
How To Interact With Grieving Children  
 
 

● Be honest and direct in sharing news, but with age appropriate language. Let the 
child’s questions guide how much to share. 
 

● Do not use euphemisms (“he passed,” “we lost him,” “he’s gone”) because it is 
confusing. Say he died because his body stopped working.  
 

● There are no magic words to heal. Listening is the most important thing. Don’t 
judge them for how they respond. You can show you are listening by reflecting 
back what they have told you. “You really miss him, don’t you.” 
 

● Talking about the person who died can be very important, including using the 
deceased’s  name. This let’s children know that you are not afraid to talk about it 
and they should not  be afraid to bring it up.  
 

● There is no one way to react, everyone gets to feel they way they feel.  Some 
survivors cry, some don’t. There is not a right or a wrong way to grieve.  
 

● It is usually not until age 9 or so that children understand concept of death as 
permanent. 
 

● Tell them his body stopped working and it will not start up again. 
 

● Losing a peer challenges a child’s sense of immortality.  Be upfront about what 
happened so they can understand. Don’t sugar coat it. Make clear that his 
condition was not contagious. 
 

● Bereavement is normal, but painful. Grief and sadness do not need fixing 
 

● Excessive silence in a grieving child is not more concerning than gregariousness 
 

● Some children may cry, others may not feel teary, but common grieving 
behaviors can be: 

○ Emotional outbursts (due to difficulty expressing feelings) 
○ Change in appetite (not eating much or overeating (food as comfort)) 
○ Sleep disturbances 
○ Withdraw from friends, family or excessive clinging 



○ Regression such as thumb sucking, bedwetting, baby talk (desire to return 
to safer, more comfortable time) 

○ Fear of going to school because something bad may happen at home 
○ School work may suffer, or some students may work harder as a 

distraction 
○ Modulation of grief - sadness, then play, then sad, then play 

 
● Children are egocentric so may feel responsible for a loved one’s death 

 
● If you are a teacher, don’t speculate about afterlife - respect all views.  If asked 

about the afterlife, tell them that those are excellent questions to discuss within 
their own family.  
 

● Allow them to be curious and ask questions - but don’t overexplain. It is okay not 
to have answers.  
 

● Children are natural observers: if they see you cry or looking sad, explain why 
instead of denying what they saw. Be open about how you feel.  
 

● Sometimes the greatest difficulties come after the ceremonies and services. 
Anxiety from fading memories, fear that it is no longer alright to discuss the topic. 
Be aware of drawings, play and questions children ask.  
 

● Children often need to ask questions repetitively. Repetitive questions help 
children accept reality.  
 

● Routine is important and helps children feel safe.  
 

● Creativity (art, music) can be helpful for some children who are grieving. 
 


