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Specific Reactions to Sudden Death/Trauma 
 

 Feelings of anxiety, fears, and worries about safety of self and others 
 Increased levels of distress 
 Increased somatic complaints (whiny, irritable, moody) 
 Changes in school performance 
 Statements and questions about death and dying 
 Asking the same questions over and over again 
 Changes in sleep 
 Changes in appetite 
 Lack of interest in usual activities 
 Changes in behavior/increased emotions 
 Regression in behaviors 
 Hate or anger statements 

 
What Can I Do to Help? 
 

 Reinforce ideas of safety and security. 
 Listen to and tolerate your children’s retelling of events. 
 Use simple, direct terms to describe what happened. 
 Children may misunderstand information about the event as they are 

trying to make sense of what happened (believe things happened that did 
not happen). 

 Do activities that will reinforce the message that one person can make a 
difference to help and heal.  Activities can include drawing pictures and 
sending cards. 

 Provide reassurance to children that uncomfortable feelings will get 
smaller and easier to handle over time. 

 Maintain the family routines – sleeping, eating, and extracurricular 
activities. 

 Provide soothing activities, such as reading books, listening to music, 
taking a walk, riding bikes etc… 

 
 
 
If you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to call the Center for Grief & 
Healing at (978) 774 - 5100.  



 
  









Children’s Reactions to Grief 
What They Think, Feel and Do Based on Developmental Stage 

Age Thinks Feels Does 

3-5 Years 
(Pre-school) 

 Death is temporary and 
reversible 

 Finality of death is not 
evident 

 Death mixed up with trips, 
sleep 

 May wonder what the 
deceased is doing 

 Sad 
 Anxious 
 Withdrawn 
 Confused about 

changes 
 Angry 
 Scared 
 Cranky 

 Cry 
 Fight 
 Become interested 

in dead things 
 Act as if the death 

never happened 

6-9 Years  About the finality of death 
 About the biological 

processes of death 
 Death is related to mutilation 
 A spirit gets you when you 

die 
 Their actions and words 

caused the death 
 About who will care for them 

if a parent dies 

 Sad 
 Withdrawn 
 Confused about 

the changes 
 Angry 
 Scared 
 Cranky 

 Act aggressively 
 Become withdrawn 
 Have nightmares 
 Act like it never 

happened 
 Lack concentration 
 Have a decline in 

grades 

9-12 Years  About and understands the 
finality of death 

 Death is difficult to talk about 
 That death may happen again, 

and feel anxious 
 About death with humor 
 About what will happen if 

their parent(s) die 
 Their actions and words 

caused the death 

 Vulnerable 
 Anxious 
 Scared 
 Lonely 
 Confused 
 Angry 
 Sad 
 Abandoned 
 Guilty 
 Fearful 
 Worried 

 Behave 
aggressively 

 Become withdrawn 
 Talk about physical 

aspects of death 
 Act like it never 

happened 
 Have nightmares 
 Lack concentration 
 Have a decline in 

grades 

Teenagers  About and understands the 
finality of death 

 If they show their feelings, 
they’ll be weak 

 They need to be in control of 
their feelings 

 About death with humor 
 Only about life before or after 

the death 
 Their actions or words caused 

the death 

 Vulnerable 
 Anxious 
 Scared 
 Lonely 
 Confused 
 Angry 
 Sad 
 Abandoned 
 Guilty 
 Fearful 
 Worried 
 Isolated 

 Behave 
aggressively 

 Become withdrawn 
 Allow themselves 

to be in danger 
 Grieve for what 

might have been 
 Have nightmares 
 Lack concentration 
 Have a decline in 

grades 
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List of Things “To Do” For a Grieving Student 
 

 Attend Services (wake and/or funeral). 
 When a grieving student comes back to school, take time to talk privately with 

him or her, offering support and letting them know you will be there to talk or to 
listen.   

 Be a good listener. 
 Don’t fall back on clichés.  A grieving child’s deep and extremely complicated 

feelings of loss are often dismissed with overly simple, empty phrases such as: 
-Give it time. 
-Keep busy. 
-Be strong. 
-It’s time to move on. 
-He lived a long life. 
-Life is for living. 
-This is a blessing. 

-At least she/he didn’t suffer. 
-Now she/he is in a better place. 
-You’ll become stronger because of this. 
-Be glad you had her/him for as long as   
 you did. 
-She/he wouldn’t have wanted you to be  
sad. 

 Do say: 
-I’m sorry. 
-I’m thinking of you. 
-I care. 

-I want to help. 
-I’m here for you.

 Use the name of the person who died. 
 Writer a letter. 
 Send flowers – not now, but in a week, or a month.  
 Recognize “grief bursts,” listen, and be sympathetic. 
 Send another card… and then another. 
 Remember them during the holidays. 
 Mark special dates on the calendar.  There are four times in the year that are 

typically very vulnerable for the grieving person: 
-Immediately after the loss. 
-2-3 weeks after the loss. 
-6-8 months after the loss. 
-Special holidays, anniversaries, memorials. 

 Establish a memorial fund or event. 
 Plan a memorial book for the library. 
 Plant “seeds” of hope. 
 Give a blank book to the child for use as a journal. 
 Help create a memory book, box, quilt, garden. 
 Give a gift of scent – lavender relaxes, rosewood and bergamot together lift the 

spirits, peppermint invigorates, chamomile and lavender are sleep aides.   



 
 

How to Address a Death at School 
 

 
Provide the facts of the death as they are known and as the family has given permission. 

 
It is okay to give the cause of death without glorifying it and going into detail. 

 
Provide a clear statement about what it means to be dead.  Correct any magical thinking. 

 
Give the children in the classroom permission to have both feelings and questions.   

 
Provide assurances for their own personal safety and care. 

 
Ask the children about their own losses, how they felt, and what made them feel better. 

 
Tell them what to expect (a wake, shiva, a school service). 

 
Discuss what it will be like when the bereft child returns to school – what is appropriate 

to say and do. 
 

 Tell them where ongoing support can be found. 
 

Provide ongoing information if needed. 
 

 Check on your students, especially the day after a wake, or service. 
 

Allow them to grieve. 
 
   
 

  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 


	1 Specific Reactions to Sudden Death
	2 teen seek
	4 Normal Grief Reactions
	5 CGH - developmental ages and reactions to death laid out
	6 grief healing 2 7
	7 grief healing 2 8
	8 List of Things w addressing death at school

