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DEALING WITH GRIEVING STUDENTS IN YOUR CLASS 
TOOL FOR TEACHERS
You have been given this hand-out because a child in your class is grieving the loss of their 
brother or sister.

STEPS FOR SUPPORTING GRIEVING STUDENTS
The following steps help support the grieving student as well as prepare your class for making 
the grieving student feel comfortable and supported.

1. Talk with the bereaved student before they return. 

Ask them what they want the class to know about the death, funeral arrangements, etc. 
If possible, call the family prior to the student’s return to school so that you can let the 
student know you are thinking of them and want to help make their return to school as 
supportive as possible. 

2. Talk to your class about how grief affects people and encourage them to share how  
they feel. 

One way to do this is to discuss what other types of losses or deaths the students in your class 
have experienced, and what helped them cope. 

3.  Discuss how difficult it may be for their classmate to return to school, and how they may 
be of help. 

You can ask your class for ideas about how they would like others to treat them if they were 
returning to school after a death, pointing out differences in preferences. Some students 
might like to be left alone; others want the circumstances discussed freely. Most grieving 
students say that they want everyone to treat them the same way that they treated them 
before. In general, they don’t like people being ‘extra nice’. While students usually say they 
don’t want to be in the spotlight, they also don’t want people acting like nothing happened. 

4.  Provide a way for your class to reach out to the grieving classmate and his or her family.

One of the ways that students can reach out is by sending cards or pictures to the child and 
family, letting them know the class is thinking of them. If students in your class knew the 
person who died, they could share memories of that person. 

5.  Provide flexibility and support to your grieving student upon his or her return to class. 

Recognize that your student will have difficulty concentrating and focusing on school work. 
Allow the bereaved student to leave the class when she needs some quiet or alone time. Make 
sure that the student has a person available to talk with, such as a school counselor. 

T12



Journeys
TO

OL
S TOOLS

TOOL 13

HELP FOR THE HOLIDAYS
Holidays can be hard times for grieving families. They are filled with 
family get-togethers and festive events which can be sad reminders of 
your child’s loss and absence. Surrounded by holiday cheer, the pain of 
loss can seem overwhelming. Sometimes, a simple ‘Happy New Year!’ 
or ‘Merry Christmas!’ from a well-meaning friend can send you into a 
tailspin. It’s hard to put on a happy face when you’re grieving inside.

Whether your grief is new or old, there are ways you can make the 
holidays more bearable and less tiring for you and your children. You 
may also discover ways to honour the memory of your child and to 
begin new meaningful traditions in the family. 

Here are some suggestions. Take what is helpful for you.

Some suggestions for the holidays
Accept your limitations

Grief can be all-consuming, no matter what time of year it is. Holidays place additional 
stresses and demands on our lives. You may not be able to do all the things you’ve always 
done. Lower your expectations and allow yourself time and space to grieve. 

Plan ahead

Decide ahead of time what you can and cannot do and let your friends and family know. 
You may want to make a list of all the things you usually do — greeting cards, baking, 
shopping, decorations, parties, dinners, etc. — and decide what you most want to do. Talk 
with your kids about plans and allow them to be involved in deciding how the family 
spends the holiday. They will appreciate being included. 

Ask for help if you need it

You may want to continue certain traditions around the holidays, but feel you can’t do it 
alone. Involve others. People enjoy supporting others in concrete ways, such as cleaning, 
cooking and baking. 

Allow for rest

The holidays can be physically and emotionally draining for us all. Grieving is tiring too. 
Naps, walks, quiet times and other forms of relaxation — even for a short stretch of time 
— can be revitalizing. Encourage children to have times of rest and quiet play as well. 

Eliminate unnecessary stress

Of course we can’t entirely remove stress from the holidays. But we can set limits! For 
example, we all know how exhausting shopping can be, especially as we get closer to the 
holidays. If you plan to buy gifts, consider shopping early or buying from catalogues or 
over the internet.
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DOS AND DON’TS WITH GRIEVING STUDENTS 
DO listen. Grieving students need a safe, trusted adult who will listen to them.

DO follow routines. Routines provide a sense of safety which is very comforting to the grieving 
student. 

DO set limits. Just because students are grieving, doesn’t mean that the rules do not apply. 
When grieving, students may experience lapses in concentration or exhibit risk taking 
behaviour. Setting clear limits provides a more secure and safer environment for everyone under 
these circumstances. 

DO NOT suggest that the student has grieved long enough. 

DO NOT indicate that the student should get over it and move on. 

DO NOT act as if nothing has happened. 

DO NOT say things like: 

It could be worse. You still have one brother. 

I know how you feel.

You’ll be stronger because of this. 

DO NOT expect the student to complete all assignments on a timely basis. 

As a teacher, you have the opportunity to touch children’s lives in a very special way. Your 
actions have a lifelong impact. When a death influences the lives of your students, you and your 
school, can make a life-long difference by creating an environment for healing and support. 

Source: Adapted from The Dougy Center for Grieving Families and Children, www.dougy.org

http://www.dougy.org



