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A Parent’s Guide 

What is Grief? 

Simply put, grief  is a person’s emotion-

al response to the experience of loss. 

Children and teenagers express their 

grief in a variety of ways. Some may be 

sad and verbalize the loss like many 

adults. Depending on their ages, howev-

er, they may show sadness only some-

times and for short periods. Children 

may complain of physical discomfort, 

such as stomachaches or headaches. Or 

they may express anxiety or distress out 

other challenges, such as school or 

sports.  

Loss is more intense when the child had 

a close relationship with the person who 

died, such as a parent or sibling. Howev-

er, this is not always obvious from a 

child’s reactions. A child’s grief may 

seem to come and go. And a child may 

rarely verbally express his or her grief. 

This is normal.  

Your child may also re-experience the 

intensity of the loss as he or she grows 

up.  This may occur more often during 

certain milestones in life, such as start-

ing school or going on a first date. Even 

into adulthood, important events such as 

graduating from college or getting mar-

ried may trigger renewed grief.  

Understanding how children and  
Adolescents view death 

It is helpful to know how children under-

stand death at different stages of devel-

opment. It varies by age and often 

changes as a child develops emotionally 

and socially. 

 

School-age children (6 to 12 years) 

 

Understand that death is final. 

May think of death as a person or a 
spirit, like a ghost, angel, or a skeleton. 

By age 10, understand that death hap-
pens to everyone and cannot be avoided. 

 

Are often interested in the specific de-
tails of death and what happens to the 
body after death. 

May experience a range of emotions 
including guilt, anger, shame, anxiety, 
sadness, and worry about their own 
death. 

Struggle to talk about their feelings. 
Their feelings may come out through 
behaviors such as school avoidance, 
poor performance in school, aggression, 
physical symptoms, withdrawal from 
friends, and regression. 

May worry about who will take care of 
them, and will likely experience feelings 
of insecurity, clinginess, and abandon-
ment. 

May worry that they are to blame for 
the death 



 
Teenagers (13 to 18 years) 

 Have an adult understanding of 
the concept of death but do not have 
the experiences, coping skills, or 
behavior of an adult. 

 May act out in anger at family 
members or show impulsive or reck-
less behaviors, such as substance 
use, fighting in school, and sexual 
promiscuity. 

 May experience a wide range of 
emotions but not know how to han-
dle them or not feel comfortable 
talking about them. 

 May question their faith or their 
understanding of the world. 

 May not be receptive to support 
from adult family members because 
of their need to be independent and 
separate from parents. 

 May cope by spending more 
time with friends or by withdrawing 
from the family to be alone. 

Helping your child cope with loss 

Explain death in simple, direct, hon-

est terms geared to your child's de-

velopmental level. Children cannot 

reflect on their thoughts and emo-

tions like adults. So they will need 

to have many short conversations.  

Here are some tips to help ex-
plain death and loss to your 
child: 

Explain death using real words 
such as "died" rather than confus-
ing phrases such as "gone to 
sleep." You can say that death 
means the person's body has 
stopped working or that the per-
son can no longer breathe, talk, 
move, eat, or any of the things he 
or she could do when alive. 

Share your family's religious or 
spiritual beliefs about death. 

Encourage your child to ask 
questions, and try to answer them 
honestly and directly. If you do 
not know the answer to a ques-
tion, help find the answer. 

Use books, drawings, or role-
play games to help a younger 
child understand death. 

Helping Your Child Cope 
With Loss 

 Make sure your child under-
stands that he or she is not to 
blame for the death and that the 
person who died is not coming 
back. 

 Provide lots of affection and 
reassure your child often that he 
or she will continue to be loved 
and cared for. 

 Without overwhelming your child, share 
your grief . Expressing your emotions can en-
courage your child to share his or her own 
emotions. 

 Help your child understand that normal 
grief involves a range of emotions, including 
anger, guilt, and frustration.  

 Encourage your child to talk about his or 
her emotions. Suggest other ways to express 
feelings, such as writing in a journal or draw-
ing a picture. 

 Reassure your child that it is normal for the 
pain of grief to come and go over time. Explain 
that they cannot always predict when they will 
feel sad. 

 Keep routines and caregivers as consistent 
as possible, and continue setting limits on be-
havior. Care, consistency, and continuity help 
children feel safe. 

 Encourage spending time with friends and 
engaging in other age-appropriate activities. 

 Reassure your child that it is never disloyal 
to the person who died to feel happy and to 
have fun. 

 Speak with a counselor, or mental health 
professional if you are concerned about your 
child's behavior. 

 Allow older children and teenagers to help 
plan memorials if they want. 

 Talk with children about what will happen 
at a service ahead of time. Consider visiting the 
church or cemetery. 


