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Coping with grief and loss

Young children will experience loss or separation of some sort while in our care, whether from moving
home, the death of a pet, or the loss a close family member, and we must know how to support them. -
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EFORE REACHING adulthood, it is likely

that all children will face a bereavement,

loss or separation of some sort. [t may be

the loss of a pet, or perhaps the upheaval of
moving house and losing the home they had known,
Some children may face a more significant loss such
as the death of a loved one, parents divorcing or being
taken into care. All adults around a child can help, but
supporting children who experience such a situation
can appear extremely difficult, particularly for those
working with birth to five-year-olds. Parents and carers
often turn to early years practitioners for guidance, so
having the necessary tools to support them is essential.

When working with a young child who is facing a
bereavement or separation it is important to reflect
on the difficulties facing the adults around that child.
“These adults will be trying to deal with their own
feclings regarding the death or separation. At the same
time they may well have concerns about how children
within their care are being impacted by this event.

It may be the first time they have seen their child
experiencing strong emotions, such as grief, It may be
the first time they have had to manage an extremely
difficult life event while parenting their child. It is easy
for panic to set in when watching a child’s response o
lass or separation, even when that response is perfectly
normal. The word ‘normal’ is extremely important,
‘Through understanding what constitutes a ‘normal’
response to grief, anxieties adults may have about the
wellbeing of children in their care can be calmed,

Bereavement counsellors often talk about
‘normalising a child’s response ro grief”. This phrase
refers to the work of a bereavement counsellor in
supporting the adults around the child; enabling
the adults 1o recognise that the emotions their child
is experiencing and the behaviours their child is
displaying, while different to what they may have seen
before, remain perfectly normal responses to grief and
separation, Questions about whether or not a child’s
behaviour is ‘normal” often arise.

+ Is it normal that my child cries themself to sleep
every night?

* My three-ycar-old was potty trained perfectly, now

they keep having accidents and we have tried all the

usual techniques to help them be dry again but they

are still having accidents a few times a day.

Every night my four-year-old climbs in to my bed

but we have never let them to sleep with us before,

nor have they ever wanted to. What should 1 do?

* My 18-month-old has usually always scemed happy
when 1 dropped her off at nursery. Now she clings
to me and sobs and seems devastated when [ leave. |
don't know what to do?

+ In the middle of playing happily, with no wrigger chat
I can see, my child seems to have a massive tantrum
and is really angry and [ don't know why.

Adults might hold certain beliefs about how a bereaved

person will behave. For example, someone grieving

may be very still, or lethargic, quick to tears, unable

to laugh or see humour in life. An adult may expect

1o see similar behaviours and emotional responses

in their child. When looking for signs of grief that

are recognisable, and failing to see any, it can raise

concerns for the adult.

An adult may appear to ‘grieve consistently’ fora
significant period of time, while a child is far more
likely to ‘dip in and out” of grief. For example, in the
midst of enjoying physical play a child might stop and
weep noisily, For the adult, it may be difficult 1o link
this weeping to the child’s feelings of grief. All children
are different in their capacity to experience grief and
individual in the manner in which they will share their
emotional response to loss.

Ways a child can respond to loss

John Bowlby, whose work on separation and

loss provides the foundation for much of our

understanding of how children experience and

respond to loss, believes that a child can resolve losses

appropriately when the child:

= Has enjoyed a reasonably secure relationship with
the person who is leaving (or is gone).

Receives prompt, accurate information abour
what has happened and is allowed to ask all sorts
of questions, which adults answer as honestly as
possible, acknowledging that they do not know the
answer if thac is the case.
Is allowed to participate in the family grieving, both
publicly and privately.
« Has easy access to a trusted parent or other
adult who can be relied upon for comfort and a
continuing relationship. [Jewitt Jarratt, 1982]
A child may want a loss to be explained to them again
and again, Sunderland (2003) compares the grief of a
child to a bird, ‘who swoops, picks up the worm and
then is off again, His timing needs to be respected.
“The bird will return many times”. It is helpful for

all adults around the child to share the same simple
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message detailing key information about the loss. The
child has a reduced chance of becoming confused
and less opportunity to imagine they are in some way
responsible for the loss. Being offered the trurh also
allows them to retain their trust in adults, a key factor
in their future development.

Attempting to sce the loss through the eyes of
the child enables the adult w better support them.
For example, a child’s understanding of time differs
greatly to an adult, If the loss is of a friend or relative
who the child did not sec every day, the concepr that
they will never see them again might be too difficule
to comprehend. The child will be used to periods of
time away from that person so, initially, the gap in
‘togetherness’ will feel no different. Their knowledge
and understanding of the permanent nature of death
will prevent them grasping what the adults around
them are trying to explain,

A child who has lost a significant love may
experience the world as a scary and frightening place
to be. They may begin to imagine their world is
filled with scary monsters that they no longer have
protection from. This may be revealed in drawings or
imaginary play with friends, or at bediime. If a child
is able to share these fears with a supportive adult who
can sit with their fear and not try to persuade them
out of it, they can be enabled to move safely past this
natural part of their grieving process.

As they may not have the vocabulary to express these
feclings of insecurity and vulnerability in their world,
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Children may not have the vocabulary to express feelings of insecurity and vulnerability so we n

it is necessary to seek clues in their play and behaviour,
For example, children can sometimes become
consumed with the idea thar their bedroom is filled
with monsters who will do harm 1o them. While many
children can imagine the presence of monsters, it can
be a greater problem for a child who is grieving,

Rather than dismissing the existence of monsters, by
engaging with the child and trying to explore where
the monsters are and how they can be safely prevented
from doing harm to the child, a child can be supported
to understand that even without the presence of the
deceased in their lives, there are other adults who care
enough to keep them safe.

Many adults understand the principles of good
listening. When being asked o listen to another adul,
they may offer a non-judgemental space in which the
adulr can share all their feelings, however difficult.
Offering the same to a child can be more difficult. It
can be intensely challenging to listen to a child’s upset
or anger, and not attempt to interrupt or diminish it in
order to try to make it better.

In Margot Sunderland’s (2003) guidebook, Helping
Children with Loss, she lists important psychological
messages for children to hear when they have lost
someone they love. Two are listed here, along with an
idea for a practical activity that might support a child
to understand these key messages. When you lose
someone you love, the world can lose all its warmth
and colour, and fecl like a cold bleak winter, But with
time the warmth and colour will return.
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