement 
support. This might include agencies such as a children’s 
bereavement center, a hospice program, or a mental health 
agency. These groups can serve as referral resources and may 
also be able to offer direct services at the school—perhaps 
bereavement peer support groups or individual counseling 
with students.

They may also be able to assist with ongoing consultation 
and training. School-based health, mental health, and coun-
seling staff can also be asked to provide training to educators 
in their own school or district.

Often these trainings are planned and provided in the 
aftermath of a school crisis or school-wide bereavement. While 
this is generally better than offering no training at all, “just in 
time” trainings usually are not actually in time. When school 
staff is personally affected by a situation—they knew the 
individual who died, they are close to bereaved students—
it is more difficult to consider the topic, incorporate the 
information, and learn the relevant skills.

Look to the Coalition to Support 
Grieving Students
The Coalition to Support Grieving Students can provide 
the spark for targeted discussions among school staff. There 
are abundant resources available to form a foundation for 
more structured presentations. There are materials that can 
facilitate self-directed or small-group professional develop-
ment. The website houses other resources that can be useful 
in training or personal education.

For more information on supporting grieving students, refer to  
The Grieving Student: A Teacher’s Guide by David Schonfeld and  
Marcia Quackenbush.          

Professional Preparation
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Professional Self-Care

Take-Home Message
Most school professionals choose their profession because they 
want to help children learn and develop. Precisely because they 
care so deeply about students, offering support to grieving chil-
dren can be both deeply gratifying and demanding. Providing 
support means bearing witness to students’ pain. It is critical 
that school professionals take care of themselves and their col-
leagues in ways that recognize the challenges of this work.

Lasting Impact
There are few ways to have a more meaningful and lasting  
impact on children than providing support as they cope with 
one of life’s most difficult challenges. In supporting grieving 
children, teachers connect with students in a powerful and 
qualitatively different way. It can be gratifying to see that rela-
tively modest efforts to offer compassion and support have a 
dramatic effect on children. This support can help reduce the 
amount of time grieving children feel isolated, confused, or 
distressed.

Grief Is Difficult to Witness
Being with children who are in distress can be unsettling 
for adults. We sense a vulnerability in children and naturally 
want to shield them from painful experiences. Children’s 
questions as they try to make sense of a death can be poi-
gnant and moving. It can be difficult to bear witness as chil-
dren struggle to cope with a death, and in so doing, lose some 
of their innocence about the world.

Sometimes it is difficult to recognize that the assistance 
we provide is important. We reach out to help others in the 
hopes they will feel “better.” But students who are actively 
grieving can be very upset. We may question how helpful 
we’re being if the person we’re helping is sobbing in despair.

When school personnel talk with grieving students only in 
the immediate aftermath of a death, they see children when 
they are feeling most overwhelmed. It may be difficult to 
remember that students cope differently with these feelings 
over time, and they do not always feel their despair so deeply. 
Checking in with students at a later point—even a year or 
two later—will reveal the growth and acceptance that typi-
cally come as time passes. This can help affirm that the assis-
tance provided was meaningful. Students generally appreciate 
these expressions of concern.

If you have questions about how best to support grieving 
students, don’t hesitate to seek consultation. Look to the 
school counselor, school nurse, school psychologist, school 
social worker, or other members of the school staff who have 
skills or experience in this area. Reassurance that you are 
doing what is needed can be very helpful.

Triggers for Adults
Supporting grieving children can trigger a range of reactions 
in adults. This is especially true if a child’s loss is somehow 
similar to an adult’s personal experience. But even when the 
circumstances are quite different, the simple, powerful reality 
of a grieving child can raise thoughts, feelings, and memories 
concerning the adult’s own family and friends.

Examples of situations where adults may experience triggers 
include:

• A past personal experience with grief. School professionals 
who experienced the death of a parent during childhood 
may bring greater empathy and insight to their interactions 
with grieving students. They will also be more likely to 
experience a rekindling of their own memories.

• Coping with serious illness. An adult facing a life-changing 
or life-threatening illness may become more anxious about 
personal health and outcomes while comforting a student 
whose parent or sibling died of a serious illness such as 
cancer.

• Having a friend or family member who is ill. When 
someone close to a school professional is facing possible 
disability or death, a student’s grief may heighten worries 
or anticipatory grief reactions.

• New concerns about loved ones. Even when adults are 
not dealing with past deaths or current illnesses in their 
lives, the process of watching a child struggle to cope may 
heighten their own concerns about family and loved ones. 
A child’s grief can be a stark reminder that all life is fragile 
and uncertain.
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Discomfort With the Role
School professionals may feel uncomfortable with the role of 
providing support for grieving children. It may feel like an 
additional expectation that is outside the realm of teaching 
academic subjects. They may feel untrained and unprepared 
to offer such support.

Sometimes teachers who feel resentful or unprepared in 
this way also feel guilty. They realize how important support 
can be to grieving students. They may feel that they aren’t 
putting in the appropriate amount of effort or that they are 
lacking some essential skill for effective teaching.

These are fairly common feelings. It is important for all 
school professionals to assess honestly and fairly what they 
feel able to do. Each individual is a member of a broader team 
that is available to support grieving students. While it is im-
portant that critical services be provided to students in need, 
it isn’t necessary for the bulk of those services to be provided 
by any one member of the team.

Teachers and other staff should monitor their personal 
reactions and offer what they are able to at a given point in 
time. It is acceptable and appropriate to seek assistance from 
others to ensure that necessary support is provided to grieving 
students. There will be times when it may be best to call on a 
colleague to take the lead in supporting a student. 

There will be opportunities to pay back such favors, either 
by taking the lead in supporting a student at another time or 
by assisting a colleague in some other way.

Keep in mind that allowing others to assist you when a 
student needs support is an excellent way to model attention 
to self-care and give others a chance to contribute something 
of value to the effort.

Getting Support
School personnel should identify friends, family, and col-
leagues to talk with about the experience of supporting a 
grieving student. There may be times, however, when the 
support of family, friends, and colleagues is not the right 
match for the concerns at hand, or not sufficient on its own. 

Consider seeking additional support when guilt, resent-
ment, or personal grief is particularly strong or persistent, or 
when these or other feelings begin to interfere with per-
sonal or work life. In such situations, it may be best to seek 
the guidance of a bereavement specialist or mental health 
provider. This might be a consultant to the school or district, 
a mental health provider in the community, or an employee 
assistance program offered through work.

For more information on supporting grieving students, refer to  
The Grieving Student: A Teacher’s Guide by David Schonfeld and  
Marcia Quackenbush.          

Professional Self-Care

LEAD FOUNDING MEMBERS

FOUNDING MEMBERS



Crisis & Special Circumstances 
Death and School Crisis  

https://grievingstudents.org/module-section/death-school-crisis/ 

Video 

https://grievingstudents.org/module-section/death-school-crisis/
https://grievingstudents.org/module-section/death-school-crisis/
https://grievingstudents.org/module-section/death-school-crisis/
https://grievingstudents.org/module-section/death-school-crisis/
https://grievingstudents.org/module-section/death-school-crisis/
https://grievingstudents.org/module-section/death-school-crisis/
https://grievingstudents.org/module-section/death-school-crisis/


(Continued)

Death and School Crisis

Take-Home Message
When the death of a student, teacher, or other school staff 
member occurs, the loss can have a profound effect on the 
entire school community. It is vital that schools plan ahead to 
cope with crisis events, including creating appropriate plans 
and policies and establishing partnerships with community 
professionals who can help address the needs of students and 
staff.

Grief Is Different for Each Person
At some level, individuals who are grieving have similar  
types of needs—such as for acknowledgment, understanding, 
and support.

At another level, however, grief is quite personal.  
Variables that can determine the responses of individual 
students include:

• personal relationship or perceived connection   
with the deceased

• prior experience with loss

• age and level of understanding about death

• preexisting coping mechanisms

• method of expressing strong emotions

• available support systems

• level of empathy for the needs of others

Each student’s personal reactions are likely to be quite  
varied. Helping students and staff accept the range and  
diversity of reactions is an important lesson in tolerance that 
will serve them well in the future.

In the school setting, reactions may also be intensified—

one person crying, for example, may trigger crying in  
others. Similarly, however, one student’s resiliency or act of 
compassion often serves as a positive role model for others.

Supportive Services
When a death directly affects many people in a school  
community, a large number of students and staff may benefit 
from supportive services. Current staff may find it difficult to 
meet all of these needs, especially if they, too, are grieving.  
It is therefore critical to have plans in place prior to a school  
crisis event.

These plans need to outline the steps for staff and stu-
dents to take in response to the event and to have relevant 
policies in place. Plans should take into consideration such 
matters as:

• How will the information be shared with staff, students, 
and families, as well as the larger community? Draft 
communications for families should be developed, as 
well as model press releases.

• Who will provide support to students? To staff?

• If outside consultants or community partners will be 
used, what agreements are in place about their services? 
How will they be engaged in providing support?

• What are the school’s policies concerning funeral 
attendance, commemoration, and memorialization?

It is difficult to identify trusted professional partners in 
the immediate aftermath of a crisis. It is vital that schools 
establish preexisting relationships with organizations and 
professionals outside the school who can be called upon with 
short notice to provide needed support.

In some cases, it may also be helpful to seek the consultation 
and technical assistance of experienced professionals outside 
the community. The National Center for School Crisis and 
Bereavement (www.schoolcrisiscenter.org) provides such 
consultation and technical assistance. They can be reached at 
info@grievingstudents.org or at the phone number listed on 
the Coalition’s website (www.grievingstudents.org).

Informing Staff and Students 
About a Death
Information about the death of a member of the school  
community is likely to spread quickly among students and 
staff. This increases the likelihood of rumors, misinforma-
tion, and gossip. This is one reason it is important to notify 
the entire school community, at the same time, as soon as 
possible after information is known about a death.
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Death and School Crisis
If a death occurs outside of school hours, it is helpful to 

hold a meeting of school staff before the start of the next 
school day. Staff should be informed about what is known 
and be briefed on how to discuss the event with students. 
They need to know what supportive services will be available 
for students and staff, and be informed about any changes in 
the school’s schedule for the day.

Guidelines for making the announcement to students  
can be distributed. Copies of communications that will be 
sent to parents and guardians can also be shared at this  
time. (Sample notification letters and announcements that 
can be downloaded and adapted by schools are available at 
www.schoolcrisiscenter.org or by following links within the 
Guidelines for Responding to the Death of a Student or  
Staff, or Guidelines for Schools Responding to a Death  
by Suicide, located in the Additional Resources section of 
www.grievingstudents.org.)

Students should all be informed at the same time, as  
soon as possible after the start of the school day. It is best 
that someone familiar to students provide the notification, in 
person, in small, naturally occurring groups such as home-
rooms or classrooms. Announcements in large assemblies 
or over public address systems are not recommended. The 
person giving the notification can observe students’ reactions 
and answer questions as they arise.

Students should be informed in a setting and at a time 
where immediate support is available to them; schools should 
avoid notification at dismissal. Even if staff members are 
available to students after dismissal, not all students are able 
to stay after school hours to access those supports.

It is important to make sure that students and staff who  
are off-site for the day—on field trips or home sick, for  
example—are also notified as soon as possible. If a class is 
on a field trip, an administrator can call the cell phone of 
a teacher or chaperone on the trip. Ideally, someone from 
the school will be available to meet with students when they 
return from the trip.

Schools might also call or send emails to parents and 
guardians of absent students, along with information and  
suggestions about how to talk with their children. (A PDF 
parent guide on how to support grieving children can be 
found in the Additional Resources section.)

Schools should also plan a process for notification should 
a death occur during a weekend, holiday, or vacation period. 
Over a longer vacation period, the school may decide to open 
for specific periods of time to offer a supervised location 
where students can come together and get support.

When a death occurs during school hours, students will 
often become aware of the event through text messages, cell 

phone calls, or postings on social media. Students may know 
of a death before an organized communication with staff 
can be arranged. Teachers may first become aware of a death 
through comments from students and need to respond  
supportively without prior preparation.

What Information Is Shared
Information about a death should be verified by a reputable 
source. This includes direct communication with family 
members, police, or other local authorities.

When talking with family members of the deceased, 
determine what information they wish shared with students 
and staff. Grieving families may need guidance about how 
important it is to share information about a death. Clear 
information can help prevent the spread of rumors and  
misinformation.

Sometimes, parents prefer to withhold some information, 
especially if the death is felt to be related to suicide, substance 
abuse, or some other stigmatized circumstance.

Keep in mind that any communication sent home to families 
or posted on the school’s website should be considered as 
available to the general public or media. Content should be 
written accordingly. Confidential or sensitive material should 
not be included.

Schools attended by siblings or other relatives of the 
deceased, or feeder schools the deceased attended in the past, 
should also be contacted. It may be appropriate to notify 
all schools in the district, especially after a significant crisis 
event or in a small community.

Media
Media such as newspapers, radio, and television 
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can be a useful way to share relevant information 
broadly in the community. A district media coordi-
nator or school administrator should be designated 
as the media contact.

Students should be advised to avoid speaking 
directly with media when they are acutely griev-
ing. In the aftermath of a crisis, it is not generally 
helpful for students to speak with the media. Such 
contact should occur only with the permission of 
a parent or guardian, after careful consideration 
of whether sharing students’ comments or image 
is in their best interests.

Where Impact Is Deepest
After a death in the school community, it is helpful to iden-
tify students who may be at higher risk of emotional distress. 
This might include students who:

• are friends of the deceased

• had a complicated or difficult relationship with the 
deceased (for example, someone who recently ended a 
romantic relationship with the deceased)

• believe they are somehow responsible or contributed in 
some way, even indirectly, to the death

• may share a relevant affiliation (for example, a situation 
where a student died of cancer and another student has a 
family member with cancer)

• are friends of a sibling of the student who died

• have experienced prior losses or emotional difficulties

A school mental health professional might follow the 
schedule of the student who died and offer additional support 
to classmates or students who shared extracurricular activities 
with the deceased.

Peers often know which students are most deeply affected 
by a death. They might have personal knowledge of the issues 
or see content posted on social media.

It’s also important to identify teachers and other staff 
who had a closer relationship with the deceased. This might 
include a current or past teacher. For example, if a fifth-
grade student dies, the second graders may have little if any 
personal relationship with the child, but the second-grade 
teacher who once taught that student may be deeply affected.

School staff should always speak sensitively about the 
death, recognizing that in any gathering within the school 
community there may be students or staff who are deeply  
affected, even if they do not show signs of distress.

While it is helpful to shift the focus from the crisis event 
and return to a regular school schedule as soon as is practical, 
it is also important not to withdraw bereavement support pre-
maturely. Some students who need significant support may 
be best served through referral to community-based services, 
but most will have their needs met through general support-
ive services and school-based bereavement support.

If a Teacher or Staff Member Dies
If a teacher or staff member dies, it is helpful initially to  
assign a well-known member of the school community to 
cover that person’s classes and activities, rather than bringing 
in a stranger. This might be another teacher from the same 
grade level, a teacher from the prior grade, or a well-liked 
administrator or assistant.

When a colleague dies, teachers and other staff often feel 
not only grief, but an increased sense of vulnerability in their 
own lives.

Use Guidance From Other Modules
The module Suicide addresses the unique challenges of  
suicide and stigmatized deaths in more detail.

Professional Self-Care addresses the importance of self-
care and suggests strategies for getting support.

Death and School Crisis

LEAD FOUNDING MEMBERS

FOUNDING MEMBERS

For more information 
on supporting grieving 
students, refer to  
The Grieving Student:  
A Teacher’s Guide  
by David Schonfeld and  
Marcia Quackenbush.          
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Suicide

Take-Home Message
School staff face unique challenges when supporting students 
who are grieving a death by suicide. Effective and appropriate 
communication about a death by suicide is important in  
order to reduce the risk of other students or members of the 
community engaging in self-harm or attempting suicide. 

Many people believe that talking about suicide will prompt 
individuals who wouldn’t have otherwise thought of suicide 
to consider harming themselves. This is not correct—clear, 
open, appropriate discussions are essential. Schools will want 
to take steps to address the strong feelings of survivors and 
decrease the risk of another suicide in the school community.

Background on Suicide
Death by suicide is the third leading cause of death in  
children ages 10–14 and the second leading cause of death  
in children ages 15–19. Almost one in five high school 
students has considered suicide, and 2% to 6% of children 
attempt suicide.

It is highly likely that many members of the school  
community, students as well as staff, have personal experiences 
with suicide among family or friends. Also, anyone might 
have considered or attempted suicide in the past—you cannot 
tell by looking at or talking with someone.

Why It’s Hard to Discuss
Suicide carries a great deal of stigma. People often do not 
wish to discuss personal experiences related to suicide. 
School staff and parents are also concerned that discussion of 
suicide with students may prompt others to consider harming 
themselves.

It is important to recognize that talking about suicide will 

not cause students who otherwise wouldn’t have to consider 
self-harm. People need clear, open, appropriate information 
and a chance to discuss their own reactions when a suicide 
occurs. However, sensationalized media coverage that brings 
notoriety to someone who died by suicide may increase the 
likelihood of a student who is already vulnerable to attempt 
suicide. This is why it is especially important to understand 
how to frame these discussions constructively and provide 
assistance to school staff as they approach this difficult topic 
with their students.

Resources for Support
Mental health and counseling staff of the school, as well as 
community-based partners, can serve as excellent resources 
to support classroom interventions. 

It is important to offer support resources for school staff 
as well. Some individuals will have had personal experiences 
with depression. Some have probably also experienced sui-
cidal intentions themselves. It is quite likely some have also 
lost family members or friends through suicide.

Remind staff of supportive services available to them 
personally, such as the employee assistance program. Provide 
information about suicide hotlines and related resources 
within the school and community.

Respecting the Wishes of the Family
Because of the stigma and pain of suicide, survivors often 
experience strong feelings of guilt, shame, regret, and anger. 
Families may not wish suicide mentioned as a possible or 
likely cause of their child’s death, even when circumstances 
suggest otherwise. 

When possible, explain to the family that an honest,  
sensitive discussion about the cause of death with students 
may decrease the risk that others will die by suicide.

Clear Communication With Students
If the family is unwilling for these open discussions to take 
place, school staff can still speak with students in a clear  
and appropriate way about the death while respecting the 
family’s wishes.

For example, teachers can state that the cause of death  
was hanging, but the family is unsure whether or not it was 
accidental. When students raise concerns about suicide, they 
can be told: “The family is unsure of the reason for John’s 
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Suicide
death and believe it to be accidental. However, many of you 
(or the media) have suggested that suicide may have been the 
cause. While we don’t yet know the cause of John’s death, sui-
cide is a cause of death for a number of children and adults. I 
think it’s important that we talk about suicide in general.”

When talking with students, be sure to use the phrase 
“death by suicide.” This demonstrates that you are prepared 
to discuss this sensitive topic. Some people avoid using the 
term “committed suicide” because it may be viewed as  
implying a criminal act.

Sample Scripts
The National Center for School Crisis and Bereavement  
(NCSCB) offers sample language for discussing suicide  
with children of different developmental levels within the 
document: “Guidelines for Schools Responding to a Death  
by Suicide.” This guidance document can be found at the 
website of the NCSCB at www.schoolcrisiscenter.org or at 
www.grievingstudents.org in the Additional Resources section.

Help Students Navigate the Process
Death by suicide should not be sensationalized or glamorized. 
Media coverage should be minimized—for example, avoiding 
front-page coverage or details about the means of suicide.  
At-risk individuals experiencing depression or feeling  
disenfranchised may find this type of attention appealing  
and experience more powerful thoughts or impulses about 
suicide themselves.

On the other hand, it is important to acknowledge the grief of 
survivors who lost a friend and classmate and to guide students 
toward resources for support. Discussions with students should 
be geared toward remembering what made the student special, 

and not emphasize the way the student died.

In addressing the topic of suicide at this time, the focus should 
be on the importance of students talking with a trusted adult 
if they are considering harming themselves or suspect that 
someone they know is potentially suicidal. Information about 
suicide hotlines and other school and community programs 
for suicide prevention should be prominent in school materials 
and media coverage.

Causes and Risks
Suicide is usually the result of underlying depression or other 
mental health problems. It may also be related to alcohol 
or other substance abuse. In general, this is not a logical 
“choice” made by someone who is thinking clearly and able 
to consider a range of solutions to problems. 

The ready access to lethal means of self-harm, especially 
firearms, is a major risk factor. 

In presentations to students, it’s important to destigma-
tize seeking help for depression, other mental health prob-
lems, and substance abuse. Emphasize that while thoughts 
of escape through suicide may be fairly common—many 
people have such thoughts at some point in their lives—these 
thoughts are normally set aside by clear thinking.

Self-destructive behaviors occur when a person is not 
able to think clearly. They are often the result of impaired 
problem-solving abilities. 

The Danger of Keeping Secrets
Peers often know when a friend is thinking of self-harm. 
They are often asked to keep this information confidential. 

Explain that just as true friends don’t allow their friends 
to drink and drive, they should never agree to keep suicidal 
intentions secret. Emphasize that this advice is intended to 
help prevent future deaths by suicide, not to make people feel 
guilty if they had concerns or information about someone 
who completed a suicide and chose not to bring that to an 
adult’s attention.

Commemorating the Death
Avoid formal acts that recognize and memorialize someone 
in the school community who has died by suicide. This would 
include actions such as a yearbook dedication or planting a 
tree or placing a plaque in the person’s honor. 

We generally recommend that for all deaths, no matter the 
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cause, informal, individualized responses that are meaningful 
to students be chosen instead. In the case of someone who 
has died by suicide, for example, students may wish to imple-
ment a yearly speaker series addressing topics related to the 
mental health of students. They might want to arrange a com-
munity service initiative that isn’t directly related to suicide. 
They might choose personal gestures rather than organize a 
broader, school-wide activity.

After a student dies by suicide, it is particularly important 
not to invite anonymous comments from students. Some 
schools have posted a large piece of paper in an unattended 
area and invited students to write comments. Negative com-
ments about the deceased or the means of death may be written 
in these situations. Other students who are considering suicide 
themselves may disclose this, and there is no way to follow up 
or provide assistance.

Preventing Another Suicide
A major goal of suicide postvention activities (those that oc-
cur after a death by suicide) is to decrease the risk of another 
suicide. Those closest to the deceased should be given addi-
tional support at this time. So should individuals who believe 
they may have neglected or mistreated the person who died. 
They may feel guilt themselves or be targeted and blamed by 
peers—for example, an ex-girlfriend who just ended a rela-
tionship with the deceased.

Individuals experiencing depression, those who have 
contemplated or attempted suicide in the past, or those with 
family members who died by or are at risk for suicide may 
also have more difficulties and warrant additional support.

School counselors, school nurses, school psychologists, 

and school social workers can help teachers and other school 
staff identify risk factors and signs of distress among indi-
vidual students that may indicate the need for mental health 
services beyond what is offered in the school.

Schools should communicate with other schools and  
community mental health agencies to monitor whether there 
is an increase in suicide attempts, or any pattern that would 
suggest a possible suicide pact or cluster. If this is a pos-
sibility, we strongly recommend involving experts who have 
experience dealing with suicide clusters in order to minimize 
the chance of secondary cases.

Use Guidance From Other 
Modules
Commemoration and Memorialization provides guidelines 
for memorializing a member of the school community who 
has died.

Suicide
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For more information 
on supporting grieving 
students, refer to The 
Grieving Student: A 
Teacher’s Guide by  
David Schonfeld and  
Marcia Quackenbush.          
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Commemoration and Memorialization

Take-Home Message
Memorial and commemorative activities can be helpful to 
students and staff. However, it is essential that schools give 
careful consideration to policies and practices to ensure that 
activities are appropriate and address the needs of the school 
community.

It’s also important to engage students in planning memorial 
activities. This helps ensure the activities are appropriate to 
the interests of the students and responsive to their needs.

Memorials and Commemorative 
Activities as a School Community 
Response

The wish to develop memorials and commemorative activi-
ties is common following deaths that touch many members of 
a community. When a death occurs in the school community, 
these activities help students to:

• communicate at a public level their connection and 
attachment to the person who died

• express and cope with difficult feelings that may 
otherwise seem overwhelming and difficult to deal with 
on their own

• realize that they are not alone in having strong feelings

• draw on the support of peers and adults in the school 
community

• begin to find some meaning in the loss

• feel reconnected to beliefs that may have been shaken by 
the experience

• learn coping strategies that have worked for others, and 
share their own coping approaches with peers

Schools Should Set Appropriate 
Guidelines
Schools should give careful consideration to ensure that any 
policies and procedures followed to commemorate a death 
support the needs of the students who are grieving as well as 
heed safety concerns. Any activities should:

• be thoughtful

• be respectful of the diversity of views and needs of 
students and staff

• include students in some part of the planning or 
development process

• be capable of being readily applied fairly and consistently 
across a wide range of contexts involving the death of a 
member of the school community (see “Set Appropriate 
Precedents,” on the next page)

Schools should also consider how to coordinate their ac-
tivities with plans for commemorative or memorial activities 
in the larger community. It may be helpful to invite religious, 
cultural, civic, or other community leaders to assist in this 
process.

How Is More Important Than What
What is planned for a memorial or commemorative activity is 
far less critical than how the school goes about the planning 
process. For these activities to be helpful, it is critical that  
students play a central role in planning events. This ensures 
that the activities are relevant to students’ interests and  
responsive to their needs.

Simply stated, a commemorative or memorial event 
planned by adults for children is likely to be helpful to the 
adults rather than the children.

When children plan and take part in these activities, they 
can exercise some control over how they choose to remem-
ber and honor the person who died. They have a say in the 
ways they recognize what was lost or permanently altered by 
the death. They can take action that helps them determine 
how they wish to acknowledge any associated crisis event—
a violent incident, a tragic accident, or a formidable natural 
disaster, for example.

When someone close to us dies, we feel powerless and 
vulnerable. Helping children feel some sense of control over 
the response to the death lessens these feelings.
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Commemoration and Memorialization

Listen to Students
It is sometimes tempting for school staff to tell students what 
they are probably feeling at the moment, or suggest the best 
ways to express their feelings and remember the deceased. 
However, this is not helpful.

Instead, allow students to discuss in small groups their 
thoughts and feelings. Encourage them to identify collective-
ly a helpful and meaningful way to commemorate the life of  
the person. Even young students are capable of having these 
conversations and coming up with appropriate ideas. Often, 
what students choose will rely on thoughtful and symbolic 
activities that are more meaningful and expressive than  
the suggestions of staff. This is more therapeutic for them  
as survivors.

Set Appropriate Precedents
Death in a school community can occur in a number of 
different ways. It is important for schools to choose policies 
and guidelines that can be applied appropriately under any 
circumstances.

In general, it is best to avoid legacy memorials, such as 
placing a plaque in the hallway or planting a tree, or choosing a 
memorial effort that requires raising substantial funds. These 
are precedents that the school won’t wish to apply consistent-
ly to all possible future deaths.

For example, the friend of a child who dies of cancer may 
question why more attention was given to a star athlete who 
died from an injury during a football game. Classmates of a 
student who dies by suicide or a drug overdose may resent 
that this death is not acknowledged with a plaque. 

Formal permanent markers may also be vandalized,  
damaged, or fall into disrepair. Years later, few students or 
even staff may have any personal connection to or memory  
of the person who died. 

Trees and other living memorials may die or fail to thrive. 
This can be distressing to family members and friends of the 
deceased. 

In addition, these types of physical reminders can sometimes 
have unintended negative connotations for students. For 
example, if a school within a community with a high rate of 
violence decides to memorialize by planting a tree within a 
“peace garden” for each student who dies, surviving students 
may come to see the growing number of trees as more of a 
body count than a memorial. The garden becomes a constant 
reminder that they live in a violent neighborhood. They may 
wonder when their own tree will be planted.

Give It Time
It is important to allow sufficient time and space in which 
members of the school community can identify and  
understand their thoughts and emotions about a death. 
Often, students and staff rush to plan commemorative and 
memorial activities, sometimes beginning such discussions 
hours, or even minutes, after hearing the news of the death. 

These individuals are struggling to cope with the absence 
of the person who died. However, this rush to commemoration 
may divert attention from addressing the acute emotional 
needs of the broader school community. It can give the false 
appearance that the school is attempting to reach closure  
prematurely. This is likely to discourage students from  
continuing to share their feelings and receive the support 
necessary to adjust to and cope with the loss.

Be Aware of Social Media
Students increasingly utilize social media as a means to  
commemorate and memorialize those who have died. They 
might continue to post messages to a deceased student’s  
personal site, or create a new site for this purpose. 

It is important that schools be aware of any such sites used 
or visited by students for this purpose. Speak with students 
to gain information about what is being communicated. The 
goal is not to police the site, but rather to maintain a level of 
general awareness. 

Ask students to bring any comments that are worrisome, 
destructive, or troubling to the attention of an adult—for 
example, suicidal or homicidal intentions, or comments about 
the deceased that are highly critical.

The module on Social Media provides more information 
on this topic.
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Manage Spontaneous Memorials
When schools do not engage students in the process of  
planning for commemorative and memorial activities, there  
is a greater risk that spontaneous, informal memorials will  
appear in the school or community. These might include  
collections of notes, flowers, photos, stuffed animals, or  
something associated with the interests of the person who 
died. It may also involve the writing of messages and notes 
directly on the student’s locker or desk, or at the site of death.

Often, these spontaneous memorials appear almost  
immediately after notification occurs. When this happens, it 
is important to communicate appropriate limits. For example, 
no permanent writing on property may be permitted. Objects 
left at the memorial cannot be perishable or pose a risk to 
safety (e.g., lit candles, alcoholic beverages).

If on school grounds, the memorial may not block exits, 
hallways, or access to student lockers. Temporary memorials 
should generally not be in locations where all students pass 
regularly, such as cafeterias or main hallways. If necessary, 
work with students to relocate a temporary memorial to 
another site. 

Monitor the site regularly. Inappropriate material, whether 
written comments or objects, should be removed promptly. 

Discuss with students how long such a memorial will be 
left in place (generally, a few days to a week). Let them know 
when they may have access to the memorial and what will 
happen with the items left at the site. For example, the family 
of the deceased student might be offered a special scrapbook 
created using photos taken of the memorial.

It is useful to involve students in these plans as much as 
possible. This helps students feel that decisions made are 
respectful of their wishes. 

Spontaneous memorials constructed in the community 
can be problematic, especially if they are placed in dangerous 
locations, such as busy intersections or railroad tracks where 
the student died. These also may become sites for future risk-
taking behaviors, including substance abuse. 

Discuss Memorial Plans With 
Students
School staff may want to arrange thoughtful discussions  
with students about appropriate means of commemoration. 
This can help shift students’ focus to memorials that are  
appropriate in the school setting and more easily supervised 
by school staff.

Staff sometimes worry that memorial and commemorative 

activities, and discussions about planning such activities, will 
be upsetting to students and staff. Remember, it is the death 
itself that is upsetting, not discussions about the death.

Nevertheless, these conversations may sometimes expose 
underlying distress in some students. Sometimes, discussions 
about a crisis lead people to reflect on other troubling experi-
ences in their lives. These won’t necessarily be related to the 
current event.

Schools should therefore notify families of students in 
the class or school prior to memorial events or planning ef-
forts. This allows parents the chance to bring relevant family 
experiences to the school’s attention. For example, they may 
have a young child who recently experienced the death of a 
relative, a teen who is struggling with depression and suicidal 
feelings, or a frightening immigration experience where the 
entire family escaped serious violence in their home country.

Parents can also have discussions at home with their 
children about the ways the school will memorialize the life 
of the deceased. 

Further information on how to anticipate and address sit-
uations that may inadvertently remind students of prior loss 
and trauma can be found in the module on Grief Triggers.

Respect Different Needs and 
Interests
Individuals often have very different needs and interests 
concerning commemoration. 

A child whose brother died in a fire may be confused that 
more focus seems to be given to the heroic efforts of rescue 
workers. Children who have lost friends or family previously 
may resent what they perceive as much greater attention given 

Commemoration and Memorialization
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to this current death. Family members and close friends of  
the deceased may advocate for more extensive, formal, or 
permanent efforts than the school has planned.

Some children who have not been deeply affected by the 
death may simply be uninterested in giving this particular 
incident a great deal of attention. They might resent having 
their school experience defined by an event that did not  
actually touch them in a meaningful way.

Those who have different needs deserve to have their views 
respected. Sometimes students feel they are being coerced to 
participate in memorial activities that do not reflect their  
interests or needs. Children who are uncomfortable about  
attending a memorial, or prefer not to participate, should feel 
free to choose not to go.

Well-planned commemorative and memorial activities, 
appropriately managed and monitored, can be very helpful 

to students and staff as they grieve the death of a member of 
the school community. Because there may be many different 
preferences about how to best commemorate an individual, 
establishing a tolerance for a wide diversity of needs is impor-
tant. This demonstrates to students and staff how to compro-
mise and respect differences—an important life lesson for all 
to learn.

Use Guidance From Other Modules
The module on Social Media provides further background  
on the use of social media for commemoration and  
memorialization.

Grief Triggers describes grief triggers and outlines ef-
fective ways to plan for these reactions and give students 
appropriate support.

Commemoration and Memorialization
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For more information on supporting grieving students, refer to  
The Grieving Student: A Teacher’s Guide by David Schonfeld and  
Marcia Quackenbush.          
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Potentially Life-Limiting Conditions

Take-Home Message
It is increasingly common for children with serious and 
potentially life-limiting medical conditions to attend school 
in regular classes. School staff can take important steps that 
provide support to both the ill student and to classmates who 
are likely to have questions and concerns.

Children With Life-Limiting 
Conditions in the Classroom
Children with serious and potentially life-limiting conditions 
are frequently enrolled and active in regular educational  
settings. This is the result of:

• advances in medical treatments and assistive technologies

• a trend toward brief hospitalizations

• policies that aim to maintain children with disabilities in 
regular education settings whenever possible

Such children may continue in school until very close to  
the time of their death. Some children also take advantage 
of technologies that allow them to participate remotely in 
classroom activities. They can stay in touch with teachers and 
classmates even while they are in the hospital undergoing 
treatment, or very ill at home.

Teachers are often in a situation where they need to 
consider how to both support a seriously ill student and help 
classmates understand and cope with the illness of a peer.

Help Students Understand
Help students understand what is happening with their ill  
classmate. The focus should be on providing relevant information 
about the illness. Ideally, this will cover information about the 
underlying condition and its treatment. Emphasize that the 
condition is not contagious; otherwise the student would not 
be permitted to return to class.

Include discussions of side effects—both those that are 
visible, such as weight gain or acne caused by steroid use, and 
those that are less apparent. These might involve such things 
as learning difficulties, pain, or fatigue.

Obtain permission from the ill student’s parents or guardians 
about what information may be shared with the class. The 
student should also be asked what information is to be shared 
and how he or she would like this done.

For example, ask if the student would like to be present 
for this discussion. Students sometimes ask that a parent, a 
member of the medical team, or the school nurse speak to the 

class. Some prefer to have the classroom teacher speak to the 
students after being briefed by a professional. Some students 
elect to speak on their own behalf. They may wish to be 
present to answer questions after someone else has presented 
background information.

Classmates’ Reactions
Children who witness the physical deterioration of a peer or 
are aware of the seriousness of the condition may become  
worried about their own health. Sometimes they become 
overly concerned about common illnesses such as when they, 
their family, or friends get sick with a cold or the flu.

This underscores the need for students to understand the 
cause of their peer’s illness. With appropriate understanding, 
they will be able to differentiate mild illness from more serious 
conditions. These discussions can also help create an atmo-
sphere where students can express their concerns openly and 
receive appropriate information and reassurance.

Keep Parents Informed
It’s important to inform parents about what their children are 
learning in class. Provide additional information that will pre-
pare them to answer their children’s questions and respond to 
their concerns.

Most parents appreciate this guidance. They will respect 
the ill student’s desire to remain in school. They will see this 
as an opportunity for their own children to learn tolerance 
for differences and empathy for others.

Some parents, however, may feel protective of their 
children. They may advocate for the ill child to be educated 
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Potentially Life-Limiting Conditions

outside the regular classroom. In these instances, it will  
be useful to arrange a parent meeting involving medical 
professionals such as the school nurse, along with the school 
mental health and support personnel. This discussion can  
address the parents’ concerns and questions while clarifying 
that the child who is ill has a right to attend the school.

Other Seriously Ill Students
There may be other seriously ill students in the classroom, 
or students who have a seriously ill family member. These 
children may be more sensitive to their classmate’s condition 
and the progression of his or her illness. Often, teachers are 
not aware of these concerns or experiences.

It is helpful to conduct all discussions of the ill child’s  
circumstances with the presumption that other students in 
the class may also have these vulnerabilities.

Help Peers Be Helpful
If students are unable to understand what is happening to a 
seriously ill peer, or why their classmate looks or acts different, 
they are more likely to isolate or even tease the child. Part of  
the ongoing discussion about the child’s condition can include 
suggestions about what peers might do to be helpful to the  
ill student.

These are steps that will be different for every ill student, 
and that are likely to change over time as the condition 
progresses. They might include such things as inviting the 
student to join them at lunchtime, coming up with a sit-down 
activity they can share at recess, or offering to carry books 
when walking between classes. Classmates might share notes 
for lessons missed or offer peer tutoring for concepts the ill 
child has difficulty understanding (perhaps because of side 
effects from treatment).

Students might come up with ideas for group projects  
where the group collaborates to complete a project or  
assignment, thereby engaging the ill student in a more  
dynamic and active way. 

Focus on the Present and Near-
Term
The aim of these interventions is not to anticipate or prepare 
the class for the student’s death. Rather, it is to help everyone 
understand the student’s current condition and level of func-
tioning.

It is sometimes helpful to prepare students for likely  

near-term changes, such as fatigue or the need for extra  
infection-control measures due to a weakened immune 
system. This might be appropriate, for example, in the week 
following a course of chemotherapy.

In situations where a student is known to be critically ill 
and likely to die soon—for example, the student is in a coma 
and expected to die in the coming week—classmates can be 
told that the student is seriously ill and the family is con-
cerned that the child may not recover.

Support the Ill Student
Ultimately, the goal is to maximize the ill student’s current 
quality of life. Sometimes the greatest gift teachers can provide 
such students is the opportunity to feel normal. School and 
learning are the primary work in children’s lives. Students’ 
ability to attend school, actively learn, and contribute in class 
allows them to feel a continued purpose in life.

Children who are seriously ill with a potentially life-limiting 
condition tend to have a precocious understanding of the  
concepts of death—even young children. They are usually 
aware of the seriousness of their condition even if they haven’t 
been explicitly told.

Parents often prefer to think their children are unaware. 
Children tend to comply by entering into a mutual pretense 
where they don’t share their awareness with family members. 
Unfortunately, this leaves children emotionally isolated. They 
are unable to seek information or reassurance about concerns 
they may have from their own family and may turn to their 
teacher, or other adult in the school such as the school nurse, 
for advice.

Staff should seek advice from a school mental health  
or support professional about how to help a student in this 
situation. 
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When a Teacher or Other Staff 
Member is Ill
When the person with the serious illness is a teacher or other 
school staff member, similar steps can be taken to sup-
port and prepare students. For example, while respecting the 
individual’s privacy, explain to students why the person will 
not be in school for a prolonged period of time. Describe the 
nature of the illness and explain any major changes in appear-
ance that are likely.

Work with students to identify ways to offer support and 
assistance. They might want to make cards, draw pictures, 
create a video, or record messages to send. These activities 
will help students feel less anxious about the situation or what 
to expect upon the staff member’s return. 

Seek Support Yourself
It is challenging to meet the diverse needs of a large group  
of students, even when they are all healthy. Trying to  

accommodate the additional needs of a seriously ill student, 
while also considering how to support other students, is likely 
to be difficult for any teacher.

Teachers care about their students. Watching a student 
deteriorate physically and eventually die can be particularly 
difficult.

Seek assistance from support staff at school. It is helpful 
to have colleagues and friends to talk to. It may be useful 
to engage in specific activities for stress management or 
seek out an employee assistance program. The advice in the 
module on Professional Self-Care is particularly relevant in 
this context.

Use Guidance From Other 
Modules
Professional Self-Care offers suggestions for recognizing the 
challenges of this work and obtaining appropriate and helpful 
support.

Potentially Life-Limiting Conditions
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For more information on supporting grieving students, refer to  
The Grieving Student: A Teacher’s Guide by David Schonfeld and  
Marcia Quackenbush.          
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