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Learning Objectives 

1.  Discuss key factors to consider when talking with and 
supporting a child/teen to prepare for the death of a close 
family member 

2. Identify considerations and activity ideas for use with 
children or teens to assist in saying good-bye to their 
special person and to encourage continuing bonds  

3. Explore considerations for assisting the surviving 
parent/caregiver in supporting their child/teen 

 



Poll Question 

 

 

How many webinar participants are currently caring 
for/supporting patients that have young/teen children or 

young/teen siblings? 



First Things First: 
Understanding Child Development and 

the Grieving Process 
  

 Children move through stages of development which 
impact their understanding of them self and the world 

 The child’s developmental stage impacts upon their grief 

 The child will revisit their loss with new understanding, 
questions and concerns at each stage 



Child Development and the Grieving 
Process 

 Toddler/Preschool Children (3-6 Years Old) 

Normal Developmental Tasks: 
• Concrete thinking 
• Believe the world centers around them 
• Limited language skills (only 3000-5000 words) 
• Expression primarily through behavior and play 
• Parallel play 



Child Development and the Grieving 
Process 

 

Toddler/Preschool Children (3-6 
Years Old) 

Response to Death and Grief: 
• Death seen as reversible  
• Sense of  abandonment 
• Asking questions repeatedly 
• Clinginess and tantrums 
• Regression 
• Unlikely to fully understand the permanence 

of  the seriously ill person’s impending death 



Child Development and the Grieving 
Process 

 Supporting a Toddler/Preschool Child 

How we can help: 
• Speak honestly, repetitively using simple 

concrete, descriptive language 
• Help identify words for their feelings 
• Help understand death as a natural part of  life 
• Encourage and companion play as expression of  

feelings 
• Reassure and nurture 



Child Development and the Grieving 
Process 

 Latency Stage Children (6-11 Years Old) 

Normal Developmental Tasks: 
• Beginning of  logical thinking, some concrete thinking 
• Increased use of  language as expression (approx 10,000 

words) 
• Gaining sense of  autonomy 
• Exploring world outside of  self 
• Fantasy/Magical thinking 
• Developing a conscience 



Child Development and the Grieving 
Process 

 

Latency Stage Children (6-11 
Years Old) 

Responses to Death and Grief: 
• Some understanding of  death as 

permanent 
• Feelings of  responsibility for death, 

guilt 
• Heightened Anxiety 
• Behavioral Changes 



Child Development and the Grieving 
Process 

 
Supporting a Latency Stage Child 

How we can help: 
• Expression through play 
• Symbolic play using drawings and stories 
• Encourage expression of  energy and feelings 
• Help make connections to peers 
• Permission to use distraction for coping  



Child Development and the Grieving 
Process 

 Tween (11-14 Years Old) 

Normal Developmental Tasks: 
• A foot in two worlds 
• Logical thinking, beginning of  abstract thinking 
• Developing cognitive and social skills 
• Starting to separate from family, questioning authority 
• Greater focus on peers 
• Exploring identity/persona 



Child Development and the Grieving 
Process 

 

Tween (11-14 Years Old) 

Responses to Grief: 
• Understands death as permanent and 

universal 
• Want more details about death 
• Search for meaning 
• Don’t want to be different from peers 
• General anxiety, concern for health and safety 
• Take on new identity in family, 

responsibilities of  person who died 



Child Development and the Grieving 
Process 

 Supporting the Tween 

How we can help: 
• Allow more time for talking 
• Fully present listening 
• Accept full range of  emotions and behaviours 
• Encourage exploration of  problems, choices and solutions  
• Allow and encourage physical outlets for emotions 
• Permission to take time away 



Child Development and the Grieving 
Process 

 Teens (14-18 Years Old) 

Normal Developmental Tasks: 
• Abstract thinking; fully developed language (20,000 -30,000 

words) 
• Stronger sense of  own identity 
• Increased autonomy and independence 
• Invincibility, risk taking, experimentation 
• Social and school pressures 
• Beginning future, forward thinking 



Child Development and the Grieving 
Process 

 

Teen (14-18 Years Old) 

Responses to Grief: 
• Understand permanence of  death, search for meaning 
• Fluctuate between child and adult responses 
• Tendency to adopt role of  person who is seriously ill/died 
• Often prefer to talk with people outside family 
• Conflict between own invincibility and reality of  death 
• Emotional responses vary, more risky behavior 
• Future loses meaning 
• Greater access to substances as form of  pain avoidance 



Child Development and the Grieving 
Process 

 Supporting the Teen 

How we can help: 
• Allow a lot of  time for talking 
• Attentive non-judgmental listening 
• Encourage social/emotional connections with peers 
• Be receptive/open to a range of  feelings and thoughts 
• Allow choices, self-determination 
• Allow questions and provide honest answers 
• Refrain from advise giving; acknowledge that no one has all the 

answers 



The Parent of a Young Child or Teen 
Receives a Diagnosis of Terminal Illness… 

 
What Now? 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 



 
Just Imagine... 

 

Take a moment to stop and think..who am I?  What are my 
skills and roles that contribute to my self esteem and identity?  

 
…now imagine you have a debilitating illness that prevents 
you engaging in these roles and activities forever… 
 

How does it feel?   How might you react? 
 



 

“In the present the dying person must relinquish many of the 
capabilities and attributes that define his identity.  He may be 
treated differently now…His former roles may be reassigned 
to others. He may experience gradual decathexis (distancing) 
of loved ones, some of whom may invest in others.  Unfinished 

business may complicate the entire process.” 
-Dr. Therese Rando, Grief Dying and Death  

 



 

 

Helping children through anticipatory loss is intrinsically    
tied to addressing the needs of both the seriously ill parent          

and the surviving parent.   

 



 

 

A Family Story 



 
The Seriously Ill Parent Needs… 

 

• Acceptance for their difficult feelings  

• Acknowledgement and validation for their many losses 

• Understanding about their fear of death 

• As much continued participation in their life and roles as 
they choose and can manage 

• Assurance that their family will be safe and well cared for  

 



 
The Surviving Parent Needs… 

• Acceptance for their own complex feelings  

• Acknowledgement and validation for their many losses 

• Practical assistance and support with their children and 
household responsibilities 

 

 



Care for Surviving Parents as they 
Support their Children 

 
Encourage the Surviving Parent to: 

• “Put Your Own Oxygen Mask On First”  

• Accept and enlist help (family, friends, colleagues, helping 
professionals) 

• Get in touch with own feelings 

• Not hide feelings in order to protect the child/teen 

• Take ‘time outs’ as often as possible 

 



The ABC’s of Self Care for the  
Primary Caregiver: 

• AWARENESS 

• By quieting our busy lives and entering into a space of solitude and 
reflection, we can develop an awareness of our own true needs and act 
accordingly 

• BALANCE 

• A helpful prescription for balanced daily living includes 8 hours work, 8 
of play, and 8 of rest 

• CONNECTION 

• Healthy self-care…involves being connected in meaningful ways with 
others to something larger. 

-Eugene Dufour, Embracing the End of Life 

 

 

 

 



So When Do We Tell the Kids? 

The Earlier, the Better! 



 
Cultural Considerations 

  

 

 



 

• “Normally…the possibility of a loved one’s death arises 
gradually, almost silently.  The long medical 
process…gradually leads to the loss of hope that the parent 
can recover.  … The parents of course don’t want to admit 
the possibility of death even to themselves… 



 
 

• However… 

• “Children always know when something is happening (even 
if) they won’t know in detail.  But children have a delicate 
antennae for picking up mood.  When optimism becomes 
pessimism, they will know.” 

 
• Kathleen McCue,   How to Help Children Through a Parent’s Serious Illness 

 



 
Before Talking with the Children… 



 
Preparing for the Conversation 

• Rehearse what to say with another trusted adult 

• Have the conversation in an environment that feels safe, 
familiar and private for the child 

• Consider including another adult whom the child knows 
and trusts 

• Tools help with talking and create a focus 

 

 



 
The First Conversation with Child/Teen: 

• Provide honest information about the cause of illness  

• Use truthful language, according the child’s developmental 
level 

• Just the basics at first. Too much at once will overload the 
child/teen 

• Offer for the child/teen to ask questions, and be sure you 
are emotionally prepared to answer! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           
       

      



 
One Conversation is Not Enough: 

 

• The child/teen may be in shock and unable to take in all 
the information at first 

• Talking (and listening) allows the child/teen to process 
information 

• The seriously ill parent’s condition will change over time 

• The child/teen will have ongoing questions, concerns, 
worries 

 

 

 

 

 



 
What Reactions 
Should we Expect 
from the 
Child/Teen? 
 
 

 

 

 

• Confusion 

• Tears 

• Anger 

• Apparent 
Indifference 

• Nervous laughter 

 

 

 

 

 



How Much will the Child/Teen 
Understand about Death? 

PRE-SCHOOLERS 

• Death is thought of as reversible 

• Concrete thinkers, perspective is the hear and now 

• Sense of abandonment from ill parent 

SCHOOL AGED CHILDREN 

• Developing understanding of death as permanent 

• Beginning logical thinking 

• Fantasy or magical thinking  

• Heightened anxiety 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 



How Much will the Child/Teen 
Understand about Death? 

TEENS 

• Understand death as permanent and universal 

• More focus on the meaning of life and death 

• Questioning why? 

• Concerns for own health and surviving parent 

• Full spectrum of responses from adopting 
responsibilities to avoidance and denial 

 



A Child/Teen’s Greatest Fears when a 
Person is Seriously Ill or has Died  

 The Four C’s : 

• Did I in some way Cause the person to get sick? 

• Can I Catch the illness? 

• Can I somehow Cure the person? 

• Who will take Care of me? 

  Plus One: 

• How do I stay Connected to the person? 

 

 

 



The Child/Teen’s Continued Involvement 
with the Seriously Ill Family Member 

 

• Gently encourage ongoing contact and modified play  

• Make visits feel purposeful to lessen boredom and 
awkwardness 

• More frequent short interactions rather than long periods 

• Empower the child/teen by enlisting their help 

• Help manage the child/teen’s expectations 

 

 



 
At the End of Life 

 

 

• Many families struggle with whether to have a child/teen      
continue to visit with the seriously ill parent in the           

final weeks, days, hours of life.    

 

   



 
At the End of Life 

 
• Defer to the child/teen’s informed wishes 

• If the child/teen wants to continue seeing the ill parent: 

• Describe the ill parent’s condition 

• Describe the environment.   

• Give options for proximity to the ill parent 

•  If the child/teen cannot be present at end of life: 

• Prepare the child for the possibility of the death 

• Offer to bring a note or card from the child/teen 

   

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



Building Legacy: 
What Parents can do for their Child/Teen 

• The Seriously Ill Parent Can: 
• Capture and preserve the memory of their 

living self – voice and video  

• Record their own story (memories of 
childhood, family life, adventures, beliefs)  

• Memories of their child/teen; hopes for the 
child’s future 

• Pre-written birthday and grad cards, letters, 
or videos 

• Decide on personal items to bequeath   

 

 

 

 

 



 
Building Legacy: 

What Parents can do for their Child/Teen 
• The Surviving Parent 

Can: 
• Help their child with expressions 

of love to the seriously ill parent 

• Assist their child/teen to complete 
unfinished business with the 
seriously ill parent 

• Capture the thoughts and wishes 
of the Seriously Ill Parent to share 
later 

• Create a memory box with the 
child/teen to store precious items 
of the seriously ill parent 

• After the death , continued  
physical connection  

 

 

 

 



After the Death: 
Including and Supporting the Child/Teen 

through the Funeral or Ceremony 
 

 

The Big Question:  “Do we involve the children?” 

The Answer....YES!   But only if: 

• The child is agreeing to participate, and given choices 

• Seeing the body is key in helping concretize the loss 

• The ceremony feels like an affirmation of love for the child 

“400 people came to my mom’s funeral!” 

 



After the Death: 
Including and Supporting the Child/Teen 

through the Funeral or Ceremony  

• Informed choice is key:  important to ‘paint’ a clear picture 
of what’s to come using language at the child/teen’s level 

• Have a Plan B ready 

• Including the child/teen in the decisions reduces a sense of 
helplessness:  choosing the outfit, music, creating a speech 

• Gifts from the child/teen to go in the casket: letters, 
drawings, small purchased symbolic items, ‘twin’ stuffies 

 

 



When a Child/Teen is Seriously ill 
• The Seriously Ill Child/Teen’s 

need for Support: 
• For the grownups not to avoid talking to 

them! 

• Answer their questions in an open, honest 
way, at their level of language 

• Acknowledge their feelings and concerns 
as real 

• Offer hope, but not promises for a cure 

• Discuss the afterlife according to the 
family’s spiritual belief system, focusing on 
the pleasant aspect 

• Ask the child/teen what they think will 
happen after death (fears and hopes) 

 

 

 



Supporting Siblings of the Seriously ill 
Child/Teen 

• In addition to the above, 

• Normalize and validate their feelings, including resentment 
and jealousy 

• Encourage spending time with the ill sibling, but…allow 
for them to opt out sometimes too 

• Maintain regular routines as much as possible 

• Ensure that the child/teen has some individual attention 

 

 



A Word About Grandparents 

• Often the first death loss for a child/teen 

• Explain as a part of the natural order and cycle of life 

• Examples in nature can illustrate 

• Helpful to focus on special connections between 
grandparent and child 

• Grandparent represents the child/teen’s family 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Antoine de Saint Exupéry -  The Little Prince 
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Additional Resources 

cray@grievingchildrenlighthouse.org 

www.grievingchildrenlighthouse.org 

 

 

www.childrenandyouthgriefnetwork.com  

 

www.virtualhospice.ca  

www.portailpalliatif.ca  
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