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Resource	Pack	for	Teachers	(Aug	2020)	

Thank you for joining our Webinar ‘How can teachers support bereaved children in the classroom’ August 11th 2020. 

During the webinar we had people joining us from every county of Ireland (including the North) and some people 

from as far afield as India, South America and the USA. The audience was mainly school staff including SNA’s, 

teachers (preschool, primary and secondary), guidance counsellors & principals. 

The aim of the webinar was to support teachers to have conversations about death and bereavement to help you 

respond to questions and concerns which will arise when schools open. We are also very aware that staff are coming 

back to schools having to deal with lots of uncertainty, unprecedented change & lots new procedures while also 

dealing with their own issues.  

We are now sharing some useful resources and information with you so that you may use for your own reference 

and also share with the whole school community as appropriate. 
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Information sought…… 

The bereaved child

The Class

Teachers

School management

Links and Resources

‘I'd be interest in knowing how to speak with the 
parents prior to the child's return to school, do 
you ask about telling the other children? I am 
sure each situation is different and needs to be 
assessed at the time to some extent but I would 
be interested in the preparation for the child 
going back to school’

‘How to open the conversation with a child that has 
recently lost a a parent. And how to inform the rest of 
the class how to help child in question’

‘Best words/phrases to use, what if a student gets 
upset in a whole class setting and any other 
helpful resources’

‘Ideas for start of year- how to address children's 
bereavement in school.     Ideas for ongoing class 
activities/ initiatives to start at the beginning of the 
year to deal with loss and encourage children to talk’

‘Ideas for start of year- how to address children's 
bereavement in school.     Ideas for ongoing class 
activities/ initiatives to start at the beginning of the 
year to deal with loss and encourage children to 
talk’



Mon – Fri
10am – 1pm

Registered Charity 20013554 
hospicefoundation.ie

This information will be in 
the resource pack
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Grief in the 
Classroom

Dr Aoife Lynam



Presentation 
Overview

1. Define bereavement terms
2. Theoretical Foundations of Grief
3. Stages of Development
4. Books



Language of  Loss

Bereavement the state of having experienced loss.

Grief the intense pain felt inside; the internal experience of 
loss.

Mourning the public expression of grief. How sorrow is 
expressed to other people.

Secondary Loss losses that are consequences of the initial 
loss



Growing up in Ireland data 
(The lives of 9 year olds)

44.3% of Irish 9 year olds will have  
experienced bereavement.



Loss of a safe “Assumptive 
World” (Parkes, 1988)

“I’m also a person full of insecurities, full of 
sadness, I know that the world isn’t this silly 
dreamy place that it might have been 
before . . . you have to look after yourself a 
lot more.” (Ella, father, 10 years)
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Grief comes in Waves

. . . It kind of improved after the 
first six months and I got back into 
a routine but I remember being 
triggered off at certain points. . . I 
went through a period where I was 
getting very upset that he he 
wasn’t around. It subsided and 
then it was triggered off you know 
birthdays and stuff or transitions . . 
. I think then going to college was 
particularly a big one because 
transitioning into adult . . . being 
in the place and stage that he was 
when he died. . . (Anne, brother, 7 
years)



Pre-1990 
Theories of 
Grief



Freud (1917)

• Mourning and Melancholia
• In order to grieve we must ‘emotionally detach’ 

from the deceased.
• “Decathexis” – the withdrawal of emotional energy 

from the deceased.

8



Helene Deutsch 
(1937) – you must 
express grief to be 

considered ‘normal’ 

Volkan (1981) 
- resisting grief

should be
challenged by

counsellors



Lindemann (1944)

• Lindemann coined the phrase grief 
• work and described typical grief reactions (N = 101):
• Somatic distress
• Preoccupation with the image of the deceased
• Guilt
• Hostile reactions
• Loss of patterns of conduct



Kubler-Ross (1969)



Bowlby’s (1980) Theory of 
Attachment

• Four Stages of Mourning
1. Numbness.
2. Yearning and searching.
3. Disorganization and despair.
4. Reorganization.



Longitudinal studies of bereavement adaptation 
fail to provide much support for a model of 
stages of emotional response to grief 
(Maciejewski, Zhang, Block & Prigerson,2007)



Post-1990 
Theories of 
Grief



Worden’s (1991) Tasks
Four Tasks to Deal with Loss Successfully

Task I: Accept the fact that the loss is real.
Task II: Experience the emotional pain of grief.
Task III: Adjust to an environment without the 
deceased.
Task IV: Reinvest the emotional energy once 
directed at the deceased into another 
relationship.
Task IV:***To Find an Enduring Connection with 
the Deceased in the Midst of Embarking on a 
New Life 



Continuing Bonds
Klass, Silverman & 
Nickman (1996)
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“The Wind 
Phone”
by Itsaru 
Sasaki



Dual Process 
Model
(Stroebe & 
Schut, 1999)



Meaning Making
(Neimeyer, 2001)

• Neimeyer (2001) refers to 
the story of a person’s life as 
a book. 

• After a bereavement, the 
chapters yet to be written 
are ripped out of the book, 
and he likens this to the 
significance of the loss, with 
the physical presence of the 
loved one now gone. 

• The aim of those supporting 
the bereaved is to allow the 
griever to build new 
meanings into life after 
death: ‘a new narrative’



Growing your 
world around the 
deceased (Tonkin, 
2008)



Contemporary Thoughts
on Grief

• No “endpoint” to mourning
• The relationship does not “end” but instead reincorporated 

in new ways
• Remembering is comforting and life-enhancing



Key factors 
that 
influence a 
bereavement 
response

• Circumstances of the death
• Developmental age and understanding of death/loss
• The nature of the attachment and relationship to the deceased
• Reaction and coping of other family members (e.g., how a 

remaining parent responds) 
• Previous losses
• Culture/belief systems 
• Level of natural self esteem/confidence/resilience



Children from 2-4 

• The child does not understand 
the finality of death and may 
search for the person.

• They may show sign of 
regression and irritability 
sometimes with intensity.

• In time they will establish 
another relationship.

• As adults we need to respond 
with care and comfort as it is 
needed.



Children from 4-7 

• These children are learning language, gaining 
autonomy and exploring the world.

• They ask very concrete and challenging 
questions, as they are not really clear about the  
meaning or finality of death.

• They may feel responsible due to their 
emerging sense of power or take on the role of 
the one who died.

• They  can regress and have nightmares or play 
violent games.

• We can learn a lot about their thoughts and 
needs when we observe their play.

• They may blame themselves in some way for 
the death and can engage in ‘magical thinking’



Children from 7-11 
• These children are concrete thinkers and 

understand the meaning of death so their 
questions can be graphic. They may fear 
death for themselves and for others 
around them.

• Their sleep and eating may be disturbed 
and they can withdraw from friends and 
refuse school. They need their questions 
answered and they need support in 
accepting their changing feelings. As they 
mature towards the teenage years 
emotions, thoughts and mood changes 
that the death creates while trying to 
remain similar to their peers. 



§ May mask fears with rebellion

§ Exaggerate their autonomy

§ Be moody, negative and rebellious

§ Use drugs or drink to numb their pain

§ Blame rather than take responsibility

§ Drop out of activities

§ Try to find meaning in their powerlessness

§ Struggle to prepare for a future that is 
uncertain

§ Feel different from their peers

§ Don’t always want to talk

§ Use sport as a release

§ Watch sad movies or read books about loss

Behavioural Reactions in Bereaved Adolescents



§ Shock and numbness

§ Regression and maturation

§ Yearning and longing

§ Anxiety and fear

§ Physical symptoms

§ Anger and guilt

§ Shame

§ Sadness and loneliness

§ Behaviour as though nothing has happened

§ Schoolwork

Emotional and Physical reactions to loss



§ Express negative feelings through violence 
and aggression

§ Reactions may label them as anti-social

§ Their behaviour may be their expression of 
grief

§ This behaviour may involve:

§ Mood swings

§ Periods of depression

§ Grieving alone

§ Taking on a role

Unsupported they may:



Unique characteristics

May include a profound sense of loneliness

Comprises recurrent periods of intense grief and increased risk for depressive symptoms and 
complicated outcomes

Is a normal and healthy process and can be experienced with increased affective intensity 
which is often masked

Is characterised by an accelerated maturity that leads to a new ability to regulate affect, cope 
with the demands of a new reality and of a changed world view





The Power of 
Books



Bibliotherapy
• Bibliotherapy, the use of reading materials to 

promote healing and growth (Adams and Pitre
2000; Briggs and Pehrsson 2008; Stamps 2003) 

• It can help to decrease emotional stress and 
feelings of isolation (Berns 2003/2004; Stamps 
2003). 

• It can provide a context in which participants can 
develop and practice problem solving skills (Prater 
et al.,2006). 

• Bibliotherapy can provide a feeling of distance and 
safety as one explores stressful or painful personal 
experiences (Berns 2003/2004). 



When is the 
right time to 
use these 
books?

• When a child is bereaved, adults including teachers, 
sometimes go looking for a book to explain things to a 
child. 

• However this might not be the right time either for the 
bereaved child or his/her classmates.  

• Exploring loss in the classroom is best done when 
nobody is recently bereaved but in recognition that 
death is part of life. 

• Then when children have a language for loss and an 
understanding of its effects they will manage 
relationships with their peers with more sensitivity
when a death occurs. 

• It can be confronting. It can increase self-
consciousness. It can be very difficult to find the book 
that fits.



Word of caution …

• Become familiar with some of these books and 
to think carefully and critically about when you 
might use them with a class, an individual child 
or a parent. 









What to say … What not to say (Schonfeld & Quakenbush, 2010)

What not to say …

“You’ll need to be strong now for 
your family. It’s important to get a 
grip on your feelings.”

Say this instead:

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

Why?

Grieving children are often told they 
shouldn’t express their feelings. This 
holds children back from expressing 
their grief and learning to cope with 
these difficult feelings



Reminders

Children grieve in bursts - they don't show their grief in the 
same way as adults. 

Keep to routines as much as you can to give security. 

Be honest, trustworthy and reliable. 

The biggest need for children and teenagers who have a loss 
is that they are supported and cared for and have someone 
to talk to about it. 

If you feel that they are not coping, seek help. 



Contact me

• Email: alynam@hiberniacollege.net
• Twitter: @draoifelynam
• Instagram @draoifelynam

mailto:alynam@hiberniacollege.net


https://www.childhoodbereavement.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Listen-with-eyes-ears-heart-Supporting-
bereavement-children-in-schools-2.mp4?_=1

https://www.childhoodbereavement.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Listen-with-eyes-ears-heart-Supporting-bereavement-children-in-schools-2.mp4?_=1


Barnardos Children’s 
Bereavement Service:

How teachers can 
support bereaved 

children in the classroom
Gina Cantillon 

gina.cantillon@barnardos.ie

Colleen Brown
colleen.brown@Barnardos.ie

National Helpline: 01 4732110
Monday-Thursday 10-2

bereavement@barnardos.ie

mailto:gina.cantillon@barnardos.ie
mailto:colleen.brown@Barnardos.ie
mailto:bereavement@Barnardos.ie


Barnardos Children’s Bereavement Service

Dublin team:
23 Lower Buckingham Street, Dublin 1
01-8134100

National Helpline: 01 4732110
Monday-Thursday 10-2
bereavement@barnardos.ie

Cork team:
8/9 Orchard View, Ring Mahon Road, Cork
021-4357679

mailto:bereavement@barnardos.ie


BCBS: 6 strands:

u National Bereavement Helpline (for professionals and 
families)

u Therapeutic Bereavement Support (children and 
families)

u Trauma Support (early intervention)

u Training (schools, early years services, IHF)

u Consultancy (individual cases in other agencies)

u Resources/library



Barnardos Children’s Bereavement Service

Things children say that can cause concern:
u I want to die so I can be with Mummy

u It’s not fair that all my friends get to have their Dads but I don’t get 
to have mine

u It’s got to be my way!

u None of my friends get it – they are all obsessed with small things 
that aren’t important. I feel so different to them now.

u It’s all pointless.  I can’t go on.



Barnardos Children’s Bereavement Service

Things children ask that can cause concern:
u How can my Dad be in the ground, in heaven and in my heart all at 

the same time?

u I know Nana is in heaven, but she’ll come back for my birthday 
won’t she?

u Why did my Mum die but Mary still gets to have her Mum?

u Did Grandad die because I hugged him too hard?



Barnardos Children’s Bereavement Service

Things children do that can cause concern:
u Drawing coffins/dead people/monsters

u Playing out fantasies involving death and destruction 

u Playing out fantasies involving violence/murder

u Appearing to day-dream constantly

u Appearing disorganised

u “Haha, your Dad died”



What helps?
1. Validate and acknowledge 
feelings
2. Offer choice, where possible
Ask ‘what do you need’?  (Distraction, 

opportunity to talk, soothing?)

Things a student can do 
independently:
• Put their head down
• Use sensory objects
• Take a movement break
• Draw or write

Things teachers can facilitate:
• Talking with someone
• Take a break outside the 

classroom
• Breathing techniques
• Mindful moments
• Watching a video



Barnardos Children’s Bereavement Service

Red flag behaviours:

1. Unwillingness to talk or hear about the 
deceased in any way.
2. Anger accompanied by destruction.
3. Self harming.
4. Persistent and distressing separation 
anxiety.
5. New and persistent challenging behaviour 
that wasn't present prior to the death.
6. Disordered eating.
7. Dramatic academic reversal.
8. Dramatic social withdrawal (compared to 
ability to socialise prior to the death).

Key 
components:

New (or 
significantly 
worse)

Persistent 

Resistant to 
change



What has helped us as a Team

uAcceptance that feeling uncertain and 
not knowing are daily occurences

uWorking and learning collaboratively –
with children, with parents and with 
colleagues

uRest and take easier options where 
possible

uSelf compassion and humour 



NEPS
Critical Incident Readiness and Response

A critical incident is any incident or sequence of events which overwhelms 
the normal coping mechanisms of the school

• Uniform approach across the whole country
• All schools supported (on and off-service)
• Service Priority
• Not “counselling”, support offered to school
• Regional Director (Mary Mullany) leads National CI Working Group with reps from each 

region
• Prevention, Planning and Response
• Three levels of response
• Embedded in NEPS’ Well-Being Framework



Training & Resources
Whole Staff
Smaller Groups
Individual Teachers
E-Learning

See www.education.ie for extensive 
suite of resources developed 
recently: NEPS advice & resources 
for keeping children and young 
people well during Covid-19

http://www.education.ie/


Resources
R1-24

R5 A Classroom Session After A Critical Incident
R6 Children’s Understanding and Reaction to Death According to Age
R7 Stages of Grief
R9 Reactions to a Critical Incident
R11 Reintegration Of The Bereaved Child in School
R23 Teachers Helping Students In Times Of Emergency

Responding	to	Critical	Incidents	during	School	Closures	
and	Public	Health	Restrictions	arising	from	COVID-19

__________________________________
Building	Resilience	and	Recovery	

in	School	Communities

A guide on how schools can adapt 
their response to CI due to COVID-19
• Convene
• Notify
• Connect
• Bereavement Rituals etc.



Introduction 
Strategies for Supporting Bereaved Students 
Supporting Bereaved Students: Advance Preparation
The First Few Days
Talking to Classmates of the Bereaved/ Reintegrating the 
bereaved student
Commemoration Ceremony
Compassion and Understanding as Time goes On
Understanding that bereavement is a process
The importance of communication/connectedness
Time and Space to Grieve
Additional Support/ Onward referrals?
Supporting Bereaved Colleagues
Additional Resources 



Let’s build a Wall of Love 
and Remembrance 
(well maybe a mosaic on a wall!)

We all know there are so many 
children and families experiencing 
loss and we need to let them know 
we are here to care for them. 

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could 
reach out with a quirky invitation to 
create something fabulous and 
meaningful? 

We are a small little country with a 
proven big heart. 

A Stone Mad Wall could be a 
welcome start......

©
Contact or Comment:   
infotarasmith@gmail.com    
www.whatmattersmost.ie



Why?
-  To capture and celebrate the beautifully creative stone art 
 that has emerged naturally and nationally during Covid 19.
-  To acknowledge the immense loss many children and 
 families have faced. 
-  To prompt and encourage the story telling each child and 
 family will have.
-  To invite and support children and their families to be active 
 in their grief.
-  To bring awareness to what can help and who is there to help. 
-  To encourage and show community and national solidarity 
 and support. 
-  To unveil something fabulously poignant created by children 
 for National Bereavement Awareness Week 2020

There is a current pot of gold following Comic Relief over 5 
million!

How
National Invitation: social media, media/ school hub, 
bereavement care services. Templates/ Short Videos:  
To inform and accompany the journey.

Who
-  The lot of us  #inthistogether
-  There is an activated national interest and I will 
 happily bang on the right doors.

AND we are such a creative nation full of talent and current 
artistic good will.

What do you think?
• Your heart response first?
•  If this project came into existence would you encourage and 
support those you work with to participate? 

Project Stone Mad 
Destination: Virtual plus Public Space (Phoenix Park / The Zoo)

©
Contact or Comment:   
infotarasmith@gmail.com    
www.whatmattersmost.ie



for attending our webinar today

We will send out the recording of todays webinar, the speakers slides and the 
resource pack in the next few days.

Please complete our feedback form. We will email this out to you next week. This 
will help us in planning future webinars for teachers and other school staff. 

Please visit ICBN resources at https://www.childhoodbereavement.ie

Please visit IHF Bereavement resources at https://hospicefoundation.ie/bereavement-2-
2/covid19-care-and-inform/

https://www.childhoodbereavement.ie/
https://hospicefoundation.ie/bereavement-2-2/covid19-care-and-inform/
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3. Resources 
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The Irish Childhood Bereavement 
Network (ICBN) have a wide range of information 
and resources on our website with targeted sections 
for families, schools and other professionals; 
https://www.childhoodbereavement.ie/      

 

 

 

We also developed a short animation for 
teachers called ‘Listen with Eyes, Ears and Heart’  

See Dr Aoife Lynam’s presentation  

 

 

 

 

During the Covid-19 pandemic we have developed some specific resources for supporting bereaved children and 
young people; https://www.childhoodbereavement.ie/news 

 

 

Rainbows Ireland is a free, voluntary service for children and 
young people experiencing loss following bereavement and parental 
separation. 

The Rainbows service is an inclusive service, supporting children and 
young people experiencing grief and loss resulting from 
bereavement/parental separation/parental relationship breakdown 
/divorce. 

https://www.rainbowsireland.ie/ 
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Barnardos provide a 
children’s bereavement 
service which includes as 
helpline; 
https://www.barnardos.ie 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our partners in the Irish Hospice Foundation have developed a wide range of resources to support 
professionals during the Covid-19 pandemic; this also includes a national bereavement helpline for anyone who 
would like to talk to a trained person about issues of bereavement (Covid and non Covid related) 

http://irishhospicefoundation.ie/covid19careandinform/ 

 

 

 

Anam Cara provides information, resources and bereavement 
support after the death of a child of any age and through all 

circumstances to all bereaved parents. https://anamcara.ie/ 
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This link https://whatmattersmost.ie/ provides some Irish resources developed to help support 
conversations of meaning with children                                **Note an Irish version of this poster is also available

 

 NEPS’ publications: 

https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Services/National-
Educational-Psychological-Service-NEPS-/responding-to-critical-
incidents-covid19.pdf  

(If link does not work copy and paste URL into your browser) 
 

 

 

https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Services/National-
Educational-Psychological-Service-NEPS-
/Responding%20to%20Critical%20Incidents.pdf 

(If link does not work copy and paste URL into your browser) 
 

The new document Supporting Bereaved Students and Staff Returning to School Following Covid 19 and 
Public Health Restrictions  (due to be published imminently) might be of particular benefit. 
www.education.ie 
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Books mentioned at the webinar  
 Addressing grief and loss in schools  

https://www.amazon.com/When-Kids-Are-Grieving-Addressing/dp/1629147761 

 

 

 Beyond the Rough Rock: https://shop.winstonswish.org/products/beyond-the-rough-rock 

 

 

Hey Warrior (book explaining the physiology of anxiety and how to manage it)   

https://www.heysigmund.com/product/hey-warrior/ 

 

Explaining death to young children 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Daddy-Coming-Back-Minute-Explaining/dp/1785921061 

 

 

 

****There are other book 
references on Dr Aoife Lynam’s 
slides and on the schools section of 
our website ICBN have a 40 page 
resource for primary school 
introducing picture books about 
death 

https://www.childhoodbereaveme
nt.ie/schools/primary-school-
teachers/picture-books-for-
children-about-death-and-
bereavement/ 
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UK Resources: 

This simple checklist gives young people a format to let teachers know how they would like to be supported, 
developed by a group of bereaved students; 
http://www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk/media/103288/grief-support-from-school.pdf 

 
This link gives a good range of ideas and suggestions for teachers supporting 
children based on the different personality and coping styles (from the risk 
taker to the one that is ‘feeling fine’); 

http://sabp.lgfl.org.uk/section_F1.html 
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This link gives ideas about ways schools might consider celebrate the life of someone who has died through 
special events; https://www.childbereavementuk.org/coronavirus-supporting-pupils 

 

 

This is a 30 Minute video covering a range of information and support for adults; 

https://www.winstonswish.org/childhood-bereavement-training-video/ 

 

Our colleagues in Canada have produced some new resources which you might find useful; Grief and Death 
Education Toolkit for school settings to help educators feel more comfortable addressing concepts of death and grief 
within the school setting.  

Use this link to download a free copy of these excellent resources; 

https://www.childrenandyouthgriefnetwork.com/grief-and-death-education-toolkit/ 
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4.Response to questions posed by 

webinar attendees 
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Q&A: We ran out of time to cover all the questions asked during the Webinar, as 

promised we have covered them here; 
Responding to a death by suicide. 

Talking to children and young people about a suicide death can feel overwhelming and intimidating. As 
adults, we often want to protect them from the stigma that can accompany such a death; however the 
children and young people are most likely talking about it or have heard about it on social media. We can’t 
fix or reverse what has happened but we can do our best to help children through the reality of this 
difficult time in an honest and open manner.  

Children who are not told the truth often fill in the blanks themselves, sometimes with a story that is worse 
than what actually happened. Start with a short, simple explanation of what happened in language 
children can understand. Let their questions guide what else to share and if you do not have answers it is 
ok to say so. 

You can support children and teens by explaining there are many factors that can lead someone to die by 
suicide. A suicide death is not the result of a single event it is usually a result of someone experiencing 
unbearable emotional pain, feeling hopeless about it ever getting better, and thinking death is the only 
way to stop that pain. 

Remember encourage them to talk about how the person lived rather than just about how they died. 

 

 

For Children bereaved by Suicide https://www.amazon.co.uk/Red-Chocolate-Elephants-
children-bereaved/dp/0646542370 

 

Luna's Red Hat: An Illustrated Storybook to Help Children Cope with Loss and Suicide 
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Lunas-Red-Hat-Illustrated-Storybook/dp/1849056293 

 

 

 

A workbook for grieving after a suicide https://www.amazon.co.uk/After-Suicide-
Workbook-Grieving-Kids/dp/1890534064 
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Suggestions for dealing with mother's and father's day? 

As Mother’s Day, Father’s Day and other special occasions in the lives of pupils are celebrated in schools; it 
is a time as a teacher to recognise that marking Mother’s Day, Father’s Day and other Special Occasions for 
some children can evoke very difficult feelings of grief and loss. 

You may also consider the possible diversity of family structures and situations in the classroom, while 
many pupils will have a mother and a father, a child may be bereaved of a parent, others may have two 
moms, two dads, a single mom or dad, grandparents raising them, foster parents, divorced or separated 
parents, may never have met a parent or a whole range of other family situations. 

Here are some key points to consider for the bereaved child in your classroom; 

• Planning is very important so that every child feels included and has a choice to mark the particular 
occasion in a way that supports their particular circumstances and does not isolate them or cause 
them to feel excluded or different in any way. 

• It can really help if the teacher consults with the child whose parent has died, sensitively and 
quietly in advance, away from full view of the class about how they would like to participate. 

• Some may want to engage in the planned activity, e.g. making a card. Others may want to opt out, 
while others may decide who will receive the card – allow choice as its vital to respect their choices. 

• For older classes, it can be helpful to have discussions that focus on exploring role models of 
Mothers and Fathers, extended family members and other positive role models in a young person’s 
life. 

• Discussions on the different role models can help young people identify traits and characteristics of 
positive role models they may identity with. 

• Acknowledging that Mother’s Day, Father’s Day and other Special Occasions may be difficult for 
some children and not ignoring the occasion is a powerful acknowledgment and validation for 
children experiencing grief and loss and supports them in a very special way. 

Suggestions for supporting a recently bereaved child who has additional 
needs/developmental delay? 

Just as adults do, children experience shock and disbelief and may not take everything in at once. They will 
assimilate as little or as much as they can bear at any one time. Most children need repeated explanations 
with pauses to enable them to digest the information.  

Those with additional needs are no different but may need extra help with their understanding and ways 
to express feelings. Whilst we may not know exactly what a child or a young person with profound and 
multiple learning disabilities understands when someone significant dies, they will certainly be aware of 
that person’s absence and of the changes in their own life that may result. 

Helping children with additional needs deal with their grief may present teachers, parents and carers with 
specific challenges. The child’s understanding may be at the level of a much younger child and they may 
have little sense of the permanence of death. Some children may never come to a complete understanding 
of the finality of death and may continue to believe that the dead person will return one day.  
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Use lots of examples to explain the non-reversibility of death, but in a way appropriate to the child’s 
understanding. Where possible, use pictures and real objects. It might help to use a biological approach 
that is practical, clear, and visual, with concrete examples, such as comparing a dead fish with a live fish, 
observing flowers wilting and dying. Very visual explanations are particularly important for children with 
autism spectrum disorders. 

Here are some ideas to help with understanding: 

• Buy a bunch of flowers, put them in a vase and observe them wilt, wither, and die. Compare them 
to a fresh bunch of the same type. If kept, the dead flowers will illustrate that death is permanent 
and that the flowers do not return to life. 

• Purchase a dead fish from the supermarket and compare it to a live one. Even when put into a bowl 
of water the dead one will not move, breath, eat or swim. 

• Give the dead fish a burial that replicates as far as possible a real one. You can explain a cremation 
by burning leaves and mixing the resulting ashes with some earth. 

• Take photographs of the above activities and put these into a book. This will act as a visual 
reminder for the many times when the explanation will need to be repeated. 

 

A Special Kind of Grief: The Complete Guide for Supporting Bereavement and Loss in Special 
Schools (and Other SEND Settings) https://www.amazon.co.uk/Special-Kind-Grief-
Supporting-Bereavement/dp/1785922734 

 

 

 

Supporting bereaved children who have special educational needs and disabilities. 
https://shop.winstonswish.org/products/we-all-grieve 

 

 

A story book & teacher/parent/carer resource to help support children with minimal or no 
language when one of their friends dies.  

https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/goodbyedaisy/goodbye-daisy-a-very-special-
childrens-book 
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Suggestions on when a child may need professional help? 

Every child is a unique individual and will have different needs in adjusting to loss.  In general, most 
children will cope with a significant death provided they have a stable environment with the support of 
adults who are attuned to the child’s needs. However, some children, for a variety of reasons, may require 
professional help to adjust to the situation.  All children struggle to adapt to their loss, but some children 
do have serious adjustment issues.  If children have other stressor or challenging situations in their lives at 
the time of the loss it can add to their distress. 

It is important to acknowledge that children may exhibit different behaviours in the immediate aftermath 
of a death but if changed behavioural patterns and concerns for the child still exist several months later it 
may be helpful to discuss this with the Principal and a professional skilled in the area of childhood 
bereavement. Teachers need to pay attention to their level of worry and trust their intuition about asking 
for advice. Among these behaviours could be the following; (see also Dr. Aoife Lynam’s slides) 

• Anxiety, which is not relieved by reassurance and discussion: 
• Marked withdrawal from friends and social activities; 
• Anger and aggression which was not normal for this child in the past. 
• A marked inability to talk about the deceased person or obvious discomfort if the person is mentioned. 
• Somatic complaints – but it is important to check there is no physical cause for the complaint. 
• Continual feelings of guilt, which are disabling. 
• Evidence or suggestions of self-harm. In this case teachers must follow their Child Protection policy. 

Very often children have exhibited behavioural patterns which include the above before the death and 
these patterns are exacerbated by the event.  It is important that the bereavement should not be seen as 
the sole cause of these behaviours. It would be wise to seek professional advice if a child was showing 
concerning behaviour, which did not exist before the death, for several months after the 
event.https://www.childhoodbereavement.ie/families/when-does-a-child-need-professional-help/ 

The Irish Childhood Bereavement Pyramid explains the levels of distress a child may experience following 
bereavement and the appropriate level of support needed. 
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Suggestion where the parents are reluctant for school to talk about the death with the 
child? 

Ultimately it is the parents decision how they want to explain the death of someone to their children, 
families have different approached based on a range of factors. A supportive conversation to explore and 
understand where the parents are coming from would be a good starting point, sharing how the school has 
supported bereaved children in the past might provide reassurance. 

The parent’s reluctance may be helped with some gentle encouragement and guidance. Think about sign 
posting them to our website https://www.childhoodbereavement.ie/families/ 

If they would benefit from a one to one conversation they can email me  icbn@hospicefoundation.ie  and I 
will be happy to have a telephone conversation with them. 

Consider sharing with the family some of the picture books from our recommend list 
https://www.childhoodbereavement.ie/schools/primary-school-teachers/picture-books-for-children-
about-death-and-bereavement/ 

Books are great for helping adults with a simple narrative to have conversations with children about 
difficult subjects like death. 

Suggestions for young people who cannot attend funerals of loved ones due to Covid 
restrictions? 

When someone close to us dies, funerals are one of the key ways we come together. Young people 
normally hang out with cousins and family or friends their own age, which can help build a sense of 
community at difficult times. We have had to adapt and develop new ways to support each other grieve 
during this pandemic. Children and young people can be encouraged to use their creativity and technical 
skills to generate ideas to help. 

Younger children might use arts and crafts to create stories and pictures of their loved one and develop 
memory boxes and scrapbooks to share with siblings, cousins etc. For older children, they might create a 
group chat or Facetime/Zoom among cousins and friends to share memories, pictures and videos to create 
a virtual ceremony to mark the life of their loved one. 

Children express their feelings in many different creative ways and while social media will be an important 
part of this, they can also use the traditional things like making a phone call, writing a poem or song, going 
for a walk to the loved ones favourite place or baking/cooking their favourite recipe. 

Staying emotionally connected is very important – help children reach out and talk about their emotions; 
let them know they can come to you and that it is okay to be sad/confused/angry/lonely, that grief is 
messy but, together you will help each other. The world is a very scary place now. COVID-19 is on all our 
minds but for families who are bereaved, their grief is the biggest thing on their minds. Children get their 
support through grief mainly from family, this means that adults supporting children need to look after 
their own grief as well. 
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Check out our fact sheets; https://hospicefoundation.ie/bereavement-2-2/covid19-care-and-
inform/helping-children-grieve-during-covid-19-restrictions/ 

Suggestions for a situation where a child/family is killed by a family member 

We know that deaths of this nature are sudden and traumatic, and extremely difficult for everyone 
involved. In some cases, children witness the killing or find the body.  For children in these scenarios their 
normal everyday lives are turned upside down; wellbeing, safety and security are shattered and the world 
becomes an unsafe place. The idea of the safety of the ‘home’ being violated is such a powerful one even 
for families who have not been directly impacted by the murder.    

The legal process around such a death usually creates additional stressors. When the death is a coroner’s 
case, families have to deal with new and unknown systems and the children involved need to develop 
cognitive understanding and coping strategies that are usually developed later in life.   

In general, support systems for families are often inadequate for reasons of lack of resources and also 
sometimes people just do not know what to do. There are few studies of children affected by these deaths, 
showing children evidencing a variety of mental health problems, i.e. PTSS symptoms and complicated 
grief. It is also fair to say that sometimes the impact is compounded where there has been previous 
violence in the home and/or already vulnerable childhood circumstances. 

The family is the key source of information, reassurance and ongoing support for bereaved children. 
Parents and guardians need to be able talk with their children about what has happened and what they 
might hear in the days/weeks/months ahead. Parents and other adults (like teachers) need help and 
support in order for them to be responsive to what children think and how they react to what they take in. 
Schools can link into to the support of NEPS to help provide suitable guidance and support which in turn 
will benefit the children and families. 

Questions about NEPS asked at the Webinar 

Do NEPS have a follow up some time after the critical incident?  

It all depends on the nature of the CI but NEPS will provide support for as long as is necessary. This can 
take the form of psychologists being physically present in the school over a period (typically this occurs for 
a Level 3 CI) or support might be provided via the phone (Level 1). We normally have an on-going 
relationship with schools and if issues arise they can be addressed quite easily. 

Our overarching aim is for schools to return to “normality” as soon as possible and we encourage schools’ 
CI Management Team (i.e. key staff who have responsibility for CI response), more often than not along 
with the NEPS psychologist, to review their response and identify learnings have emerged from their 
experience. 
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If there is a critical incident in a school - do parents who are close to the incident get 
support from NEPS?  

NEPS role is to offer support to the school community so yes. It does need to be noted that we are not a therapeutic 
service and HSE Community Services have a role. Our CI documents have multiple resources and information aimed 
at helping parents in their role of supporting their children. There would be follow up- again depending on the level 
of incident this may be a visit or may be a phone call. Unless it is a school which has no psychologist service in 
general psychologists would be in regular contact with their schools and would check in around such issues.  

Would these documents be applicable to schools in the north also?  

Documents are available on-line, but obviously there will be differences between CI responses in the Republic and 
elsewhere (e.g. other services and protocols for linking in with them etc.) While our resources have been well “road 
tested” and are highly regarded by school I do urge schools in the north to establish contact with their own school 
psychology service and ascertain what level of service/support they can expect if a CI were to occur. 
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Further Training: 

https://hospicefoundation.ie/bereavement-2-2/working-in-bereavement-and-
loss/education-and-training/postgraduate-courses/professional-certificate-in-
children-and-loss/children-and-loss-cover/ 
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