What to do when
there’s been a
bereavement in
your school
community: A
practical guide for
teaching staff

Supporting children, young people and their families who have experienced the death
of someone close to them. Charity no: 1116474.
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We understand that bereavement is a difficult subject which
we often want to avoid talking about, especially with children.
It may remind us of our own painful life experiences. We
may be afraid of ‘saying the wrong thing’, or of upsetting a
child’s family with their own beliefs and ways of coping. We
may be very aware that we don’t have all the answers, and
that we can’t change what has happened.
On average, one child in every classroom is bereaved of a
parent (one in every 29 children). This doesn’t include
children who might experience the death of a wider family
member or close family friend and others who may
experience the death of another child or teacher at their
school.
We hope that this practical guide will help you to navigate
through the challenges you may face, and give you the
confidence to know what to do when there’s been a
bereavement in your school community.
It is important to be prepared, and to have a clear strategy
in place. Be reassured that a supportive, well-informed
school can make a very positive difference to a family or
school community going through the most difficult of
times.
And remember, if you need extra help or advice, please
contact Families in Grief.

www.familiesingrief.org
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DO talk to the family
It is vital to keep the family, and the child, at the centre
of any decisions that you make. Talk to the child about
the support the school can offer them. For example: A
place to go or a person to talk to, if they get upset. Talk
to them about what they need and make sure that they
are happy with the support that is being offered.
It can be helpful to ask the parents or carers of the
child who has been bereaved to write down exactly
what the child has been told about the death, and the
terminology they have used with the child. Use the
same terminology when you are talking to the child,
and ensure that other members of staff do the same.
For example: The child might have been told Daddy
has gone to heaven.

Please note that a child needs to be
told the truth about how a person
has died. If the parent isn’t telling the
truth, (this is especially common
where there has been a suicide), then
it’s worth asking them to seek help
from Families in Grief.

Make time to talk to whoever is dropping off or
picking up the child at the beginning and end
of the school day in case they need to update
you on what is happening at home, and how
the child is doing.

I had an 8 year old in my
class whose Mum had died,
I was worried I would say
the wrong thing. FiG gave
me the confidence to know
what to say as well as some
ideas about how I could
help her. Thank you FiG.
Teacher

If this is not possible, have a notebook in which
you and the child’s family can communicate, or
perhaps phone a parent or carer at lunchtime
when they can talk more freely.

www.familiesingrief.org
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1. A child in my class has been bereaved - what should I do?
2

DO keep everyone informed

Many bereaved children experience
sleep difficulties, which can lead to
challenging and unpredictable
behaviour at school. Be patient and
understanding; for a time, it may be
necessary to put extra measures in
place, such as phoning a parent at
break time to reassure a child who is
struggling with separation anxiety,
or not expecting homework to be
completed on time.

Make sure that all members of staff are
fully aware of what has happened. Share
this guide with them and answer any
questions they may have. Be aware that
some members of staff will have their
own individual experience of
bereavement which may affect how they
cope with the situation; be sensitive and
ensure that staff dealing with the
bereaved child are able to access support
for themselves.
Work with the family to decide what and
how to tell the wider school community.
It is better to talk about the death in a
prepared, age-appropriate way, than for a
child or parent to hear gossip and rumour
about it in the playground. Ask the child
what they want their friends to know and
how they want them to be told, and allow
children to ask questions about what has
happened – perhaps set up a post-box in
your classroom where questions can be
put and answered at an appropriate time.
3

DO keep to usual routines
It can be very comforting for a
bereaved child to have the
normality of school and familiar
teachers and friends around them
when life at home feels strange and
uncertain. Do stick to usual
routines; do talk to the child as you
usually would.
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DO expect changes in behaviour
Some bereaved children will behave as if
nothing has happened. Others may display
angry behaviour, or appear withdrawn, or
may struggle with separation anxiety.

www.familiesingrief.org
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DO create a safe space
Provide a way for the child to
communicate that they are struggling,
and make sure that they have a safe
place where they can go if they need
to be alone. If possible, let the child
choose a trusted member of staff who
they feel that they can talk to.
Younger children may want to snuggle
up with a blanket in the book corner,
or cuddle a teddy brought in from
home. It can be helpful to have an
item such as a photo of the person
who has died for the child to look at –
be led by the child in this, and talk
about what helps them to feel better.
An older child may need a card which
they can show without explanation to
allow them to go to their safe space. A
safe space could be an office in school
where another member of staff works.
Don’t bombard the child with questions,
simply ask them whether they’d like to
talk
You could also provide the child with a
notebook so that they can write down or
draw their feelings or anxieties. Some
children may need to go and run around
the playground, or go for a walk outside.
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DO remember there is no time
limit on grief
Don’t expect the child to ‘get over’ the
death after a certain period of time.
Children jump in and out of grief, and
revisit their grief as their understanding
develops. Be aware of important dates
such as anniversaries and birthdays, and
prepare the child ahead of time if a topic
which may remind them of the death is
to be discussed. For example, a child who
has been bereaved may struggle with
topics about families or ‘Ourselves’,
hearing emotive stories being read, with
talks about road safety or health, or when
preparing for parents’ evenings.
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DO ask for help
There is a lot of expert advice and
support available to schools who are
supporting a bereaved child. Don’t be
afraid to ask for help.
Families in Grief can give advice and
training, and signpost you to other
helpful resources, as well as working
with the bereaved family. Do have a
look at the resource list at the end of
this booklet.

Further bereavements in the school
community may also be particularly
upsetting for an already bereaved child.
Be sensitive and allow the child to go to
their safe space if necessary; give them
opportunities to talk honestly about how
they are feeling and involve them in
decisions about the best way to broach
upsetting situations.

Be aware of important
dates such as
anniversaries and
birthdays, and prepare
the child ahead of time if
a topic which may remind
them of the death is to be
discussed.
www.familiesingrief.org
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A child in the school community has died what do I do?

DO talk to the family
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The family will usually contact you in the
first instance to let you know their child has
died. Express your sympathy and offer
support. Assign a member of staff to be the
liaison between school and the bereaved
family. The liaison will then talk to the
family about what they would like the school
community to be told, and if siblings are
involved, discuss how they want their friends
to be told and what they would like to
happen when they return to school.

The family might decide to send the
child’s siblings to school immediately
after the death of their child for many
reasons. For example: The parent/s
might need to maintain their usual
routine to feel ‘in control’; they may
need space for their own grief away
from their children, or the child may
want life to continue as ‘normal’ at
school.
Remember, everyone
is individual, and everyone
expresses their grief in
different ways.

Make time to talk to whoever is dropping off
or picking up the child at the beginning and
end of the school day in case they need to
update you on what is happening at home,
and how the child is doing. If this is not
possible, have a notebook in which you and
the child’s family can communicate, or
perhaps phone a parent or carer at lunchtime
when they can talk more freely.
2

DO keep everyone informed
The member of staff liaising with the family
will need to find out as much factual
information as possible about the
circumstances of the death, and keep all staff
informed. A child’s death is terribly
upsetting; be sensitive and give staff
members opportunities to seek support;
decide as a staff, having talked to the family,
how, what and when to tell the wider school
community. Consider writing a ‘script’ for
teachers to use within their classes and set up
post-boxes in the classrooms for children to
write down and post any questions or
concerns they have.

www.familiesingrief.org

DO not judge the family
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DO provide opportunities to
QUOTE FROM A
express grief and sympathy
PARENT?

Give children opportunities to talk
about the friend who has died.
Perhaps make cards for the family as
a class or tutor group, and encourage
children to write down memories of
the child who has died to pass on to
the family. Keep parents informed –
they will need to answer their
children’s questions at home, and
may need to deal with new anxieties
and fears that their children may
display.
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2. A child in the school community has died - what do I do?

Consider having a condolence book for parents
to sign to give to the bereaved family. Liaise
with the family about funeral arrangements,
and if children are attending, talk with them
about what might happen or what they might
see.
Perhaps set up a place of remembrance at
school – this could be a bench, a tree, or a
picture or poem in a frame. Work with the
family to ensure that they are happy with what
is done.
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DO take time to reflect on your own
feelings about the bereavement
There is no time limit on grief, and when a
child in the school community dies, you will be
dealing with a wide variety of bereaved people
– siblings, parents, friends and members of
staff. Perhaps use PSHE lessons to help
everyone think about their feelings around
what has happened (see the resource list at the
end of this booklet for lesson plans).
Read the guide about supporting a bereaved
child above, and remember to seek
professional help and expert advice when
necessary.

FiG

Do contact Families in
Grief for further advice we are here to help.

(Child Bereavement UK)
www.familiesingrief.org

5

3

A me

o
d
I
o
d
t
a
h
w
ie d d
s
a
h
f
f
a
t
s
f
m ber o
3

1

DO talk to the family
The family will usually contact you in the
first instance to let you know that their
partner/member of family has died. Express
your sympathy and offer support. Assign a
member of staff to be the liaison between
school and the family. The liaison will then
talk to the family about how they would like
the school community to be told. Liaise with
them about funeral arrangements; make
arrangements for the staff team to send
their condolences and attend the funeral if
appropriate.

2

DO keep everyone informed
Find out as much factual information as
possible about the circumstances of the
death, and keep all staff informed. Be
prepared for staff to be upset; be sensitive
and give staff members opportunities to
seek support. Members of staff who were
particularly close to the person who has
4
died, or those with a history of
bereavement, will be especially affected and
it may be necessary to provide teaching
cover for these members of staff. Prepare a
letter for parents and guardians to inform
them about what has happened.

Be aware that those in the school
community who have their own
history of close bereavement may
find these sessions difficult, and may
need opportunities to process what
has happened in a different way.

www.familiesingrief.org
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DO provide opportunities to
express grief and sympathy
Give staff and children opportunities to
talk about what has happened. Perhaps
make cards for the family as a class or
tutor group, and encourage children to
write down memories of the member
of staff who has died to pass on to the
family. Keep parents informed – they
will need to answer their children’s
questions at home, and may need to
deal with new anxieties and fears that
their children may display.
Consider having a condolence book for
parents to sign to give to the bereaved
family. Perhaps set up a place of
remembrance at school – this could be a
bench, a tree, or a picture or poem in a
frame. Work with the family to ensure
that they are happy with what is done,
and invite them to come and see it or to
be involved in its creation if appropriate.

DO take time to reflect on your
feelings about the bereavement
Use assemblies, PSHE lessons and tutor
group discussions to help everyone
process what has happened (see the
resource list at the end of this booklet
for lesson plans). It may feel
uncomfortable talking about the
bereavement, but it is very important
that any questions and concerns are
dealt with openly and in ageappropriate terms. Set up post-boxes in
the classrooms for children to write
down and post any questions or
concerns they have, and don’t feel that
you need to have an answer for every
question.
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FAQs

What if I say the wrong thing?

What if I get upset?

Don’t try to have all the answers! It is enough to
just acknowledge that a situation is really hard,
and that you want to support the child and their
family as best you can. Bereaved people need to
be listened to and have their feelings accepted.

You might! It is an upsetting situation. It is fine
to show that the situation makes you feel sad
too. If you think that you might lose control in
a way that is upsetting to the child or family, or
your class, find someone else to be with them
and go to a safe place or talk to a trusted person
until you are able to cope again.

How do we handle Mother's Day
and Father's Day?

Should I stick to usual rules and
regulations?

Sensitively! First, consider whether you need
to celebrate these at school at all – they are
emotive issues for many children, whether
or not they have been bereaved. If you do
decide to make reference to them at school,
prepare the bereaved child beforehand and
ask them what they would like to do.

Not necessarily! Follow your instincts from
your knowledge of the child, but be aware that
every child (and adult!) exhibits grief
differently and be patient and understanding.
Be prepared for irrational outbursts or
regressive behaviour patterns, and give the
child extra reassurance and encouragement.

They may wish to make a card for the parent
who has died, or they may wish to leave the
classroom for that activity. Do be led by the
child, and also discuss this with their parents
or carers, as they will be affected by this too.

Remember that life at home is likely to be
very disrupted for a bereaved child, so lower
any expectations around homework or other
requirements involving input from home –
for example, lunch may be forgotten, or PE
kits may not be washed!

What if a child asks a question about
the death that I don’t know how to
answer?

Usually, it is helpful for a child to attend
school as usual following a bereavement, but
it may be necessary for children or young
people to have some extra time off if they are
particularly struggling; do discuss this with
the family and be open to working with them
to meet the best needs of the child in a
flexible way.

This is bound to happen! Ask the child what they think; this may help you to establish what they are
really trying to find out, and their current understanding. Ask the child what their parents or carers
have said about the subject, and ask them why they want to know. It is OK to say that you don’t know
the answer, or that lots of people believe different things about some of our big questions. Do talk to
the parents or carers of the child to keep them informed about what the child is asking.
www.familiesingrief.org
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Families in Grief
Families in Grief supports children, young people and their families living in the
North Devon and Torridge areas, who have experienced the death of someone
close to them.
We offer support over the phone to parents/carers or professionals and send
resources or information where needed.
We also visit families at home, or talk to teachers at school about how best to help
a family. We run a series of support groups throughout the year, one for children
aged 5-11, and the other Teens in Grief is for 12-18 year olds. These group sessions
are held one evening a week for six weekly sessions. We hold a support group for
parents/carers in a room alongside their children. At the sessions we encourage
children and young people to explore their feelings through creative and physical
activities.
We can also offer training and support to teachers and other professionals who
are teaching or supporting bereaved children and young people.

Get in touch
Call us:
01237 479027
Email us: info@familiesingrief.org

Keep up to date by following us on Facebook, Twitter and
Instagram - just look for Families in Grief.

www.familiesingrief.org
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Practical resources

There are many websites providing practical resources to help
schools to support bereaved pupils.
Winston’s Wish have downloadable leaflets, an excellent guide to
supporting grieving children at school, reading lists and some wonderful
practical activities which could be done at school to help a child process
their grief. Find them here:
Supporting A Bereaved Child – Winston's Wish
Advice for schools supporting bereaved pupils | Winston’s Wish
They also have a set of PSHE lesson plans for KS1-4, complete with all the
resources you will need to deliver them which are free to download here:
Free PSHE lessons on loss and bereavement | Winston's Wish
Child Bereavement UK have an excellent guide which includes explanations
of how children and young people of different ages understand death, the role
of the school in bereavement support and death and grief in the curriculum.
Find it here: Supporting a Bereaved Pupil (lgfl.org.uk)
They also have some short films which give clear, concise advice about
different topics such as children’s understanding of death at different ages,
what to do when a bereaved pupil returns to school, and supporting a bereaved
child with autism spectrum disorder. Find them here: Short guidance films |
Child Bereavement UK

Activity books for children and young people
Someone I Know Has Died – By Trish Phillips
Published by Child Bereavement Charity – ISBN: 978-0-9521661-3-9
Muddles, Puddles and Sunshine – By Diana Crossley
Published buy Hawthorn Press – ISBN 1-86989058-2
Out of the Blue - Julie Stoke and Paul Oxley
Published by Winston’s Wish
The Tough Stuff Journal: Someone has died – by Pete English
Published by Listening People – ISBN 978-1-9998653-2-0

www.familiesingrief.org
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Guides for supporting bereaved children and young people
A Child’s Grief, Beyond the rough rock, and We all Grieve are just a few of the titles
in Winston’s Wish’s range of guides to supporting children and teenagers in their grief.
Find the full range here: Books – Winston's Wish
Remember Me: Guidance for Schools and Early Years Settings When Dealing with
Childhood Bereavement, Loss and Critical Incidents – By Wendy Ball and Susan
Leathley. Published by Penhaligon’s Friends ISBN: 978-0955075704
The Little Book of Bereavement for Schools by Ian Gilbert
Published by Crown House Publishing ISBN: 978-184590464-7
Someone has died suddenly – By Mary Williams
Published by www.sudden.org - ISBN: 978-1-906409-09-8
Activities for bereaved young people: helping to develop
resilience and coping skills
This book provides practitioners, such as teachers and
youth leaders, with a framework of activities to engage
bereaved young people, get them thinking and talking,
and help them to develop resilience and coping skills.
Includes 20 activity session plans, and resource sheets you
can photocopy. Also covers useful theories, guidance and
further reading for practitioners.
Order it here: Activities for bereaved young people: helping to develop resilience and
coping skills (book) | Child Bereavement UK
Good Grief: Exploring feelings, Loss and Death with Under 11s
By Barbara Ward and Associates ISBN - 978-1853023248
Good grief: Exploring feelings, Loss and Death with over 11s and adults
By Barbara Ward and Associates
ISBN - 978-1853023408

www.familiesingrief.org
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Fiction and non fiction books for children (Primary)
Books about death and grief:
Mum’s Jumper – By Jayde Perkin
Published by Book Island ISBN: 978-1-911496-13-7
Samantha Jane’s Missing Smile- By Julie Kaplow and Donna Pincus
Published by Magination Press – ISBN: 13:978-1-59147-809-6
10:1-59147-809-x
Missing Mummy – by Rebecca Cobb
Macmillan Children's Books – ISBN: 978-0230749511
I Miss my Sister – By Sarah Courtauld
Published by Child Bereavement Charity – ISBN: 978-0-9521661-1-5
Remembering Mum – By Ginny Perkins and Leon Morris
Published by A & C Black – ISBN: 0-7136-4432-X
Sad Book – by Michael Rosen
Published by Walker Books – ISBN: 978-1406317848
Why do things die? - By Katie Daynes
Published by Usborne ISBN:9781474979887
Milly’s Bug Nut – by Jill Janney
Published by Winston’s Wish
Grandpa - By John Burningham
Published by Red Fox – ISBN: 978-099-43408-5
Badger’s Parting Gifts – By Susan Varley
Published by Andersen Press – ISBN 0-86264-062-8

Books about Worries:
Silly Billy – By Anthony Brown
Published by Walker Books – ISBN: 0-7445-7017-4
The Invisible String – By Patrice Karst
Published by DeVorss Publications – ISBN: 978-0-87516-734-3
Ruby’s Worry – By Tom Percival
Published by Bloomsbury Children’s Books – ISBN:978-1-4088-9215-2
www.familiesingrief.org
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Fiction and non fiction books for children (Primary)
Books about coping with different emotions
How are you feeling today? - By Molly Potter
Published by Featherstone ISBN-13 : 978-1472906090
The Monster Handbook - by Marneta Viegas
Published by Relax Kids – ISBN: 978-1-905076-58-1
The Colour Monster – by Anna Llenas
Published by Templar books - ISBN: 978-1-78370-423-1
The Huge Bag of Worries – By Virginia Ironside
Published by Hodder Wayland – ISBN: 0-7500-2124-1

Online support for teenagers
Cruse Bereavement Care - https://www.hopeagain.org.uk/
Mind - www.mind.org.uk
Young Minds: Have their own YouTube channel with helpful videos
www.youngminds.org.uk
Happy Maps - www.happymaps.co.uk
Kooth - www.kooth.com
Mood Juice - www.moodjuice.scot.nhs.uk
NHS - www.nhs.uk/conditions/stress-anxiety-depression
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/stress-anxiety-depression/bereavement-andyoung-people/
You Tube ‘Grief in the Family’ - Concord Media
The Good Grief Trust: For young people – The Good Grief Trust
Child Bereavement UK: Support for young people | Child Bereavement UK
Winston’s Wish: Help 2 Make Sense | Support for grieving young people

www.familiesingrief.org
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App:
Mindshift

Books for teenagers
The Grieving Teen: A Guide for Teenagers and their Friends – Helen Fitzgerald
Published by Simon and Schuster New York ISBN: 978-0-684-86804-2
Straight Talk about Death for Teenagers: How to Cope with Losing Someone
You Love – Early A Grollman
Published by Beacon Press Boston ISBN: 0-8070-2501-1
Healing your Grieving Heart – for teens – Alan D. Wolfelt
Published by Companion Press – ISBN: 978-1-879651-23-4
Sad Book – by Michael Rosen

Sometimes you’ll hear
people talking about
“recovering” from grief. I
don’t like this term because it
implies that grief is an illness
that needs to be cured.
Grief is not an illness but a
natural and necessary process.
From ‘Healing your grieving heart - for
teens’, Alan D. Wolfelt

www.familiesingrief.org
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CONTACT
The Old School House,
13 Bridgeland Street
Bideford
EX39 2QE
Tel: 01237 479027
Email: info@familiesingrief.org
www.familiesingrief.org

