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How do we tell the Children?

A Parent’s Guide to Helping Children Understand and Cope when Someone Dies.
By: Dan Schaefer and Christine Lyons

Crisis Section

This section is intended to serve as a quick reference to the information given in more detail throughout the article. Here you will find, in outline form, the parts of the “message” that you want to send to your children. Not everything here will apply to your particular situation; you will have to pick and choose from the information offered here.  Remember also that although this material is directed toward explaining the death of a person, you can take a similar approach when explaining the death of a pet.

When you confront the problem of telling your children about the death:

#1. Accept that it is not easy. You may:

· Be upset and stressed

· Lack energy

· Feel unable to concentrate

· Worry about how your emotions will affect your child

· Be concerned about the effect of the death on your child

· Want to protect your child from pain

· Not know how much your child understands about death.

#2. Be prepared for resistance from others. People may say of your children:

· They don’t know what’s going on

· Wait until later to tell them

· Make up a story

· Don’t say anything

· Send them away until the funeral is over

· Why do you want to put them through this?

Consider saying to these people:

· I really could use your help; I believe that what I am doing is the right thing for my children and me.

· You can help me by reinforcing what I am telling them, or by saying nothing. Don’t undermine my effort.

Parents should know that children will:

· Read emotions around them

· Respond to body language

· Overhear conversations

· Ask questions directly or indirectly

Your children will receive some kind of message, no matter what you do; it is impossible not to communicate. They will see your grief and if you have not explained what’s going on, it will signal to them that something is the matter. They will be confused and anxious.

Control the message instead by giving them accurate information, geared for the age of the child, in language he or she can understand.
Understanding Sadness
1. Your children need to know:

· Why you are sad

· Why others are sad

· Why they are sad

Acknowledging this lets you children know that it’s okay to be sad. Tell them, “This is how we feel when someone dies.”

2. Children must be told that it is the death that has made you sad. Without an explanation, they may think your sadness is caused by something they did or didn’t do. Start by saying:

· “This is a very, very sad time…”

· “A very, very sad thing has happened…”

· “Mommy and Daddy are sad because…”

Understanding “Dead” and what it Means.
1. Explain that dead means:

· A person’s body has stopped working and won’t work anymore

· The body won’t do any of the things it used to do: it won’t talk, walk, move, see, or hear; none of the parts work.

· The person won’t feel any of the feelings he or she used to feel, such as sad, mad, happy, hurt, hot or cold.

· The person will not eat, drink, or go to the bathroom anymore.

2. Refer back to this explanation when answering questions that arise, such as:

· Will Grandpa ever move again? (No, his body has stopped working.)
· Why can’t they fix him? (Once the body has stopped working, it can’t start again.)
· Why is he cold? (The body only stays warm while it’s working, like ours is.)
· Why isn’t he moving? (He can’t move because his body isn’t working anymore.)
· When will he come back? (He won’t. People who die don’t come back.)
· Is he sleeping? (No. When we sleep our body is still working, just resting.)
· Can he hear me? (No. He could only hear you if his body was working.)
· Can he eat after he’s buried? (No, a person eats only when his body is working.)
3.  Don’t use words like “passed away”, “left us”, “gone on”; to a child this sounds like the person is taking a trip. His parent’s trips may then become a source of anxiety, if the child thinks that some people never return from them. Don’t hold out any hope of return; death is a form of abandonment.

 Special Circumstances to keep in Mind.
NEWBORN TO AGE THREE

1.  No matter how young the child, he or she can sense when things in the family routine are different. However, they will not be able to figure out why they are different. Among the changes in the daily routine that children might sense are:

· Excitement at home

· Sadness or anxiety

· Presence of new people

· Parents being gone at odd times

· A significant persons in their lives is missing

2.  Watch your child to see if he or she starts acting differently. Among the changes you might note are:

· Stopped or altered nursing patterns in infants

· Crankiness

· Altered sleep patterns

· Change in eating habits

3.  Children in this age group cannot comprehend the concept of death; however, they can understand sadness. When you know what changes to look for in your children, you can respond more sensitively to their needs.

AGE THREE TO SIX

1.  Children in this age group think death is reversible: people will come back; death isn’t forever. E.T. came back from the dead; also Jesus and Lazarus. The coyote on the Roadrunner cartoon program gets right back up again after being squashed.

They will ask questions about the dead person’s return; also, they may not be really affected by the death, since they expect the person to come back soon. They cannot understand the concept of “finality” at this age.

2.  They will connect events that don’t belong connected:

· Doest his mean someone else is going to die?

· Grandpa died from a headache; Mommy says she has a headache too…

· Old people die; Daddy is very old; Daddy may die too…

Be prepared for indirect questions aimed at finding out if someone else might die: “How old are you? How old is Daddy”?”

You must explain the difference between”

· Very, very sick and just “sick”

· Very, very old and over 20

· Very old and very sick, and very old and not sick

3.  It’s important that your child not assume that he or she is responsible in any way for the death. 

4.  Explain about the emotions your child may be feeling or observing:

· Crying is okay for everyone (boys, too!)

· Feeling bad inside is okay. After a while, you’ll feel better.

· Being mad is okay

· People in the family might have trouble sleeping or eating; this is a natural reaction

AGE SIX TO NINE

1.  Most children in this group will understand that death is final; but some might still thing that the dead person will come back.

2.  Children in this age group need a more detailed explanation of why the person died. It’s important to distinguish fatal illness from just being sick (“It’s not like when your stomach hurts, or when Mommy gets a cold…”). They may have a greater fear of their parents dying, particularly if they see them as vulnerable (often ill, etc.). This concern is even greater when they are being raised by a single parent.

3.  They see death as a taker; something that comes and gets you, or they may see it as something you catch, like a cold. They also may not want to go to a house where someone has died.

4.  Explain about the emotions your child may be feeling or observing:

· Crying is okay for everyone (boys, too!)

· Feeling bad is okay

· Feeling frightened is okay

· Feeling that something is missing is okay

Parents often find it helpful to share some of their own feelings with their children, it helps start the discussion.

5.  Because children in this age group connect death with violence they may ask when being told about a death, “Who killed him?”

6.  Make sure your child does not feel responsible for the death in any way.

AGE NINE TO TWELVE

1.  Children in this age group are more aware of the finality of death and of the impact that a death may have on them- even to the point where it affect family security and economic security.

These feelings are quite close to those experienced by adults and parents say it helps to share their own thoughts and feelings with their children.

2. Children may shoe more anger, guilt, and grief.

TEENAGERS

1.  The older your children, the greater the temptation to assume they can handle themselves and their problems. 

Don’t assume this.

They need your help and support to understand their feelings at this time.

Describing how/why the death occurred to young children
1.  Old Age

· “When a persons gets very, very, very old, his body wears out and stops working…”

2.  Terminal Illness

· “Because the disease couldn’t be stopped, the person got very, very sick; his body wore out and stopped working…”

3.  Accident

· “A terrible thing happened (car crash, etc.); his body was badly hut and couldn’t be fixed. It stopped working…”

4. Miscarriage

· “Sometimes when a baby is just starting to grow something happens that makes it stop. We don’t know what it was; it wasn’t anything anyone did…”

5.  Still born

· “Sometimes something makes a baby die before it is born. We’re not sure why, but it’s nothing anybody did or didn’t do…”

6.  Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS)

· “Sometimes with little babies something makes their bodies stop working. It’s nothing anybody did or forgot to do. Doctors are not sure why it happens…”

7.  Suicide – Absolute (when there is no doubt the person killed themselves)

· “Some people’s bodies get sick and just don’t work right; and a sometimes a Person’s  mind doesn’t work right. They can’t see things clearly and they feel the only way to solve their problems is to take their lives- to kill themselves. However, this is never a solution to problems; the only reason they thought of it is that they weren’t thinking very clearly…”

8.  Suicide- Questionable

· “Sometimes people take pills to relax or to sleep. Sometimes they forget how many they took and thing they need more. These pills make a person’s body stop working. We don’t think the person wanted to die, but that’s what happened…”

9. Homicide

· “Sometimes very bad people do very bad things….”

After the death-What will happen now?
1. Children should be told what is going to happen and what they are going to experience. Should they be brought into the home and or church service? Definitely- if they are well prepared in advance. Tell than what will happen, then give them the choice of going or not. Fill the following explanation around your family’s plans and special traditions:


“_______________ will be taken from ________, where he/she died, to the funeral home. At the funeral home ___________ will be dressed in clothes that he like and put into a casket. A casket is a box we use so that when _________ is buried, no dirt will get on him/her. Because _________’s body isn’t working any more it won’t move or do any of the things it used to do. But it will look like ___________ always did.


People will come and visit us and say how sorry they are that ___________ died. After ___ days the casket will be closed and taken to church, where people will say prayers for __________. Then we will go to the cemetery, where ___________ will be buried in a place that he/she picked out.


If you like, you can come to the funeral home and visit for a while- even go to the cemetery. You could bring something to leave with __________ if you want; that would be nice. 


We have to go the funeral home to make plans, and we’ll let you know all about them when we come back. We will be gone ___ hours.”

For cremation use this additional information:


“After we leave the funeral home, ___________ will be taken to a crematory, a place where his/her body will be turned into ashes. Then we will take those ashes and (scatter them, keep them in an urn, etc.). Since _____________’s body doesn’t work and doesn’t feel anything being cremated won’t hurt.”

If the dead person has change because of illness or accident, it is important to describe some of this change. 


“It’s still ___________, but you know he/she was sick and lost a lot of weight- so he/she will look thinner.”

2.  Describe the room in the funeral home where the person will be. Be very detailed and specific for younger children.

· Color of the rug

· Color of walls

· Whether there are plants and paintings

· Where the casket will be

· Color and type of casket

· Color of the suit and tie, or dress, that the person will be wearing

· Color of flowers

3.  Explain that the person will be

· Lying down

· Not moving

· Whether the whole body will be visible or not

If you plan to have a closed casket, when possible, I suggest the children be allowed to briefly look at the whole body so they’ll realize that he persons is, in fact, dead and in the casket. If the casket is going to be half open, children may think that only half of the person is there; show them that this is not so. 

4.  Ask your child whether he or she wants to come to he service or not. Some children do; others don’t. Remember that:

· If a child is left out, there is no next time and no going back

· The child remembers not being able to say goodbye; not being included; not being given the choice

Telling a child what is happening and making him or her a part of things, or asking if he/she wants to be a part of things, draws him/her in. They can make the decision.

How Children may React
Children may:

· Be very upset, picking up on the family’s emotion

· Be upset about not knowing what is happening

· Not be upset at all, or be upset only for a little while (they may think that he person will be dead only for a time, then come back)

· Act out difficult behaviors

· Seek attention

· Sulk or withdraw

· Become angry or hostile

· Not want to believe the person is dead

· Not want to go to the funeral, which would confirm the death

· Not want to talk about it

· Want to join the deceased (suicide)

· Romanticize the death

ANGER

Anger is common at the time of a death; it can be very damaging to the family. Understanding it and anticipating it helps parents deal with both their own and their children’s anger.

Children may be angry at their parents for:

· Not telling them that the person who died was so sick

· Spending so much time with the sick person

· Just because they need someone to be angry with

Children may be angry at themselves for:

· Not intervening earlier (not taking the car keys away before an accident, etc.)

· Wishing the persons would die

· Not visiting or helping the dying person

· Not saying goodbye or I love you

Children may be angry at others for:

· Not taking care of the persons who died (the bartender for serving the drinks, the doctors for not treating adequately)

· Hurting or killing the person (in the case of an accident or homicide)

Children may be angry at the person who died for:

· Not taking care of himself or putting himself in danger

· Leaving, dying, abandoning them

· Causing family upset

· Using up the family money

· Not telling anyone he was sick

· Committing suicide (causing the family pain and stigma)

· Not fighting harder against death 

Children may be angry at their brother and sisters for:

· No apparent reason

· Grieving differently (some children cry, others don’t)

· Not seeming to care

· Not wanting to talk about the death

· Seeming more privileged (others can go to the funeral, but they can’t)

GUILT

Many people feel guilt about a death. This might stem from anger-

· How can I be angry at eh person who died?

· How can I be alive when he’s dead?

From the feeling that you didn’t do enough-

· I should have told the rest of the family that he was sick

· I should have visited him before he died

And from all the “shouldn’t haves”-

· I shouldn’t have left the hospital

· I shouldn’t have let him drive

· I shouldn’t have left him alone (suicide)

RESPONSIBILITY

Guilt and feelings of responsibility go hand-in-hand. Children can feel responsible for a person’s death for a number of reasons:

· They may have been told something that they misunderstood and took to heart (“you’re driving me crazy”; “you’ll be the death of me yet”; “you’re killing your father”).

· Because they often see God as a rewarder or punisher, they may feel God has punished their bad behavior by causing the person’s death; also they may feel if they had prayed harder the person wouldn’t have died.

· They connect events that don’t belong together (“If I had sent a ‘get well’ card maybe he wouldn’t have died”)

· They indulge in magical thinking (“If I wish hard enough, he’ll come back”)

This is why it is so important that children understand why the person died. Remember, your child may thing he is responsible for the death, and tell him this is not so.

In the case of actual responsibility for a death- parents cannot make a child believe what he or she knows to be false; parents of children directly responsible for the death of another should strongly consider professional help.
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