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Guide to Supporting Children through Bereavement and Loss

Currently, many children are unable to access emotional support services, and other members of a child’s support network are required to provide this emotional guidance and support. This resource book has been written to support children when they have experienced a loss or bereavement. It is intended to be used as a guide by families and friends, school staff, and all other adults supporting children through their grief, to help them to provide this emotional guidance.

Guide to Supporting Children through Bereavement and Loss offers information, education, and guidance about how to understand grief, ways to support the process and emotions of grief, and to help children to express themselves and make sense of their changed world. It covers the ‘stages of grief’, and holds many practical ideas and activities designed to help children to process and understand their grief, as well as to express and explore their emotions. There is a section on undertaking group work for bereaved children, as well as information on both self-care and what to do when a referral to a specialist service may be required.

This guide was designed to be used by any person supporting a child through loss or bereavement, no matter what their previous understanding of these issues. It is specifically written to be as accessible and as user-friendly as possible to help, rather than hinder, the user. It can be used alone, or alongside the storybook When the Sun Fell Out of the Sky.

Hollie Rankin is a counsellor who has worked with and supported children, young people and their families within schools in the North East over the last ten years. Her recent books on trauma and bereavement were prompted by a noticeable gap in resources to help to guide adults when supporting children in emotionally challenging circumstances.
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Introduction
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There can often be anxiety that working with emotion means years and years of training and certificates. There is some truth in this, and, as a qualified counsellor myself, I am a great believer that this is to some extent desirable. However, I have also worked alongside some of the most capable, caring, empathic and dedicated people who are not officially ‘qualified’, but who, nonetheless, are often more than qualified in so many other ways to support children. They bring with them their wealth of knowledge, their experience of relationships with children and families, their own personal and professional experiences, and, above all else, an absolute dedication to supporting children.

I strongly believe that every school should have access to their own counsellor or counselling service. However, being realistic, we have to note that schools are running out of money to pay for such services. This means that more and more teachers and teaching assistants are providing daily emotional support for more and more children. It is what it is, and, although deeply regrettable, we have to do our very best to fill these financial holes with emotional support.

Due to the lack of outside agencies to support children, it is also falling to parents, family members, foster carers, support and social workers to take on an even greater role in helping children explore and manage their emotions.

This book was written to help provide some guidance and ideas for the people who tirelessly support children in schools, communities and at home, in order to help them to find their way again.

If you want to go quickly, go alone. If you want to go far, go together.African proverb





Considerations
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Please bear in mind that not all activities are suited to every child, they may need to be changed or adapted to suit each child’s level of understanding and their individual journey. Children need information to be shared with them using appropriate language for their level of understanding.

Some of the exercises ask that the child closes their eyes, to help reduce sensory distractions, and to help the child to focus on what they can hear. There could be many different reasons why a child might not wish to do this, and we need to respect their decision.

It is important to ensure that it is possible for children to take some extra time to process their emotions after completing activities, so that they are not left in a vulnerable or distressed state.

When supporting children, you may need to consider an onward referral to a mental health service. It can be helpful to know your local referral system and how to access other services, particularly when children need to receive in-depth one-to-one support.





1. Grief
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How do I talk to a child about death?

This can be one of the most difficult and challenging conversations you may ever have. Keeping these few guidelines in mind may be helpful. Be honest above all else. Explain things as honestly as possible, taking into account the child’s level of understanding, while using appropriate language. Avoid using metaphors, which may confuse the child, complicate things or scare them.


	Talk to the child as soon as possible after the death.

	Break information down into smaller pieces, so as not to overload the child.

	Avoid using words like ‘asleep’, ‘lost’ or ‘gone away’.

	Not knowing can often be worse than knowing – children will often fill in the blanks with all sorts of information they have imagined.



If the child asks you something you don’t know the answer to, be honest and say you don’t know, but will try to find out. You don’t have to know all the answers, and children will appreciate you being honest, rather than trying to change the subject or making something up. Children often know instinctively when we aren’t being truthful.

Children might laugh or refuse to believe what you are telling them, which is their brain’s defence mechanism as they process this information. Children may also act aloof or ask questions that might seem completely inappropriate or uncaring, such as ‘Does that mean we don’t have to visit the hospital any more?’, or ‘Can I have his Lego?’. Again, this is them processing information and does not mean that they do not care.



The impact of grief

Grief is a normal human response to loss, however the journey that each person takes through their grief is hugely individual. Bereavement can affect children and adults in many ways, and it may impact behaviour and mood in lots of different ways. Children are likely to experience a huge range of emotions when they are bereaved, as well as the bereavement affecting their behaviour, mood, sleep patterns and eating habits. There is no way to predict how a child will respond to grief, but there is certain information that can be useful to bear in mind.

When children are bereaved, they not only mourn the loss of the person, but also the changes that the death brings to their world. This can include the loss of their ‘normal’ life and routines, of attention or comfort, of confidence in themselves or in others, and of the world around them, as well as the loss of security, stability and safety.

For children it can be particularly scary to experience the loss of the living as well as the person who died.
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