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Dear Colleague, 

The Shakespeare Hospice’s Children and Young People’s Bereavement Service 

offers support to children between the ages of 4 and 18 when somebody important in 

their life is seriously ill or has died. 

The death of someone close will have a huge effect on a family especially the 

children. As well as feeling sad, they are often left feeling confused, anxious and 

scared as they struggle to come to terms with the many changes that are happening 

in their lives. At times like this they need the support of all of those adults around 

them that are involved in their care, and schools are well placed to do this. 

Schools play such an important part in a child’s life, providing security and routine 

when everything else is in a state of disarray. Therefore the support and 

understanding of school staff can go a long way to help and comfort a bereaved 

child. 

This Information Pack has been written to help support teaching staff if they ever find 

themselves in the position of supporting a bereaved pupil at their school. It offers 

guidance, information and practical ideas that can be used at school. As part of our 

service, we are able to offer support to schools and teachers who may find 

themselves in this position. Our aim is to help you feel confident about supporting a 

child or young person in your school who is either bereaved or has someone close to 

them who is seriously ill. 

As well as the Information Pack, we are also able to support schools and teachers in 

other ways such as: 

 Visiting schools to discuss ways of supporting pupils who have been 

bereaved or who have a pupil with a parent or relative with a life limiting 

illness. 

 Telephone advice and support. 

 Support and guidance for staff working with bereaved pupils 

 Staff training sessions around issues of grief and bereavement 

 

If you would like any more information on any of the above or if you think that a pupil 

in your school could benefit from the services that we offer, then please ring us here 

at The Shakespeare Hospice on 01789 266852 ( Monday – Friday, 9am – 5pm) 

 

 

I hope you will find the contents of this pack interesting and helpful. 
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1.   Children’s Understanding of Death. 

 

Children’s understanding of death and their response to bereavement varies 

according to their age and stage of development. They will be influenced by other 

sources such as the media, previous experiences of loss and how adults around 

them are grieving. 

 Children, especially younger ones, do not have the cognitive ability to verbalise or 

understand how they feel and so will ‘act out’ their feelings or behave in such a way 

that is often difficult for adults to understand or tolerate. For example, a normally mild 

mannered child lashing out at someone may be a sign that they are feeling frustrated 

or angry at the situation they are in but are unable to understand this or explain why 

they are feeling this way. 

Below are some guidelines of what a child might understand at different stages, and 

some examples of normal responses and behaviours that a bereaved child might 

display.  

 

Pre School Children: 

 Will realise that someone important from their lives is missing. 

 Think that death is reversible and that the dead person can be returned or be 

visited. 

 Don’t understand that basic life functions have stopped. For example 

breathing, and may ask questions like, “Can Mummy breathe when she is in 

the ground?” or “Will Grandad be hurt if they burn (cremate) him?” 

 Believe that something they did or said caused that person to die. 

 Will be sensitive to the different emotions around them. 

 May transfer their attachment to another person very quickly to help them feel 

secure. 

 Will take literally euphemisms about death like “Your sister has become a star 

in the sky” or “We lost your Grandad last night”. 

 Have difficulty retaining information, so will ask the same question over and 

over again. 
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Primary School Children: 

 

 Beginning to understand that death is irreversible (usually from about 7 yrs 

old) and is common to all living things. 

 Ages of fantasy and fear, children are influenced by TV, films, literature. May 

see death as something scary or spooky. 

 Are aware of the impact of death, what it means for them ( Separation 

anxiety) 

 Will appear more curious about issues around death, such as “Did it hurt?” 

“What does a dead body look like?” 

 May think that death/illness is contagious. 

 May suffer from minor illnesses or copy symptoms that the ill person has. 

 Will imitate adult coping mechanisms and hide feelings in order to protect 

grieving adults. 

 Will have difficulty expressing themselves verbally and may display acting out, 

attention seeking or regressive behaviour. May retreat into themselves as 

they struggle to cope with their overwhelming feelings. 

 May have difficulty concentrating or settling at school, have aggressive or 

distressed outbursts. 

 Need a strong need for routine, structure, verbal and nonverbal expressions 

of affection and reassurance to feel safe and secure. 
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Secondary School Children: 

 

 Understand the finality of death and the impact it will have on them as 

individuals. 

 Beginning to question the meaning of life and may reject beliefs, values and 

religion as a result. 

 Start to develop their own belief system, for example in the occult, afterlife. 

 Will be able to verbalise their thought and feelings, but won’t necessarily be 

willing to discuss them. 

 May experience difficulty in interacting with their peers, dislike appearing 

different, so may deny their feelings and reject offers of support. 

 Become aware of the impact of the loss and how this will affect future life 

events. Milestones like weddings, 21st birthdays, birth of children. 

 May withdraw from school or social activities. 

 May develop more risk taking behaviour to help them cope or in defiance of 

the death. Testing the boundaries, “What’s the point?” 

 May become more work focused as they attempt to blot out the pain of the 

loss 

 May experience mood swings and big emotional releases as they struggle to 

understand their feelings. 
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2. How Bereavement Affects Children and Young People 

 

For children and young people, the experience of loss and how they deal with it is 

very different to that of an adult. Their lack of experience and understanding often 

make it difficult for them to make sense of the situation and they can be left feeling 

overwhelmed by their emotions.  

Children will often dip in and out of their grief (“Puddle jumping”). They can be 

extremely sad one minute then play happily with their friends the next. This often 

leads adults to think that they are unaffected or ‘over it’, but what they are doing is 

protecting themselves from the overwhelming feelings that they may be 

experiencing. As they progress into adolescence this ability to ‘puddle jump’ 

becomes more difficult and teenagers may spend longer periods of time in one 

behaviour or another. 

Below is some information about how bereaved children might react when someone 

close to them has died and also factors which affect the way in which children grieve. 

 

Factors affecting the way children grieve: 

 Their age, stage of development and understanding of life and death. 

 Their relationship with the person that has died. 

 Any previous experiences of illness, death and loss. 

 How the person died: illness, accident, suicide. 

 How and when they were told of the death. 

 What support was available to them, at home, school and externally. 

 Religious beliefs and practices. 

 Ethnic and cultural backgrounds. 
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Normal Reactions of a Bereaved Child 

It is normal for children and young people to react strongly when someone close to 

them has died. Some of their behaviours may look or feel far from normal and can be 

distressing for the child if they don’t understand why they are feeling this way. 

Therefore it is important that they know these feelings are normal. 

 

 Denial/ Disbelief 

 Increased anxiety 

 Separation Anxiety (Not  

wanting to be left at school) 

 Shock/ Numbness 

 Sadness 

 Depression 

 Anger (at the person who died 

and sometimes at the surviving 

parent) 

 Guilt (about something did or 

didn’t do, or something they 

said) 

 Relief  

 Despair 

 Loneliness 

 Regret 

 Lowered self esteem (lose 

confidence in their ability to do 

even simple things) 

 Mood swings (may become 

more easily upset by things that 

would normally seem trivial) 

 

 Exhaustion (can be due to 

disturbed sleep pattern, lack of 

bedtime routine or just grieving 

itself, which can be exhausting) 

 Disturbed sleep (nightmares, 

fear of the dark, fear of losing 

the surviving parent whilst they 

sleep) 

 Loss of appetite 

 Self-neglect 

 Avoidance of others and social 

situations 

 Panic attacks 

 Risk Taking behaviour 

 Forgetfulness 

 Poor concentration (can make 

school work more difficult and 

academic performance may 

suffer) 

 Detachment 

 Loss of motivation 

 Regressive behaviour (thumb 

sucking, baby talk) 
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You may notice some of the following reactions at school: 

 

 Changes in behaviour, for example, a pupil may become unnaturally quiet or 

withdrawn or unusually aggressive. Anger is a common response when 

someone has died, and due to their power and potential for destruction, can 

often lead to trouble with adults and can be frightening for the child. 

 Increased anxiety related to reluctance to be separated from parents or 

carers. This might be demonstrated by more clingy behaviour or in older 

children, asking for lifts to and from school activities. 

 Disturbed sleep patterns, nightmares which lead to poor concentration and 

exhaustion. 

 Physical complaints such as tummy aches and headaches, nausea and 

feeling cold. Often bereaved children will copy symptoms that the person who 

died may have had.  

 Being forgetful and unorganised. Schoolwork may become more difficult and 

their academic performance may suffer. Some children may focus completely 

on their school work in order to blot out or forget what is happening at home. 

 More extreme emotional responses, pupils may become more easily upset by 

things that would be normally trivial. 
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3.  How Can Schools Support Bereaved Children? 

 

By the age of 16, 1 in 29 children or young people will experience the death of a 

parent or sibling, furthermore 78% of 11 to 16 year olds report being bereaved to 

someone to who they were close to.  

The way in which schools are able to respond to the needs of these children and 

young people plays a crucial role at this time of great need. 

School is often a place of security and routine for a bereaved child, especially when 

everything else around them at home feels out of control. This will usually be the 

place where reactions to the death will become evident, especially if the family is 

grieving too. Therefore, schools and teaching staff can play a huge part in supporting 

a young person who is grieving. 

However, many teachers feel that only ‘bereavement experts’ can help bereaved 

children. Many feel uncomfortable or inadequately trained and worry that saying or 

doing the ‘wrong thing’ will make the situation worse. In most cases this is not so, all 

bereaved children need are people who care, who will listen and who understand 

what they are going through. This and the security and routine that school life offers, 

will make a huge difference to a bereaved child’s future wellbeing. 

 

What do bereaved children need and how can schools do this? 

 

 Time to listen 

Bereaved children need to be able to tell their story and explain what it has 

been like for them. Very often they are overlooked as the adults around 

them struggle with their own grief. School staff can provide an opportunity 

for children to talk about what has happened with someone who is familiar 

and trusted and in an environment that is calm and peaceful. Be prepared 

to listen and listen again! 

 

 Acknowledgement of the death 

Acknowledge what has happened and don’t be afraid to use the word 

‘death’. “I was very sorry to hear of the death of your ……..”. Talk about the 

person who has died and share memories; not acknowledging them will 

make the child feel more isolated. 
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 Expression of feelings 

Children who are bereaved often struggle to let people know how they are 

feeling. This could be because they are too young to verbalise their 

emotions or will often hide their grief in order to spare their surviving parent 

any further distress. With support, school is often seen as somewhere safe 

to express their grief and to understand the feelings they have. It is ok for 

you to share your own feelings of sadness too, in an appropriate way. 

 

 Relief from Grief 

Following a death, home can become an emotionally charged environment 

which children can feel overwhelmed by and difficult to deal with. School is 

a place that can give a child relief from this and also a sense of normality 

and routine when everything else around them has turned upside down. 

 

 Time for Fun 

Even when a bereaved child is feeling sad, it is important that they are still 

able to be children and have fun. School offers children a chance to play, 

laugh, sing and feel normal without feeling guilty.  

 

 Family Support 

It is important to keep in regular contact with the child’s home and family. 

This allows you both to aware of changing behaviours and will provide you 

with a more realistic picture of how the child and family are coping. Families 

and carers find this reassuring. 

 

 Grieving Process 

Bereaved children will all grieve differently and at different times. They will 

not ‘get over it’ and will be grieving for life.  Many will revisit their grief as 

they grow older and reach new stages of their development, making it 

difficult some times for school staff to understand their behaviour. As a child 

learns to cope, continue to be available for them. By understanding how 

children grieve, schools are ideally placed to support bereaved children at 

any time. 
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 Honesty 

Bereaved children need honesty and need to know that they can trust the 

adults around them. Don’t be afraid to say you don’t know, and always 

answer questions truthfully no matter how awkward they may feel. 

 

 Resources 

Ensure that you have a wide range of up to date resources and reading 

material on the subject. Talk to bereavement experts about ways of helping 

children to express themselves through methods such as art, music, poetry 

or story telling. Books can also be helpful in opening up discussions with a 

bereaved child. 
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4. Supporting a Pupil Following a Family Bereavement 

 

Children and young people do grieve when someone they love dies affecting both 

their home and school life. It is therefore vital that they receive the appropriate 

support from teaching staff to enable them to cope within the school setting. 

You may find the following suggestions helpful when thinking about how to support a 

bereaved pupil in your school: 

 

Initially: 

  Decide on a member of staff who will be the main point of contact for the 

bereaved pupil and family. 

 Offer your condolences and send cards and flowers to the pupil and their 

family. Bereaved children find this very comforting and supportive and it helps 

them feel they haven’t been forgotten. 

Information Sharing: 

 With the family, discuss how and who they would like the information about 

the death to be shared with at school. For example, some pupils like to be 

there when the rest of the class is told; others like to do it themselves. It is 

important to give the child the choice in order to help them feel they have 

some control over the situation. 

Funeral: 

 If appropriate, discuss with the family and pupil if they would like someone 

from school to attend the funeral. Sometimes bereaved children can find this 

reassuring and supportive. 

Keep in Contact: 

 Try to maintain regular contact with the pupil and their family. That way you 

can see how they are coping and discuss any concerns they may have. 

 Whilst the pupil is off school, encourage their fellow pupils to send cards and 

messages. This will help them to see that that people care and they haven’t 

been forgotten. It will also help their class mates feel they are doing 

something positive and helpful. 
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Returning to School: 

 Try to arrange a meeting with the pupil and their family before they return to 

school. This will enable you all to talk through any concerns and is a good 

time to devise any strategies which will help them cope once they are back at 

school. 

 Organise their first day back to be slightly different, for example, coming in at 

break time, meeting their best friends first to have a chat in the staff room, 

make them feel special. 

 Nominate a key member of staff for the pupil which they will feel comfortable 

with. They will be their main point of contact once they are back in school. 

 Ensure that all staff (including office and ancillary staff) are aware of the 

bereavement and how this might affect their behaviour and their learning. Also 

ensure that any new staff who join the school are aware of this too. 

 If the pupil is having problems settling back into school or is anxious about 

coming back, consider using a ‘phased return’ to school, i.e. shorter visits, 

working alone, attending favourite lessons, reduced timetable. 

 Consider using ‘timeout’ cards, so that the pupil can leave the class room 

quickly if they are feeling emotionally vulnerable. Ensure they have a place to 

go and know what support is available. 

 Maintain normal rules and expectations of behaviour. Following the death of 

someone close to them a pupils behaviour will be affected by their grief, and if 

they behave or react in such a way that needs to be challenged, it is right to 

do so. It is also important to explain that although you understand why they 

are feeling this way, it is not acceptable to behave like this, for example 

punching or lashing out at another pupil or member of staff. However, giving a 

detention for not doing homework during the week of the funeral might not be 

appropriate. 

Remembering: 

 Make a note of significant dates which will be important to the pupil, i.e. 

anniversary of death, birthdays, Mothers/Father’s Day. Ensure that all staff 

(including new staff) know where this information is kept. It is helpful to 

acknowledge these dates with the pupil and how difficult they will be. This 

helps pupils know that they haven’t been forgotten and be very comforting. 
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General Support: 

 Consider the impact of classroom and assembly topics. If possible discuss 

with the pupil beforehand and ask if they wold like to be involved. For example 

Father’s Day and Mother’s Day. 

 Be aware of any signs of isolation or bullying. Bereaved children are often 

seen as different or vulnerable and may become a target for others. 

 Watch for changes in behaviour. This is often a sign that they are more 

affected by their bereavement then they are able to say. Be aware that 

sometimes these changes may occur months or years after the death, which 

can make it difficult for schools to relate their behaviour to the bereavement. 

 Children who are grieving will often have less concentration and feel more 

tired. Be prepared to give more support than usual, and organise ways in 

which they can catch up with any work they have missed. 

 Follow up any absences as this could be a sign that there may be problems at 

home or school. 

 Notify exam boards if the pupil is about to sit exams, explaining the situation 

and any possible outcomes. 

 Ensure you know when and where to seek outside professional help. The 

majority of bereaved children with the right kind of support will learn to cope 

with their loss and the changes in their lives. However, some will need some 

extra support and it is important that you have a list of both national and local 

organisations who can offer this. 

 Consider having specialised workbooks and resources in your school which 

you can use as a support tool and communication aid with bereaved pupils. 

See section at the end of this pack for a list of books and resources you can 

use. 
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5. Supporting Bereaved Children with Learning Difficulties 

 

Supporting bereaved children with learning difficulties will present a different set of 

challenges. As with all children, they too have a right to be able to grieve when 

someone close to them dies. However, additional support is often needed in order to 

help them to understand what is going on and to communicate their thoughts and 

express their feelings. 

Communication can be the main difficulty and relying on verbal communication alone 

when supporting bereaved children with learning difficulties can be extremely 

limiting. This section will give you some ideas and suggestions which will help you to 

support bereaved children in your care. 

 

Communication: 

 It is sometimes assumed that children with learning difficulties need protecting 

from death and dying as they do not have the capacity to understand. To 

some extent this may be true, but we shouldn’t forget how well they have to 

cope with difficult times in their lives. The problem can be finding alternative 

methods of communicating when words are not appropriate. 

 Use symbols and pictures to help them understand, for example pictures of 

funerals, hospitals, coffins 

 Ensure you acknowledge the death with the child. To ignore it means that the 

person wasn’t important and that they are easily forgotten. 

 Use language that the child can understand, and avoid using euphemisms like 

“gone to Jesus” or “lost”. Don’t be afraid to use the word dead or died and 

ensure that all staff use the same vocabulary as the family to ensure 

consistency. 

 Be prepared to repeat information as often as needed, working at a level, 

speed and language appropriate to that child. 
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Helping to understand: 

 Children with learning difficulties struggle with the concept of death and its 

permanence. Using visual and practical examples to demonstrate the 

difference between living and dead things can be extremely helpful, especially 

for children on the autistic spectrum. Some ideas might include: 

o Buying a bunch of flowers and watching them wilt and die. Compare 

these to a fresh bunch of the same type. This demonstrates that death 

is permanent and that they will not return to life. 

o Buy a dead fish from the supermarket and compare it to a live one. 

Demonstrate that by putting it into a bowl of water it will not move 

breath, eat or swim. 

o Visiting the body will help with the concept of no life but this will need 

careful preparation and thought by the family. Feeling that the body is 

cold, seeing that it is no longer breathing or moving will help the child to 

understand that the body is no longer working. 

o Use symbols or pictures instead of words to aid understanding. 

 

Expressing Grief: 

Bereaved children with learning difficulties do not need to protected from their 

feelings but instead need to be supported and reassured that what they are feeling is 

normal. The following section contains some ideas on how to help them do this in a 

safe and creative way. 

 Artwork 

When children are colouring or painting it takes the direct focus off them but can 

be an effective and powerful way of allowing them to express their most inner 

thoughts and feelings.  

 Workbooks 

Simple workbooks such as “When Someone Very Special Has Died” or “Muddles, 

Puddles and Sunshine” can be easily adapted to suit children of different abilities 

 Memory Boxes 

An effective way of storing memories. They can contain any thing from perfume 

to photographs, concert tickets to pieces of clothing. Children like to decorate 

their boxes and can be a very useful way to talk about the person who died and 

to tell their story. 
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 Videos 

Watching videos of the person who died can be a powerful way to explore 

reactions such as sadness and anger. They can also be used to prepare and 

discuss funerals for example. The Speak Up video “Coping with Death” is just 10 

minutes long and narrated by people with learning difficulties. It represents the 

funeral in a simple way and repeats issues frequently to aid memory and recall. 

 Comfort 

Consider allowing the pupil to carry a comfort object with them to school, such as 

something that belonged to the person who died or a handkerchief sprayed with 

the persons perfume or aftershave. 

 Music 

Sometimes listening to music that the dead person loved can be a helpful way to 

help children with learning difficulties to grieve and express themselves. 

 Expressing Anger 

It is important for bereaved children to know that it is ok and normal to feel angry 

when someone they love has died. Children with learning difficulties should be 

given opportunities for safe ways  to express their anger and frustration. Using 

huge sheets of paper and paints, wet clay, rolled up newspaper to shred, bursting 

blown up balloons, banging drums can all be effective. 

 

Useful resources 

Child Bereavement UK Fact Sheet  “Books for SEN Children and Young People” 

 

SeeSaw (Grief Support for the Young in Oxfordshire)    

“Hand In Hand” Supporting children and young people who have a learning difficulty 

though the experience of bereavement. 

 

www.bereavementanddisability.org.uk 

A website for carers and professionals with useful guides offering ideas for 

support and information on SEN adults and bereavement. Information can be 

adapted for children and young people. 
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6. What to do when a Pupil or Member of Staff Dies 

 

The death of a pupil or a member of staff will have a profound effect on the school 

community. Even if the death has been expected there will be still be a sense of 

shock and disbelief. 

It is useful therefore to have thought through and devised a plan of action 

beforehand, as it is often difficult to think clearly and logically when an event like this 

happens. 

Below are some helpful points to guide you if this situation occurs at your school. 

 

Initially: 

 Identify a member of staff (usually the head teacher) who can act as a point of 

contact for the family. 

 Make contact as soon as possible. Not only to offer your condolences from 

the school but also to establish what happened and what the family would like 

the rest of the school to be told. Sometimes, families like to keep these details 

private, but it is important for them to be aware that information will get out via 

other sources and can often be more upsetting for the family if not accurate 

and true. 

 Contact members of staff and governors who need to be told straight away. 

Then arrange to meet the rest of the school staff in order to inform them of the 

news and any plans that have been put in place. 

 If in the event of a major incident, identify which member of staff will liaise with 

the local authority, governors, press, parents and support agencies. 

 

Staff Support: 

 Be aware how this news may affect other members of staff, especially if they 

have had previous losses themselves or have had a close relationship with 

the pupil or staff member who has died. 

 Ensure adequate support is available for staff and know where this is 

available. Consider arranging cover for any teachers who may find it difficult to 

take on normal teaching duties around this time. 
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Sharing Information: 

 After speaking to the staff and the family, decide what information can be 

shared with the rest of the school and how this will be done. For example, in 

larger schools, a short statement can be written for teachers to read out to 

their classes. Ensure you allow time for questions after and be prepared to let 

lesson plans be changed. With the family’s consent, send a letter home 

explaining what has happened, what the children have been told and what 

support available for them. 

 When telling the children what has happened, ensure that this is done in a 

simple and factual way. Ensure that you are clear what you want to say before 

you tell the children and that you use clear, age appropriate language and 

terminology, avoiding euphemisms such as ‘lost’ or ‘passed away’. 

 

You may find the following examples useful when thinking about what to say: 

“I have something very sad to tell you today. You all know that (pupil) 

has been ill with cancer (or other illness) for sometime and has been 

unable to come to school. Sometimes people who have cancer do not 

get better, and sadly, yesterday, we heard that (Pupil) died. He was at 

home with his family. I have no more details to tell you at the moment, 

but if we know anymore, that will be helpful for you, and then I will tell 

you.” 

OR 

“I have something very sad to tell you. You may have heard about the 

accident on the motorway yesterday? Well Mrs X was involved in the 

crash and they took her to hospital. I am sorry to have to tell you that 

although the doctors at the hospital did all they could to help her, her 

injuries were so bad that she couldn’t survive the accident and she died 

last night” 

 

Supporting Pupils: 

 Allow some time for the pupils to digest the news and for time to ask 

questions and express their feelings. Everyone will react differently, some 

straight away, some later on. It is important to acknowledge their responses 

and emotions, and it is ok for you to say how the news has affected you, if you 

wish too. 
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 Ensure that pupils know where they can get support both within school and 

externally. Make parents aware of this information too, and what they can 

expect in terms of responses to the death. This can be a particularly difficult 

time for staff too so it is vital that they feel supported too. 

 

Remembering: 

 Discuss with the family who they would like to attend the funeral. For those 

who are unable to go, consider marking the occasion in some other way i.e. 

lighting a candle, listening to music, silent reflection. 

 Consider setting up a quiet area somewhere in the school where pupils and 

staff can go to reflect and remember the person who has died. Some school 

set up memory boards or books which allow people to place messages and 

memories of the person who has died. These can later be given to the family if 

appropriate. 

 At a later stage, consider planning a memorial within the school. This could be 

a school trophy in memory of something that person was good at, sport or 

kindness for example. Maybe consider planting a rose bush or if appropriate, 

building a special garden within the school grounds. It is useful to include as 

many staff and pupils as possible as they will all like to be involved.  
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7. Supporting a Pupil with a Life Limiting Illness 

 

Children who are terminally ill look forward to going to school as it often provides an 

opportunity to give them a sense of achievement and some normality in their lives. 

However, supporting a pupil with a life limiting illness at school can be challenging 

and at times distressing for all the staff involved, but with good communication and 

support many of these challenges can be overcome, ensuring that these children 

can continue to have some structure and familiarity in their lives for as long as 

possible.   

The following suggestions might help you if you have a pupil at your school who has 

a life limiting illness: 

 How much does the child know about their illness? Talk to the family about 

how much information the child has and the vocabulary they are using with 

them. 

 Many children who have a life limiting illness want to stay at school for as long 

as possible. This helps give them a sense of normality, and maintain 

friendships groups and allows them to focus on living rather than dying. 

 It is helpful to nominate one member of staff who will be responsible for 

keeping regular contact with the family and the pupil if they are off school for a 

long period of time. If any changes occur, information can be passed on via 

this person and support adjusted if appropriate. 

 Keep a sense of normality by continuing to expect usual standards of 

behaviour within the child’s limitations. This will also help to reduce feelings of 

favouritism amongst other pupils. 

 Ask the family if the school can help with any practical aspects of care such as 

providing a space during break times where the pupils can rest in the 

company of friends 

 If the pupil is unable to attend school for a long period of time, ensure they still 

fell involved in what is going on at school. Sending cards and messages, 

photographs can be extremely supportive to a pupil. 

 If further information and support is needed for fellow pupils and staff, 

consider contacting the pupil’s hospital or hospice and asking one of their 

specialist nurses to visit the school. They would be able to explain about the 

illness and treatments, dispelling any myths or anxieties other pupils may 

have. It is important to have discussed this with the pupil and their family first. 
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 Ensure that other parents are aware what information their children are 

receiving at school and where they are able to get support if they need it. 

 If the time comes when the pupil’s condition deteriorates, it may be necessary 

to keep other pupils informed. This isn’t easy but an open and honest 

approach is usually the best way. Don’t be tempted to try and hide what is 

happening, children instinctively know when something is wrong and will often 

work things out for themselves. By being open and honest you will prevent 

rumours and gossip from circulating, which in turn could be more distressing 

for the family. Any information shared with the school, must first be discussed 

and agreed by the pupil’s family. 

 

Useful Resources 

 

          My Book about Me Sally Harrison and Lynda Weiss 

A workbook for children between age of 4 – 11 who have a life threatening 

illness, helping them to understand their illness and come to terms with what 

is happening. Can also be used for classmates to help understand treatment 

and symptoms.  

Available from Child Bereavement Charity £5.00 

 

When Someone Has A Very Serious Illness Marge Heegard 

A workbook which helps children cope if a parent or child has a serious illness 

Available from Amazon £7.00 

 

As Big As It Gets Julie Stokes and Diana Crossley 

A book which aims to help families cope with the serious illness of a parent or 
child. It also suggests ways in which to support children and ideas of things to 
say. 

Available from Winston’s Wish £4.50 – 01242 515157 
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My Brother and Me Sarah Coulthard 

A book that is aimed at primary school age children who are siblings of a 
seriously ill child. It helps them to understand the difficulties faced in a family 
when someone is ill. 

Available from Child Bereavement Charity £5.00 

 

www.cancertalk.org.uk 

Good website from Macmillan Cancer Care which offers free downloadable 
teaching packs on cancer for primary and secondary schools. 

 

www.clicsargent.org.uk 

UK’s leading children’s cancer charity, providing support to children suffering 
from cancer and leukaemia and their families. 
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8.  What Should We Say? 

 

Many adults will avoid talking to children about death or dying as they worry that they 

will say wrong thing or make the situation worse. Some worry that they will come 

across as being nosey or think that the child is too young to understand. 

 However many bereaved children and young people welcome an opportunity to talk 

to someone about what has happened and will appreciate the fact that a teacher 

cares enough to ask how they are doing and how they are feeling. 

 

Acknowledging the Death: 

It is vital to acknowledge the loss and give the pupil ‘permission’ to talk about it. 

Simply by saying something like “I’m so sorry to hear about what happened. 

Sometimes it helps to talk about it, and if you want to, you can come and 

find me” can be so helpful. 

Language: 

Use clear, simple language that is age appropriate. Avoid using euphenisms 

such as “lost” or “died in his sleep”, this can confuse younger children who will 

often take what you are telling them literally. Don’t be afraid to use the word 

dead or died, for example “I’m really sorry to hear that your brother died last 

week” 

Questions: 

Children ask questions about everything and when someone they know dies, this 

will be no different. They ask questions in order to make sense of things, to put 

together the jigsaw. Some questions might seem quite straightforward, whilst 

others are more complicated such as “Why can’t I go to Heaven to see 

Mummy?” Don’t feel pressured to answer straightaway if you are unable to 

answer, it is ok to say that you don’t know, but promise to find out at a later point. 

Honesty: 

Bereaved children will only trust those adults around them who are honest with 

them. Talking to children about death (and grief) is not an easy subject for 

anyone, so if you feel unable to answer any questions then don’t be afraid to 

say so, also try to avoid false reassurances such as “It will be ok.” 
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Children’s Feelings: 

It is important to recognise that every child will experience bereavement in a 

different way. Every experience is unique so it is important not to assume you 

know how they feel and what they are going through. Find out from THEM how 

things are. If they are unable to verbalise their feelings, consider using different 

techniques to express their emotions such as art, music, poetry, drama. Children 

respond much better and express themselves much easily this way. 

Acknowledge these feelings, and assure them that they are all normal reactions 

to grief .Bereaved children often feel they are the only ones to feel this way, 

leaving them feeling isolated and lonely. 

Be Curious: 

Don’t be afraid to ask them questions, it is a useful way of finding out what stage 

they’re at or why they want to know something. For example, if a child asked you 

what heaven is like, you could respond by saying “That’s a really interesting 

question, I wonder what you think?” By putting the question back to them you 

can establish why they want to know and where their level of understanding is. 

Use this as a base line and build on it a little at a time until the child has had 

enough or understands. 

Also, by gently asking questions you are telling the child or young person that 

you are interested and are there for them, and once they know they can trust you 

they will feel comfortable enough to talk to you. 

Be Led by the Child: 

There will be days when a child who is bereaved will simply not want to talk 

about anything, even if you feel that something is bothering them. It is important 

to respect this and not be tempted to force a conversation with them. 

Training:  

There are a number of organisations that offer training for teachers which focus 

on communicating with bereaved children. This will give you the tools and the 

confidence to speak to grieving children without the fear of saying the wrong 

thing. 
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9.  Holding a Memorial Service 

 

Holding a memorial service after a pupil or a member of staff dies can be a useful 

and healing activity. It can help bring together the whole school to remember the 

person who has died and to celebrate their life and their contribution to the school. 

Anyone can attend the service if they wish to. Often the bereaved family appreciate 

being invited as well, even if they feel unable to at the time. 

It is important to involve all the pupils when planning the event as they will often have 

some creative ideas of remembering the person who has died. It will also help them 

feel involved and that they are doing something positive to help. 

It is a good idea to hold the service before a break time, which allows pupils and staff 

to compose themselves before they go back to lessons. If you decide to hold it at the 

end of the day, make sure pupils have some time before they go home. 

When planning the service, ensure you have a clear beginning, middle and an end 

and make sure you end on a positive note. 

Some useful ideas to include might be: 

 Lighting of candles and time to reflect, you could combine this with listening to 

the person’s favourite piece of music, or reading favourite poem. 

 Asking pupils to write their own poems or songs. 

 Creating a collage of the persons work/life at school 

 Making a memory box or book. Invite pupils to write a memory about the 

person who died and put it in the book It is useful to keep this open for 

sometime, this can be given to the family when it is completed. 

 Friendship tree: adding leaves to the branches which have written messages/ 

memories on them. 

 Balloon release, attaching messages to or about the person who died to the 

balloon and releasing them together. 

 Planting a tree, bulbs, shrub in memory of the person.. 

 Suggestions for a fundraising event in memory of the person who died. (or to 

raise money for a relevant charity) 

 Suggestions for a lasting memorial, for example naming a school trophy after 

the person who died and awarding it in memory f something they will be 

remembered for, like sport or kindness. 
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10.  Supporting a Pupil Bereaved by Suicide 

 

When a child or young person is bereaved though suicide they will experience lots of 

confusing and different feelings that are hard to find the words for. Children will need 

reassurance that they are loved and nothing they did caused the death. Most 

children won’t understand what suicide means and will look for information from 

adults who they trust, such as teachers. Your readiness to listen, talk and support 

will help them to understand and build their resilience to cope. 

Below are some guidelines that may help you as a school to deal with a crisis 

and to help support a pupil who has been bereaved by suicide. 

 Suicide is a very public event and news will travel quickly within a school 

community. Details about the event will often be distorted which can cause 

the pupil and their family more distress. It is crucial that after consultation with 

the family, the school communicates with staff and pupils simple facts of 

events as soon as possible. Some may want to keep this information private, 

but sensitive explanation for the need for honesty may help them to 

understand. 

 Children and young people bereaved by suicide are more likely to need 

professional help. This is because it is difficult to make sense of what has 

happened when there are few answers to many questions. This often 

complicates the grieving process, hence the need for more professional help. 

 Guilt and anger are common responses in bereaved children. These are 

usually felt more intensely and will last for a longer time, especially in 

teenagers who are more aware of how this will affect them and the 

consequences on others around them. Be aware that these overwhelming 

feelings may cause challenging behaviour at school. 

 Sometimes children will feel relieved that the person has died especially if 

they have had problems with mood swings and depression for many years. 

However, this is often followed by feelings of overwhelming guilt which can be 

very difficult for the child to deal with. 

 Children who may have witnessed any part of the suicide, or found the body 

may experience recurrent memories of the event. This will affect their ability to 

concentrate and to sleep, which will also cause their school work to suffer. 

 A child or young person who has been bereaved by suicide will most likely 

have low self-esteem as very often they will feel rejected by the person who 

has taken their life. Schools can help children to feel better about themselves 

by focusing on the positive and recognising the smallest of achievements. 
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 It can be difficult to talk about suicide to children, but is important that you find 

a way of doing so; avoiding the subject will just reinforce the pupil’s feelings of 

isolation and shame. 

 Schools which are equipped with a response plan are best placed to deal with 

suicide when it happens. This will help the school to respond effectively at a 

time when resilience is low.  

(See Samaritans Step by Step Programme; How to prepare and respond to 

suicide in schools) 

 

Useful resources 

 

Red Chocolate Elephants book with DVD 

Includes pages of drawings, memories and words of children bereaved by 

suicide. Available from Child Bereavement UK and Amazon. £22.00 

 

After a Suicide 

A workbook for children and teens who have known someone who has died. 

Available from Amazon. £16.95 

 

Beyond The Rough Rock. 

A booklet offering practical advice and information on how to explain death 

through suicide to children and young people. Available from Winston’s Wish, 

£5.99 

 

Samaritans Step by Step 

A booklet giving information on how to prepare and respond to suicide in 

schools.  Free to download www.samaritans.org 
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SOBS ( survivors of bereavement by suicide): www.uk-sobs.org.uk 

A self help organisation which runs support groups around the UK. Helpline 

number : 0844 5616855 Mon – Fri   9.00am – 9pm. 

 

Papyrus – Prevention of Young Suicide: www.papyrus-uk.org 

A website with information for teachers and parents. It also includes guidance 

for anyone who is worried about a suicidal friend and support for anyone 

contemplating suicide. It also has various leaflets and resources for schools. 

Helpline number: 0800 068 4141 
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11.  Creating a School Bereavement Policy 

 

When a critical incident or tragedy takes place in a school, it can be difficult to think 

clearly and know what to do. However if you have the time and resources to put 

together a school policy, it means that school staff will feel more confident and in a 

better position to cope when bereavement happens. Bearing in mind that every 

school is different and every situation is unique, the following information are only 

guidelines and any policy that you create should be developed in a way that suits 

your school best. 

 

1. Identify key members of staff, outline roles and responsibilities 

 Decide who should be in charge and designate substitutes if absent.  

 Utilise staff that have expertise and are confident in this area.  

 Who will be responsible for liasing with the family? Who will deal with the 

media and who will give the news to the rest of the school?  

 Is there a school nurse available to offer support to staff and students? 

 

2. Informing staff, pupils and families of the news 

 It is essential to obtain accurate and factual information from the family if 

possible  

 Think about how this will be done and by whom and what difficulties you 

might face, for example the family wanting to keep their information private.  

 Inform staff before pupils if possible thinking about who will do this and 

how.  

 Ensure ALL staff (teaching and non teaching) are informed.  

 Tell pupils as soon as possible, ideally in familiar groups by someone they 

know. Prepare in advance what you are going to say. 

 With the families consent, send a letter out to parents the same day if 

possible. It is helpful to have a letter prepared beforehand as it can be 

difficult to think clearly at the time.  
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3. To begin with 

 Think about what you will do in the first few days after an incident. It is 

usually best to have the least possible disruption to the time table, but 

some flexibility may be necessary.  

 Consider what you can do if pupils or staff are too upset to attend lessons. 

If a teacher has died, what will happen to their class? 

 

4. Funerals 

 Ensure that the family are contacted and their wishes discussed as to who 

attends the funeral.  

 Identify which staff and pupils may want to attend and who will cover their 

classes. Some school feel it is appropriate to close others don’t. Ensure 

your policy makes this clear.  

 Decide if the school/staff should send flowers.  

 Remember to consider different cultural and religious implications in your 

policy. 

 

5. Supporting Staff. 

 Ensure your policy contains details outside agencies, including people at 

your local LEA who may be able to offer support both short and long term. 

 Don’t forget some kind of informal support, in the staffroom for example at 

the end of the day. This gives staff an opportunity to share experiences and 

feelings. 

 Consider bereavement training needs for staff and where this could be 

done. 
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6. Supporting Pupils. 

 Ensure you have an up to date list of outside professionals and agencies 

that can come into the school in the event of a traumatic event to support 

pupils. Make sure this help is appropriate before accepting. 

 Identify a place in the school which would be suitable for pupils to go to if 

they need some space and who they can go to for support. Identify what 

resources you could use to enable them to do this for example ‘timeout 

cards’. 

 

7. Memorials. 

 These can be difficult to plan in advance and careful thought will be 

needed. It is essential that the bereaved family are made aware of your 

plans and involved if possible.  
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12.   Looking After Yourself 

 

Supporting children and young people who have been bereaved can be emotionally 

draining and at times challenging. If you are in this position it is important that you 

look after yourself and get the right kind of support if needed so that you feel more 

able and more confident when carrying out this demanding role. 

 

Below are some ideas for ways to look after you: 

 Learn about grief reactions in children and what kind of support they need. 

This will help you know what to look out for and what to expect, which in turn 

help to allay any anxieties you will may have. There are a number of 

organisations which offer specialised training for teachers to help them 

support children who are bereaved in schools. 

 Be prepared for how the bereavement might affect you personally. In order to 

help children who have been bereaved, you need to feel reasonably strong 

yourself. Feelings about previous losses may resurface at times like this. If 

you find it is too difficult then don’t be afraid to say so. This is not a sign of 

weakness, just recognising your limits. 

 Use your colleagues to talk through how you are feeling and share 

experiences. This can help you to feel less isolated and more able to cope. 

Informal peer support in the staff room is a good opportunity to discuss issues 

and concerns which will help reduce feelings of inadequacy. 

 Ensure you know where to go and get additional professional support and 

information. Have contact details of both local and national bereavement 

organisations to hand. 

 As a staff member, it is easy to let the carer in us take over and forget our 

professional boundaries. Becoming over involved is not helpful to either the 

child or yourself. Remember you can’t carry the child’s grief for them, nor can 

you ‘fix’ the problem. Nothing can bring that person who died back, but you 

can share their journey by being there and offering your support. 

 Make time to do something just for you or give yourself a treat. Physical 

exercise is great way to relieve stress. 
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13.  Resources and Reading List 

 

Books for Children Under the Age of 5: 

I Miss You: A First Look at Death by Pat Thomas, illustrated by Lesley Harker, 

2001 

A good book to use as a starting point for a discussion with a young child. 

Colourfully presented, it simply talks about life and death, looking at issues 

such as why does people die and how you may feel when someone dies. 

Goodbye Mousie by Robbie H Harris, illustrated by Jan Ormerod. Nov 2004 

A beautifully illustrated picture book which tells the story of a little boy who’s 

told that his pet mouse has died. At first he doesn’t believe it thinking that it 

has just gone to sleep, but after asking lots of questions and with the support 

of his family, he finally begins to accept Mousie’s death. A good book to 

introduce the idea of death to a young child and to talk about feelings they 

may have around this. 

Granpa by John Burningham 

An award winning book about a close and imaginative relationship between a 

little girl and her Grandpa. The last page is an illustration of Granpa’s  empty 

chair with the little sitting beside it looking thoughtful, no explanation is offered 

but death is implied. 

Someone I know has died by Trish Phillips 

This activity book is designed to be used with very young children who need 

help to understand what being dead means, what we do and how we might 

feel when someone dies.  Available from the Child Bereavement Charity. 
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Books for Children Aged 5 to 8 Years: 

 

Always and Forever by Alan Durant, illustrated by Debi Gliori, 2003 

Otter, Mole and Hare miss Fox when he falls ill and dies. They stay at home 
and don’t want to talk about him because it makes them sadder. Then Squirrel 
visits and reminds them of all the fun times they had together. They all find a 
way to remember Fox and get on with their lives. Colourful, detailed pictures 
in this book emphasise the importance of holding on to memories. 

Badger’s Parting Gifts by Susan Varley, 1992 

Badger is old and knows he is going to die soon. When he does, the other 
animals think they will be sad forever, but they begin to talk about the 
memories they have of the things Badger taught them and learn to cope with 
his death. A lovely picture book that emphasises the importance of 
remembering the person who has died. 

Flamingo Dream by Donna Jo Napoli & illustrated by Cathie Felstead, 2003  

In this bright and colourful book, a young boy tells the story of his Dad who is 
seriously ill and dies soon after a trip to Florida to see the place where he 
grew up. The collage style illustrations capture the things the boy collects to 
remind him of his Dad. A sensitive but honest book which emphasises the 
importance of memories.  

Fred by Posy Simmonds, 1998 

A light-hearted book with detailed illustrations about Fred, Nick and Sophie’s 

lazy cat that dies. After burying him in the garden, they wake up at night to 

find all the cats in the area have come to say goodbye to Fred, the famous 

singer! This funny and touching story would be useful to introduce death to 

children. 

Heaven written and Illustrated by Nicholas Allan  

Dill, the dog, knows his time is up, so he packs his case and tells Lily, his 

owner, that he's off "up there". "Can I come too?" asks Lily. "Er...not yet," 

replies Dill. While he is waiting for the angels to collect him, Dill explains to 

Lily what he thinks heaven is like: hundreds of lampposts to pee against, lots 

of whiffy things to smell and bones everywhere - with meat on them! But, Lily 

completely disagrees; she thinks heaven is quite different. Luckily, they agree 

to disagree just in time for a fond, and very poignant, last goodbye. 
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The Huge Bag of Worries by Virginia Ironside & illustrated by Frank Rodgers, 1996 

Jenny begins to worry about lots of different things. These worries start to 
build up  and become uncontrollable, so that she cant get rid of them. Then 
Jenny meets the old lady next door, who helps her to feel better. A lovely 
story which helps children to talk about their worries. 

Saying Goodbye to Daddy by Judith Vigna, 1991 

Clare’s Dad died in a car accident and this book looks at changes in the 
family, difficult feelings, funerals and memories through the eyes of Clare. It 
would also be a good book to help parents understand the child’s perspective. 
It gives good examples of how adults can answer children’s questions, 
emphasising the need to be clear and honest. 

When Dinosaurs Die: A guide to understanding death by Laurie Krasny, 

illustrated by Marc Brown. 

This factual picture book uses cartoon dinosaurs to illustrate the text and 
comment on what is said. It is a bright and colourful book that explains death 
in a simple and unthreatening way. It covers many issues including ‘why does 
someone die?’, ‘feelings about death’ and ‘saying goodbye’. It would be an 
excellent resource for anyone caring for young children. 

 

 

Books For Children Aged 9 –12 Years: 

 

Beginnings and Endings with Lifetimes in Between: A beautiful way to explain life 

and death to children by Bryan Mellonie & Robert Ingpen 

This thought provoking book has large pictures complemented with small 
sections of text. It clearly explains about life and death focussing on plants, 
animals and insects before moving on to people. It emphasises that death is 
part of the life cycle and is natural and normal whenever it occurs. A simple 
book with a powerful message. 

 

Death: What’s Happening? by Karen Bryant–Mole 

This factual book has clear text and large photos. It uses stories of young 
people to discuss issues surrounding death such as feeling frightened, the 
funeral and the future. It includes advice on how to feel better and cope with 
difficult situations after someone has died. Using straightforward language, 
this book may reassure the reader there are other young people who have 
had someone important to them die and answer some of their questions and 
concerns. 
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The Cat Mummy by Jacqueline Wilson, illustrated by Nick Sharratt  

Verity’s Mum died the day she was born but she rarely talks about her.  Verity 
doesn’t want to upset her Dad or Grandparents. This humorous but sensitive 
story mainly focuses on Verity’s missing cat Mabel but reveals some of the 
misunderstandings and anxieties children can have about death. It also shows 
it can be good to be open, honest and to talk about difficult issues.  

Losing Uncle Tim by Mary Kate Jordan, illustrated by Judith Friedman 

This picture book for slightly older children explains how a young boy finds out 
his Uncle Tim has AIDS and is going to die. It is a serious and sensitive book 
covering many of the issues, changes and difficult feelings that can occur 
when someone has a serious illness.  

Sad Book by Michael Rosen & illustrated by Quentin Blake 

This book has large illustrations and small snippets of text. It is wonderfully 

honest and will appeal to children and adults of all ages. We all have sad 

stuff, but what makes Michael Rosen most sad is thinking about his son who 

died. This book is a simple but emotive story. He talks about what sad is and 

how it affects him and what he does to cope with it. In true Michael Rosen 

style, this book manages to make you smile as well. 

Water Bugs and Dragonflies: Explaining death to children by Doris Stickney, 

illustrated by Gloria Stickney 

This pocket size booklet with small black and white pictures is based on a 

fable, associating death with a water bug’s transformation into a dragonfly. It 

portrays the mystery around death but may need an adult to explain the 

analogy and help a child relate it to their own experience. It uses Christian 

beliefs with a focus on life after death and also contains advice for parents. 

What on Earth Do You Do When Someone Dies? by Trevor Romain, 2003 

This book for older children is a factual guide, answering questions such as 

‘why do people have to die?’, ‘is it okay to cry?’ and ‘what is a 

funeral/memorial service?’ It is written in a straightforward way, with practical 

tips, advice and information about different faiths and beliefs. 
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Books For Children Aged 13 – 16 Years: 

 

Double Act by Jacqueline Wilson, illustrated by Nick Sharratt 

Ruby and Garnet are 10-year-old twins. They do everything together, 
especially since their mum died three years ago. When their dad finds a new 
partner and they move house, Ruby and Garnet find it hard and get into all 
sorts of trouble. Eventually, they settle down and learn to live with the 
changes.  A lively and humorous book that deals sensitively with change.  

Dustbin Baby by Jacqueline Wilson 

April was abandoned in a dustbin as a baby on the 1st April. Having spent all 
her life in a children’s home and with different foster parents (one of whom 
committed suicide), things haven’t been easy and April is struggling. Now 
she’s fourteen and on her birthday, determined to find out more about her 
past, sets off to find some important people. This is an emotive book with a 
great storyline in usual Jacqueline Wilson style.  It is open and honest.  

Straight Talk about Death for Teenagers: How to Cope with Losing Someone 
You Love by Earl A. Grollman, 1999 

This book was written after the author spoke to thousands of teenagers and 
found they often felt forgotten after someone has died.  Written in short, clear 
sentences that are easy to read, it covers feelings, different types of death 
and the future. This book gives the reader many options of what can happen, 
how s/he may feel, giving advice and reassuring readers grief is normal. 

The Charlie Barber Treatment by Carole Lloyd 

Simon’s Mum died suddenly from a brain haemorrhage and he came home 
from school to find she had died. With his GCSE coursework piling up and 
having to help around the house, Simon finds it hard and doesn’t go out much 
with his friends. He then meets Charlie, who is visiting her Grandma, and 
believes their meeting was fate. Simon starts to enjoy life again and to re-build 
relationships with his family and friends. A sensitive and realistic book that 
conveys some of the thoughts and emotions of a teenage boy. 

Before I Die by Jenny Downham   

With only months left to live, 16-year-old Tessa makes a list of things she 
must experience: sex, petty crime, fame, drugs and true love. Downham's 
wrenching work features a girl desperate for a few thrilling moments before 
leukaemia takes her away. Although Tessa remains ardently committed to her 
list, both she and the reader find comfort in the quiet resonance of the natural 
world. Tessa's soul mate, Adam, gardens next door; a bird benignly rots in 
grass; psychedelic mushrooms provide escape; an apple tree brings comfort; 
and her best friend, Zoey, ripens in the final months of pregnancy. 
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Two Weeks with the Queen by Morris Gleitzman, illustrated by Andy Bacha, 1999 

Twelve-year-old Colin, an Australian boy, is sent to stay with relatives in 
England when his brother becomes ill with cancer.  He is determined to find a 
way of curing his brother, which leads him into all sorts of adventures 
including trying to visit the Queen! Colin finds a friend in an older man named 
Ted who helps him express his feelings and understand what he has to do. 

 

 

Books for Families when Someone is Seriously Ill: 

 

Flamingo Dream by Donna Jo Napoli, illustrated by Cathie Felstead 

This bright and colourful book is told by a young boy whose Dad is seriously ill 
and dies soon after a trip to Florida to see the place where he grew up. The 
collage style illustrations capture the things the boy collects to remind him of 
his Dad. A sensitive but honest book, which emphasises the importance of 
memories.  

Losing Uncle Tim by Mary Kate Jordan & illustrated by Judith Friedman 

This picture book for slightly older children explains how a young boy accepts 
the changes in his life when he finds out that his Uncle Tim has AIDS and is 
going to die. It is a serious and sensitive book that covers lots of issues and 
difficult feelings that can occur when someone has a serious illness.  

The Secret C by Julie A. Stokes & illustrated by Peter Bailey, 2000, available from 
Winston’s Wish 

The Secret C – straight talking about cancer, attempts to answer some of the 
questions and worries a child may have about cancer, especially when it 
involves someone in the family. This reassuring book will help adults and 
children to talk about the difficult issues and feelings involved when someone 
is seriously ill and briefly talks about the possibility of death. 

As Big As It Gets: Supporting a child when a parent is seriously ill by Julie 
Stokes & Diana Crossley, 2007, available from Winston’s Wish 

An information booklet to help families cope with the serious illness of a 
parent. It provides a range of ideas for parents or carers so that they feel 
more able to explain to their children what is happening, giving some 
suggestions to what parents might say to children and how to offer support. 
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Books for Adults Supporting a Bereaved Child: 

 

A Child’s Grief: Supporting a child when someone in their family has died by 
Julie Stokes, Diana Crossley, Katrina Alilovic & Di Stubbs. Winston’s Wish, New 
Edition 2008 

A useful and informative introduction for any adult who is supporting a child 
through bereavement.  Covering a variety of issues that may affect a child 
when a person close to them dies, both immediately and in the longer term, 
the booklet also offers practical activities to do together and a section on 
further reading and support. 

Grief in Children: A Handbook for Adults by Atle Dyregov, 1 Edition 2008, Jessica 
Kingsley Publishers 

This is a very practical and useful book written for adults to help them 
understand how children feel when someone important in their life dies. It 
covers areas such as children’s grief reactions at different developmental 
levels, sex differences and different types of death. It makes many useful 
suggestions about how children can be helped to cope with their grief in an 
open, honest and positive way. 

Talking about Death: A Dialogue Between Parent and Child by Earl A. Grollman, 
1991 

This guide for parents recognises that many adults find it hard to honestly and 
openly explain death to children, especially when faced with their own grief. It 
includes quotes and examples from other parents and suggestions of what to 
say to a child as well as general advice.  

 

 

Books For Professionals: 

 

Good Grief – Exploring Feelings, Loss and death with under 11’s/ over 11’s by 
Barbara Ward and Associates, Jessica Kingsley Publishers 2nd Edition, 1996 

Excellent resource packs for (1) primary age children and (2) secondary age 
children on general death and bereavement education. Helpful resource for 
children. 

Interventions with bereaved children by Susan C Smith and Sister Margaret 
Pennells (Eds), Jessica Kingsley Publications 1995 

Contributions from a wide range of professionals working with bereaved 
children in various settings with an emphasis on practical skills and 
techniques. Very useful resource. 
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Bereaved children and teens by Earl A Grollman, Beacon Press (US) 1995 

 A support guide for parents and professionals. 

Effective Grief and Bereavement Support: The Role of the Families, friends, 
Colleagues, Schools and Support Professionals by Atle Dyregrov, Jessica 
Kingsley 2008 

 Practical advice on how the wider system can support children. 

As Big As It Gets by JA Stokes & D Crossley, Winston’s Wish 2007 

 Provides a wide range of ideas of supporting children before a death. 

A Teachers Handbook of Death by Jackson and Colwell 

Ideas for including death and bereavement in the curriculum. Includes factual 
information around rituals and processes associated with death and dying. 

 

 

Videos: 

(useful for adults supporting young bereaved children) 

 

Someone Died “It happened to Me” 

Running Time 35 mins 

  A video for children and teenagers who have experienced the death of 
someone in their family. Young people between the ages of 7 and 18 discuss 
what has happened to them, their feelings, and how they made decisions 
about things about going to the funeral. 

That Morning I Went To School 

Running time 13 mins 

Excellent for training purposes. Young people between the age 6 – 12 years 
talk about their feelings and what happened to them. 

Teenage Grief 

2007. Running time 13 mins 

 Six separate episodes about young people from a wide variety of back 
grounds, facing different kinds of bereavement. 
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14.  Useful Support Organisations Offering Information, 

  Training and Support 

 

Winston’s Wish 

01242 515157     

Website: www.winstonswish.org.uk 

Family Support Helpline 0845 20 30 40 5 

Offers well produced range of publications including books, leaflets and 
activity sheets. Also includes a helpful section for schools, including details of 
various training days. 

 

Cruse Bereavement Care   

 Website: www.crusebereavementcare.org.uk 

Offers various resources including books for children and adults and 

information leaflets. Cruse also run a website for children and young people 

called rd4u ( www.rd4u.org.uk). This is for young people who have been 

bereaved and want news and information designed for them,. Has details of a 

confidential telephone number and private email service for young people to 

contact a counsellor. 

 

Child Bereavement UK: 

Support and Information line 01494 568900 

Website: www.childbereavement.org.uk 

This organisation offers a helpline for families and professionals and a 

comprehensive website which includes a wealth of information for schools, 

families and young people. Publications are available to buy online and 

information can be down loaded for free. 

 

 

The Shakespeare Hospice 

Church Lane, Shottery, Stratford upon Avon, CV37 9UL 

Tel: 01789 266852 Fax: 01789 415081 

www.theshakespearehospice.org.uk 

http://www.rd4u.org.uk/

