Helping Children Cope with Death, Loss and Traumatic Events

By Barb Grady


Five years ago my oldest sister and best friend was murdered.  The experience left me devastated.  My understanding and coping skills have improved because of the counseling I received.  My intention is to share with you what I have learned because the death of a loved one is the most stressful life event for both adults and children.  Death is not a rare occurrence.  For example, in the United States each year, approximately 4% of children under the age of 15 suffer the loss of a parent through death.  Other painful events can include a car or plane crash, violence, a natural disaster, or terrorism.  These events can leave people of any age feeling afraid, helpless, and angry.  Your child needs your help in overcoming these events and the feelings they bring, because unresolved feelings can lead to unhealthy ways of looking at and coping with life.  


Young children inevitably encounter death.  Their first experiences may be an upside-down bug lying on the sidewalk, a dried autumn leaf fallen from a tree, the unmoving stiff classroom hamster, or a grandparent who will never visit again.  In society today we often assume that we should shield children from the harsh realities of life--and death.  Yet, according to an extensive body of research, children begin to form an understanding of the concept of death at an early age.  Significant adults in children’s lives can help them clarify and manage both the cognitive and emotional aspects of death. 

At what age do children understand death?

 
Death has many meanings to children.  As children understand more about the world, they view death differently.  Studies have shown that children younger than age five do have some understanding of death, particularly when they have had personal-death related experiences.  In general, research has led to the conclusion that children between the ages of three and six have a limited understanding and an imperfect view of death.  Death does not preoccupy young children.  Between the ages of five and seven, children acquire a clearer idea of what death means.  During the elementary school years, children come to understand death in increasingly more realistic terms, recognizing that everyone will die, although they often see little relevance to themselves (with the exception of children who have a life-threatening illness).  


Discrepancies in the research make it difficult to discern which aspects of children’s understanding of death can be attributed to cognitive maturity and which to experience.  Research in the past decade has concluded that children’s understanding of death involves understanding four general components:

· Finality implies an understanding that death cannot be reversed by magic, medicine, food or water, or other means, something preschoolers typically believe.

· Inevitability involves an understanding that all living things, including oneself, eventually will die.  Preschoolers tend to see death as something that is avoidable and happens only to other people, while older children recognize death’s universality.

· Cessation of bodily functions involves recognition that death ends all movement, feeling, sensation, thought, and other abilities.  Preschool-age children, with their imperfect understanding may view death as somewhat akin to sleep or may think of a dead person as having limited functioning rather than no functioning.

· Causality involves an understanding of why death occurs.  Younger children tend to attribute death more to external causes, such as guns or accidents, while older children recognize internal causes, such as old age, illness, or some other biological factor.

Children’s culture, religion, family life, neighborhood, economic circumstance, and nationality contribute to shaping different contexts in which death is experienced.  Logically, children whose religion teaches that there is an afterlife may find it more difficult to comprehend the irreversibility of death, while children who live in environments where death is a frequent occurrence have an earlier grasp on this concept.  

How do children understand death emotionally?

When the death of someone close occurs, mourning and grief are normal reactions.  But death, as a more abstract concept, can also evoke feelings of anxiety and fear.  Many of us are still reeling from the horror and loss generated by the September 11th terrorist attacks—and we’re adults.  Children are also affected by this tragedy, its violent images, and its aftermath.  Families and others who care for children will need to provide extra comfort, reassurance, and stability for many months to come.  Common reactions to traumatic events in both adults and children can include: 

· Shock, anxiety, anger, or irritability

· Fear that the event will happen again

· Wanting to stay close to parents

· A hard time concentrating—schoolwork may suffer

· Returning to immature behaviors

· Being very alert or easily startled

· Stomachaches and other aches

· Nightmares and sleep problems

· Flashbacks

· Irrational fears, guilt, or belief in omens

· Withdrawal or lack of emotion

· Avoiding any reminders of the event—or going over the events again and again


After my sister was murdered, I had difficulty coming to terms with my feelings and reactions.  Helping children to deal with their feelings and thoughts is really challenging when we adults have not had time to deal with our own reactions, when we are grieving, afraid, and angry.  Sometimes we think that young children don’t understand, that they won’t notice our sadness and fear, or that it’s better to protect children from the mention of terrible events.  Please remember that even young children notice a great deal and they can quickly tune into any sorrow or anxiety that surrounds them.

Practical Suggestions for Helping Children Cope with Death

· Give reassurance and physical comfort.  Physically holding children brings a sense of security.  Reassure them that they are safe and that there is always someone there to take care of them.  Children have faith in adults’ powers and respond to adult reassurances.  Even when it’s hard, we should demonstrate our own coping skills, because children will notice and imitate our reactions.

· Care for ourselves.  We can do a better job of helping children if we help ourselves.  We should seek support from our family and close friends, share our feelings with others and nurture ourselves so that, in turn we can support others.  I am grateful to my brother, Steve, for supporting me through the death of my sister. 

· Let children know that feeling upset is okay, but expect a range of reactions.  Don’t hide your own feelings from children.  In your open reactions to death, you model grief and give validity to the sadness you and the children are feeling.  In counseling, I mentioned that my oldest daughter didn’t show emotion over the loss of my sister. My counselor replied, “She’s learned well from you, hasn’t she?”  Those words cut me like a knife, because I realized the truth in them. In my family of origin, I learned that having a “stiff upper lip” was expected and it was unsafe to show emotion that indicated you were vulnerable.  Please express and allow your children to express sadness, worry, confusion, and anger as these emotions are natural expressions for children as well as adults.  We need to acknowledge children’s feelings, whether or not they are expressed in words.  However, we should also understand that children’s emotional responses might be very different from those of adults.  Their reactions may take many forms—worry, excitement, detachment, even stillness.  From an adult perspective, some of these responses may seem inappropriate.  However, rather than being told that their reactions are “wrong,” children need acceptance and support.  It takes time to resolve feelings and children are not able to control their reactions, so please be patient. 

· Provide structure and stability.  Children need consistency and security, especially when life is unpredictable.  Provide a framework that is the same from day to day.  Emphasize familiar routines at playtime, cleanup, naptime, meals, and bedtime.  Make sure children get enough sleep, exercise, and nutrition.  Make sure you do too.  When anxious or upset, some children may have an especially hard time accepting routines and other limits—but that’s when they need structure the most.  Calmly make decisions for children when they can’t handle making choices themselves.  Spend more family time together.
· Provide experiences that help children release tension and cope with feelings.  Create time for relaxing and therapeutic experiences of playing.  Children can also represent their thoughts and feelings about confusing events through drawing and writing.  Provide plenty of opportunities for children to work out their feelings through pretend play.  Ask about and listen to your child’s thoughts and feelings.    
· Read books that help children deal with difficult issues and feelings.  Using children’s literature to teach about death can provide situations or scenarios that occur in real-life experiences.  When choosing literature for use in death education, think about the following points: the appropriate developmental level, whether you want fiction or nonfiction, what approach you want the story to take and whether you want a focused or comprehensive story.  The book Are You Sad Too?: Helping Children Deal with Loss and Death by Dinah Seibert, Joyce V. Fetro, Judy C. Drole, has a chapter entitled Using Children’s Literature to Teach About Death, that provides an excellent resource with many suggestions for books that emphasize facts,  feelings, beliefs and coping skills.  Elizabeth Kubler-Ross has written many books about death and dying for both adults and children.  Earl Grollman has written books about explaining death to children.  Children can be prepared cognitively and emotionally before they encounter death.  While these experiences don’t lessen the pain felt after the death of a significant person, they can help children better cope with the situation.  The death of an animal can provide a variety of opportunities to discuss death.  Both large and small everyday losses experienced by children provide parents and teachers opportunities to discuss what it means to lose someone or something valuable.
· Watch for changes in children’s behaviors.  Children, like adults, may exhibit symptoms of stress at times of disaster and crisis.  Such symptoms may include thumb sucking or bedwetting (if these have not been typical behaviors), intense clinging, changes in sleep or eating patterns, and isolation from other children.  Older children may become unusually irritable or aggressive and display poor concentration or exhibit other changes in their behavior.  Experts suggest that it is natural for children to display behavioral changes as they emotionally process their anxiety and fear, but children may need professional help if these behaviors change, persist, or seem extreme.  Be especially attuned to children who may be at risk because of other trauma or disruptions they have experienced.
· Promote peaceful resolution to conflicts.  Peaceful resolution to conflicts gives children a sense of power and control, especially in times of tragedy and crisis when they can feel powerless.  Children who have experienced emotional trauma and violence often behave aggressively. They need to see and practice alternatives to using violence to solving conflict.
· Help children to talk—if they are ready.  Even at an early age, children gain control by talking about things that bother them.  Talking with a supportive adult can help them clarify their feelings.  Follow the lead of your child.  Children should not be pressured to talk.  They may need time to absorb experiences before discussing them, or they may have other ways of communicating.  When talking with children we should not be afraid to be silent at times, giving children time and space to think and express their own ideas.  We can share our feelings of sadness or anxiety, but in a calm and reassuring way.  What children need most is to feel that we will keep them safe.  Death can be a topic of discussion at neutral times, when no death has occurred.  Children may raise the topic in relation to a TV program they have seen, incorporate it into their play (playing dead is not uncommon), or ask questions that seem unrelated to a specific event.  Such times differ from circumstances surrounding an actual death in they are not as emotionally charged.
Guidelines for Discussing Death with Children

· When talking to younger children, use concrete terms and short answers.  You may find yourself giving information in response to facial expression or behavior instead of direct questions.  Young children may be unable to put their questions or feelings into words; look to their actions for clues.  Your tone of voice and the physical comfort you offer will be more important than the words you say.
· For older children, give answers that leave room for their concepts to grow.  It’s okay to use some words they might not know, if you’re in a situation where they can ask questions to clarify.  Try to find out what brought the question to the child’s mind.  The reason for asking can help you decide how much detail to give.
· Make sure you know what children are really asking.  Ask questions to clarify what you have heard.  Answer in an open atmosphere with the familiar expressions of comfort you usually use—touches, hugs, smiles, and a loving tone of voice.  It may seem as if the words you’re saying and the things you’re describing don’t go along with a calm, reassuring tone.  However, children need to know that what you’re saying or describing is not too awful to talk about.
· Balance emotion with matter-of-factness.  Even though death is a difficult topic, we can still talk about it and try to understand and feel better together.  Take some time for yourself.  If necessary choose another time for discussion with the children—when you’re more able to think about their needs.  This doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t show emotion, but for children to be able to hear the whole message, a degree of control is needed.  If you’re too emotional, they can’t understand the words.  On the other hand, if you show no emotion, the words may seem too harsh or be confusing.
· Be honest, truthful and loving.  Regardless of the type of question or the developmental stage of the child, your answers should be honest, truthful and loving.  After listening carefully to a child’s questions or comments, decide whether you should give explanations, comfort, or ask more questions to be sure you understand the question.  Try not to worry about having the right answers, because if you speak honestly and from your heart, your answer will be meaningful.  Sincerity makes up for any awkwardness and it leaves the door open for further questions as needed.  The only questions or comments you should not be accepting of are those showing that the child feels directly responsible for the death.  When this occurs, make sure the child understands that he/she is not to blame.  Repeat the message as often as necessary until you’re sure it’s understood.

Although children need to learn both facts and emotional coping skills related to death, they may only be able to concentrate on one aspect at a time.  Over time, you’ll be able to touch on all the important elements of teaching children about death.  Remember, children are aware of death at some level.  Your job is to interpret their questions and behavior.  Please provide opportunities to give the information and support children need at each step of understanding death as a natural part of life.

I hope this article has given you some tools to deal with death, loss and traumatic events.  Living the experience is difficult at best.  Caring for yourself and your loved ones determines your ability to cope and heal from these experiences.  How children respond to their early encounters with death will depend on such factors as age, cognitive maturity, experience, and the nature of their support environment.  It’s up to sensitive adults to help them integrate concepts about death in a healthy way.  

