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When a parent is diagnosed with a serious illness, it can be an overwhelming and 
heartbreaking time for the entire family. Amidst your own fears and uncertainties, you may 
also worry about how to best support your child. It's important to remember: there is no 
perfect way to handle this — just doing your best with honesty, love, and patience will go 
a long way in helping your child cope.  
 
Here are some tips to guide you through this difficult journey: 
 

• Be Honest: Truth builds trust. Explain the illness in a simple, clear way, e.g., “I have an 
illness called cancer. It’s when bad cells hurt the good cells in the body.” It’s okay if you 
don’t have all the answers — what matters most is your openness. 
 

• Discuss the Prognosis: Even if the prognosis is uncertain or poor, be truthful while 
offering hope, e.g., “I’m not dying right now. Some people with this illness die, but some 
get better, and I’m doing everything I can to get better.” Children often sense when 
something is wrong; honesty helps ease their fears. 

 
• Explain Treatments and Side Effects: Prepare your child for visible changes in a way 

that feels less frightening, e.g., “The medicine will help me, but it may make me tired and 
my hair might fall out. I’m going to wear a cool hat once it does.” 

 
• Reassure Them: Children may wrongly blame themselves for a parent's illness. Gently 

reassure them, “Nothing you did or said caused my illness.” They need to hear this — 
and hear it often. 

 
• Address Contagion Fears: Young children especially may worry they can "catch" the 

illness. Assure them, “Cancer is not contagious, and you can’t catch it like a cold.” 
 

• Ensure Their Care: In times of uncertainty, children crave predictability. Let them know 
who will help take care of them, e.g., “Even though I’m sick, Aunt Martha will help take 
care of you after school.” 

 
• Inform the School: Share information with your child’s school so teachers and 

counselors can offer additional support and understanding. 
 
Remember: there’s no “right” script for these conversations. It’s okay to show your 
feelings and let your child know it’s normal to feel sad, scared, or confused. By maintaining 
open, honest communication and lots of reassurance, you are helping your child build 
emotional resilience — even during one of the hardest times in your family’s life. 
 
You are not alone. Help is available to support both you and your child through this 
journey. 
 
 
For more information or support, contact Liana Lowenstein:  
Email: lianalowenstein@gmail.com (Tel) 416-575-7836 (Web) www.lianalowenstein.com 
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