
Below is information gathered from The Dougy Center.  This is a very brief overview of how children 

grieve and how to react to grieving children.  For more information, please refer to the websites listed 

at the end. 

 

Developmental Grief Responses: 
 

Ages 4-7 

Death is often still seen as reversible.  Students may repeatedly ask questions and show great 

concern with the dying process.  However, they may also act as if nothing has happened.  Allow 

children at this stage to talk about it and express their feelings through physical outlets. 
 

Ages 7-11 

Children at this age often struggle with wanting to believe death is reversible, but realizing it is final.  It 

is very common for students to want specific details on exactly what happened.  They also show 

concern for how others are responding and if they are responding correctly.  Students may show 

disturbances in eating and sleeping or be overwhelmingly concerned with their own body.  Allow 

children to express their full range of emotions.  Answer questions directly.  Be available to listen and 

talk about death, but allow for alone time as well. 
 

Ages 11-18 

Students now have a more “adult” understanding of death.  They may experience more intense 

emotions and often want to discuss the death with their peer group rather than family.  Encourage 

talking about the deceased.  Be available to listen and do attempt to take the grief away.  

 

How to Help a Grieving Child: 
 

-Answer their questions, even the hard ones.  Use concrete words like “died.”  Be honest, while still 

using terms they can understand. 
 

-Talk about and remember the person who died.  This is part of the healing process.  Use the 

person’s name.  It reminds the child that it is not bad to talk about the person who died.   
 

-Respect everyone’s different grieving styles.  Some children may cry while others act angry.  Some 

children will want to be alone with their thoughts while others become clingier. 
 

-Allow your child to attend a memorial service.  This is an important step in the grief process.  Give 

your child the information on what they may see and hear.  Once they have the information, they can 

make an appropriate choice on whether or not to attend.   
 

-Provide your child an opportunity to do “something”.  Making a card, drawing a picture or planting 

flowers are just a few ways children can feel helpful. 

 

For further information and help: 

 

The Dougy Center 

http://www.dougy.org/grief-resources/ 

 

National Association of School Psychologists 

http://www.nasponline.org/resources/crisis_safety/deathgrief.pdf 

 

KidsHealth 

http://kidshealth.org/parent/emotions/feelings/death.html 
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