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A Teacher’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.  

  

 

 

 

 
Stages of Grief 



 Challenging Behaviours  

Grief is as unique as the people who experience it, 
but some reactions to grief are universal and consid-
ered normal or typical. Most teens who experience 
the death of a loved one will exhibit some of the fol-
lowing behaviors or feelings: 

 Guilt over something said or done, or something 
left unsaid or undone. 

 

 Anger and lashing out at others, sometimes at 
any time for no reason. 

 

 Mood changes over the slightest things. 
 

 Unexpected outbursts or crying. 
 

 Feelings of restlessness and simultaneous diffi-
culty concentrating on a task at hand. 

 

 A feeling that the loss isn’t real and didn’t hap-
pen at all 

 

 The inability to complete task 
 

 Isolate safe from other classmates 
 

 May become fixated on specific task 
 

 An inability to say anything, or the need to be 
overly responsible. 

 

NB. It is important to be aware of anniversaries and 
days which might make this time more difficult 
for the student. May worry that they are to blame 
for the death 

 IN THE CLASSROOM, TEACHERS CAN:  

  Provide accurate information to students 

when a grieving child is absent in the days 

following the death, with permission from the 

family  

 Lead classroom discussion about death and 

allow children to express their thoughts and 

feelings in the safety of their peers  

  Utilize another staff member, if a teacher 

feels unprepared or unable to talk about death 

or what happened in their community  

 Dispel rumors: sometimes what they imagine 

happened might be worse than the reality 

   Model responses including tears if appropri-

ate  

 Be flexible: set aside curriculum if necessary 

for brief periods but maintain structure and 

expectations as much as possible  

 Suggest ways they can cope with their feel-

ings after school   

 Offer breaks: if a child is having trouble pay-

ing attention or completing his work it may 

be helpful to offer them a short break to 

 

Coping Strategies  for Homeroom Sponsors 

School-based support and increased understanding are essen-
tial when a student experiences the death of a friend or loved 
one. 

While each student will be affected differently depending on 
his or her developmental level, cultural beliefs, personal char-
acteristics, family situation, and previous experiences.  

There are some strategies that can be helpful in supporting 
bereaved students.  

 Be simple and straightforward. Discuss death in develop-
mentally appropriate terms for students. 

 Let students know that death is not contagious. 

 Listen, acknowledge feelings, and be nonjudgmental 

 Express your own feelings in an open, calm, and appropri-
ate way that encourages students to share their feelings and 
grief 

 Avoid making assumptions and imposing your own beliefs 
on students. 

 Normalize expressed feelings by telling students that such 
feelings are common after a death. However, if their ex-
pressions include risk to self (e.g. suicidal thoughts) or 
others, refer immediately to the appropriate professionals. 

 Maintain a normal routine in your classroom and engage 
students in activities they previously enjoyed. 

 Keep in mind that some children may have a difficult time 
expressing their feelings or may not feel comfortable talk-
ing at school. Do not pressure these students to talk.  

 Help bereaved students find a peer support group. There 
will likely be others who have also experienced the death 
of a loved one. 

 

 


