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Everyone is impacted when a death or tragedy occurs within a school community. The effects can
be significant whether it is the loss of a student, parent or staff member. Even highly traumatic or
violent deaths of less close individuals, like those we have witnessed in recent years, can have a
strong impact. How school personnel handle the crisis can help shape the immediate and longer-term
grieving process for students, staff, and families. Children, in particular, need the love and support of
their teachers and parents in order to cope with their loss and reach constructive grief resolution.

Expressions of Grief

Talking to children about death must be geared to their developmental level and their capacity to
understand the related facts of the situation. Children will be aware of the reactions of significant
adults as they interpret and react to information about death and tragedy. The range of reactions
that children display in response to the death of significant others may include:

* Emotional shock and at times an apparent lack of feelings, which serve to help the child detach
from the pain of the moment;

* Regressive (immature) behaviors, such as needing to be rocked or held, difficulty separating
from parents or significant others, needing to sleep in parent’s bed or an apparent difficulty com-
pleting tasks well within the child’s ability level,

* Explosive emotions and acting out behavior that reflect the child’s internal feelings of anger,
terror, frustration and helplessness. Acting out may reflect insecurity and a way to seek control
over a situation for which they have little or no control;

» Asking the same questions over and over, not because they do not understand the facts, but
rather because the information is so hard to believe or accept. Repeated questions can help
listeners determine if the child is responding to misinformation or the real trauma of the event.

Helping Children Cope
The following tips will help teachers and parents support children who have experienced the loss

of parents, friends, or loved ones. Some of these recommendations come from Dr. Alan Wolfelt,
Director of the Center for Loss and Life Transition in Fort Collins, Colorado.

e Allow children to be the teachers about their grief experiences: Give children the opportunity
to tell their story and be a good listener.

* Don’t assume that every child in a certain age group understands death in the same way or
with the same feelings: All children are different and their view of the world is unique and shaped
by different experiences. (Developmental information is provided below.)

* Grieving is a process, not an event: Parents and schools need to allow adequate time for each child
to grieve in the manner that works for that child. Pressing children to resume “normal” activities without
the chance to deal with their emotional pain may prompt additional problems or negative reactions.

* Don’t lie or tell half-truths to children about the tragic event: Children are often bright and
sensitive. They will see through false information and wonder why you do not trust them with the
truth. Lies do not help the child through the healing process or help develop effective coping
strategies for life’s future tragedies or losses.
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 Help all children, regardless of age, to understand loss and death: Give the child information
at the level that he/she can understand. Allow the child to guide adults as to the need for more
information or clarification of the information presented. Loss and death are both part of the cycle
of life that children need to understand.

e Encourage children to ask questions about loss and death: Adults need to be less anxious
about not knowing all the answers. Treat questions with respect and a willingness to help the child
find his or her own answers.

e Don’t assume that children always grieve in an orderly or predictable way: We all grieve in
different ways and there is no one “correct” way for people to move through the grieving process.

* Let children know that you really want to understand what they are feeling or what they
need: Sometimes children are upset but they cannot tell you what will be helpful. Giving them the
time and encouragement to share their feelings with you may enable them to sort out their feel-
ings.

Children will need long-lasting support: The more losses the child or adolescent suffered, the
more difficult it will be to recover. This is especially true if they lost a parent who was their major
source of support. Try to develop multiple supports for children who suffered significant losses.

* Keep in mind that grief work is hard: It is hard work for adults and hard for children as well.

» Understand that grief work is complicated: When death results from a terrorist act, this brings
forth many issues that are difficult, if not impossible, to comprehend. Grieving will also be compli-
cated by a need for vengeance or justice and by the lack of resolution of the current situation:
Perpetrators may still be at large and our nation may go to war. The sudden nature of death and
the fact that many individuals were considered missing rather than dead further complicates the
grieving process.

* Be aware of your own need to grieve: Focusing on the children in your care is important, but not
at the expense of your emotional needs. Adults who have lost a loved one will be far more able to
help children work through their grief if they get help themselves. For some families, it may be
important to seek family grief counseling, as well as individual sources of support.

Developmental Phases in Understanding Death

It is important to recognize that all children are unique in their understanding of death and dying.
This understanding depends on their developmental level, cognitive skills, personality characteris-
tics, religious or spiritual beliefs, teachings by parents and significant others, input from the media,
and previous experiences with death. Nonetheless, there are some general considerations that will
be helpful in understanding how children and adolescents experience and deal with death.

* Infants and Toddlers: The youngest children may perceive that adults are sad, but have no real
understanding of the meaning or significance of death.

* Preschoolers: Young children may deny death as a formal event and may see death as revers-
ible. They may interpret death as a separation, not a permanent condition. Preschool and even
early elementary children may link certain events and magical thinking with the causes of death.
As a result of the World Trade Center disaster, some children may imagine that going into tall
buildings may cause someone’s death.

 Early Elementary School: Children at this age (approximately 5-9) start to comprehend the finality
of death. They begin to understand that certain circumstances may result in death. They can see
that, if large planes crash into buildings, people in the planes and buildings will be killed. However,
they may over-generalize, particularly at ages 5-6 — if jet planes don’t fly, then people don't die. At
this age, death is perceived as something that happens to others, not to oneself or one’s family.
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* Middle School: Children at this level have the cognitive understanding to comprehend death as a
final event that results in the cessation of all bodily functions. They may not fully grasp the abstract
concepts discussed by adults or on the TV news but are likely to be guided in their thinking by a
concrete understanding of justice. They may experience a variety of feelings and emotions, and
their expressions may include acting out or self-injurious behaviors as a means of coping with
their anger, vengeance and despair.

* High School: Most teens will fully grasp the meaning of death in circumstances such as the
World Trade Center or Pentagon disasters. They may seek out friends and family for comfort or
they may withdraw to deal with their grief. Teens (as well as some younger children) with a history
of depression, suicidal behavior and chemical dependency are at particular risk for prolonged and
serious grief reactions and may need more careful attention from home and school during these
difficult times.

Tips for Children and Teens With Grieving Friends and Classmates

Seeing a friend try to cope with a loss may scare or upset children who have had little or no
experience with death and grieving. Some suggestions teachers and parents can provide to children
and youth to deal with this “secondary” loss:

* Particularly with younger children, it will be important to help clarify their understanding of death.
See tips above under “helping children cope.”

- Seeing their classmates’ reactions to loss may bring about some fears of losing their own parents or
siblings. Children need reassurance from caretakers and teachers that their own families are safe.
For children who have experienced their own loss (previous death of a parent, grandparent, sibling),
observing the grief of a friend can bring back painful memories. These children are at greater risk for
developing more serious stress reactions and should be given extra support as needed.

« Children (and many adults) need help in communicating condolence or comfort messages. Pro-
vide children with age-appropriate guidance for supporting their peers. Help them decide what to
say (e.g., “Steve, | am so sorry about your father. | know you will miss him very much. Let me
know if | can help you with your paper route...”) and what to expect (see “expressions of grief’
above).

* Help children anticipate some changes in friends’ behavior. It is important that children understand
that their grieving friends may act differently, may withdraw from their friends for a while, might
seem angry or very sad, etc., but that this does not mean a lasting change in their relationship.

* Explain to children that their “regular” friendship may be an important source of support for friends
and classmates. Even normal social activities such as inviting a friend over to play, going to the
park, playing sports, watching a movie, or a trip to the mall may offer a much needed distraction
and sense of connection and normalcy.

* Children need to have some options for providing support — it will help them deal with their fears
and concerns if they have some concrete actions that they can take to help. Suggest making
cards, drawings, helping with chores or homework, etc. Older teens might offer to help the family
with some shopping, cleaning, errands, etc., or with babysitting for younger children.

* Encourage children who are worried about a friend to talk to a caring adult. This can help alleviate
their own concern or potential sense of responsibility for making their friend feel better. Children
may also share important information about a friend who is at risk of more serious grief reactions.

« Parents and teachers need to be alert to children in their care who may be reacting to a friend’s
loss of a loved one. These children will need some extra support to help them deal with the sense
of frustration and helplessness that many people are feeling at this time.
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Resources for Grieving and Traumatized Children

At times of severe stress, such as the trauma of the terrorist attacks on our country, both chil-
dren and adults need extra support. Children closest to this tragedy may very well experience the
most dramatic feelings of fear, anxiety and loss. They may have personally lost a loved one or know
of friends and schoolmates who have been devastated by these treacherous acts. Adults need to
carefully observe these children for signs of traumatic stress, depression or even suicidal thinking,
and seek professional help when necessary.

Resources to help you identify symptoms of severe stress and grief reactions are available at
the National Association of School Psychologist’'s website — www.nasponline.org. See also:

For Caregivers

Deaton, R.L. & Berkan, W.A. (1995). Planning and managing death issues in the schools: A hand-
book. Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing Group .

Mister Rogers Website: www.misterrogers.org (see booklet on Grieving for children 4-10 years)
Mister Rogers Website: www.misterrogers.org (see booklet on Grieving for children 4-10 years)

Webb, N.B. (1993). Helping bereaved children: A handbook for practitioners. New York: Guilford
Press.

Wolfelt, A. (1983). Helping children cope with grief. Bristol, PA: Accelerated Development.

Wolfelt, A (1997). Healing the bereaved child: Grief gardening, growth through grief and other
touchstones for caregivers. Ft. Collins, CO: Companion.

Worden, J.W. (1996). Children and grief: When a parent dies. New York: Guilford Press

For Children:

Gootman, M.E. (1994). When a friend dies: A book for teens about grieving and healing. Minneapo-
lis: Free Spirit Publishing.

Greenlee, S. (1992). When someone dies. Atlanta: Peachtree Publishing. (Ages 9-12).

Wolfelt, A. (2001). Healing your grieving heart for kids. Ft. Collins, CO: Companion. (See also
similar titles for teens and adults)

© 2002, National Association of School Psychologists, 4340 East West Highway, Suite 402, Bethesda, MD 20814,
www.nasponline.org — 301-657-0270.
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Memorial Activities
at School:
A List of “Do’s”

and “Don’ts”

DO

DON’T

Do something to prevent other crises from hap-
pening. Try to move students from the role of
“victims” to the role of “doers.”

Don’t focus the memorial on the uncontrollable
aspects of the crisis.

Do develop living memorials (e.g., tolerance
programs) that address the problems that lead to
the crisis event.

Don’t allow the memorial to be a forum for expres-
sions of hatred and anger toward the perpetrators
of crises.

Do keep parents and staff informed of all upcom-
ing activities related to the memorial plan, and
allow any student, with parental permission, to
attend a memorial activity.

Don’t require all students or staff to attend a
memorial activity.

Do allow students to discuss, in small group
settings, such as classrooms, how they feel about
their memorial experiences.

Don’t schedule a memorial at such a time that it will
not allow students to “debrief” or process their
experiences.

Do prepare for the needs of youth both preceding
and following memorial activities in the community
or school.

Don’t underestimate the resurfacing of intense
common grief reactions, including sadness and
anger.

Do emphasize signs of recovery and hope in any
memorial activity.

Don’t allow a memorial to simply recount tales of
the traumatic stressor.

Do focus on the needs and goals related to the
students, and include parents and community
members in activities as appropriate.

Don’t try to accomplish all things in the school
context; there are multiple forums to which the
school staff, administration, and faculty may contrib-
ute that do not occur at school.

Do encourage communication (e.g., writing letters
and exchange of ideas) related to memorial
activities.

Don’t force students to participate or share feelings
and ideas.

Do be sensitive to developmental and cultural
differences when developing memorials.

Don’t assume that “one size fits all” when it comes
to developing a memorial.

Do provide staff and parents with information
regarding possible related behaviors and emotions
that students may display.

Don’t pathologize normal grief reactions. Con-
versely, do not minimize serious, atypical grief
reactions that may require closer clinical investiga-
tion.

Do provide a referral system (school and commu-
nity based) to identify youth who display compli-
cated grief reactions and ensure appropriate
support services are available.

Don’t expect that staff and faculty will be able to
independently identify individuals in need of mental
health assistance.

Do establish an infrastructure (plans and pro-
cesses) to provide assistance and support to
students in immediate need.

Don’t anticipate that students will independently
seek out the appropriate professional assistance.

Adapted from J. Sandoval & S. E. Brock (1996) The school psychologist's role in suicide prevention.

School Psychology Quarterly, 11, 169-185.

© 2002, National Association of School Psychologists, 4340 East West Highway, Suite 402, Bethesda, MD 20814,

www.nasponline.org — 301-657-0270.
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G NamonaL Memorials/Activities/Rituals
@ ASSOCIATION OF . .

ScHooL Following Traumatic Events

PSYCHOLOGISTS Suggestions for Schools

NAS?

School memorials, ceremonies or memory activities following a traumatic experience serve an
important function in the healing process for both students and staff. Such activities provide the
opportunity to express emotions through a variety of ways besides talking. In addition, a school
memorial helps to bring closure to a period of grieving and serves as a point from which to move on
with regular school activities. Memorial activities can take many forms, from tree planting or writing
letters and cards, to more traditional “services.” It is best to plan a variety of activities rather than
only one “big” event; some students will be more comfortable, and more comforted by, one activity
versus another. Providing a range of opportunities to express feelings is essential.

Memorial activities following a large-scale traumatic event such as the Oklahoma City bombing
of 1995 or the terrorist attacks of September 2001 have a somewhat different focus compared to
memorials following a student or staff death or even multiple deaths following a school shooting or
natural disaster. “Closure” may be difficult to achieve, even after several weeks, due to ongoing fear
that the situation may recur or that traumatic events, such as war, may take place. In such situa-
tions, a significant purpose of a memorial activity is to bring people together in order to express
feelings and concerns together — to reduce feelings of isolation and vulnerability. A further purpose
is to encourage everyone to think about ways — even very small steps — that can be taken to
increase feelings of security and reduce conflicts that can lead to violence at all levels.

Guidelines for Planning School Memorial Activities

Participation in memorial activities is important even when students or school personnel do not
know any of the victims or their families. The following are key points for schools to consider:

* Proceed slowly and involve students, staff, families, and the community in your planning and
decision-making. Remember, the planning and construction of the memorial in Oklahoma City for
the victims of the bombing of the Murrah Federal Building took five years.

* Schools should form a committee that includes administrators, teachers, parents and students to
plan memorial activities. It is very important to involve students in the planning process including
those who had personal ties to the victims if possible.

« Memorial events can be planned as a series of activities, not just the more traditional permanent
marker or structure in memory of those who died. Schools can hold group “services” as well as
involve classrooms in creating their own tributes, artwork, cards, letters, etc.

» Memorial activities — at least the initial activity — should take place within one week of the event
if possible.

Suggested Memorial Activities

+ A temporary memorial site can be established. Flowers, notes, poems, ribbons, stuffed animals,
pictures and other objects can be brought by students and staff to a designated location at school
to pay tribute to those who died and those who helped to rescue and support survivors. School
and community input should be obtained to determine if a more permanent place for these objects
is feasible or to otherwise determine an appropriate, sensitive way to dismantle the memorial site.
The location of permanent memorials at school should be considered very carefully and locations
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other than main entrances are recommended.

+ Schools and communities who have experienced significant traumas often look for what is termed
as “the gift of hope”; i.e., activities and projects that will make a difference and prevent similar
tragedies in the future. Following violent events, activities and curriculum that address tolerance
and bullying would be appropriate “gifts.”

» Writing activities can be particularly helpful for students of all ages. Students can write and send
cards, letters and posters to the families of the victims (in care of a support organization such as
the Red Cross) or to those involved in rescue work (police and fire personnel). Older students
might also write to local, state or national leaders.

* Be sure to involve all students, including those with disabilities. Activities can be tailored to the
cognitive and emotional development levels of all students. Special education staff can be helpful
in assuring that all students feel included and that activities are appropriate for them.

Developmental Considerations

Memorial activities should be planned to be appropriate to the developmental level of students
involved.

* Young children need to do something to express their grief, even though they may not really
understand all that has happened. Drawings — to hang up in the school hallway, to send to the
firemen and policemen who helped victims, to send to school children in disaster areas — are an
excellent way for young children to express and share their feelings. They can also perform songs
or reading of poems as part of a school-wide memorial service.

= Adolescents need activities that provide them with a sense of contribution to the school’s and
community’s efforts, not only in recognition of the event and honoring the victims, but in prevent-
ing such tragedies in the future. Involve middle school and high school students in all aspects of
planning memorial actlvmes including performing as well as helping with setting up and cleaning
up; gather their suggestions for prevention of such events — such as ideas about improving
security (locally or more globally) and increasing tolerance and peaceful conflict resolution. Stu-
dents might be encouraged to write members of Congress or appropriate agencies with their
suggestions. In response to terrorism or war-related events, older students might also benefit from
studying the political and religious issues that might help explain the origins of hatred and fanati-
cism.

Specific Guidelines for School Memorial Services
* Involve students of all ages in planning the service.

* Keep the memorial service brief and appropriate to the age of the students. For elementary
students, 15-20 minutes is appropriate; for older students, up to an hour.

* Include music and student performances. Playing soothing music as people enter and leave the
service will help set and maintain a calm mood.

* Preview the service with students, parents and staff ahead of time. Teachers should help students
anticipate how this will be different from typical school assemblies, and should discuss appropriate
behavior.

- Have several brief speakers. Select individuals who are well known to students and who represent
security and safety — people who students can recognize as able to provide reassurances and
support (mayor, superintendent, local police chief or school liaison officer, etc.)

* Invite family members to attend.
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* For memorial services/programs, all staff and students should attend (unless parents specifically
object). Such programs can be very powerful in uniting the school community, and send the
message that each individual is important. If some students choose to not attend, provide a quiet
activity as an alternative.

* Involve classrooms by inviting them to bring and hang a class banner or poster to honor the
victims or promote peace.

* Use symbols of life and hope in memorial activities. Balloons and candles can be used very
effectively to promote a positive, uplifting message that acknowledges pain and sadness yet also
is hopeful for the future.

* Following a school-wide memorial service, students should return to their classrooms for at least a
short time prior to dismissal. This allows time to talk with each other, their teacher or a mental
health staff member (if available) to “debrief’ the experience.

Follow-Up Activities

Particularly following events that will have no real closure for an extended time (i.e., because
recovery efforts will be slow, because identification of the perpetrators may not be resolved quickly,
because the impact of the event has long-term consequences, etc.), it is important for schools to
consider an activity to address ongoing concerns. Schools might consider:

« Linking with other community efforts (such as food drives or other donation activities to children
and families displaced by the attacks)

- Establishing and implementing conflict resolution, tolerance and other instructional programs that
have long-term prevention goals

» Building a permanent memorial or establishing an ongoing memorial “fund” for disaster relief for
current and future tragedies.

For further information on promoting tolerance among children and youth, contact NASP at (301)
657-0270 or visit NASP’s website at www.nasponline.org.

© 2002, National Association of School Psychologists, 4340 East West Highway, Suite 402, Bethesda, MD 20814,
www.nasponline.org — 301-657-0270.
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