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Coping with Death and Bereavement in the Classroom 
 
Whether from a faith tradition or none, death is likely to have a huge impact on the child in 
the classroom and the immediate family.  It may not be the death of a fellow student that 
the teacher is having to deal with but the death of a family member such as a sister, brother, 
mother, father or, as is often the case, a loved grandparent. 
 
The death of a child or young adult is so totally out of order with the sequence of life that it 
can have devastating consequences. 
 
Sharing the way you feel about what has happened is very important. It is not always easy to 
do this with others that are suffering directly from the same loss. Sometimes there can be a 
great deal of anger about what has happened. 
Trying to cope with the feelings of other family members can exacerbate the grief you are 
trying to come to terms with. It is easy to forget that children need special attention at this 
time as their needs can so easily be overlooked when older members of the family are 
planning the funeral and coping with their own grief. 
 
Family members may be fearful of sharing such thoughts with others that they love. There is 
sometimes a terror of letting members of the family out of sight and immediate control, in 
case the same thing could happen again. 
 
With older children there is the knowledge that the condition that has been diagnosed could 
be inherited with all the serious and ongoing implications. 
Children’s understanding of death and their responses will be very different depending on 
the circumstances and their age. Some children may require professional counselling and it 
will be the staff at school who may be the first to notice this. 
 
It is important that senior leadership are familiar with the details surrounding the death. 
Talking to the family will ensure that their wishes are taken into account. Listening is 
important so as not to offend or cause conflict with the family. 
 
Other members of the family may also come to you for guidance, so it is important to make 
sure that these issues have been planned for by the staff. A Policy and guidance ensures that 
everyone is working together. 
 
Young people of whatever age require honesty and if at all possible questions should be 
answered clearly and honestly. Classroom teachers or form tutors should be given some 
training in what to do in the event of a death of a child or close member of staff. If it is a 
member of staff, the other staff members could well be in a state of shock. It is important to 
talk about the dead person since denial can become more problematical. Often young 
people believe that they are in some way responsible. It is essential to reassure them. Allow 
the pupil or pupils to express their emotions and do not be afraid to talk to them about the 
deceased.  
 
Sometimes there has been no preparation for a death as in terminal illness, nor is the death 
accidental when there is an obvious and direct link between an occurrence and the tragic 
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consequences. This can lead to those closest to the one that has died blaming themselves for 
overlooking possible symptoms. Dealing with their terrible loss is then compounded by 
feelings of guilt. 
 
Do not assume that a lack of reaction means that they do not care. Remember that everyone 
handles grief in a different way. Often young people feel that it is more adult to show that 
they are ‘coping’ when deep-down they are not. 
 
Many pupils will need time. Sometimes it will take months before they are fully able to cope 
with the rigour of school life. 
 
Most schools are good at organising some kind of assembly or worship. If it is a child in the 
school or a member of staff, this will enable the children to say goodbye. At all times this 
should be done in conjunction with members of the family. They may wish to attend. (See 
Act of Worship). 
 
Teachers should be aware of the five key stages of grief: 
 
Denial 
 
In the denial stage we refuse to believe what has happened. We try in our minds to tell 
ourselves that life is as it was before our loss. We can even make believe to an extent by 
re-enacting rituals that we used to go through with our loved one. 
 
Things like: making an extra cup of tea for our loved one who is no longer there or rushing 
back to tell someone that you have met an old friend. Perhaps you may flash back to times 
and conversations in the past with someone, as though they are here with us now. 
 
Anger 
 
We get angry. The anger can manifest itself in many ways. We can blame others for our loss. 
We can become easily agitated, having emotional outbursts. We can even become angry 
with ourselves. Care must be taken here not to turn this anger inwards. Release of this anger 
is a far better way to cope with grief. 
 
Bargaining 
 
Bargaining can be with ourselves or, if we are religious, with God. We may offer something 
to try to take away the reality and pain of what has happened. We may try to make a deal, 
to have our loved one back as they were before the tragic event occurred. It is only human 
to want things as they were before.  
 
Depression 
 
Depression is a very likely outcome for all people that grieve for a loss. This is the most 
difficult stage of the five to deal with. 
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There can be the feeling of listlessness and tiredness. We may be wandering around in a 
daze, feeling numb. We may burst helplessly into tears, seemingly for no reason, feeling as if 
there is no purpose to life any more. It is common to feel guilty, as if everything is our own 
fault. We may feel as if we are being punished. Pleasure and joy can be difficult to achieve, 
even from things and activities from which we have always gained delight. There can even 
be thoughts of suicide. 
 
There are many different ways in which this stage of grief can manifest itself.  
 
Acceptance 
 
This is the final stage of grief. It is when we realize that life has to go on. We will still have 
thoughts of our loved one, but they are less intense and less frequent. We begin to accept 
the loss. We should now be able to regain energy and look forward with goals for the future. 
It may take some time to get here but eventually we will. This stage can take any amount of 
time to get to. It can take us years, months or even days, to decide that we can now cope 
with our loss and continue with our own lives. Trying to remember all the good that had 
transpired, with the loved one can often be a help. 
 
How to talk to pupils about death 
 
• Always use correct terminology such as dead or died.  Use simple, factual words or 

phrases to avoid confusion in the child's mind. Phrases such as 'going to heaven', 'slipped 
away' or 'God has taken him' can be frightening or misleading. 

• Answer a child's questions truthfully and as often as they are asked, and admit to not 
knowing the answer to a question if necessary. 

• Stay with the known facts. If you don't know the facts, find out before telling the child 
about the death. 

• Practice open and honest communication at all times. Shedding tears is normal and 
indicates to the child how much the dead person meant to you. 

• Choose a location where you will not be disturbed. 

• Be concrete - avoid misleading terms like "He's asleep". 

• Avoid phrases like "All wounds heal in time" and "Everything will be all right." The child 
cannot comprehend such statements. Say, "This must feel frightening (or confusing)." 

• Allow the child to ask questions and answer as clearly and factually as possible. If you 
don't know, say so. 

• Be quiet and wait. Sometimes it takes a while for children to understand what has 
happened. The child also may need time to react to the news. 

• Because of young children's misconceptions of death, you may need to stress that:- The 
person or the doctors could not prevent the death.- The person loved the child.- The 
person was not angry at the child.- The person will never come back.- The child will be 
loved. Someone will take care of the child. - Feelings are all right: sadness, anger, and 
crying are ok. - There's nothing wrong with playing and having fun. 
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• You can gently reassure children with these concepts even if they have not asked 
questions about them. Children may not be able to verbalize some of their concerns right 
away or may feel too embarrassed to ask you. 

• Allow time to sit with individual pupils and encourage them to ask questions. 
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An Act of Worship on  

‘Saying Goodbye’ 

for Schools 
 
Introduction 
 
It is always a good idea to hold a school assembly and Act of Worship when there has been a 
death of a child or an adult in the school. It brings the school community together and 
enables them to share their memories and grief. Death can be after a long illness when there 
has been time to think and prepare or it can be sudden. In both cases there is not always 
time to prepare something in advance. The proforma below will give you a simple structure 
to follow or adapt. 
 
Theme – Saying Goodbye 
 
Purpose – To help students and adults in the school remember and reflect. If members of 
the family wish to attend it makes it more personal and they often find comfort in being 
present. Others may find it hard but they should be offered the choice. 
 
Creating an atmosphere for worship 
 
It is worth thinking about where the worship might take place. It might be in the school hall 
or perhaps in the local church. It might be that in the summer term it could be held outside. 
Thought should be given to how an atmosphere can be created. 
It is often a lovely idea to have photographs of the deceased on a PowerPoint loop that the 
pupils can watch, reflect and remember as they enter. This should be discussed with the 
grieving family as it could cause distress. 
It might be more appropriate to have images of growth and hope from the natural world. 
It is also a good idea to set up a special table / altar with a special cloth, candle, a 
photograph and some flowers. (Perhaps a sprig of rosemary for remembrance) 
 
Introductory Music 
 
There is a vast amount of appropriate music that can be used. It is a good idea to consult the 
class. There may be some favourite music they can suggest. It is a good idea to have a 
selection to choose from. 

 
The Act of Worship 
 
Welcome everyone and begin by explain how important it is to remember. 
 
Give a brief factual input about the circumstances surrounding the death. 
 
Light the candle. 
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Perhaps pupils and staff can alternate between memories of the person and bringing objects 
or pictures / drawings to remember the deceased and placing them on the table. 
It is often a good idea to have a special memory box prepared on the table. This can be used 
to place the objects in at the end and it can be presented to the family. 
 
Prayer and Reflection 
 
There are many published prayers for these times but it is often prayers from the pupils 
themselves that have more meaning.  
It is also a lovely idea to have a large bowl of water or an empty basket. All the children and 
adults can pick up a pebble, come forward and using the pebbles as a vehicle for prayer, 
carefully drop their pebbles/ prayers / thoughts about the person into the bowl or other 
empty basket. 
It is important that all of the children have an opportunity to say goodbye. 
 
Hymns and Songs / Exit Music 
 
You may want to sing a hymn but this is often difficult when pupils and adults are feeling 
sad. It might be that pupils exit to a favourite song. This can be more uplifting to change the 
atmosphere. 
 
It is a good idea to hold the worship before break or lunch so that those who feel quite sad 
can have time to recover before going back to a normal timetable. Some pupils may require 
someone to talk to. 
 
The school may consider designing and setting up a memory garden where they could plant 
seeds or plants to remember the person. The pebbles can be weather proofed and placed 
there as well. The school may want to buy a special seat or a fountain or something to create 
a space for reflection. 

javascript:;
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Poems and Verses 

Certa in poems and excerpts are  recognised for their  extraordinary heal ing 
power and for their  capacity to convey the universa l truths and emotions 
associated with bereavement.  
 
Examples inc lude:  
 

• ‘Crossing The Bar’ (Alfred, Lord Tennyson) 

• ‘We See But Dimly’ (Henry Wadsworth Longfellow) 

• ‘Remember’ (Christina Rossetti) 

• ‘Funeral Blues’ (W.H. Auden) 

• ‘When I Have Fears’ (Noël Coward) 

• ‘Do Not Stand At My Grave And Weep’ (Mary Elizabeth Frye) 

• ‘You Meant So Much’ (Cassie Mitchell) 

• ‘I Am There’ (Iris Hesselden) 

• ‘Fear No More the Heat O’ The Sun’ (William Shakespeare) 

• ‘All Things Pass’ (Lao-Tzu) 

• ‘No Longer Mourn Me When I Am Dead’ (William Shakespeare) 

• ‘Death Be Not Proud’ (John Donne)  

• ‘Miss me but let me go’ (Anon) 

• ‘Death is nothing at all’ (Canon Henry Scott Holland) 

• ‘The Sailing Ship’ ( Bishop Brent) 

• ‘I'm Still Here’ (Anon) 

• ‘Footprints in the sand’ (Mary Stevenson)  

• ‘Footprints in the sand’(Carolyn Joyce Carty) 

• ‘Footprints’ (Anon) 

• ‘Grieve not for me’ (Anon) 

• ‘If tears could build a stairway’ (Anon) 

• ‘Epitaph on a child’ (Thomas Gray) 

• ‘Promise You Won’t Forget About Me, Ever’ (A.A. Milne) 

• 'The Dash' (Linda Ellis) 

• ‘Remember me’ (Linda Ellis) 

• ‘Let me go’ (Christina Rossetti) 

• ‘Responses for a cremation’ (Ruth Burgess) 

• ‘Responses for a burial’ (Ruth Burgess) 
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Delivering a Eulogy and Funeral Poetry Readings 
 
 
The word ‘eulogy’ is derived from the Latin ‘eulogium’, meaning ‘praise’ and consists of a 
written or spoken tribute, usually delivered by a friend, colleague or relative. Eulogies 
typically take the form of personal recollections. 
 
Have you been asked to deliver a funeral eulogy or funeral poetry readings, but are 
panicking at the prospect? If so, please don’t doubt your capabilities or pass on this final 
opportunity to pay a lasting tribute, as succinctly summarised by the 19th century American 
authoress, Harriet Beecher Stowe, ‘The bitterest tears shed over graves are for words left 
unsaid and deeds left undone’. In other words, it’s almost unheard of for anyone asked to 
deliver a eulogy and funeral poetry readings to regret accepting such an honour.  
 
Take comfort in the fact that even the most articulate in our midst may be rendered 
speechless in such a challenging situation. You are no different. 
 
Remember – simplicity and sincerity go hand-in-hand when composing eulogies; never 
underestimate the powerful effect of a brief, yet heartfelt, eulogy. 
 
Reminisce with those closest to the deceased; make notes. 
 
Focus on just a few significant anecdotes or characteristics that single out the deceased as a 
truly unique and remarkable individual.  
 
Create a rough draft and hone until you’re satisfied with the final version. 
 
Practise in front of friends and family; ensure that your diction is clear and that your voice 
projection is appropriate for the size of the funeral venue.  
 
Time yourself when practising; maintain a measured pace, throughout; resist the temptation 
to quicken your delivery. 
 
Produce several copies of the written eulogy; also give copies to the funeral director, funeral 
officiate, etc.  
 
Don’t be afraid of using your written eulogy as a ‘prop’ to contain last- minute nerves. 
No one expects you to extemporise or ad-lib in such demanding circumstances.  
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Writing a Framework/Policy for Dealing with Death and 
Bereavement in the Classroom 

 
Having a framework in place will help both the pupils and staff if there is a sudden death or 
death in traumatic circumstance. Some schools have included such planning in their Critical 
Incident Plan. It is a good idea to produce a folder of helpful materials. 
 
Points that need to be considered now 

 
• In all classes, there should always be age-appropriate books about death, so that 

children begin to know and understand the vocabulary of death. 

• Learning about dying and death should be an ordinary part of the curriculum.  Having 
in the classroom pots of plants that live and die is a way of beginning to talk about the 
life cycle.  Having words to express what they see and hear around them, when and if 
the time comes, will help pupils to articulate their fears and distress. 

• Use the expertise within the school and the diocese. Training is important to address 
the varying needs of bereaved children at different ages and stages of development.  
School staff need to know the possible reactions of bereaved pupils.  Great emotional 
damage can be caused by people who are not aware of the pitfalls and sensitivities.  

• Compile a list of the contact details of outside professionals/agencies that can support 
and counsel. 

• Staff should be aware of how to address pupils. 

• Take account of the faith and cultural background of the family. 

• Have a draft outline of a letter to a bereaved parent prepared in advance.  This should 
be sent on the same day you hear the news, if possible.  It is often difficult to find the 
right words when in shock, and a draft can always give you a starting point.  It is often 
helpful to include some guidance for parents on supporting bereaved children. 

• A draft letter to other parents should also be prepared. 
 
Things to do on hearing of a death of a child or close relative 
 
• Inform all staff immediately in a sensitive and caring way. Make clear to everyone that 

it is essential to fulfil the wishes of the family. Agree how to inform the pupils. This is 
best done in small class groups or tutor groups rather than in a whole school assembly. 

• Identify key people within the school and the Diocese who are able to lead on this 
issue. Talk to staff and support the family.  

• Consider who might deal with the media if necessary. 

• Someone emotionally close to the child should be the one to ‘break the news’ if they 
are unaware of the death and no relative is available. Once briefed about the death, 
the teacher may wish to talk to someone more experienced, e.g. the school 
incumbent, Winston’s Wish (tel: 08452 030 405) who specialise in giving advice. 
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• Ask the child about how s/he would like the rest of the class informed.  Talk about 
telling them together.  Do not make assumptions.  Use only factual information 
supported by facts about the context of the death. 

• Teacher and child tell the class if agreed. 

• The Head should visit each class individually and talk to them. 

• The Head should write a letter to all parents of that class and offer support and advice. 

• Informative letter to all other parents at the school.  

• Letter to the bereaved family.  

• Identify a suitable place in the school where pupils may go to reflect, pray or simply be 
still and quiet. 

• Include a list of stories which can help children come to terms with death and 
bereavement. 

• Consider how to keep to regular routines for bereaved children. 

• Decide whether or not there might need to be a change in the timetable.  It could be a 
well-loved member of staff who has died and the class and staff will need extra 
support. 

• Staff may also require support and it is a good idea to ask the local priest to come in at 
the end of the day to give staff an opportunity to express their feelings. 

• Identify pupils who may be particularly vulnerable and require help dealing with death 
and bereavement of someone they knew well. 

 
Follow up 
 
• Consider how to involve staff and pupils in rituals about how to celebrate the life of 

the child or member of staff. 

• Find out what the arrangements are for the funeral.  Do the family want the school 
involved in any way? 

• Consider whether or not a collection or flowers are necessary for the funeral. 

• Organise cover for the teacher and TA if appropriate. 

• Would the family like other parents to be informed of the arrangements?  Are children 
encouraged to be at the funeral? 

• Will the parish priest plan a service/assembly for the school community? 

• If it is one of your pupils who has died, suggest a memorial service to be held in a few 
weeks’ time. 

• Talk to the children about a way to remember.  Ideas such as a bench, a tree, a water 
feature or similar can be a very powerful symbol. 
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Helpful Organisations 
 
Child Bereavement UK 
(Helpline) 0800 02 888 40 
www.childbereavementuk.org  
  
Childhood Bereavement Network 
0207 843 6309  
www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk  
  
CRUSE Bereavement Care  
www.cruse.org.uk  
  
Winston’s Wish  
(Helpline) 08452 030405  
www.winstonswish.org.uk  
  
The Compassionate Friends Helpline  
0345 123 2304  
www.tcf.org.uk  
  
SAMM (Support After Murder & Manslaughter)  
(Helplines) 0845 872 3440 / 0121 451 1618  
www.samm.org.uk 
  
Survivors of Bereavement by Suicide SOBS  
(Helpline) 0300 111 5065  
www.uk-sobs.org.uk 
  
Kinship 
For kinship carers. (Helpline) 0300 123 7015  
https://kinship.org.uk/  
  
BACP (British Association of Counselling and Psychotherapy)  
www.bacp.co.uk  
  
Sudden  
www.suddendeath.org  
 
Let’s Talk About Loss 
www.letstalkaboutloss.co.uk/ 
 
 
Please don’t hesitate to contact the Schools Team if you require further support or 
information by calling 01727 818170 or email schools@stalbans.anglican.org. 
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