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Death of a Classmate or Teacher

The death of a classmate or teacher can be almost as devas-
tating as the death of a family member and should be acknowledged
as such. If the teacher has died, rather than abruptly introducing an
unknown substitute, the principal, or counselor should talk over the
class and assist in transitioning the children to a new and carefully
chosen teacher.

e The child’s or teacher's desk should not be immediately re-
moved. Leaving it as it was for several days, may help acknowl-
edge the death. Some classrooms have voted to keep the desk
through the remainder of the school year.

e Get as much information as possible from the family and ask
their permission to share it with the class. Ask if they have any
objections to students attending the funeral.

o Tell the class before telling the rest of the school. Ask the class if
they would like to attend the funeral if their parents give permis-
sion.

Tell the truth, allow for ventilation, and affirm all expressions (as
above). Because the classmates knew the deceased classmate or
teacher intimately, their initial focus may be on him or her rather
than their own feelings. After explaining what happened, you might
talk about fond memories of the deceased and ask the children to do
the same.

Some children, however, will be too numb to reminisce because
they are so preoccupied with the death.Some may focus more on
their personal loss, such as the child who, after his teacher suddenly
died, asked “Why couldn't she wait until the field trip? Such state-
ments are genuine expressions of loss.

If the children will not talk use a “write a paragraph or draw a pic-
ture” exercise, allow expression or memories. Some children are re-
luctant to talk about their feelings because they fear no one else feels
the way they do.

e Allow breaks. Children grieve intermittently and cannot focus on
their grief for extended periods. Resume the regular classroom
schedule after the break.

« Watch for trouble signs among the children such as increased ag-
gression, withdrawal, risk-taking, clumsiness, or regression. After
the death of a classmate, a boy began to fall down more fre-
quently. He later explained the he fell to hide his crying because
he was sure he was the only one still sad about the death.

Possible facilitation/follow up questions for teachers to as-
sist them with processing the event with students.

1. I'm having mixed thoughts about this. What were your thoughts
when you heard about the announcement?

2. Do you plan to go home and talk with adults/parents about this?
Who are some adults that you can talk to about this?

3. We have counselors available in our school today to talk with you.

4. 1f you have experienced similar losses in your own lives, how are
you feeling now? Where are places you can go to discuss these
feelings?

5. What can you/we do to help our classmates at times like this?

©-0-0O-






		Death of a Classmate or Teacher





« Plan for the return of the bereaved child.
Guide the class in deciding what to say
and how to act when the bereaved child
returns to school. The subject should
not be ignored, yet not every student
should expect the bereaved child to want
to talk about it. In addition to the death
in the family, it is devastating for the
bereaved child to be abandoned by
friends at school, thus experiencing an-
other psychological loss.

Classmates might acknowledge it with a
statement like, “I’m glad you’re back. | am
very sorry your mother died” and then treat
the child as they did before the death.
Closer friends might say, “I feel so bad for
you and would like for you to tell me about
it when you feel up to it.”

e Look for trouble signs when the be-
reaved child returns. Some elementary
age children will like to stay home fol-
lowing a death, possibly out of fear.
“Will I die?” or “Will someone else |
love die?” are common fears. Staying
home should be discouraged. Bereaved
children are easily distracted and they

are frequently confused and forgetful. Emo-
tional outburst of anger are common. Stom-
achaches, headaches, eating and sleeping dis-
orders may increase because grief is physical
as well as emotional. When this things hap-
pen, children need acceptance and support
more than discipline. They need to feel they
are loved in spite of their behavior.

Discipline should not be relaxed during be-
reavement, nor should it be enhanced.
Teachers should expect and accept a regres-
sion in the quality of work of a bereaved stu-
dent . A graduated curriculum may be neces-
sary. The child may be assigned the same
homework, only less of it, to maintain self
esteem despite lowered concentration. After
school tutoring may become necessary if the
quality of the students work is seriously di-
minished.

Bereaved children need to tell and retell the
story of what happened to them. It helps
them process it, piece by piece, until they
form their own developmentally realistic un-
derstanding of it. As Rabbi Earl Grollman
says, “If it is mentionable, it is manage-
able.”
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Elementary School

Death of Parents or Siblings of
Classmate

The school is usually informed of
parents and sibling death from some source
other than the bereaved child since the
child will be absent from school for several
days. Children who knew the parent or
sibling of their classmate may react
strongly to the death, but are often over-
looked because of their indirect involve-
ment.

Also frequently overlooked are those who
did not know the deceased well, but had
memorable interactions with them. For ex-
ample, a young girl accidentally hit her
friend’s sister with a ball she was tossing
and was unable to convince her that it was
an accident. A week later, the girl who had
been hit died unexpectedly, leaving the girl
who hit her with extremely distressing feel-
ings of guilt. Another child who was play-
fully teased by a classmate’s older sibling,
though he didn’t know the sibling well, re-
acted strongly when the sibling died.

Elementary school children can feel
very anxious after learning of a death be-
cause they are so dependent upon their own
parents and siblings.

They may worry about what would happen
to them if it had been their own parent or
sibling who died.
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For the first time, they may be aware
of their own vulnerability to death.
Teachers and other school
professionals may hear students say
“Children are not supposed to die.”
Some children may become fearful,
overly cautious, clumsy or aggressive.

If the death of the parent or sibling is
upsetting to many students, the Crisis
Intervention Team may be called to
assist the initial discussion about the
death. The principles below are
important to all classroom discussions
about the death.

o Tell the truth. Before telling the
class, get as much information as
possible from the family about the
death. Tell the class what hap-
pened in terms that are appropriate
to their own cognitive and devel-
opmental levels. For example,
children may be concerned about
whether the person was in pain or
why someone did not stop the
death. If the person died in sur-
gery, the professional and the
teacher will need to be able to dis-
cuss the rarity of this occurrence
and that the surgery itself did not
cause the death (if that is true).

accurate information is central to the
child’s ability to analyze events and draw
personally relevant conclusions.

Avoid giving unnecessary informa-
tion that would only serve to distress or
confuse the children. Avoid creating
mental images of frightening or horrify-
ing sights. Dispel any “Halloween-
type” myths, which are common among
elementary age children. Elementary
age children think very concretely.
Therefore, explain concretely what hap-
pened. Hearing the truth may help to
stop rumors. Out of their own anxiety,
children will need to talk about the
death, and if they don’t have accurate
information, they may distort the truth.
For example, a five-year-old boy whose
father was killed

by a gunshot was told by other chil-
dren that his father was a “bad guy”
because only “bad guys” get killed.
Young children, especially, may need
reassurance more than once that rumors
are not true.

Allow for expression/affirm all ex-
pressions. After telling the children,
set aside at least 30 minutes of time and
offer them the opportunity to share

their feelings about it. A student
may say, I’m glad it didn’t happen
to me.” That’s a very honest re-
sponse. It should be affirmed, not
as self-centered, but as honest. If
a student begins to cry, let him or
her know that feeling sad at a time
like this is very normal. Crying
over something that is very sad is
different from acting like a baby.
Overly distraught children should
be referred to the Crisis Team or a
counselor.

Set aside time for written expres-
sions for the bereaved child.
Notes, letters, or pictures created
for the bereaved child mean a lot.
The class can decide if they want
their notes and pictures to be taken
to the home before the child re-
turns to school, or if they want to
wait until the bereaved child re-
turns. ALWAYS screen those pro-
jects before delivering them.
Older elementary children can be
amazingly cruel out of their own
fear and anxiety. Insensitive ex-
pressions signal a need for emo-
tional help.
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< DO

Be honest at all times.
Use the deceased’s name when talking about them.

Expect volatile reactions, view the loss from their unique perspec-
tive .

Use your normal voice and SAY “dead, died, dying, death” as
needed.

Say, “It's ok to cry”.
Remember it is appropriate to say “I don’'t know”.

Be straightforward: “I’'m sorry your brother died.” “I do not know
what to say.” “I am concerned about you...”

Help students find appropriate ways to express their feelings.

Reassure students that anger, sadness, guilt, fear, shock, etc. are
normal feelings.

Encourage the student to express fears and concern.

Reassure students that the death is NOT their fault. Death is NOT
contagious and it is not likely other loved ones will die soon.

Support students who choose not to verbally express their feelings.

Explain that someone can be sad even of they are not crying.
Share your own feelings.

Allow time for students to grieve and mourn —this takes time.
Let the student ask questions and give honest, short answers.

Be patient.

DO NOT

Do not tell students how they should feel or what they should do.

Do not avoid reaching out to others because of your own dis-
comfort.

Do not give incomplete explanations that can lead to confusion.
(“He was sick” ...So am I,...will | die?)

Do not say, “I know how you feel.” “You’ll get over it.”.
Do not act as if nothing happened or hide your feelings.

Do not give a theological lecture or discuss religious issues.
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Practical Guidelines with Teens

Rumors become law.

Peers are paramount.

They may be as confused as you are; use attentive listening.
Do not lecture — explore.

Be specific in communication (write it down).
Define what is important, stress it.

Define what is unimportant, ignore it.

Recognize with teens, their perception is reality.
Be familiar with adolescent developmental tasks.
Facilitate mourning needs.

Know when to be serious, when to use humor.
Know when to refer.

It Is Normal For Teens To:
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Engage in limit testing; rebellious.
Increase reliance on peers.

Be egocentric.

Have increased sexual awareness.
Be impulsive, lack common sense.
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The manner in which children react to tragic events is dependent upon a number of variables including
the age of the child, personal history, personality variables, the severity and proximity of the event,
level of social support available and the type and quality of intervention. It is important to realize that
maost children will recover from the effects of a erisis with appropriate support from family, friends, and
school personnel.

It is essential that adults balance their efforts to address their child’s emotional needs with their own
emaotional responses during times of crises. Caregivers should remain aware that in order to “be there”
for children, they need to “be there” for themselves as well. Seeking professional assistance is
recommendead if you or your child’s reactions begin to significantly interfere with life functioning or if
negative emotional, cognitive, behavioral and physiclogical responses become predominant. The
following are suggestions that you can utilize in your effort to assist children.

1. Be aware of your own reactions to the event. Very young children (e.g., preschool) take their cues
regarding how to respond by monitoring the reactions of significant adults in their environment (e.g.,
parents, teachers, older siblings). Attempt to model calm behavior Moreover, do not be critical of
clingy behavior or other regressive reactions (e.g,, nightmares, bed-wetting, somatic complaints) exhibited
by the child. These are typically “normal” responses for children under significant forms of stress.

2. Keep vourself available for providing extra attention to your child. Such attention not only provides
an ppportunity for a child toexpress what they have experienced but also reaffirms their sense of closeness
and security with you. Give them additional affection in the form of hugs or other physical contactif it
seems appropriate. Don't avoid discussion about this incident if your child expresses a desire to talk.
Assisting children during such a crisis when they are most vulnerable to the deleterious effects of traumatic
exposure, may provide a tremendous opportunity for caregivers to stimulate healthy, adaptive
functioning. Maintain a warm, genuine and facilitative or helping attitudinal climate.

3. Be mindful of the child’s cognitive and emotional functioning level. Giving too much information
to a younger child may foster a sense of confusion as well as fear and insecurity. Younger children
require the use of simpler words and concepts. Do not be overintellectual in your effort to describe the
incident (something that is easy to do as we attempt to reduce our own anxiety when discussing certain
issues). Adolescents may try to minimize or downplay their concerns about the situation. Keep an
open line of communication with them. Encourage, but do not insist on, discussion.

4. Use empathic communication by ackmowledging, understanding and expressing an appreciation
of your child's experience. Attempt to comprehend the feelings that lie beneath his words (and actions)
and convey that understanding tohim. Forexample, you may ask what he knows about the events and
give him a chance to describe what he has been thinking about since the incident. Let him know that
many people of all ages are also upset and that many are working together to prevent such a thing from
happening again. When appropriate, express your own feelings (e.g., 1 am sad about what happened
as well . . . Let's talk about what you have been feeling . . . “). Not only does this help develop a child’s
vocabulary for expressing emotions (through modeling), but also begins the important process of
validating and legitimizing their thoughts and teelings regarding the event. Reassure them that feelings
of fear, sadness, anger, and guilt are “normal” reactions to an “abnormal” experience.
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5. Do not speculate and give false information about what has taken place. This is especially true for
older children (e.g., adolescents). Misrepresentation of facts may exacerbate false and distorted thinking
(e.g., “Can 1 get drafted?”). Don't hesitate to admit that you do not have the answers for all that is asked.
Don't dwell on the details and scope of the event, especially with young children. However, strive to
separate fact from fiction.

6. Monitor exposure to media. Do not overexpose children to television and radio, espedally preschool
and elementary-aged children. This is certainly the case when graphic and perhaps, live programming
is being broadcasted. Use alternate audio and video materials (e.g., videos, DVD, music) to distract
them from live television viewing. You may also channel their feelings and curiosity into some form of
helping behavior. For example, have them write a letter or draw pictures, donate clothes, or help raise
money for those affected by the event.

7. Realistically provide reassurance aboul their safety. Assure them that steps are being taken to make
their schools and community safer places to live, for example, Moreover, express that the event is very
extraordinary and uncommon. Older kids may benefit from becoming engaged in the process of
developing “safety” methods. For example, they can develop a list of emergency contact numbers or
determine ways to increase communication with their family when they are away from home, etc. These
responses may also foster a sense of empowerment. Again, keeping the age and developmental level of
the child in mind is of paramount importance. Telling a child that they are entirely safe may be difficult
at a time when you, personally, are not feeling secure. In fact, such information may be a distortion of
reality. However, younger children (preschool age) will not comprehend the nature and intricacy of
certain events (e.g., terrorist attacks) and thus, reassurance of safety may be the best and most healthy
information that we can offer. Attempt to remain reasonably honest with adolescents about the-impact
of the disaster on your family as well as the world.

8, Consider the reactions of children with histories of past traumatic experiences, losses, or emotional
disturbance (e.g., depression, anxiety). Traumatic incdents tend to dredge up maladaptive thoughts
and feelings, especially with adolescents. Be observant for signs of suicide, substance abuse, severe sleeping
and eating disturbance, and externalizing of angry or aggressive feelings. As mentioned earlier, do not
hesitate to seek the assistance of a mental health professional within the school or community settings.

9. Make an effort to maintain a “normal” routine. This may be quite difficult, especially if you are
directly affected by the incident (e.g., loss of a family member or friend). Keeping some consistency in
household chores, dinner time, homework, bedtime can foster the healing and recovery process. Do not
be overly rigid but attempt to approximate those routines that have become familiar and routine, This
may help maintain a sense of “connectedness” to the past and help mitigate against anxiety and "fear of
the unknown.”

10. Monitor your own emotional status. Be aware that you may also be feeling grief, anxiety, guilt, atd
anger as you attempt to make sense out of the senseless. Keep in touch with close friends, family, clergy,
school and mental health professionals as needed. Try to get adequate sleep and nutrition. Incorporate
exercise and other enjoyable activities within your routine. Again, do not hesitate to obtain professional
assistance if you or your child are in need.






With Elementary Students Remember:

Don’t Use Child Talk

Children depend on their world having specific, reliable, and pre-
dictable expectations. The are dependent. You are an adult. Talk
like an adult. Adjust your vocabulary to their level. Slow down your
communication.

Watch and Liste

Listen to what they are saying. They will guide. If you listen you will
know their needs. Consider the child in the context of the family.
They mirror what is going on in the family. BE PATIENT.

Grief Outlets Often Take Concrete Forms

Children are more sensitive to change. They do not have the cogni-
tive skills to deal with changes. Maintain routine and stability. Let
the children make cards, a memory box, write letters, and color pic-
tures. Allow the child to comfort others. Children cannot sustain
long periods of grieving, plan for “chunks” of grief over a longer
period of time.

They May Not Follow Your Thinking

Be open and honest. Avoid clichés, or euphemisms. Adults logic
does not match a child’s. Especially feelings and wants (egocentric).
Death is not contagious, help them differentiate. Children especially
enjoy stories. Allow them to see and feel emotions of others
through stories. With your guidance let them construct meaning,.

Let Them Teach You

Be willing to ‘sit in the back seat and let them drive.” Don’t always
be the expert. Do not reject their emotions.

Talking with a Bereaved Student

Be There

Listen-Let them tell it over and over

Resist the urge to “fix,” minimize, or give

advice

Be honest, concise, complete, and factual

Re-establish a sense of safety, predicibility
and control. Don’t be afraid to be directive

WHEN
Upset, crying

Anger, self-
blame

Anxiety

Fatigue, slow-
ness

Dulled response
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Immediate Emotional Signs Requiring Referral

BECOMES
Hysteria
Threat to oth-

ers, self

Panic
Physical shock

No response,
rigidity, fetal po-
sition






When a Grieving Student Returns to the Classroom

A teacher’s support of grieving students is very important. Be sensitive to the student’s level of
understanding. Offer warmth, affection and the assurance of your physical presence.

= The day a death is announced within a class is not a normal day. Teachers need to allow
time for students to express their feelings. Perhaps an activity pertaining to the death
could be substituted for regular class work:

Letter writing, journal keeping, discussions, reading literature, having
students write about a favorite memory of the deceased and putting
those together in a book.

= Ateacher’s body language gives the returning bereaved student messages. Poor eye
contact, stiffness, a distant nod, or a facade of cheerfulness is a message to the student
that “you are different, unacceptable and alone.”

= Teachers will be watched for role modeling to help students become comfortable with
their own sadness and the way they respond to a grieving classmate.

= The first day a grieving student returns to school, allow the student to enter the
classroom and get settled as usual. Sometime early in the class period, take the student
aside and say: “I missed you. | wonder how you were doing.” Follow natural instincts
when talking, keeping in mind being direct, honest, sincere, and accepting of the
student and his feelings.

= Returning to school after being absent due to the death of a person close to a student is
a very important step for a young person. It signals the return to routine living.
Validating worries about being behind in schoolwork is appropriate. Is your schoolwork
more important than adjusting to life without a love one?

= Try to represent order, security, and stability in the child’s life. There are sure to be
changes at home; keeping a routine at school can be helpful.

Karen Johnson, Granite School District





