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Introduction 
 

Children often are the forgotten mourners.  Parents, relatives, 
and/or friends frequently try to protect children by shielding them 
from sadness, chaos, and confusion or by removing them from the 
mourning environment.  This often confuses and frightens children.  
No amount of secrecy can protect children from the knowledge that 
something serious is happening within their family.  This pamphlet 
contains guidelines to help family and friends understand the 
grieving process in children.  Children experience all the feelings 
adults do, but express their feelings according to age and 
development level. 
 

Three Tasks of Grieving for Children 
 

First Task:  To understand that the person is dead. 
 

• Children want to know what happened.  They need honest, direct, factual 
information. 

 

• The word "dead" is an abstract concept that takes time to understand, 
especially for children. 

 

• The grieving process is cyclical.  Children re-grieve on a daily, monthly and 
yearly basis as well as throughout their lives. 

 

• Children's concepts about death too often come from their death data bank of 
television, rock music, dead animals along the road, etc.  

 

Second Task:  To feel the feelings about the person dying. 
 

• Grief is physical.  Sweating, crying, sleeplessness, sleeping, eating, not eating; 
grief needs physical outlets: crying, safe yelling, safe hitting, walking, running, 
cleaning, singing, etc. 

 

• Defenses.  Sharing feelings can be difficult and scary.  Defenses such as acting 
out, overachieving and/or withdrawal can be forms of hiding or expressing 
powerlessness. 

 

• Lower expectations.  Grief takes tremendous physical and emotional energy.  It 
will take time to return to normal standards of performance. 

 

Third Task:  To go on living and loving after the person has died. 
 

• When we begin to heal, we move from the "why did it happen?" question to the 
"what can I do now?" question, to the "how am I going to do it?" question. 

 

• Children/adults learn over time to "live with it".  The person who dies is still a 
part of their lives in memories.  The death is part of who they are as they go on 
living.  

 

Sometimes, someone who is grieving truly enjoys life and then feels guilty and 
disloyal to the dead one.  Encourage children and adults to take "time out" from 
grief.  This revives energy for the other times when they are consumed with hard 
feelings.  

(Used with the permission of The Dougy Center, Portland, OR) 
 

 

 General Loss: 
 

Arrick, Fran.  Tunnel Vision.  After 15-year-old Anthony hangs himself, his 
family, friends, girlfriend and a teacher must deal with their feeling of guilt and 
bewilderment. 
 

Seuss, Dr.  My Many Colored Days.  This rhyming story describes each day in 
terms of a particular color which in turn is associated with specific emotions.  
 

Traisman, Enid Samuel.  Flowers for the Ones You've Known: Unedited Letters 
from Bereaved Teens.   
 

Zolotow, Charlotte.  When the Wind Stops.  A mother explains to her son that in 
nature an end is also a beginning as day gives way to night, winter ends and 
spring begins, and after it stops falling rain makes clouds for other storms. 
 
Helping Children Cope: 
 

Grollman, Earl.  Talking about Death: A Dialog between Parent and Child.  First 
part of the book is for children pre-school and older, second part is for parents. 
 

Jackson, Edgar.  Telling a Child about Death. 
 

Kroen, William.  Helping Children Cope with the Loss of a Loved One: A Guide 
for Grownups. 
 

Sternberg, Franki.  If I Die and When I Do: Exploring Death with Young People. 
LeShan, Eda.  Learning to Say Goodbye: When a Parent Dies.  Discusses the 
questions, fears and fantasies many children experience when a parent or 
someone close to them dies.  
 

O'Toole, Donna.  Aarvey Aardvark Finds Hope.  With the help of his friend 
Ralphy Rabbit, Aarvy Aardvark comes to terms with the loss of his mother and 
brother. 
 
 

 
REFERRALS 

 

Denver Children’s Advocacy Center 
Services for children under 18 years of age 
(303) 825-3850     www.denvercac.org 

 

Hospice of Metro Denver 
Grief support for children, teens and their caregivers 

(303) 321-2828     www.denverhospice.org 
 

Judi’s House 
Grief support services for children and teens 

(720) 941-0331     www.judishouse.org 
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• You may want to talk with mental health professionals, doctors, 
teachers, coaches, etc. about concerns you have.  This will not 
only be helpful to you but will let other caring adults in your 
adolescent's life know what s/he is going through. 

• Set limits, but make your home welcome for your child and 
his/her friends. 

• Be as honest as possible about how you are feeling.  Parents can 
help adolescents heal from grief by sharing their own grief 
process. 

 

SUGGESTED READINGS 
 

Before you select a book for your child to read or for you to read to 
him/her, it is advisable you read or browse through it first.  This will 
help you decide whether its particular message is appropriate to the 
situation. 
 

All of the books listed are available through any branch of the Denver 
Public Library.  
 

Parent/Sibling Loss: 
 

Buck, Pearl.  The Big Wave.  His family and village swept away by a tidal wave, 
Jiya learns to live with the ever-present dangers from the sea and volcano. 
 

Clifton, Lucille.  Everett Anderson's Goodbye.  Everett Anderson has a difficult 
time coming to terms with his grief after his father dies. 
 

DePola, Tomie.  Nana Upstairs & Nana Downstairs.  A small boy enjoys his 
relationship with his grandmother and great-grandmother, but he learns to face 
their inevitable death. 
 

Greene, Constance C.  Beat the Turtle Drum.  A young girl learns to cope with her 
feelings about her sister's accidental death. 
 

Lanton, Sandy.  Daddy's Chair.  When Michael's father dies his family sits Shiva, 
observing the Jewish week of mourning, and remembers the good things about 
him. 
 
Friend Loss: 
 

Gootman, Marilyn.  When a Friend Dies: a Book for Teens about Grieving and 
Healing.   
 

Smith, Boris Buchanan.  A Taste of Blackberries.  A young boy recounts his efforts 
to adjust to the accidental death of his best friend. 
 

Paterson, Katherine.  Bridge to Terabithia.  The life of a ten-year-old boy in rural 
Virginia expands when he becomes friends with a newcomer who subsequently 
meets an untimely death. 
 

Simon, Norma.  We Remember Philip.  Sam and his classmates seek a way to 
express their feelings about the accidental death of their teacher's son. 

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
 
How should you break the news about a death to your child? 
 

• The adult closest to the child should tell him/her.  If possible 
have other supportive family members or adults in the room or 
close by. 

• Find a quiet place and allow plenty of time for talking. 
• Encourage him/her to ask questions.  Be honest and factual 

about the illness or accident, even if you can't be sure the child 
will completely understand. 

• Reassure your child: the death was not his/her fault.  
• Death is not punishment for bad behavior or a rejection of the 

child. 
• Your honesty and emotional availability help to build trust for 

the child.    
• Do not use euphemisms such as "gone to sleep" or "gone on a 

long trip".  When there is a connection between death and sleep 
or traveling, a child may think, “If I go to sleep (or on a trip), or 
if mommy or daddy go to sleep, then death may occur".   

• Reassure the child of your love and support both verbally and 
with physical affection. 

• If you don't know the answer to a question, admit you don't. 
 
 

EMPHASIZE TO YOUR CHILD THAT S/HE IS SAFE AND LOVED. 
 

How long does a child grieve? 
 

• This will vary in intensity depending on his/her age, level of 
development, and relationship to the individual who has died. 

• A child should be allowed to express his/her grief openly and in 
his/her own way. 

• The first year is the most difficult. Important dates such as 
birthdays, holidays, the anniversary of the death and vacation 
often remind the child of the death. 

• As the child grows up and reaches new stages in his/her life, 
the loss will be re-experienced.  It is helpful to encourage the 
child speak with a family member, friend, or counselor. 

• A child doesn't "get over" a loss; s/he re-understands it at each 
stage of life. 
 

IT IS IMPOSSIBLE TO PREDICT THE EXACT LENGTH OF TIME A 
CHILD WILL GRIEVE.    
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Should my child attend the funeral? 
 

• Your child can benefit from feeling connected to family during 
this scary time. 

• Any age child can and should be encouraged to attend.  
• A child over the age of seven understands death as 

permanent. The funeral can provide an opportunity to say 
"good-bye" to a loved one.  Your child can begin to accept the 
reality of the death. 

• Discuss with him/her what to expect at the funeral and explain 
its purpose. 

• Have a trusted adult with your child at all times to answer 
questions and provide comfort. 

• Never pressure your child to attend a funeral, no matter what 
his/her age. 

• A child does not have the same fears about an open casket 
that adults do.  (Let your child decide.) 

• Your child may also "play funeral" or act out other scenes from 
the event.  This is a good way to gain understanding of such 
an important event.  

 
 

EXPLAIN STEP-BY-STEP WHAT WILL HAPPEN AND WHY.  THE 
EXPLANATION WILL TAKE A GREAT DEAL OF FEAR OUT OF 
THE FUNERAL. 
 
 
 

Will it be harmful if I talk about the person who has died in 
front of my child?  
 

• Your child, like an adult, needs relief from his/her painful 
emotions. 

• Expressing feelings through crying, laughing, or sharing 
memories will help him/her with the grieving process. 

• Share your concerns and feelings; if adults withdraw, the child 
experiences a double loss. 

• Have good emotional support for yourself so you are sharing 
emotions with your child and not leaning on him/her. 

• Keep treasured mementos around as reminders of the person 
your child loves and misses.  

 
 

ENCOURAGE YOUR CHILD TO TALK FREELY ABOUT THE 
PERSON WHO HAS DIED-BOTH GOOD AND BAD MEMORIES. 

 

Thirteen to Twenty-One 
 

ADOLESCENT RESPONSE 
 

A child in this age group: 
 

• experiences hormonal changes that begin influencing thoughts 
and behavior causing a wide range of emotional responses;   

• begins looking outside the family for new insights and social 
groups, while wanting to maintain the security that the family 
has always offered; 

• emotions of grief (confusion, anger, and fearfulness) are 
heightened; 

• wants to be both ignored and comforted, left alone and 
reassured; 

• may take over as parents and assume adult responsibilities; 
others will leave home as soon as possible or find a way to be 
asked to leave because of their difficult behavior; 

• may become depressed and withdrawn, suspicious and 
guarded in their relationships with others, or judgmental about 
their behavior and that of others; 

• may take added risks; 
• may present warning signs indicated by a drastic change in 

personality or the use of drugs and alcohol after a death; or 
• may have problems eating and sleeping. 
 
 
 

PARENT RESPONSE 
 

• Adults may find adolescents the most difficult age to help 
through the grief process. 

• Warning signs for parents are a drastic change in personality or  
    the use of drugs and alcohol after a death. 
• Suicide is a very real threat for adolescents; it is now the 

leading cause of death in the 15 to 24 age group. 
• Many grief symptoms and suicide signs are similar; you can 

and should calmly approach teenagers with concerns about 
this. 

• At first they may reject the idea but will be glad that you 
noticed and that suicide is a subject that can be talked about. 

• Keep the lines of communication open by scheduling activities 
together. 

 
4 9 



 

  

• may "play hospital" or act out other memories of the loss as 
a way of understanding it; 

• may have more advanced language skills than what s/he is 
really able to understand; remember when talking with your 
child you may think s/he understands more than s/he really 
does; 

• may develop a magical plan to protect the family from further 
pain (becoming a superhero or winning the lottery); 

• may draw, write, or talk about this fantasy when s/he is 
alone or before bedtime to calm fears; or 

• may have more pronounced mood swings as s/he grows 
closer to adolescence and may depend more on friends than 
family for emotional support. 

 
 
 
 
PARENT RESPONSE 
 

• Your child needs to trust that s/he is safe and loved by you 
and your family. 

• It is important to talk to your child about his/her fears and 
reassure him/her of your support and love.  This will help 
your child regain a sense of independence. 

• If you lean on your child for emotional support or hover over 
him/her because of your own fear of another loss, you will 
either make your child fearful and dependent or push him/her 
into an adult role.  When this happens, your child's emotional 
needs are not met. 

• It is important for you to seek emotional support for your 
own fears and needs so you can support your child. 

• Physical symptoms that persist for more than 30 days in your 
child should be checked by a physician. 

• You can help calm your child by developing ways to protect 
him/herself, such as learning to dial "911" for help, having 
your child help install a new door lock, or buying a night light, 
etc. 
Be patient; your child needs to play and talk about this 
important event many times before s/he comes to accept it.  
If this is too painful for you as the primary adult in your 
child's life, find another trusted adult such as a teacher, 
counselor, coach, or neighbor for your child.

 Should I seek professional help for my child? 
 

• Almost any reaction to a profound loss can be considered 
normal. 

• It is difficult to distinguish a normal grief reaction from one 
that is not. 

• If your child continues to deny the reality of the death, if 
physical distress persists, if any emotion (anger, indifference, 
depression) is prolonged or fixed, or if sleep and eating 
patterns remain disturbed, then there is cause for concern. 

• Be alert if your child expresses a desire to die, has school or 
legal trouble, or in the case of a young child, has continual 
problem behaviors. 

• If your child is in school, inform the teacher and ask to be 
informed of any changes in behavior. 

 
 

IF YOU HAVE ANY CONCERNS ABOUT YOUR CHILD'S 
EMOTIONAL OR PHYSICAL BEHAVIOR, SEEK PROFESSIONAL 
HELP. 
 

 
 

RESPONSES TO DEATH 
 

Birth to Two Years 
 

CHILD RESPONSE 
 

A child who is pre-verbal: 
 

• does experience loss; 
• "senses" the changed atmosphere in the home;  
• expresses emotions physically by fussing, crying, 

withdrawal, clinging; or 
• feels his/her sense of security is threatened.      
 
PARENT RESPONSE 
 

• Provide extra comfort in a physical way.  Examples are 
rocking, being close, and holding your child. 

• Leave a light on at night. 
• Make sure your child has a favorite blanket or toy available to 

hold. 
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Two Years to Six Years 
 

CHILD RESPONSE 
 

A child in this age group: 
 

• has difficulty understanding that death is final; 
• has concrete thinking (s/he tends to take explanations word-for 

word); 
• thinks in "magical" terms  (what's real and what s/he thinks is 

real are confused);  
• experiences a sense of insecurity and loss of nurturing that 

may cause a return to "babyish" behaviors--may affect the 
progress already made in toilet training, feeding, and getting 
dressed; 

• worries about the possibility of his/her own or another family 
member's death; 

• worries about how long the "new" family will be there for 
him/her if placed in a "new" family environment; 

• "plays funeral" or other events surrounding the death (this is 
his/her way to understand such an important event in life); 

• physical problems may include the following: stomach 
ailments, headaches, sleeping/eating problems, or disinterest 
(the opposite may also occur, that is, hyperactivity or difficulty 
concentrating on any task); or 

• emotional problems include: expressing a wide range of 
feelings--from indifference (playing outside the funeral home), 
to panic (bad dreams, dreams of the deceased), to fear 
(striking out verbally or physically), to guilt and self blame 
(withdrawal from family and friends or hurting oneself), or to 
sadness and understanding. 

 
 

PARENT RESPONSE 
 

• You can help your child by repeatedly reassuring him/her that 
s/he is safe and loved. 

• You need to explain death in concrete terms (since this is how 
your child thinks).  It is important that you make a clear 
statement that the deceased will not return. 

• "Babyish" behaviors are only temporary, but the more you 
scold your child for these behaviors, the longer it will take 
him/her to return to the previous state of independence. 

The guilt your child feels comes from his/her thinking that 
his/her bad thoughts caused bad things to happen to the 
deceased. 

• Your child may have an illogical belief that s/he is the cause of 
everything. 

• Your child needs special reassurance and explanations to 
counteract these beliefs. 

• Your child lives in the present and may ask the same questions 
over and over as if s/he has forgotten your answer of just a 
moment before.  

• It is helpful to have a book geared to your child's age group to 
read with him/her in this situation.  You will tire of it, but s/he 
won't! 

• Take care of yourself by allowing family and friends to help 
you with cooking, cleaning, telephoning, etc. so you may have 
more time with your child. 

 
 

Six to Twelve Years 
 

CHILD RESPONSE 
 

A child in this age group: 
 

• grows enormously, both mentally and physically, and comes to 
understand the permanence of death; 

• initially is shocked and overwhelmed by the loss and either 
protests it, "I don't believe you," or appears indifferent, "I'm 
fine. I don't want to talk about it." 

• this is a way of protecting him/herself; may show grief after 
the shock wears off with physical changes in eating or 
sleeping patterns, stomach or head aches, nervousness, skin 
rashes, tight-ness in throat and chest, or loss of muscular 
strength; 

• may return to the behaviors of a younger age, such as  
   over-dependence on you, taking on a sick role to avoid leaving   
   home, or having problems with friends; 
• may take on parenting roles with  brother, sister, or adults, 

becoming the "man" or "woman" of the house; 
• have nightmares or think s/he sees or hears the deceased as 

part of the panic and fear your child feels; 
• may become excessively "good" from fear that if s/he is bad, 

someone s/he loves may die; 
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