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This handout is designed to help you learn more about how children experience 
grief and what you can do as an adult working in the school setting to help 
children through this difficult time. 
 
Important Points about Children and Grief 
 
Children often show rather than talk about their grief. Their behavior, play, and 
interactions often reflect their grief. Children grieve in small doses as they cannot 
tolerate prolonged periods of emotional pain. A child who is grieving may quickly 
shift from being sad to laughing and playing. This does not mean they are not 
grieving. 
 
Some children may seem unaffected. They may not understand that death is 
permanent—that is, they may believe the person is coming back. Some children 
try to deny the reality of the death to avoid intense painful feelings. Others hide 
their sadness as they don’t want others to see how they truly feel or as an 
attempt to help caregivers feel better. This does not mean they aren’t grieving. 
 
Children may blame themselves for the death. They may think their thoughts, 
wishes, or behavior made the person die. This is called magical thinking. 
 
No two children grieve the exact same way, but there are typical grief reactions: 
 

Behavioral reactions: Clinginess, aggression, withdrawal, defiance, 
distraction or hyperactivity (often misdiagnosed as ADHD), perfectionism, 
re-enacting the death through play or artwork 

 
Emotional reactions: Numbness, sadness, anger, guilt, fears, anxieties, 
hopelessness, loneliness, self-blaming, crying uncontrollably or not at all 
 
Physical reactions: Stomachaches, headaches, overeating or under-
eating, increased illnesses 
 
Cognitive reactions: Difficulty concentrating or completing tasks, 
preoccupation with the death, poor self-esteem, negative view of the world 
 

Some children develop significant trauma symptoms related to the death. This 
can occur when children perceive the death as horrifying or terrifying, whether 
the death was sudden and unexpected or from natural causes. Trauma 
responses include scary thoughts or memories about the death, fears about 



 

safety, emotional numbing or avoiding thinking or talking about the death, 
increased irritability, anger, vigilance, and difficulty concentrating. 

If the death occurred a while ago (even years ago), don’t expect the child to be 
“over it.” People grieve the loss throughout life. Certain reminders may cause a 
more intense emotional response in grieving children. Be sensitive to certain 
days that may be difficult for the child. For example, if the death was a parent, 
then Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, or parent-teacher interviews may trigger painful 
feelings. Also keep in mind that children may express grief more intensely as 
they get older when they understand the death at a more advanced cognitive 
level. 

How School Personnel Can Help Grieving Students 
 
Inform others (teachers, school administration, school 
counselors/psychologists) and coordinate services. Inform school staff who may 
have contact with the child to make sure they know that the child has suffered a 
loss and may be experiencing difficulties or changes in school performance as a 
result. In this way, school staff can ensure that children get the support and 
understanding they need. Identify a safe, supportive individual at school the child 
can go to, and let the child know who they are. Give permission for the child to 
access this support person at any time during the school day. It can also be 
helpful to create a coping kit with the child that they can access when needed 
and to ensure that appropriate school personnel are supporting the child in its 
use. Items for the coping kit can include drawing materials, a comfort object such 
as a stuffed animal, a fidget item, a feeling face chart, and instructions for deep-
breathing exercises. 
 
Answer a child’s questions. Let the child know you are available to talk about 
the death if they want to. When talking to children about death, accept their 
feelings (even anger), listen carefully, and remind them that their reactions are 
normal. Use words that invite more, such as “Can you tell me more about that” or 
“What was that like?” Do not force the child to talk about the death if they do not 
want to. 
 
Maintain normal school routines as much as possible. Grieving children often 
feel their lives are chaotic and out of control and need a regular routine and 
predictability. Balance normal school expectations with flexibility. If the child has 
fallen behind in schoolwork, develop a plan with the child and their caregiver to 
help them complete the work. Provide extra help if needed. 
 
Give positive attention to the child. Focus on and regularly praise desirable 
behaviors; for example, “I like how you’re sitting quietly and doing your work” or “I 
am proud of you for using your words to respectfully tell me about your angry 
feeling.” 
 



 

Respond to the child with sensitivity and support. Understanding and 
responding to a grieving child's overwhelming emotions, especially anger, 
requires patience, empathy, and sensitivity. When a child experiencing grief 
exhibits anger, it's crucial to recognize that this emotion is a natural part of the 
grieving process. Punitive responses can exacerbate the child's distress and 
hinder their ability to cope. Instead, offer a safe space for the child to express 
their feelings, listen attentively, validate their emotions, and reassure them that 
their feelings are understandable and accepted. Provide outlets for healthy 
expression of emotions. 
 
Accommodate challenges with learning. Academic challenges are common 
among children who are coping with death loss. It is appropriate and helpful for 
schools to make adjustments in assignments and tests, arrange for makeup 
assignments, or provide tutoring or other support. 
 
Reach out to the child’s family. Be caring and supportive, and make 
arrangements for ongoing communication about the child’s progress and needs. 
 
Refer the child for specialized grief support if needed. If the child’s grief 
reactions are seriously interfering with their functioning, talk with the child’s 
caregiver about a referral to a community resource such as a grief support group 
or a mental health professional. Make sure the referral is to someone who has 
considerable experience working with grieving children. 
 
Additional Resources 
 
Many children’s grief organizations offer resources to help school personnel 
support grieving students such as the ones below: 
 

• Coalition to Support Grieving Students: grievingstudents.org 
• National Center for School Crisis and Bereavement: schoolcrisiscenter.org 
• Dougy Center: dougy.org 
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