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Contact Telephone Numbers 
 
School staff - Management team  
 

Name Telephone 

Headteacher 
Claire King 
Anita Cubitt (1/9/16 – 31/7/17) 

 
07342 884954 
07760 880178 

Deputy Headteacher:  
Liz Kelly 
Simon Croutear 

 
07342 884949 
07342 884951 

Chair of Governors 
Judy Jamieson 
Vice Chair of Governors 
Sue Solly 

 
07860 452279 
 
07765 484845 

Administrative Officer: 
Jo Freeman/School Office 

 
01202 484105 

Caretaker: 
Paul Diggins 

 
07708 312471 

 

Dorset County Council support 
 

Critical Incident support for schools 

(Educational Psychologists)  
 

 
01305 228300 or 01202 870130 
 

Emergency Planning Department (Major 
incident - Level 1) 
 

07623 544346 
 

Communications Manager (media support) 01305 224491 
 

 

Other useful numbers 
 

Winston's Wish – Family line  
0845 2030405 www.winstonswish.org.uk  
 

Cruse Bereavement Care 0844 477 9400 
www.crusebereavementcare.org.uk 
 

Samaritans  116 123 
www.samaritans.org 
 

Child Bereavement Network 020 7843 6309 
www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk 
 

 
 
Local Services Contact Number 

 

Social Care Local Office 
 

Christchurch Social Services 
Loring Road, Christchurch, BH23 2GZ 
01202 474106 

Police 
 
 

Christchurch Police Station 
01202 222222 

http://www.winstonswish.org.uk/
http://www.crusebereavementcare.org.uk/
http://www.samaritans.org/
http://www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk/
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Hospital 
 
 

Bournemouth Hospital 
01202 303626 

School Nurse 
 

01425 891157 

Local medical centre 
 

Stour Surgery 01202 464500 
Grove Surgery 01202 481192 

Early Years Intervention Service 01202 225724 
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School Trauma and Bereavement Guidance 

 
Introduction 

 
This Guidance will supplement the School’s Critical Incident and Contingency Plan 
and aims specifically to guide actions following a sudden critical incident or 
bereavement, affecting the school community (e.g. the sudden death of a member 
of staff or pupil). It also offers guidance to support staff and pupils following. 
 
Dorset County Council identifies three Critical Incident Levels: 

Level 1 – a major incident involving a large number of children and adults 
such as a bus crash, major violence or explosion 
Level 2 – an incident involving death or serious assault or other traumatic 
incident witnessed by children or adults 
Level 3 – traumatisation of a child/children resulting from an out of school 
situation such as a sudden death, suicide of a classmate, road traffic 
accident etc but not necessarily witnessed by them. 

 
This document will focus particularly on needs arising from incidents at Levels 2 and 
3. 
 
The Emergency Management Team in school will be responsible for strategic 
decisions during a Level 1 emergency and it is envisaged that a separate Critical 
Incident Contingency plan will cover such major incidents 
 
Intention 
 
The purpose of this support guidance is to enable the school to assess and manage 
the impact of a sudden death on the school community and to address the needs of 
pupils and staff with confidence and sensitivity. Appropriate support for children and 
young people following a trauma minimises the impact on their later educational 
achievements and mental health. 
 
Schools also have a duty of care to their staff including support for their emotional 
health and well being. 
 
Assessment of need and risks 
 
The need for and depth of risk assessment will depend on the nature of the incident 
involved.  
 
Administration of the guidance 
 
The guidance needs to be readily accessible to all members of the Senior 
Leadership Team (SLT), Emergency Management Team (EMT) and chair of 
Governors. It needs to be reviewed annually by the core membership of the 
Emergency Management Team and/or following an incident. 
 
Communication 
 
Media – If a statement is needed for the media, this should be prepared in 
conjunction with the Dorset County Council Communications Unit.  
 
Parents - It is important to minimise anxieties and avoid rumours spreading 
following an incident and brief factual letters to parents can be helpful. Notices on 
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the school website or emailed letters to parents will ensure factual information is 
communicated as quickly as possible. It is important to note the wishes of the family 
at the centre of the trauma and potential legal restrictions on contacts and 
information. It may be useful to state how you will keep parents informed of the facts 
as they unfold and to make it explicit that there may be rumours or incorrect 
information on social media such as FaceBook. 
 
 

 

Initial Actions Following Sudden Death/Bereavement/Trauma 
 

1. Gather factual details of the incident/sudden bereavement including which 
services are involved so far (e.g. Police, Health Professional). Clarify what 
information can be shared.  
 

2. Contact the County Psychological Service to discuss support managing the 
incident. They can offer support with any of the following actions. 
 

3. Establish impact on normal school operations and stick to normal routines 
where possible. 
 

4. Establish who needs to know e.g. next of kin, staff members, pupils, Chair of 
Governors. 
 

5. Determine how information is to be conveyed and seek guidance if unsure (see 
pages 10 and 23) 
 

6. Arrange cycle of updates of factual information to avoid rumours spreading 
 

7. Establish communication routes in and out of school – activate additional 
telephone/mobile 
 

8. Identify relevant guidance specific to this incident – see pages 10-24 
Consider 

 Age of children affected 

 Specific circumstances e.g. alleged suicide 

 How to break the news – staff briefings, form groups, assemblies 

 Tips for speaking with pupils about death 

 Information for pupils in dealing with emotions 

 Ideas for activities 
 

9. Establish support needs relevant to incident  
e.g. for pupils – in school support staff/counsellors/Emotional literacy Support 
Assistants (ELSAs),  County Psychological Service, in school support base and 
plans for pupils not able to manage classes. In this area, provide tissues, water, 
and comforts such as cushions, soft toys, sweets. 
Support for staff – nurturing, welfare issue, guidance, sources of further help 
 

10. Managing potential media interest – liaise with Communications Officer, County 
Hall, prepare press statement if needed. 
 

11. Establish briefing cycle with key staff 
 

12. Establish family’s wishes regarding contacts and information from school friends 
and what information can be shared, keeping in touch regarding funeral 
arrangements, memorial etc. 
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13. Prepare letter and support information for all parents if appropriate (sample 
letter and leaflets in appendix) 
 

14. Maintain contact with Police and other emergency services where they are 
conducting investigations into the death noting potential legal restrictions on 
contacts and information. 
 

15. Arrange debriefings with key staff affected at the end of the day/end of the week 
and consider welfare implications- welfare contacts – pages 2-3 
 

16. Be aware of multi-cultural/multi-faith issues – See pages 48 - 54. 
 

17. Log actions taken so far - See page 7 for template 
 

 
 
 

 

Ongoing Actions 
 

1.  Establish procedure to monitor vulnerable pupils and staff 
 

2. Consider external support if necessary (counselling, Occupational Health 
department in conjunction with County Psychological Service) 
 

3. Ensure all staff are aware of which pupils were affected and in what way.  
Check they and pupils know how to obtain further help if required.   
 

4. Memorials, memory boxes – determine family’s wish, determine wishes of 
friends and peer group.  Facilitate as necessary. 
 

5. Mark dates of birthdays, anniversaries and consider implications for Mother’s 
Day, Father’s Day etc if relevant. 
 

6. Formal debrief of key people involved 
 

8. Summarise lessons learnt, adjust action plans for future. 
 

9. Complete incident log 
 

10. Review 3 to 4 weeks later 
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APPENDIX A 
 
Please complete this form if there is an emergency and you need to record the 
actions taken. (It may be useful that one team member – not the lead person – 
complete the log of actions) 
 

Incident Log for:                                                       Date 
Time  Actioned 

by 
Recipient/ 
Responder 

Record occurrences, instructions, actions and messages (sent and 
received) content, details given, advice sought and advice received 

example 
10:10 

 

 
A Mann 

Emergency 
services 

Phone 999 to request an ambulance due to child with suspected 
broken leg. Informed casualty was conscious but distressed. Gave 
location and where on site to report.  
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CRITICAL DECISION LOG FOR: 
 

TIME:     DATE: 

LEAD NAME: 

RECORDED BY: 

PROBLEM (issue and available information): 
 
 
 

OPTIONS: 
A: 
 
 
B: 
 
 
C: 
 
 
D: 
 
 

DECISION / OUTCOME / ACTIONS: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

RATIONALE (why did you decide this course of action): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SIGNATURE: 
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APPENDIX B – Photocopiable Leaflets and Guidance for use Following an 
incident or bereavement 
 
 
 
  Page no. 
 Schools Information Pack from Winston's Wish – charity for 

bereaved children 
 

10-24 

 
 

Sample letters to parents 25-26 

 Supporting Children and Young People through Bereavement 
and Loss – Guidance for Parents and Carers 
 

27-28 

 Supporting Children and Young People after Traumatic Events – 
Guidance for Parents and Carers 
 

29-30 

 Coping with Bereavement – A Guide for Young People 
 

31-32 

 Bereavement through Suicide – Guidance from Winston's Wish 
 
 Religions and beliefs about death 
 
 Sources of support – Charities and Organisations 

 
 Books 
 
 
 

34-47 
 

48-54 
 

55 
 

56-58 
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Schools Information Pack 

 
 

Death is a subject that nobody ever wants to address. It is almost inevitable 
though, that at some point in every teacher’s career, the school community 
will be affected by a death in some way or another. This might include the 
death of a pupil, the death of a staff member, the death of a pupils’ family 
member, or the death of a key member in the school community such as a 
governor or popular visitor to the school.  
 
The following pack has been designed by teachers, for teachers. It draws on 
the experiences of school staff and the input of Winston’s Wish. The hope is 
that you will never have to use this pack. If however you do, it will give you 
confidence and plenty of ideas for how to deal with the subject in lessons, 
tutorials and assemblies, as well as on an individual basis.  
 
Contained over the following pages are; 
 

 Aids for speaking with a pupil about a death in their family 
 Tips for speaking with pupils about death 
 Learning ideas for classroom activities with National Curriculum 

references 
 Assembly and whole school communication ideas 
 Ideas for memorial activities  

 
As you read the pack, make sure that you remain aware of your own feelings 
and emotions. Many of us will have to read these either having been affected 
by recent events ourselves, or having memories of past personal experiences. 
 
For more help, advice or ideas please ring the Winston’s Wish Helpline 
(9am-5pm Monday to Friday) on 08452 03 04 05 and speak to our 
experienced practitioners. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Winston’s Wish, 
3rd Floor 
Cheltenham House 
Clarence Street 
Cheltenham 
Gloucestershire 
GL50 3JR 
Helpline: 08452 03 04 05 
General Enquires: 01242 515157 
Web: www.winstonswish.org.uk 
Email: info@winstonswish.org.uk 
Web: www.winstonswish.org.uk 
Email: info@winstonswish.org.uk 
Registered Charity Number 1061359 

 

mailto:info@winstonswish.org.uk
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How do I talk about it? 
 

“My mum died and my life changed forever, it was the biggest thing that ever 
happened to me. My teacher never mentioned it.” 
 
Sometimes our natural reaction to death is not to talk about it. We assume 
that the bereaved person will not want to, that they will view us as nosey, and 
we fear that by mentioning it we will upset them. 
The worst thing that could happen…already has! Most bereaved children will 
at some point be very glad to have the chance to talk about what has 
happened, and will appreciate that a teacher cares enough to ask about them 
and their feelings. Although the teacher involved with the quote above had 
acted with the best intentions, and had not wanted to upset their student, what 
the pupil perceived from their actions was that the teacher did not care. This 
only added to their hurt.  
 
Following are some simple tips for speaking with young people about death. 
 

 Be honest. It is not an easy subject for anyone. If you are upset too – 
do not be afraid to admit it. Model the fact that difficult feelings are ok, 
and totally normal. A recent post on our website from a school pupil 
said this; “Miss B showed us this website, she wrote down some things about her Nan, 
and she started to cry when she told us that her boyfriend never met her Nan, and her 
Nan would love him” 

 

 Use clear language. Trying to avoid the death by using phrases such 
as “your loss” and “gone to a better place” can frustrate older children 
and confuse younger ones. A six year old who hears that her Dad has 
been lost will try to find him, because that is what you do when 
someone is lost. Simply use language which is real and clear; “I was 
really sorry to hear that your Dad died last week, how are you feeling?” 

 

 Expect questions, but don’t feel pressured to provide immediate 
answers. Death often throws up many questions for us all. Some of 
these may seem straightforward and obvious under the circumstances, 
such as ‘How does smoking cause cancer?’ to the more complex ‘Why 
do some people die so young without warning?’ If there are questions 
that you are unable to answer, feel able to say so, and promise to look 
into providing an answer at a later point. There may be other questions 
where you have to admit total defeat...this is ok too. 

 

 Recognise that every death, and every reaction to it is unique. The 
way in which a child reacts to a death is dependant on their relationship 
with the person who died, the time of death in that child’s development, 
the nature of the death (was it expected after a long fight against an 
illness or was it sudden?), the child’s understanding of death, their 
support network and many other factors.  

 



  

Winston’s Wish  
14 

 

 Don’t assume anything. Ask the pupil how they feel, rather than 
projecting feelings that you might expect them to have. Also, expect 
that other children in a class might be affected by a death in an 
immediate family other than their own. 

 

 Allow time and space for pupils to digest the news, find out the facts 
and discover exactly how they feel. For some, this may be their first 
experience of someone they know dying. 

 

 Moving on - Expect children (especially younger ones) to ‘move on’ 
fairly quickly. As adults we tend to remain in a feeling or thought for a 
lot longer than children. If we are sad and reflective, we may be so for 
many hours. Children may be distraught one moment and then the 
next, need to ask what is for lunch, or express annoyance that it is 
raining outside. Although this sometimes shocks us, this is completely 
normal, so try not to punish it. 

 

 Act early to prevent rumours from spreading, or gossip being spread 
around the school. Our response to death is often something that we 
mask when in public. Some people mask it with humour. Among 
children this humour can be less tempered by social graces and so can 
be very hurtful, as can rumours about a death or an individual. Try to 
prevent these at all times, but remember that nasty words are 
sometimes born out of fear. This does not, and should not excuse 
them, but may help us deal better with the pupils concerned. 

 

 Try to normalise the feelings that a bereaved young person shares 
with you. They are probably very worried that they are the only person 
who has ever felt this way. Assure them that feelings of anger, fatigue, 
fear, worry, stress, sadness, exhaustion, guilt, anxiety, frustration, 
loneliness, lack of focus etc are all a normal reaction to grief. 

 

 Acknowledge that some days will be better than others. A bereaved 
pupil may arrive for registration one morning and seem totally fine. The 
next day, for an obvious reason, or for no apparent reason at all, they 
may seem completely different. 
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What are they feeling? 

 

 
Children under 2 years old 
 

Very young children and babies are not able to understand death.  However, 
iff a death occurs in the life of a child in this age group they experience the 
loss as a separation from someone they have an attachment to.  And although 
children at this age do not have much language to express their loss they will 
react to it.  They may search for the person who died; they may cry 
inconsolably or be withdrawn.   
Children this age will also be affected by the emotional state of other 
important people in their lives.  It is important that as normal a routine as 
possible is maintained for the child.  They will respond to a steady, loving, 
interested environment which will enable them to continue to thrive.  As the 
child grows, so will their ability to understand and use speech to express 
themselves and so there will be opportunities to talk about the person who 
died and help them build their own story. When a child this young experiences 
the death of a parent it is particularly important they are helped to know about 
the person as it is an integral part of their history.   
 
Children aged 2 to 5 
 
Children aged between 2 to 5 years think that death is reversible and that 
people who have died can come back.  Their thoughts are characterised by 
what we call “magical thinking”.  Children can be convinced that it was 
something they said or did or thought that caused the person to die.  The flip 
side of this thinking is that they can believe their words, actions or thoughts 
can bring the dead person back. They need to be reassured repeatedly that 
the death was not their fault.  Children’s thinking in this age range is also 
concrete – they cannot grasp abstract concepts or roundabout ways of saying 
things.  Instead use specific concrete words such as “Mummy has died” and 
give specific explanations about why the person died.  Don’t be afraid to be 
honest and tell your child if you don’t have an answer. 
 
It is not unusual for children of this age to revert to behaviour patterns they 
had when they were younger such as bed-wetting, use of a security blanket or 
thumb sucking.  Try to be tolerant.  In time, these earlier behaviour patterns 
will probably disappear again, once family life resumes.   
One of the most difficult aspects of a child’s grief at these ages is how they 
ask the same questions over and over again in an effort to begin making 
sense of their loss.  Children are naturally curious and they want to make 
sense of what is happening in their world.  Their repeated questions are not a 
sign that your explanations aren’t good enough - it is just the way they do 
things at this age.  Reading books on death and loss, playing, drawing and 
giving them opportunities to identify and talk about worries and feelings will all 
help them deal with the loss.  When they experience a death in this age range 
they are at their most helpless and are most dependent on adults to regain 
their balance. 
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Children aged 6 to 9 
 
In this age range the child begins to develop an understanding of death as 
irreversible and something that will happen to all living things but they may be 
confused about it.  It is not uncommon for children to think of death as 
something spooky, like a zombie or a spirit that comes to get you.  It is 
important that their specific worries are spoken about, that they share bad 
dreams and are told that what they’re feeling is normal.  Children are 
reassured by having their worrying and negative thoughts talked through, 
giving them skills and confidence to be in charge of them. 
 
Children may display what you feel is an unhealthy curiosity with issues such 
as what a dead body looks like and what happens to a body after a person 
has been dead for some time. This curiosity is natural and they will benefit 
from clear explanations.  They may worry about how the person who has died 
will eat, breath and keep warm.  It is important to give them information and 
tell them that once someone has died, the body doesn’t feel any more and 
they don’t get hungry.   
 
Children at this stage may complain of a sore tummy, headaches or just 
generally not feeling well.  These are what we call ‘somatic’ complaints, where 
unexpressed feelings and emotions can lead to physical symptoms or 
discomfort. Somatic complaints are normal but it is important that routines are 
maintained while gently acknowledging when someone important dies.  
 
Children this age may have difficulty expressing feelings verbally and may 
retreat into themselves.  In dealing with their feelings of helplessness, you 
may notice increased aggression.  It is important to avoid clichés such as 
“You’re such a brave boy/girl”.  Children will interpret this that you want or 
need them not to share their feelings.  They need you and other important 
people in their lives to show them that it’s OK to express their feelings. 
 
Children aged 9 to 13 
 
In this age range children are much more aware of the finality of death and the 
impact the death has on them.  They are able to understand death as both 
concrete and abstract.   
Children may experience difficulties in their interactions with their peers.  The 
death of someone important can make them feel different at the very time they 
want to be the same as everyone else.   
 
It is important to find ways to build their self-esteem.  Children at this age are 
beginning to think of the longer term consequences of the loss of the 
relationship. They are aware of the loss they feel in the present but also of the 
losses they will experience in the coming months and years when they 
encounter certain important milestones or occasions and realise that they 
won’t be able to share these with the person who has died.   
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At this age children are beginning to move away from dependence on the 
family and they start to form important relationships with other children.  The 
death of someone important can easily destabilise them, leaving them feeling 
unsafe and more dependent on the family.  Their ability to manage their 
feelings may be disrupted and lead to mood swings or more definite up’s and 
down’s in their feelings.  Big emotional releases (such as anger or distress) 
are not uncommon but can be scary for children at this stage.  They will 
benefit from your willingness to listen and your assurances that the feelings 
are normal. 
 
Adolescents 
 
Friends and peers are increasingly important as young people develop their 
ideas of who they are and what is important to them.  They want to be 
accepted by other important people in their lives.  Their bodies are changing, 
they are aware of all sorts of possibilities for themselves and are more aware 
of the future - their future.  It is quite common for risk-taking behavior to 
increase during adolescence as young people test the boundaries. 
 
They may struggle to make longer term plans as the death of someone 
important causes them to reflect on “the meaning of life” and ponder on the 
question “what’s the point?”  Or you may find that they are so busy with 
different activities they don’t stop to reflect.  This can be an effective way of 
keeping intense feelings under wraps if they are worried about losing control 
of their emotions. 
 
If you notice a teenager who is withdrawing, acting very matter of fact and 
detached, or angry and protesting, then remain available for them - but don’t 
push.  Your job is to remind them that you’re there and if they’d prefer to 
speak to someone else you’ll help them find peers or other trusted adults to 
support them.  Although an adolescent’s growing process is most like an 
adult’s they are still going through important emotional development at this 
age and are not ready to manage adult responsibilities even if at times they 
think they are adult.  They need to be reassured of your love and support and 
to know that the limits you set are still enforced. 
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A Death in the Family 
 

Many of the ideas contained within this pack for assemblies and lessons 
are only appropriate when the school community as a whole has 
experienced a death, for example a teacher, a pupil or another staff 
member.  
 
Perhaps a more common experience for teachers and LSW’s is that of a 
pupil experiencing the death of a parent. Whole school or class activities 
will not normally be appropriate in this situation, but the needs of that 
individual pupil still need careful consideration. These hints, tips, and ideas 
will help you to engage with an individual pupil in such an instance. 
Remember, they may want to do all, some or none of these. They may 
want to talk straight away, or not for several months. Knowing that you are 
available, honest, understanding and trustworthy will be a great comfort to 
the pupil concerned. 
 
The death of a parent or sibling is often a shocking thing. Even if a long-
term illness has meant that the death was expected, no amount of 
preparation can make someone numb to the experience, nor should it. 
 
What should I expect? 
 
Often a pupil may be off school for a few days after the death. Immediately 
after the death the prospect of them ever coming back to school again can 
seem impossible for them to comprehend. Or, it may be the very thing that 
they want so that they can “experience normality” again and “take their 
mind off things”. It is impossible to know quite how a pupil of yours may 
react. A simple phone call home can be a great way of determining this 
and also letting the family know that you care. No pupil has ever failed to 
be impressed by a teacher who went out of their way to make a tough 
phone call. A quick visit to the family home can also be especially helpful, 
and help you to get some idea of the family’s frame of mind. 
 
How should I tell the class? 
 
Before they return to school, ask the pupil if they would like you to explain 
to other friends or classmates what has happened. They may like you to 
do it, or for you to do it together, or not at all – make sure the decision is 
theirs. During this chat though, it is good to remain confident in the fact 
that it is usually best if peers at school are told. They will find out at some 
point anyway, and so controlling the manner in which they do find out is 
often better than rumours circulating. 
 
They may like to get straight back into things and be treated almost as if 
nothing has happened. The chances are that they will have been 
surrounded by grieving family members for days and all they want is a 
break from it. Equally they may want to answer questions from their 
classmates – this can help some children cope. Again, make sure the 
decision is theirs and that you are available to support them the whole 
time.  
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What can I do to make their return to school as easy as possible? 
 
Whilst the pupil is off school, you may like to ask them if it is ok if you tell 
the rest of the class what has happened. If so, get the class to write letters 
or cards to them, assuring them of how sorry they are to hear the news, 
but also how much they are looking forward to them coming back and 
helping them with the school play, playing football, going to the shops 
together. This will be a great parcel for you to deliver to the family home, 
and will make the return to school much easier. 
 
Keep the pupil informed about what is going on. Include what the class 
have been studying, but also some other news; who has been told off, who 
is going out with who and who fell off their chair in French! This simply 
keeps the bonds between you and the pupil strong, as well as keeping 
them up-to-date with their school life; they will probably be quite worried 
about falling behind. 
 
Organise their first day back to be not quite normal. Get them to come in at 
break time, this way they can talk to who they want to rather than be 
subjected to all kinds of questioning before school. Maybe have some of 
their best friends meet them and chat together in the staffroom for a bit – 
make them feel special. 
 
Will their behaviour have changed? 
 
Maybe. This won’t be a permanent thing, but immediately after the death 
they may not seem their ‘normal’ self. They may:  
 

 Have less concentration. 

 Be a lot more tired and therefore irritable. 

 Have a heightened sensitivity to comments and remarks. 

 Be so wrapped up in their own feelings that they fail to take the feelings 
of others into account, which can result in arguments and fights. 

 Could have a lot of un-vented anger and frustration that their parent 
has died. 

 
It is important that you recognise that some, or all these things may 
happen, and that you are ready to be patient and understanding. It is also 
important though that normal rules and expectations of behaviour are 
maintained. This can feel harsh in some circumstances, but a routine 
actually helps, and a lack of it will cause more problems within the class 
and amongst peers. 
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How long will it take before they are over it? 
 
Nobody ever ‘gets over it’. Their life has changed forever. Of course they 
will not always feel as emotional as they may do right now, and their life 
will return to a less shocked state, but it will be different for ever. 
 
There is no hard and fast rule for grieving. Some people are hit by their 
feelings right away, others seem fine for months and then it suddenly 
strikes them, others manage to keep it very much under their control. Your 
pupil will appreciate being given a little time to come to terms with what 
has happened and be thankful of your patience. 
 
Since his Dad’s death he has been really difficult, but I struggle to tell 
him off as I feel bad – piling my problems on top of ones he already 
has. 
 
Following the death of someone close to them, a child’s behaviour may 
well be intermittently affected by their grief. They can sometimes sense a 
lack of control over their emotions, and may react in some situations in a 
way that you might not expect, or which is unpredictable.  
If a bereaved pupil displays behaviour that needs to be challenged and 
punished it is right that this is done. Do not be afraid to use standard 
punishments for bad behaviour (detentions for not doing homework in the 
week of the funeral may not be appropriate but a detention for punching a 
peer would be). It is important though that your student understands 
exactly why they are being punished. Also, avoid using phrases such as 
“What would your Dad say? Is this the way in which he would want you to 
behave?” This piles an enormous amount of false guilt, shame and 
emotion onto the young person, and is not fair. 
 
They don’t seem to be getting much support at home, what can I do 
to help them remember the person who has died? 
 
There are many things that you could do with the pupil in order to help 
them remember the person who has died. You could help them to create a 
book of memories filled with photos, stories, cards and letters; you could 
suggest they make a memory box and talk with them about what they 
might include; you could hold a small candlelight ceremony with them; 
have a balloon release and let their messages rise to the sky; help them 
create a calendar of important dates and ways in which they could mark 
them; plant some bulbs in a pot which will become flowers dedicated to the 
memory of the person who has died. 
You could also talk about a First Aid Kit, a collection of things that make 
them feel better on bad days.  
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Jack’s Mum died last year. He is currently being very unsympathetic 
to another child in the class whose grandparent died last month. 
Jack says it is not as important to lose a grandparent. What do I tell 
him?  
 
It sometimes seems natural to us, that a whole year after a death, a child 
should have learned what their feelings are, and be able to manage them. 
This is not the case though. Our emotions do not run in yearly cycles and it 
may take many months before a child experiences a thought or emotion 
for the first time. The death of a friend’s grandparent may bring Jacks own 
feelings and thoughts to the surface, possibly for the first time. 
 
Some children also automatically impose a hierarchy of death onto all 
situations. They may feel that the death of a parent is worse than the death 
of an uncle, and the death of an uncle more important that the death of a 
great grandparent, and the death of a friend somewhere in the middle. 
This may seem a natural thing to conclude, but it is not always true. As 
stated earlier, the relationship that the child had with the person who died 
is the determining factor, not the name given to that relationship. Some 
second cousins may in actual fact be a lot closer to a child, and do a lot 
more of their ‘parenting’ than their real parents – this may not seem 
obvious to an onlooker. 
Encourage Jack (or your pupil in the same situation) to realise that their 
classmate is feeling very similar things to them a year ago. What could 
Jack suggest that would help them now?
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A Death in the School Community 
 
A death within the school community can have a huge effect on the school 
as a whole. Speaking with a single child about the death of a parent or 
sibling needs to be discreet and sensitive to their individual needs, dealing 
with a death which affects many pupils has to be far more ‘managed’ by 
the school. 
 
The following ideas are specifically designed to be used when a whole 
school is affected by a death of a student, a staff member or other 
significant adult, or both. The assembly ideas detail how to break the news 
of a death, and how that person who has died can be remembered by the 
whole school community. 
 
Also downloadable are several lesson ideas, ready to be used by 
individual teachers and LSW’s should they feel that a class needs to 
explore the issue of death and their reactions to it further. Pupils will 
benefit greatly from being able to take part in these activities, place their 
feelings in context and realise that their feelings, although maybe alien to 
them, are totally normal. It is not intended that a school use all these ideas 
– students would not want to spend the whole week talking about death in 
every single lesson. What they are intended to show though is that 
speaking about death can be done in a positive way, and students can be 
helped to understand what is going on in an open, safe and nurturing 
environment. This is always better than children suppressing and hiding 
these feelings and thoughts. 
 
The lesson ideas are designed so that a lesson can easily be built from 
them, and the ideas adapted to best suit your needs. They are cross-
referenced with National Curriculum programmes of Study, and can be 
used easily across a range of subjects
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Assembly / Group Ideas 
 
There are occasions when staff at a school may have to use a gathering 
such as an assembly to convey information about a death. Following are 
some ideas used in schools, which have already helped to make the job a 
little easier for the staff member concerned. These assembly ideas are 
designed for occasions when there has been a death within the school 
community, not when an individual pupil has experienced the death of a 
close relative. 
 
All of these ideas can be easily adapted to suit any size gathering, and 
take little or no preparation. 
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Memory Stones 
 
The concept of memory stones is a very simple one, yet it is a great tool to 
help pupils to speak honestly about their feelings and their memories. 
 
First, hold a jagged, rocky pebble up high. Either you, or some pupils should 
then describe it. It is rough, and has sharp bits. Ask a pupil to hold it tightly 
and squeeze it in the palm of their hands – how does it feel? Not nice, it may 
even hurt a little. Use this pebble to explain that there may be some difficult 
memories or feelings that some pupils have right now. They may be struggling 
with the way in which the person died, or they may be feeling guilty that they 
did not actually like the person, and the last words they shared were nasty 
ones, a fact which they now really regret. 
 
Next, hold aloft a normal pebble. Again, you may want to ask pupils to 
describe it. You are looking to find words such as “normal” “smooth” 
“ordinary”. State that this stone signifies the ordinary, everyday memories that 
pupils may have of the person who died; the fact that they ate prawn cocktail 
crisps or liked English lessons. 
 
Finally, display a shiny, precious gemstone. The characteristics of this stone 
are that it is sparkling and precious, it looks great. Use this to explain that we 
will have some great memories of the person who died. It maybe a best 
holiday, or a special trip to the theatre, or an evening spent watching DVD’s 
curled up together on the sofa.    
 
All three stones are important and the feelings and memories described by 
them are all true. The stones can all be held together in one hand, and the 
memories can all be held in our minds together. 
Depending on the size of the group and their closeness to the person who has 
died, it may be good to let each child have a set of the three stones. This will 
help them to remember the point and manage their feelings. 
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Breaking the News 
 

This is usually only done when a student or a staff member has died.  Publicly 
talking about a single student who has experienced the death of a parent over 
the weekend may not be the best thing to do. 
 
First, it is important to acknowledge that this is a serious assembly and that 
there will be time at the end for discussion back in class groups. 
 
If a student or staff member has died, it will probably already be the subject of 
much speculation.  You may wish to use this as a starting point, saying 
something like: 
 
“Many of you may have heard a story in the playground or in the newspapers 
about Mr Nichols.  There are many different stories circulating that I have 
heard.  Some of these stories are based on fact, others are totally made up.  
What I want to do right now, is to tell you the truth, and as much of the story 
as I know.  There may be other things you want to know, but that may not be 
possible right now, but we will try not to exclude you from anything that you do 
need to know” 
 
“I am sorry to say that over the weekend Nr Nichols died.  For some of you 
that may come as a real shock, and hearing those words is really difficult.  For 
others you may feel that you already knew that.  I am simply going to wait for 
a moment while we all think for a moment and compose our thoughts.  Then I 
am going to tell you how he died, and what we are going to do to remember 
him”. 
 
After this it might seem like a good time to pause for a moment before filling 
pupils in with more information.  Children react better when they all know the 
information.  This also makes it less easy to pass on and create rumours. 
 
Pupils will also want to know all about the funeral arrangements, what will 
happen to his class, will they be able to do anything to mark the occasion, and 
if there is anyway that they can help. 
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Holding a Memorial 
 
After a death, we can often be left with a strong urge to ‘do something’ which 
marks the significance of the death and which states its importance to us.  For 
family members this is usually the funeral or a ceremony of some other sort.  
It is not always either appropriate or possible for school children to attend 
these occasions though, so facilitating something within the school context is 
very important. The following are just a few ideas that are easy to do, yet 
significant.  They of course can be combined. 
 

 Light a candle and reflect 

 Listen to some music.  Maybe a significant piece to the person who 
has died – you may want to combine this with lighting a candle. 

 Create a memory box or book.  Invite pupils to write a memory in 
the book about the person who has died, or place an object that 
means something to them and that has a story attached to it in the 
memory box.  This box could then be displayed, or kept, or 
presented to the family of the person who died. (Children make 
mistakes, which especially in sensitive circumstances can upset 
them.  You may want to get them to write on cards which are then 
stuck into the book, rather than directly into the book itself). 

 Plant a tree in memory of the person 

 Create a plaque, or wall display to commemorate their life 

 Were they sporty?  Name a cup after them and hold an annual 
sports tournament to win the trophy, or present it to the most 
improved sportsperson of the year. 

 Did they like singing or acting? Hold a cabaret event in their honour. 

 Invite pupils to write poems, songs and letters to or about the 
person who died. 

 Hold a balloon release ceremony where pupils each attach a 
message to helium filled balloons, and then all release them 
together. 

 Hold a minute’s silence. 

 Get the school canteen to serve the person’s favourite meal one 
day.  If they died of an illness, raise funds to support an appropriate 
charity that works with sufferers of that illness. 
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Sample letters to parents 
 
 

WOODGREEN SCHOOL 
Xxxxxxxxxxx 
Xxxxxxxxxx 

Dorset   
 

Tel No:………….. 
Fax No:…………. 

Mrs A. N. Other BA (Hons) NPQH            Email: Office@xxxx.dorset.sch.uk 
Headteacher               Website: www.xxxx.dorset.sch.uk 
 
Date: 
 
Dear Parents, 
 
I have some important /very sad news to share with you today. 
 
Miss xxx, one of our teachers in Year 2, died suddenly at the weekend following a heart 
attack.  We are all very shocked and sad to hear this news. 
 
I have spoken to the children in assembly today and explained, as simply as possible, what 
has happened. We have also spoken with the Miss Xx's class.  If you would like a leaflet 
about supporting your child following this sad news, please ask at the school office.  
 
We will do everything we can to ensure as much consistency as possible for Miss xxx’s 
class.  Mrs xxx will be teaching Miss xxx’s class tomorrow and Wednesday.  When I have 
further information, I will let you know. 
 
If you have any particular concerns about your child following this news, please contact me.  
We can arrange for someone to be available for the children to talk to if they need to. 
 
Our thoughts are with Miss xxx’s family at this difficult time. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
A. N. Other 
Headteacher 
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Treetops Technology College 

Forest Road 
Dortown 

Dorset 
 
Dear Parents, 
 
I have some sad news to share with you today. 
 
One of the students, Ben xxx in Year 10 was involved in a fatal accident yesterday.  He died 
in hospital. The accident was reported on the local news this morning although the full 
circumstances of the accident are not yet known.  The police are conducting their 
investigations. 
 
We have informed the students through tutor groups and assembly today.  It has been 
necessary to discourage them from spreading rumours about what happened and trying to 
blame someone as this not helpful, particularly for Ben’s family. 
 
Arrangements have been made for members of our support team to be available to talk to 
students as necessary and we can also call on the County Psychological Service – a copy of 
their support leaflet has been made available to students in Ben’s tutor/year group and their 
parents. Further copies can be obtained from the school office/website. 
 
Ben was a very able student, who played for the school football team and contributed a lot to 
the school community.  He will be very sadly missed. Clearly this is a huge shock for Ben’s 
family and friends and our thoughts are with them at this very difficult time. 
 
We will be in touch with them about their wishes regarding his funeral and other 
arrangements in the coming days. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
AN Other 
Headteacher 
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The following pages contain photocopiable leaflets to be shared with parents, staff and 
young people as appropriate. 
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Bereavement through suicide – Guidance from 
Winston’s Wish 
 
A death through suicide delivers a double blow to families – not only do they have to 
cope with a sudden and often unexpected death but they also have to deal with the 
way their relative has died. They may feel very alone in their grief but sadly more 
people are bereaved through suicide than most of us realise. The following is 
addressed to any family facing life after a death by suicide or to anyone who is trying 
to help a family in this situation.  
 
 
Impact on families – does bereavement by suicide differ from other types of 
bereavement? 
 
The death of someone important can cause great grief and sadness whatever the 
cause of death. However, families bereaved through suicide also have to face 
additional pressures and pain. You can often face agonising questions and intrusive 
public scrutiny at a time when you are feeling confused and vulnerable. For adults 
and children it can take a long time to trust others again.  
 
If you have been bereaved though suicide, you will probably go through the shock, 
deep sadness and occasional anger felt by people bereaved in other ways. At the 
same time, you may also have to cope with extra emotions such as guilt, shame and 
self blame. You may find yourself plagued by thoughts of ‘what if’ and ‘if only’. On top 
of everything else, parents can fear for the future mental health of their children. The 
feelings and emotions can be more painful and seem to last longer than with other 
causes of death. One person described it as ‘grief with the volume turned up’.  
 
Because a death through suicide is one of the most painful and complicated types of 
bereavement families can experience, families are left asking many unanswerable 
questions. Families feel isolated within their own community as a result of the stigma 
attached to this type of death; individuals within families are left isolated as the pain is 
felt too great to bear and permission to talk and share thoughts and feelings are not 
given.  
 
Many families have difficulties being open about their thoughts and feelings after a 
bereavement through natural or accidental causes. With the added dimensions of 
secrecy, shame, guilt and distortion associated with bereavement through suicide, 
communications within families is further hindered. The result is individuals and 
families who feel alone in their grief and powerless to mobilise the support they need 
to negotiate the path ahead. 
 
There will be differences for all members of the family depending on who dies. The 
death of a parent or a brother or sister or of a partner or child will impact differently on 
children and adults depending on the previous relationships. For example, it is 
particularly hard to parent a child through adolescence if their older brother or sister 
killed him or herself. 
 
A note on language 
Please note that we never refer to ‘committing suicide’; this expression has remained 
in public usage long after suicide legally ceased to be considered a criminal act. Its 
use can distress families and it is preferable to refer to ’death by suicide’ or that the 
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deceased ‘took their own life’ or ‘ended their life’. A child recently described his 
father’s death by suicide as ‘Dad made himself die’.  
 
 
Feelings and thoughts 
 
Numbness, shock and disbelief 
‘The day after, I was walking around as if nothing had happened. It couldn’t be real, 
could it? Surely I’d wake up and find it was a dream?’ 
 
By its very nature, suicide is often untimely, unexpected and may be violent. 
Sometimes a death through suicide comes out of a clear blue sky to those close to 
the person who has killed himself or herself. Even if someone has said they plan to 
kill themselves or has attempted to do so before, the death will still come as a shock 
and it can be a long time before you can believe it is really true. However the 
numbness at the beginning can protect you from feelings which may seem 
overpowering and may help you get through the early days when there is too much to 
cope with. 
 
Guilt, anger and even relief 
‘I hate that she died like this and sometimes I hate her too’ 
 
Guilt and anger are common reactions in bereaved people but tend to be felt more 
intensely and for longer by relatives and friends of people who have killed 
themselves. You may feel guilt that you are alive and that you didn’t or, indeed, 
couldn’t prevent the suicide.  
 
You may be angry for being hurt like this and being left behind to cope. You may find 
it impossible to ‘switch off’ the last conversation. This is difficult enough if your last 
conversation with the person seemed cheerful and normal; it is very hard if you are 
left with the memory of angry last words or a family row. 
 
Some people may even feel a sense of relief, especially if there have been frequent 
suicide attempts or violence or if your family life has been dominated by one 
emotional crisis after another. However, even this relief can be brief, swamped by 
feelings of guilt for having felt relieved. 
 
Rejection and betrayal 
‘We had gone through so much together and I’d given him so much support. Yet it’s 
as if I hadn’t cared less – or as if he hadn’t.’ 
 
Family members often feel rejected by someone who has killed themselves. You may 
be left asking ‘Why did he or she do this to me?’ ‘Did I fail them in any way?’ ‘What 
have I and the children done to deserve this?’ You may have devoted years to 
supporting a child or partner with depression and feel all your loving care has been 
rejected. You may feel as if your love has also been rejected. One writer said 
‘suicides put their skeletons in other people’s closets’. 
 
 
Shame and blame 
‘At the funeral I knew his mother was looking at me and thinking ‘this wouldn’t have 
happened if you hadn’t left him’. She didn’t know the half of it…’ 
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Suicide is thankfully no longer a crime but there still seems to be a stigma associated 
with it. The legal framework that goes with the investigation and inquest can make 
families feel on trial. You may feel that neighbours, work colleagues or even other 
members of the family are questioning the death in a way they never would if the 
death had been through cancer of heart failure. Relatives may be desperate to 
understand what has happened and, in trying to make sense of everything, they may 
try to put the blame on to someone other than the person who died. This is even 
harder if you are already blaming yourself, however much you understand that 
nothing anyone says or doesn’t say, does or doesn’t do can cause someone to die by 
suicide.  
 
 
One of the particularly hard feelings is shame; adults often feel that there is a strong 
sense of shame attached to a death by suicide and they try to protect their children 
from this feeling.  In fact, children do not experience shame in the same way as 
adults do when someone has killed themselves. They may well be blaming 
themselves and possibly others, but shame is usually less of a burden for them. 
 
Trying to make sense of it  
Suicide can seem like a totally meaningless act and those left behind are often 
desperate to understand more about why it happened. For some people, the list of 
questions is endless and the search for answers can become a big part of your life. 
The list of questions is always led by ‘why?’…. 
• Why? 
• Why did it happen? 
• Why now when s/he seemed so much better? 
• Why didn’t s/he say anything? 
• Did s/he really mean to die? 
• Why did s/he do this to me? 
• How could s/he do this to the children? 
• What sort of person were they really? 
• Did I really know her/him?  
• What did I do wrong? 
• How can I bring the children up alone? 
 
Everyone connected to the person who has died will have their own beliefs about 
‘why’. But all they have is their part of the picture; the person who died is the only one 
who knew how all the pieces of ‘why’ added up to a situation they found intolerable. 
 
 
Many people point to events that have happened (redundancy, family break up, 
relationship difficulties, exams, financial difficulties etc) and see these as the cause. 
What is more complicated, though, is the fact that many people are able to weather 
similar pressures without the despair that leads to suicide. Some people are more 
naturally resilient or have better mental health. Only the person who dies knows how 
all the ‘whys’ joined with all the feelings and thoughts and all their own emotional 
history to make suicide seem the only choice. ‘Final straws’ may be the weight of iron 
girders or as light as gossamer – only the person who died knew what the final straw 
may be. 
 
This search for clues and the need to make sense of the answers is probably one of 
the biggest challenges to face. In the end, it may be a case of accepting that there 
are things that will never be known. Some people find that it helps to settle on an 
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answer they can live with, others find they can live with not knowing. Whichever way 
you choose, it is important at some time to end the search so that you can look 
forward. 
 
Saying goodbye 
The funeral is an important and often daunting event for any bereaved family. You 
may have regrets that you couldn’t stop the suicide but feel that the funeral is 
something positive you can do for the person who died. This can then become an 
opportunity to celebrate their life and achievement and so help to remember positive 
feelings about them rather than just concentrating on the way they died. But in many 
cases, the funeral comes too soon to be thought of as any kind of tribute and instead 
is overshadowed by strong feelings over the way in which the death happened. If this 
is the case, it may help to plan a memorial service at a later date. 
 
 
Being in the public eye 
Sadly, the death of a family member by suicide means that you will have little chance 
of grieving in private. As well as the funeral, families also have to face an inquest 
which can be stressful. The full inquest may not be held until months later. This delay 
can be difficult for families; you may feel that you can’t begin to grieve properly until 
the inquest has taken place. It can also be painful to have your family member 
discussed by strangers or referred to in newspapers; it can feel as if they are ‘not 
yours’ any more. 
 
Talking about it 
‘It is amazing how often you need to explain that they have died – each time I dread 
the next bit when you are asked ‘how did they die?’ Even when I feel strong enough 
to explain what happened I need to be sure that the person listening can take it. 
There’s often a painful silence and I end up trying to comfort them because they feel 
so tongue-tied.’ 
 
Death is still a difficult issue for many people to discuss and a death by suicide is 
probably one of the hardest things to explain or talk about. You may bump into 
someone you haven’t seen for a long time at the supermarket and be asked how 
your partner is. A new teacher at your child’s school might ask if your partner will be 
coming to see the school play. An acquaintance might ask ‘How did Sam get on with 
his exams?’ 
 
Thinking in advance about some answers to unexpected questions like these should 
make them easier to deal with. 
 
‘I’m sorry to say that he killed himself – we’re still struggling to understand why.’ 
‘Anne felt she couldn’t go on living any more and so decided to end it.’ 
‘Callum seems to have felt that suicide was his only choice, which is very painful to 
think about.’ 
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Explaining suicide to children and young people 
 
Never too young to know 
It is a natural reaction with any death to want to hide away from the outside world but 
with a death from suicide you are much more likely to have to cope with outsiders 
such as the police, coroner and the media. It may be tempting to think up another 
explanation for the death or another description of the circumstances just to protect 
the children. But as the story of what has happened can quickly become public 
knowledge, it is generally best to try to be open and honest from the start. This can 
seem an almost impossible task – especially as you yourself will need time to adjust. 
 
Media interest, police visits and overheard conversations can all lead to a child 
finding out the truth by accident or indeed finding out something that is not true. You 
will probably prefer that the children hear the news from you rather than from 
someone in the playground. It will also give you a chance to reassure them that they 
are not to blame.  
 
You will of course want to protect your children and to let them know they can trust 
you. Try to avoid secrets and also unnecessary details. If at all possible, a parent is 
generally the best person to tell their child this difficult news. If you are just not able to 
do this, then please be present when someone else does. 
 
‘How do you tell a child their mum has died and that she decided to end it all? It didn’t 
seem fair to burden them with it but then again I thought, above all, they now needed 
to be able to trust me completely.’ 
 
It can help even very young children to have a simple story that they can use to re-tell 
and slowly make sense of what has happened. Use words they understand. Always 
ask them what they think about what you have said to make sure that they have 
actually understood. 
 
Events surrounding suicide can often become very confused. Facts may be changed 
to become more comfortable to live with or to make them easier to explain. Try to be 
consistent in your explanations to the children, telling them honestly what you believe 
to be true. 
 
It may be that you have already given your child a different explanation for the death 
than suicide. If this is the case, it is possible to go back and explain things again. You 
could try something like this:- 
 
‘You know I told you that Steve died and that he died from a heart attack? Well, I’d 
now like to tell you a bit more about it. When Steve died it was hard to explain exactly 
what happened and it was hard for me to think straight. But now I’d like to tell you 
more about how your brother died’.  
 
Older children may feel hurt to have been protected from the full facts before. In 
these circumstances it can help to say something like:- 
 
‘I have been impressed by how you’ve been since Dad died and I think you’re mature 
enough to know some more about what happened when he died.’ 
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Finding the right words 
Our experience shows that there may be five stages involved in telling a child that 
someone has died by suicide. These five stages may happen in the space of 
minutes, hours, days, weeks, months or even years. The pace between the stages is 
often led by the child’s needs and ability to understand which is in turn affected by 
their age and developmental understanding. The pace will also be affected by the 
situation, for example, the possibility of your child finding out what has happened 
from other sources or from older members of the family.  
 
The five stages may be:- 
1 Explaining that the person has died 
2 Giving simple details about how they died 
3 Saying that the person chose to take their own life 
4 Providing a more detailed description of how the person died 
5 Exploring possible reasons why the person chose to kill themselves 
 
This process takes time. It needs to be handled with care, giving the children the 
chance to say how they are feeling. You may want to ask your child if they would like 
to know more details and then be guided by their response. If a child says they don’t 
want to hear more just now, they need to know that they can come back to you for 
more information. Then again, you may feel that your child can not handle any more 
information at the moment. It is important then to tell your child that you will tell them 
more on another occasion – and to do this. 
 
Our experience indicates that if a child asks a question about what has happened, 
they are ready to hear the answer.  
 
Stage 1 – explaining that the person has died 
This is the stage when you explain gently and simply that someone has died. 
 
‘I have something really sad to tell you. Mum died today.’ 
 
Stage 2 – giving simple details about how they have died 
This is an opportunity to explain in general how or where the person died. This allows 
you to tell part of the story honestly but without giving some of the details which you 
may feel to be too much at this time. However it is important to check out with the 
child what they understand and to find out if they want more information. As said 
above, if a child asks a question, we believe they are ready to hear the answer. If 
they are not given information, they tend to fill in gaps themselves which can lead to 
difficulties and confusion later on. 
 
You can start by telling the story of how the person died with simple details. 
 
‘Daddy died up on the hill by the trees.’ 
 
‘Mum died in the car.’ 
 
‘Granny died because she took more of her tablets than she should have.’ 
 
‘Jack died by the railway line.’ 
 
‘Sally died because she got very badly burnt.’ 
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Stage 3 – saying that the person chose to take their own life 
 
This is the stage when you need to explain that the person killed themselves. There 
are many explanations as people and their situations are so different. Here are some 
ideas of what you might say; you would need to adapt one to fit your situation. 
 
If the suicide is completely unexpected 
‘I have something I need to explain about how your brother died. People die for lots 
of different reasons – illnesses and accidents and sometimes people hurt themselves 
and they die. Your brother did something very dangerous to himself which led to his 
death. When people do something like that they are often very confused or 
depressed – they think that killing themselves is the best thing to do. It was very 
unlike Will to think like that – It’s so hard to believe that it’s happened.’  
 
If the suicide comes after a period of depression 
‘Sometimes people become very sad and down. It’s not like the feeling you get when 
you can’t have something you want. This sort of ‘feeling down’ goes on for a long 
time and all the problems and worries pile up on top of the other. It’s a bit like when 
you build a tower out of bricks. When people feel like this, they might feel that nothing 
they or anyone else does can make the situation any better. If they carry on feeling 
like this – with more and more worries piling on top of the other – they might think 
that life is not worth living and that it would be better if they were dead. In the end, 
one more worry may be just too much. The tower of bricks topples and falls over. 
Because Dad was so confused and so depressed he probably thought we would be 
better off without him. I wish he hadn’t thought this.’ 
 
If the suicide comes after previous attempts linked to a history of mental ill health 
‘Mum did something very dangerous and this is why she died. Mum had been unwell 
for most of her life. It wasn’t an illness like chicken pox but an illness that changed 
the way she felt or thought about things. She thought life wasn’t worth living any more 
and no matter what anyone tried to do to help her, nothing worked. Mum felt so awful 
she decided she did not want to be alive any more. She decided she wanted to die.  
 
As you know, she had thought this before when she had to go to the hospital after 
taking all those tablets. That time, the doctor managed to sort her out. Today it was 
different and she died before the ambulance arrived. There was nothing anyone 
could do.’ 
 
After your explanation, you might want to ask the child again if they want any more 
information. This is the time when you could introduce the word ‘suicide’. 
‘When people do something like this, they are often very sad and confused and think 
it is the best thing to do. It is called ‘suicide’ or ‘ending your own life’. 
 
Stage 4 – providing a more detailed description of how the person died 
This is the point when you need to explain the method of suicide. This is probably the 
stage that people worry about the most, but if said gently, simply and factually it can 
help a child piece together what has happened. Here are some explanations for the 
more frequent methods. 
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Suicide by hanging 
‘He went to a quiet place in the countryside and took a piece of rope with him. He 
climbed the tree and tied one end of the rope round his neck. Then he jumped. The 
rope pulled very tight around his neck and stopped him breathing. This is how he 
died.’ 
 
Suicide by overdose 
‘Normally tablets and medicines from the doctor are OK to take. But you only take as 
much medicine as the doctor tells you to. When you follow the right instructions, 
medicine can make you well if you are poorly. Grandma took too many tablets in one 
go. When you take too many tablets it is hard for your body to cope. It poisons your 
body and makes you so ill that you die. This is how Grandma died.’ 
 
Suicide by overdose and alcohol 
The above explanation can be adapted as in:- 
‘……Grandma took too many tablets all in one go and then she drank a lot of wine. 
When you take too many tablets and drink lots of alcohol together, it is hard for your 
body to cope………’ 
 
Suicide by jumping in front of a train 
‘Dad went down to the railway line and he decided to jump in front of a train when it 
was coming towards him. The train was coming very fast and it did not have time to 
stop. It hit Dad. He was so badly injured when the train hit him that he died 
immediately.’ 
 
Suicide by carbon monoxide poisoning 
‘Alex drove off in the car and parked where not many people pass. He put a tube in 
the exhaust pipe of the car and put the other end of the tube into the car. Then, with 
the car engine running, he let the fumes from the exhaust go into the car. These 
fumes are poisonous and when you breathe a lot of them, you die. It isn’t painful – he 
would have slowly become sleepy and eventually he died because his body couldn’t 
live without oxygen’. 
 
Suicide by jumping 
‘Sue went up to the top floor of the car park and jumped off. It was so high up that the 
fall from there hurt her very badly. When you are hurt that much, you die and that’s 
what happened to Sue.’ 
 
Suicide by burning 
‘Mum got some petrol in a can and poured it onto herself and then set the petrol on 
fire. The petrol burnt her so badly that she died. Mum would have died very quickly 
and though it would probably have been painful, the doctors said it would only have 
hurt for a very short time before she died.’ 
 
Other situations 
There are of course many other ways to die by suicide such as drowning or shooting. 
The explanations given above can be adapted to fit other situations. 
 
It is important to check what the child has understood after one of these 
explanations. They should feel informed without feeling too frightened. 
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If you would like any guidance on such explanations, please call the Winston’s Wish 
Helpline 08452 03 04 05. 
 
Stage 5 – exploring possible reasons why the person chose to kill themselves 
 
Most family members ask themselves the question ‘why?’ Why did someone in their 
family choose to take their own life? Children and adults may wonder why they didn’t 
realise things were so wrong or wonder if they could have done something to make 
things better. People often think they might have been able to prevent the death, but 
even if they had known that something was wrong, they may still not have been able 
to change the course of events. 
 
If you know some of the reasons that may have contributed to the person’s decision 
to take their own life, it can be helpful to share these with your child.  
 
It will be important to your child to know that there was nothing s/he had done or said 
– or not done or not said that made this happen. If it seems appropriate, it is also a 
time to reassure your child that the person who has died loved them and cared about 
them. 
 
You might like to say something along the lines of the following. 
 
When there appears to be a specific reason such as financial problems or 
relationship difficulties 
 
‘Dad had lots of worries. He had lost his job and he was worried about money. I think 
he felt he had let us down because he didn’t have a job. He worried so much that he 
thought he would be better off dead and that that would be better for us too.’ 
 
‘Mum was worried about what would happen after we had stopped living together. 
And I think she worried whether all the arguments were upsetting you. I never 
imagined she’d feel so bad that she would think of suicide.’ 
 
When it appears to be an impetuous decision 
‘That night your brother had got into trouble with the police because he had been 
caught drinking and driving. He knew he would have to go to court. I suppose he 
thought he would lose his job. He must have decided to kill himself on the way home 
that same night. Maybe the drink affected the way he was thinking.’ 
 
When the person had little self-confidence 
‘Mummy had lots of worries. Even as a young girl she never felt very good about 
herself. She used to think she wasn’t good at what she was doing and that she could 
never be good enough. Sometimes when people feel like this for a long time, they 
choose to die to end the feeling.’ 
 
When depression was a factor, leading to negative and irrational thoughts 
‘Dad had been feeling very low for a very long time and he did not want to take 
medicine from the doctor. He kept hoping he’d feel better. He said in his note that he 
felt we’d be happier without him. If he hadn’t been depressed, he would have realised 
that it’s not true and maybe he would have been able to see a way through the 
illness.’ 
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When the reason is unknown 
 
‘I really don’t know why Jo chose to die. I suppose we will never know and that will be 
very difficult.’ 
 
‘I know Dad must have felt very upset and confused to do something like this. It isn’t 
something he would have done easily. He must have thought there was no other way 
out for him. It was his decision at a time when he was feeling very mixed up.’ 
 
There is no set way to tell a child something as difficult as the fact that someone they 
know has chosen to kill themselves. Breaking the task up into the five smaller steps 
mentioned above may help you feel more in control and you can pace the stages to 
suit your child. As we said at the start, with an older child you may travel through all 
five stages in the space of a single conversation; with a much younger child it might 
be years before you discuss the reasons behind the suicide. 
 
Conversations like these will be difficult and upsetting for everyone but afterwards 
you’ll probably feel relieved you were able to be honest so as to give your child a 
solid foundation of trust in you. 
 
‘In some ways, Jack seemed less bothered about the way he died. He asked me if he 
loved him and if so, why did he do it? I felt weary having to explain it over again and 
again. Eventually he found a way of understanding about depression and now his 
questions are more about his dad as a person.’ 
 
Answering difficult questions 
Encourage children to ask questions. This will help you to find out what they are 
thinking and how they are dealing with the death. If you don’t have an answer it is 
fine to say you don’t know and do reassure the child that it was not a silly question to 
ask. Sometimes it can help to think ahead about questions that might get asked and 
then practice answers you are happy with. 
 
It might help to ask your family doctor to answer specific medical questions so that 
the whole family can understand why the person’s actions made them die (for 
example, how does exhaust gas make you die) and also what sort of death it would 
have been. With a violent death, it is reasonable to assume that there would have 
been some pain or suffering. While it is difficult to talk about this, not talking does not 
stop a child worrying about it. Some reassurance that the death was quick and any 
pain of very short duration can help children deal with difficult facts. 
 
Sometimes children ask whether they could have done anything to change what 
happened or if it is their fault the person died. This needs explaining because 
children often feel they have some sort of power over the people and events that 
matter to them. 
 
‘Sometimes no matter how good we are or what things we say or do, if someone 
feels so bad that they want to kill themselves, there’s nothing we can do to stop 
them.’ 
 
‘Lots of us have wondered if we did something, or didn’t do something to make them 
want to kill themselves – we’ve worried that it might have been our fault. But if 
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someone feels very down about things and decides to kill themselves, then they’ve 
made the choice about what they want to do. It’s no-one else’s fault – it’s their 
decision.  
 
 
 
The sad thing is that sometimes people make that decision when they are feeling 
useless and don’t like themselves much. I wish they’d realised they were important to 
us and didn’t need to do this.’ 
 
The most important thing to stress is that the person did not die because they no 
longer loved their child. 
 
‘Whatever Mum was thinking, the one thing I know for sure is that she loved you with 
all her heart. She wasn’t thinking straight or she would never have done anything to 
hurt you.’ 
 
Children may worry about their other relatives doing the same thing. 
 
‘I won’t do the same thing. Like you, I have felt very, very upset and low since Jim 
died but I know that I will never choose to die like Jim. I know what it’s like for those 
left behind after a suicide. At the moment, I still need to be sad and I will probably 
need to be sad and maybe angry for a long time. That doesn’t mean I will kill myself.’ 
 
Does suicide run in families? 
One fear that all families share is whether other members of the family will also die by 
suicide.  
 
The factors that can bring someone to the point of suicide are many. And only the 
individual who dies by suicide can know how the various factors weighed with them. 
What is important is that those bereaved by suicide receive the skilled help and 
support that will make it unlikely that they will make the same choices. It is important 
for all children to have their resilience enhanced and encouraged in order to make 
them less likely to experience mental ill health. 
 
There has been some evidence that knowing someone who has died by suicide may 
increase the chance of suicide attempts. This theory suggests that the previous 
suicide has lifted some of the taboo over the act. However, there is other evidence 
that the painful experience of being bereaved through suicide along with appropriate 
help and support in journeying through the grief can in fact protect someone from 
making their own attempt.  
 
Making opportunities to talk 
It can be difficult to find the opportunities to talk; this can be particularly true if the 
death occurred some time ago. You could use opportunities provided by news 
events, stories, TV programmes or a further family death to talk more about the 
person who died. Try to visit the grave, garden of remembrance or other special 
place and talk about the person who died. Also try to keep in contact with friends and 
family: it is easy to lose contact, especially if you feel people are still feeling guilty or 
blaming each other. 
 
Children may raise the subject when you are least expecting it, but try to stay calm 
and take time to listen to what they are saying and asking. 
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Real memories 
Not everyone who dies is loved by everyone all of the time. Sometimes we can be 
fond of a person but hate their moods. Some people can behave in ways that are 
frightening, unkind or disloyal. Whether we loved a person or disliked them, we will 
grieve over their death. Similarly, family members react to a death in different ways: 
each will remember a different relationship with the person who died. If you had a 
difficult relationship, your grief is likely to be complicated. Other people might think: 
‘they didn’t get on so she’ll soon get over it.’ But grief doesn’t work that way. It is 
important that you and the children have the chance to remember the person who 
died honestly, not trying to make them perfect if they weren’t. 
 
 
Looking ahead 
If someone has died by suicide, it can be hard to hold on to positive memories: 
unhappy or unpleasant feelings may block everything else. To move on, we need to 
be able to handle all sorts of memories: the ordinary, the difficult and the precious.  
 
If you’ve lived through many years of unsettled family life before the death, it can take 
a long time before you can recapture good, positive memories of the person who 
died. You may feel that the act of suicide has blocked out, or even destroyed, 
everything that went on before – including happier times. If the death was violent, 
memories of how they died can simply wipe out good memories for a long time. 
Feelings about the death often have to be faced and worked through before other, 
more positive memories can return. 
 
Elsewhere on this website are many ideas to encourage children to remember the life 
of the person rather than their death. Memory box; calendar of memories; memory 
jar; 10 ways to remember; skyscape 
 
‘Now we can look at his photo and think about him as a person. He will always be 
part of our family – regardless of how he died.’ 
 
Facing the future 
Suicide raises so many difficult questions and feelings, that grieving can be 
complicated and it can be hard to look to the future with any optimism. Children and 
adults can be left wondering if there is something wrong with them for such a thing to 
have happened. Confidence can be dented by a sense of failure. For children, a 
belief in the future is very important. Try to plan small events they can look forward 
to. Praise and encourage children’s achievements whenever you can as a way of 
reinforcing their belief in themselves. 
 
A secure, consistent home life with support from good friends will also help towards 
recovery. Don’t be afraid to ask for help and it may be helpful for you and your 
children to meet others who have been through the same experience. Winston’s 
Wish holds a residential group once a year during which children spend time with 
other children who have been bereaved through suicide on a programme that 
combines fun activities with grief work. Their parents/carers spend time nearby 
following a programme that allows time to reflect on their own stories as well as 
considering how to support the children. 
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Above all, be kind to yourself and give yourself time. It is hard to cope with any death, 
but the extra pain associated with a suicide probably means the healing and recovery 
will take longer. Letting go and moving forward does not mean forgetting. 
 
Winston’s Wish has supported hundreds of families who have somehow managed to 
piece their lives together again. All of them would have thought this impossible in the 
early weeks and months after the death, but they have found a balance between 
remembering the person who died and continuing to live their life.  
 
‘I don’t dream about him dying any more. I can live with his life and I can live with his 
death. I can go forward.’ 
 
How many families? 
In the UK, on average, someone takes their own life every 80 minutes. Suicide is the 
second most mentioned cause of death in calls to the national helpline and accounts 
for 20% of all calls. It is estimated that in the UK 50,000 family members are 
‘profoundly’ affected by suicide each year. For every suicide it is estimated that on 
average six people suffer intense grief. With around 5,000 suicides a year in England 
and Wales, the impact of suicide is immense. 
 
Useful reading 
If you would like to read more, here are some suggested publications. Links to 
ordering them can be found in the Shop section under other books.   
 
A Child’s Grief: Supporting a child when someone in their family has died 
By Julie Stokes and Diana Crossley 
Winston’s Wish 2001 
ISBN 0-9539123-1-0 
This booklet aims to help families cope with the death of a family member and 
provides a range of ideas for families about how to support their children. 
 
Help is at Hand: a resource for people bereaved by suicide and other sudden, 
traumatic death 
By Keith Hawton and Sue Simkin 
COI for Department of Health 2006 
This guide has been produced to help people who are unexpectedly bereaved. It also 
provides information for healthcare and other professionals who come into contact 
with bereaved people, to help them understand the impact of suicide 
Copies can be obtained from DH Publications Orderline, PO Box 777, London DE1 
6XH quoting 274206 
 
Cry of Pain: Understanding suicide and self-harm 
By Mark Williams 
Penguin 1997 
ISBN 0 14 02.5072 7 
This book sensitively and thoughtfully considers why people kill themselves, offering 
a greater understanding of suicidal behaviour. 
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The Savage God: A study of suicide 
By A. Alvarez 
Penguin 1974 
ISBN 0 14003 747 0 
A thorough study of historical, social and psychological perspectives on suicide that 
is also passionate, personal and readable. 
 
A Special Scar 
By Alison Wertheimer 
Routledge 1992 
ISBN 0 41501 763 7  
This book discusses suicide from an adult perspective and can be an invaluable 
resource for those helping children and families bereaved through suicide 
 
Silent Grief 
By Christopher Lukas and Henry M Seiden 
Jason Aronson Inc 1987 
ISBN 0 76570 056 5 
A ‘survivor’s guide’ for those grieving the suicide of a family member, written by a 
‘survivor’ of suicide and his doctor. 
 
Up on Cloud Nine 
By Anne Fine 
Corgi Children’s 2006 
ISBN 0 55255 465 0 
A story about the friendship between two boys, one of whom is in hospital after a 
serious ‘accident’. The implication is that this has been a suicide attempt – the 
subject is handled with warmth and appropriate humour. 
 
No Time to Say Goodbye 
By Carla Fine 
Doubleday Books 1997 
ISBN 0 38548 018 0 
The author shares her own story of the death of her husband by suicide and includes 
accounts from other families 
 
The Scent of Dried Roses 
By Tim Lott 
Viking 1997 
Honest and searching account of the author’s attempt to understand and accept his 
mother’s suicide and his own depression 
 
Night falls fast (understanding suicide) 
By Kay Redfield Jamison  
Picador 2000 
ISBN 0 74755 905 8 
This account combines scientific research with personal stories
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Religions and beliefs about death 
 
The ways in which people deal with death and the funeral rites they carry out are usually 
very closely linked with their beliefs about life after death. Below are a brief description of 
the beliefs and customs from some of the main world religions and information on non-
religious funerals. 
 

BUDDHISM 
 
Types of Buddhism: 
 
• Theravada - has remained closest to the original Buddha's teaching 
• Mahayana - collection of Buddhists traditions which includes: Zen, Pure Land, and 
   Tibetan Buddhism 
 
Buddhists believe: 
 
• In reincarnation 
• Everything is impermanent and that through meditation become ‘awake’ to this reality 
• There is no permanent 'soul', people are made up of interrelated elements: 

- physical form 
- sensations/feelings 
- perceptions 
- will 
- consciousness 
which disintegrate at death 

• In Karma (deeds/actions). It is only the result of previous actions that ensures a new set of 
elements is reconstituted to create a new person 
• In Nirvana – state of enlightenment and permanent liberation. 
 
Practices: 
 

 There is a wide variety in Buddhist belief and practice of death. The funeral is not 
usually viewed as a ‘religious event’. 

 The coffin may be taken in a decorated carriage to the hall where the funeral takes 
place. 

 It is surrounded by flowers and gifts, which are given to the monks after the 
ceremony. 

 Prayers are said. 

 There is music and food. 

 Death and reincarnation takes one nearer to Nirvana so usually there is no display 
of grief or tears. 

 Emphasis is on new life, not on death. 

 The attitude is of calmness and acceptance of death. 

 White is often worn at funerals. 

 Coffin may be opened. 

 A photograph is placed near the coffin to remind those present of the transient 
nature of life. 

 The body is cremated. 
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CHRISTIANITY 
 
The most common groups within Christianity are: 
 
• Anglican/Church of England 
• Roman Catholic 
• Orthodox 
• Protestants 
 
Christians believe: 
 
• In God 
• In Jesus as the Son of God 
• In eternal life - a quality of being 
• That human beings are in continuing fellowship with God - throughout life and after death 
– soul goes on after life. 
• In resurrection – the body is resurrected at the Day of Judgement 
• In heaven/hell (some) 
• In judgement 
• For Roman Catholics, there is a state called purgatory - a place in which the soul of a 
person is purified ready to enter heaven. 
• There is only one life to be lived 
 
Practices: 
 

 The practices associated with death re-affirm essential Christian beliefs and are a 
means of reaffirming faith in God - which will help to cope with the loss and sorrow. 

 When a Christian dies, it is seen as the end of his/her life on earth. A funeral is held 
for friends and family to grieve for the person who has died and give thanks for their 
life. 

 Burial was inherited from the Jews - but cremation is also common today 

 The funeral service usually takes place within a week. 

 The body is placed in a coffin and taken to a church. 

 Funeral service consists of bible readings/prayers/music. The actual service 
structure varies according to which branch of Christianity is followed. For example, 
in the Roman Catholic faith there may be a Mass. 

 In Protestant/Anglican rites there is a great emphasis on Hope of resurrection 

 Diversity in practice e.g. Irish 'wake' – body laid in at the coffin with the lid open at 
dead person’s home. Family and friends will sit around the coffin, talking praying 
and sometimes singing. 

 Wreaths: traditionally these are round to symbolise continuity and eternity 

 Colour of mourning = black (until 8th Century white) 

 It is acceptable to display grief with tears - this has been encouraged by the 'church' 
as a means of coping with loss. 

 Memorial service may be held later. Memorials can be affected more by social 
pressures rather than beliefs, so it is not necessarily a religious event. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

52  

 

HUMANISM 
 
Humanists believe: 
 
• That death is a natural end to life 
• That death should be as painless as possible, hence support for voluntary euthanasia 
• That there is no 'future life' or 'heaven', punishment/reward 
• That there is no supernatural dimension 
 
Practices: 
 

 Legally there need be no ceremony at all, the undertaker could dispose of the body. 
However, humanists are extremely sensitive towards the needs of the living. So 
there may be non-religious funeral ceremonies or memorial meetings. 

 The form of the ceremony is determined by the relatives and the wishes of the 
deceased. Usually there is a simple ceremony at the crematorium or burial ground. 
This can be taken by a Humanist Official – celebrant. 

 A key and distinctive element of the ceremony will be the remembrance and 
commemoration of the dead person's achievements in life. 

 The ceremony can include, music, poetry and readings. 
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HINDUISM 
 
Hindus believe: 
 
• That each person has a soul which is permanent and unchanging 
• That at death the soul sheds its body and 'puts on' another body (not necessarily human) 
in an endless cycle of re-births. Finally it will reach God 
• In the transmigration of souls 
• That during life one passes through 16 stages. The stages are called SAMSKARAS 
• In one God - Brahman 
• That the physical body is made of Fire, Air, Earth, Water 
• Cremation returns the body to fire/air 
• Burial returns the body to earth 
• That death brings impurity into the home 
• In the law of KARMA (deeds) 
 
N.B. There is tremendous diversity/range within Hinduism particularly as it is affected 
by regional factors/practices. 
 
Practices: 
 

 A priest usually conducts the funeral. 

 The body is wrapped in a new cloth and placed in a coffin. Sometimes gifts are 
included e.g. piece of gold or silver and garland of flowers/beads. 

 The body is usually cremated within 24 hours of death. 

 The coffin is carried to the place of cremation by 6 male relatives. Close female 

 relatives are discouraged from attending the cremation - distress (cultural rather 

 than religious) 

 The coffin is covered with flowers. Ghee is poured over it to help it burn. The eldest 
son should set the coffin alight. In Britain - press button at crematorium 

 Readings about reincarnation are selected from the Holy Books 

 3 days after cremation the ashes are collected and scattered on a river - River 

 Ganges if at all possible 

 Colour of mourning = white. 

 Friends and relatives bring gifts to the family, keep them company, share grief and 
support them on 11th/ 13th day - all will gather to offer ‘Pinda’ (rice balls) and milk - 
to the dead person - this is to show they are grateful for the acts of kindness which 
they received during his/her lifetime. The eldest son or other male relative will have 
their head shaved as a sign of bereavement and cleansing. 

 After the 13th day, public mourning ends in a large feast, after which only private, 
personal grief remains. 

 Memory is preserved in daily worship 

 Some Hindus hold feast and make donations to charities at 3,6,9 month or yearly 
intervals. 
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ISLAM 
 
Groups within Islam: 
• Sunni 
• Shia 
• Ahmadiyya 
• Sufi 
• Ishmaeli 
 
Muslims believe: 
 
• There is one God - Allah 
• That Muhammad is the prophet of God 
• That they must submit to the will of Allah 
• That there is only one life to be lived 
• In physical resurrection of the body 
• In judgement - Paradise everlasting - no intermediate stage - Hell is strict and impartial 
justice 
• That there will be a day of judgement - cosmic upheaval, each soul will be judged 
according to deeds while on earth 
• That when a person dies their soul is looked after by the angel of death in a place called 
Barzakh (for one day) until God finally judges the world 
• That death is temporary separation 
• That extravagant expressions of grief are rebellion against the 'will of Allah' 
 
Practices: 
 

 Mourning is demonstrated by readings from the Qur'an - in this way the bereaved 
are supported and comforted by their faith. 

 Prior to death, friends and relatives will gather and read from the Qur'an. The dying 
person always tries to say the Shahadah. 

 Burial takes place within 24 hours. (Bury as believe in physical resurrection). 

 The body is washed, perfumed and wrapped in three pieces of white cotton (shroud) 
- men by men and women by women. 

 Coffins will not be used – unless required by law. The body will be buried with the 
face towards the MAKKAH. 

 The grave will not be marked by a monument or tombstone 

 The family (traditionally) stays indoors for 3 days after the funeral - they will not 
cook. Friends and relatives will bring food to them. 

 The grave may be visited every Friday for 40 days. 

 The mourning period will last up to 3 months. During this time there will be no 
celebrations or weddings. 

 During EID celebrations, visits will be made to the cemetery to say prayers at family 
graves - this is a reminder that even in midst of happy celebrations - life is 
temporary and it is important to live correctly to ensure eternal life with Allah. 
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JUDAISM 
 
Groups within Judaism: 
 
• Orthodox: 

o Hassidic(Ultra orthodox) 
o Sephardic (Mediterranean/ Middle Eastern) 
o Ashkenazi (European) 

• Reform 
• Liberal 
 
Jews believe: 
 
• In one God 
• That there is only one life to be lived 
• That after death the soul goes to the 'world to come' (OLAM HA'BA) 
• That they should focus on what is involved in being faithful to God in this life and 
contributing to humanity. 
• Orthodox believe in resurrection of the body (cremation forbidden) 
• Orthodox believe in the coming of a Messiah - at which time all souls will return to their 
bodies -Reform Jews use the expression of 'life eternal' for resurrection of the body 
(cremation permitted) 
 
Practices: 

 The key in relation to practice is to concentrate on support for the close relatives 
whilst ensuring that the memory of the individual is retained. 

 The last words a Jew will say before death is the SHEMA. Within 24 hours the body 
will be ideally buried. The body will be washed, dressed and placed in a plain coffin. 

 There will be no flowers - to ensure that there is no distinction between rich and 
poor. Mourners will cut a slit in their outer clothes as a mark of grief. 

 The cemetery – Bet Hayyim- means 'house of life'. Everyone will participate in the 
interment by filling the grave with earth. The closest male relative will say the prayer 
- Kaddish - to help the dead person's soul to Olam Ha’ba. 

 For one whole week the family will 'sit in mourning' - friends will provide food for 
them, they are encouraged to express their grief and talk about their loved one. 

 For a month they will not participate in any entertainment. There is a gradual 
reduction in the intensity of the mourning in order to aid re-adjustment. 

 For the following 11 months Kaddish is said every day. Mourning is for 12 months. 

 Each year on the anniversary of the death the family say kaddish and burn a candle 
for 24 hours. The grave should be visited at least once a year – especially just 
before the Jewish New Year to ensure that cherished memories do not fade and to 
comfort the bereaved. 
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SIKHISM 
 
Sikhs believe: 
 
• In one God 
• In reincarnation 
• In heaven and hell - a soul may rest for a while before returning to earth. The soul will be 
corrected and/or rewarded. Heaven/Hell are temporary dwelling place–person’s soul may 
be reborn several times. 
• That there will be union with God - after human beings have progressed upwards through 
many existences from the lower forms of life. This union is descried as 'merging' with God 
• That death is to be welcomed as removing the last obstacle to the complete union of God 
and the believer (hence do not encourage mourning). 
 
Practices: 
 

 Before death - friends and relatives say the Sukhmani - psalm/song of peace from 
the Holy Book (Guru Granth Sahib) 

 The body is washed and dressed by friends and relatives will make gifts of money 
and oil. The coffin is taken to the Gurdwara. The Gurdwara is the focus for all 
ceremonies rather than the home. 

 In the Punjab, the body would be cremated. 

 Only male relatives attend the service and then they will return to the Gurdwara for 
readings/prayers/hymns. The service ends with the distribution of Kara 

 Parshad (offering of food) and a feast. This to symbolise the continuity of social life 
as opposed to the isolation from human contacts and normal activities – also the 
rejection of fasting and other ritual manifestations of grief. 

 The ashes of the dead body are scattered on a Holy River. 

 Money is donated to charities. 

 For 10 days the family will read from the Guru Granth Sahib (mourning period). 

 Relatives and close friends will keep the family company, comfort them, share grief 
and support them. 
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Sources of Support 
 
 
Winston’s Wish – a National Charity aimed at supported bereaved young people and their 
families. The site has lots of information for schools and other professionals. There is a 
separate website for young people which is overseen by professionals. 
Helpline: 08452 03 04 05 
Email:  ask@winstonswish.org.uk 
Website:         www.winstonswish.org.uk 
Website specifically for young people: www.foryoungpeople.winstonswish.org.uk 
 
Mosaic – help and advice for bereaved children, young people and their families in Dorset. 
Training is also offered to schools 
Phone:            01258 837071 
Email:              info@mosaicfamilysupport.org 
Website:          www.mosaicfamilysupport.org.uk 
 
Cruse Bereavement Care - a National Charity offering support to children and adults 
following bereavement. There is a separate website for young people which is overseen by 
professionals  
Phone:           0844 477 9400 
Email:             helpline@cruse.org.uk 
Website:         www.cruse.org.uk 
Website specifically for young people: www.hopeagain.org.uk 
 
Samaritans – confidential emotional support for anyone in a crisis – 24 hours a day 
Phone:  116 123 
Email:  jo@samaritans.org 
Website: www.samaritans.org 
 
The Compassionate Friends – support for bereaved parents who have lost a child of any 
age and from any circumstance 
Phone:  0845 123 2304 
Email:  info@tcf.org.uk 
Website:  www.tcf.org.uk 
 
Survivors of Bereavement by Suicide – self-help and support groups for those bereaved 
through suicide  
Phone:  0300 111 5065 
Email:             sobs.admin@care4free.net 
Website: www.uk-sobs.org.uk 

 
Papyrus – prevention of young suicide 
Phone:            0800 068 41 41 
Email:             admin@papyrus-uk.org 
Website:         www.papyrus-uk.org/contact 
 

mailto:ask@winstonswish.org.uk
http://www.winstonswish.org.uk/
http://www.foryoungpeople.winstonswish.org.uk/
mailto:info@mosaicfamilysupport.org
http://www.mosaicfamilysupport.org.uk/
mailto:helpline@cruse.org.uk
http://www.cruse.org.uk/
http://www.hopeagain.org.uk/
mailto:jo@samaritans.org
http://www.samaritans.org/
mailto:info@tcf.org.uk
http://www.tcf.org.uk/
mailto:sobs.admin@care4free.net
http://www.uk-sobs.org.uk/
mailto:admin@papyrus-uk.org
http://www.papyrus-uk.org/contact
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Books 
 
The following is a synopsis of books available from Winston’s Wish. These may be helpful 
for parents or schools staff such as Emotional Literacy Support Assistants (ELSAs) to use in 
their work supporting bereaved children and young people. 
 

 

 

This hardback activity book offers invaluable practical and sensitive support for bereaved 

younger children.  Beautifully illustrated, it suggests a helpful series of activities and 

exercises accompanied by the friendly characters of Bee and Bear.  

The book offers a structure and an outlet for the many difficult feelings which inevitably 

follow when someone dies.  It aims to help children make sense of their experience by 

reflecting on the different aspects of their grief.  At the same time, the book manages to find 

a balance between remembering the person who has died and having fun. 

 

 

This book has been written and designed specifically for teenagers with aim of supporting 

them through their bereavement using a range of activities. 

Narrated throughout by teenagers words and stories, the book talks openly about the real 

feelings they may struggle with when someone important in their life dies.  The activities in 

the book allow those feelings to be worked through and safely explored.  Each character in 

the book reinforces the message that "I'm not alone".  Out of the Blue can be completed by a 

teenager on their own or with the help of a family member or appropriate professional. 

 

Muddles, Puddles and Sunshine 
Activities for bereaved younger children 

Out of the Blue 
Making memories last when someone has died 
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The transition from childhood to adulthood can be a challenging process at the best of times. 

This booklet aims to help you understand what is normal adolescent development, and to 

recognise the additional problems teenagers may face if someone important dies during 

these years. 

This booklet is based on many years' experience of working with bereaved teenagers, 

families and professionals who support them and the information here will help you to 

consider how to respond to the individual needs of a bereaved teenager. 

 

   
 
This book is a very useful and informative introduction for any adult who is supporting a child 
through bereavement. It covers a variety of issues that may affect a child when a person 
close to them dies, both immediately and in the longer term. The book offers practical 
suggestions and ideas for activities to do together with a child and includes a section on 
suggested further reading and where to find additional support. 
 

  
    
This booklet provides a range of ideas for parents and carers so that they feel able to involve 
their children in what is happening.  The book also includes some suggestions about what 
parents might say to children and how to offer support. 
 

A Child’s Grief  
Supporting a child when someone 
in their family has died 
 

As Big as it Gets 
Supporting a Child when a Parent is Seriously Ill 
 

You Just Don’t Understand 
Supporting Bereaved Teenagers 
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Explaining to a child that someone has died by suicide is possibly one of the most difficult 

situations that a parent or carer might ever face.  This booklet offers practical advice for 

families in the immediate days and weeks when suicide has been the cause of death.  It is a 

useful booklet aimed at giving parents and professionals the confidence to involve children in 

discussions about the nature of a death by suicide.  It is hoped that children may then begin 

to understand some of the complexities that often surround suicide.  The booklet includes 

child-friendly activities for you to do as a family as you begin to make sense of what has 

happened and start to look at ways in which your family can learn to cope. 

 

   

This booklet offers practical advice for families in the immediate days, weeks and months 

following a murder. It is written for both parents and professionals, giving them the 

confidence to involve children and young people in understanding and managing the 

particular difficulties and complexities that so often surround a death by murder or 

manslaughter. 

The booklet includes child-friendly activities to do with children or as a family to help them to 

make sense of what has happened and to begin to express their grief. 

 

 

 

Beyond the Rough Rock 
Supporting a Child who has been 
bereaved through suicide 

Hope Beyond the Headlines 
Supporting a child bereaved through 
murder or manslaughter 

 


