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Are you a ‘trusted adult’ in school supporting 
a bereaved child or young person and 
monitoring for the possibility of traumatic 
bereavement? 
This guide is to help you have sensitive 
conversations with the child or young person 
following their loss. Much of the advice here 
comes directly from children and young 
people who have experienced a bereavement. 
You will need to use your knowledge of 
the child or young person to decide what 
language or other methods of communication 
to use. The suggestions here may be more or 
less accessible depending on the child’s age 
and ability – do consider adapting according to 
the child or young person’s needs.

Acknowledge the death
Mention the death directly and ‘don’t tread on 
eggshells’. Without adults opening the door 
of communication, children and young people 
may not be aware of who knows and who they 
can talk to about their grief.

Try and say something straightforward like 
“I’m sad to hear that your dad died” or “Your 
head of year told me that your brother died – 
that is so tough”. 

It can be hard to talk about loss and 
bereavement, perhaps because of a worry 
about managing your own feelings or thinking 
that speaking about it might make the child 
or young person feel worse. Talking about the 
death or the person who died does not make 
it worse. 

‘The worst thing has 
already happened – 
anything the teacher says 
is not going to be the worst 
thing that has happened’.

You may be worried about saying something 
in a clumsy or insensitive way, but even this 
can be better than not saying anything. If 
you are feeling awkward or anxious when 
talking to the child or young person about the 
death, remember they are likely feeling even 
more vulnerable and uncertain. Try and pay 
attention to their response to see how they 
are coping with the conversation.
 

Use clear language 
Use clear and unambiguous language about 
death, particularly with younger children. 
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Talking about them having “lost” someone 
or someone being “laid to rest” might lead to 
the child or young person feeling confused, 
which can add to their worry. If it is spoken in 
a gentle tone, straightforward language can 
create a better understanding, which reduces 
the likelihood of trauma. 
 
Try and avoid phrases that seem reassuring 
but do not acknowledge the finality of death. 
For example, “time is a healer” or “when 
things get back to normal”. Instead, talk to 
children and young people about learning to 
live with their loss or rebuild their lives and 
find their way back to things they enjoy. 

It can be hard to know that a child or young 
person you care about is having a difficult 
time and not be able to solve their difficulties. 
When someone dies, there is no fix. What you 
can give them is connection, empathy and 
acceptance.  
 

Creating a safe context
Traumatic bereavement can result in children 
and young people feeling very unsafe so the 
help that school offers should be planned 

around creating a sense of safety. 
Conversations with children and young people 
might happen during regular scheduled 
check-ins or at other times. It can be helpful to 
create a relaxed context in which to talk, with 
a focus other than conversation. 
Respect the child or young person’s privacy 
and find a time and a space that is separate 
from other children and adults. 

‘We don’t want to be 
made to feel different or 
get upset in front of our 
friends.’ 

What if the child or young 
person does not want to talk?
Children and young people who have 
experienced trauma often want to avoid 
thinking or talking about the difficult thing 
that has happened. They might put a lot of 
effort and energy into avoiding reminders 
of the death, the person who died or the 

Cara’s teacher knew that she 
loved painting and she and Cara 
agreed that they would work on 
an art project together for 20 
minutes each week during the 
lunchtime break. This created a 
relaxed and creative context in 
which they could talk as much 
as Cara was able to.

Jeannie asked Wesley to meet 
her on Thursdays before 
everyone else arrived for 
basketball club. They worked 
together to make sure the 
courts were clear and the 
equipment was organized. This 
gave them something to focus 
on and allowed private time 
for as much or as little talk as 
Wesley wanted.
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meaning they have made of their loss. It can 
help to acknowledge this by saying something 
like “it seems like it is really hard for you to talk 
about your dad and what happened when he 
died”. Look out for whether talking gets easier 
over time. If the child or young person remains 
adamant that they do not want to talk or goes 
to some lengths to avoid it, this might suggest 
that their bereavement has been traumatic. 

Show them that you continue to value 
them and are not going to give up on them. 
Recognise their efforts, thank them for 
spending time with you and praise them 
for achievements, such as getting some 
homework done or making it to choir practice.

‘Just having my teacher ask 
what I had for breakfast 
helped to feel connected 
without pressure to talk about 
difficult things.’ 

Planning for reminders 
Look out for things that might remind children 
and young people about the person who died 
or the circumstances of the death. If a lesson 
or assembly might have something upsetting 
in it, speak to the child or young person in 
advance and let them know what might be 
difficult. Ask or make suggestions about how 
they would like you to help them with this. 

‘I really appreciated it when 
my geography teacher took 
me aside to tell me that we 
would be watching a film 
that might trigger reminders 
of the death of my family 
member. They said I could sit 
out of that lesson.’ 

Responding to difficulties
Name the things that you or others have 
noticed about the child or young person’s 
difficulties. When they have become upset or 
acted out at school, explore with them what 
kinds of thoughts and memories they are 
dealing with – for example, “I can see you were 
feeling really upset earlier, can you tell me 
what was going through your mind?” 

This can help you think about whether their 
difficulties are part of a ‘typical grief’ response 
or signs of a traumatic bereavement – which will 
make it easier to provide or find the right help. 

‘It would help if trusted adults 
pay attention to how we are 
thinking and feeling under 
the surface. And to let us 
know that it is ok to say if we 
are struggling.’
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A helpful question might be “are you worried 
about thoughts or feelings you are having?”
This shows that you accept that things might 
be more difficult than they seem and trust 
that the child or young person can make 
helpful judgments about their own wellbeing. 
Younger children might find it easier to 
understand something like “sometimes I think 
you work really hard to make everyone think 
you are OK – even when you are not – does 
that sound right? What is that like for you?” 

It can take huge effort and energy for children 
and young people to appear to be OK and 
they might be completely drained or unable to 
keep this up. 

If you notice that they are doing well with 
something, acknowledge and encourage this 
but perhaps also acknowledge that this might 
take a lot more effort than it used to – make 
space for them to name this.

Keep in contact with home

‘Even when things seemed 
better at school, it felt like 
I was wearing a mask all 
day that I could only take 
off when I got home. It was 
exhausting.’

Bear in mind that following a death in the family, 
home can be the most difficult place to be. Let 

the child or young person know that you are in 
contact with their parents or carers and that 
they can talk about home if they want to. 

Hold the hope
Look out for ways to help the child or young 
person rediscover things that they enjoy. 
Make sure that you can envisage ways that 
things can get better for them – talk with 
confidence about positive things you can 
imagine in their future and help them to 
organise themselves around important 
events, school transitions or college or 
university applications. 

Further reading & resources   
for adults

 
 The Grieving Child in the Classroom: 

A Guide for School-Based 
Professionals by Sue Trace Lawrence

 
 Resources to help children and young 

people understand how they would 
like to be helped

https://www.routledge.com/The-Grieving-Child-in-the-Classroom-A-Guide-for-School-Based-Professionals/Lawrence/p/book/9780367145552
https://www.routledge.com/The-Grieving-Child-in-the-Classroom-A-Guide-for-School-Based-Professionals/Lawrence/p/book/9780367145552
https://www.routledge.com/The-Grieving-Child-in-the-Classroom-A-Guide-for-School-Based-Professionals/Lawrence/p/book/9780367145552
https://www.routledge.com/The-Grieving-Child-in-the-Classroom-A-Guide-for-School-Based-Professionals/Lawrence/p/book/9780367145552
http://www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk/help-around-a-death/what-you-can-do/for-young-people.aspx
http://www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk/help-around-a-death/what-you-can-do/for-young-people.aspx
http://www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk/help-around-a-death/what-you-can-do/for-young-people.aspx
http://www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk/help-around-a-death/what-you-can-do/for-young-people.aspx
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