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A CHILDS PERSPECTIVL

The premature and violent death of a loved one, and the grieving that follows, 1s very
hard for anyone. It 1s difficult to accept that no one is safe from danger in the world,
that we cannot control the irresponsible actions and decisions of others. We would
like to tell our children that the world 1s fair and just, but 1t 1sn’t. Instead, we must try
to find the best way to explain to children what has happened.

Mourning a loved one 1s even more difficult for children compared to adults
because they have not been exposed to a lot of death and often learn how to deal
with this by watching adults. Young children view adults as powerful and wise and
can do anything. Adult “truths” become permanently etched n their impressionable
minds. Loving adults do not want children to hurt and may often disguise the truth
about death. In an effort to protect children from these feelings and reality, adults
may actually be doing more harm than good.

Many things influence children’s views on death. Age, religious beliefs, cultural or
ethnic values, and their relationship to the deceased person are important factors
that affect their understanding. However, the reaction of their parents / caregivers is
very important in determining how children will cope with this loss.

Letting a child know that the death of a loved one was caused by a drunk, impaired,
or distracted driving crash 1s the beginning of a long process of sharing. Every child,
like adults, will react differently to death. They are not miniature adults. They have
their own unique way of understanding reality and viewing the world. Understanding
how children deal with death, considering their age may help parents and caregivers
i dealing with this Iife changing process.

AGES 4 -0

Children from the ages of four through six, have a great need for physical support
and the security of knowing who will care for them. They are learning to express
themselves verbally but are most effective in expressing themselves through play.
Although sigmificant events such as birthdays, holidays, and the first day of school are
major milestones to young children, they tend to have a poor concept of time and
space.



“Magical thinking” 1s an important quality of four- to six-year-old development. A
child may fly to the moon, fight monsters, and cook dinner for a hundred guests in
the course of a few minutes of play. A child in this age group 1s capable of a nearly
endless variety of fantasies. However, most fantasies are based on something the
child has seen or heard, even though 1t was misunderstood.

Grieving children 1n this age group have a limited and simple understanding of
death. Their thinking 1s concrete. A child this age believes that if anything 1s active, it
1s alive. A wind-up toy seems alive when it moves, and a child might cry when it stops
performing. A stuffed amimal seems alive during play because it has assumed life-like
characteristics.

Children
Ages Four To Six
Understand Death

Best When Explained
In Physical Terms

A Imited understanding of time added to a limited understanding of death means
that when a loved one dies, the child may expect the deceased to be alive again soon.
Children may accept the news of the death in a matter-of-fact manner and may speak
of the death or deceased person 1n the same detached way they speak of a playmate
or pet.

If the person who has been killed was a parent or caregiver, the child’s primary
worry will be about who will care of them. The child may cry because of disruptions
m the household or the reactions of others, rather than thinking of the death itself.
An 1dea such as “life after death” are beyond his/her thinking ability.

In an effort to understand what has happened, young children will ask all kinds of
questions that are sometimes alarming to adults.

Questions like:
e “How Will Daddy Go to The Bathroom?”
e “Can We Open Our Presents at The Cemetery?”
e “When Will Grandma Come Play with Me Again?”




This may surprise adults. No matter how appropriate the news of the death, young
children will continue to ask questions and make observations that may startle adults.
Regardless, they deserve a response.

Sometimes those questions can be hurtful to hear and can be difficult to respond to.
You can try to anticipate what some of the questions may be by thinking through
what the situation might look like to your child and have a response ready so that
you are prepared, and i1t may provide less of a shock.

Children 1n this age group may engage 1n obsessive retelling of the traumatic event in
an effort to gain some command over it. They may unexpectedly blurt out some
aspect of the trauma like, “My Aunt Karen was killed in a car crash” and “My
mommy cries sometimes.” Although unexpected, these statements offer good
opportunities to gently probe into the child’s feelings and determine the purpose of
such an announcement. It may be that the child only needed the sense of
understanding that comes with verbalizing it, or that there 1s some repressed feeling
or question that needs to be addressed.

A child will primarily feel extreme and long-lasting sadness for the loss of significant
others, such as a parent, grandparent, or sibling. The sadness may stem from feelings
of abandonment. The child may come to the conclusion that their loved one
departed because he/she was bad. A child’s view of morality at this age 1s that bad
behaviors are punished, and good behaviors are rewarded. It may be helpful to point
out that the loved one did not choose to die, that someone else decision(s) were the
cause of loss and death.

To demonstrate an increased need to be cared for, bereaved children may regress
back to younger childish behaviors such as bed-wetting and crying upon separation.
Young children will act out their fear and confusion through play and should not be
discouraged from doing so. Parents and caregivers can encourage play by sitting with
the child as he/she plays with dolls, puppets, stuffed animals, toy cars, and doll
houses. As a parent or caregiver, ask how various dolls or stuffed animals feel during
play. Look for aggression in play and explore where the anger 1s focused. It may be
beneficial to have a child see a play therapist to help process their grief.

Sometimes
children wrongly conclude that
aloved one’s death

1s their fault




Because of short attention spans, young, grieving children may not be able to focus
on their feelings for extended periods of time, especially those they cannot verbally
express. A bereaved child may ask about the death one minute, then play happily
the next. Parents and caregivers must realize that periods of play do not mean the
child has come to terms with the loss but are expressions of that loss or a break from
their feelings.

AGES 7-12

Children 1n this age group are primarily oriented to family, although they begin to
relate to and gain 1dentity from their peers. Play remains a mode of self-expression,
although children this age express themselves quite well verbally, especially feelings
such as mad, glad and sad. They begin to grasp more abstract concepts such as truth,
time, space and death, although magical thinking still plays a role.

Around the ages of seven or eight, children connect life more to movements in
nature, and not so much to manimate objects like toys. A cloud 1s alive as it blows
across the sky. Water 1s alive when 1t gurgles and runs in a stream. Seven- or eight-
year-olds frequently become fearful of death because they realize for the first ime
that 1t 1s real.

No matter who dies, they may feel devastated at the thought of losing a parent.
Obwiously, the death of a parent 1s extremely traumatic at this age. Some of their
questions may allude to fears of their own death. Death seems to be an attacker who
takes life.

Children
Age Seven to Twelve

Begin to Understand
the Reality of Death




Although able to understand the finality of death, many of the factors of early
childhood still applies. It 1s important for children of this age to express their
sadness, anger, fear and guilt. Because they now understand that people die, they
may become interested in what happens after death. As they begin to relate to some
of the mysteries of life, they are able to relate to some of the mysteries of death. A
child of this age 1s concerned not only about death as a concept, but also about the
elements of death.

They may ask questions about why the person died or seek information about who
or what caused the death. They will then direct anger toward the someone or
something that caused 1t. If the child wants to talk about how the crash happened,
you can explain some of the events, like the how being drunk, impaired, and or
distracted while driving 1s responsible for the crash that caused the death.

A child may not understand what a “drunk, impaired, or distracted driver” 1s. You
can explain how alcohol and drugs are different from milk or juice. You can explain
that alcohol or drugs can make a person feel sick, dizzy and unable to stand or walk
straight. Explain that a driver’s ability to drive was affected by the use of alcohol,
drugs, or they were driving distracted.

Focus upon one component of the crash at a time.

Although children this age can easily express glad, mad and sad, their magical
thinking may also lead to guilty feelings regarding their role in the death. Children
may become mad and, at some point, may have wished to eliminate their parents
and/or siblings while alive and may have even thought of different ways to do it. The
child in this age group may believe that their “death wish” actually caused the death.
Children are more susceptible to feelings of guilt than adults or adolescents, since
children cannot call upon intellectual resources to persuade themselves of their
mnocence. It 1s important to reinforce over and over again that they did not cause
the crash, and free expression of guilt should be encouraged.




The child of this age 1s similar to that of four to six years old as they also may fear
that death 1s a punishment for improper behavior. They may fear that bad behavior
has brought about the death of a loved one, and that they are likely to be punished
for it. They may also believe that they or another loved one will be the next to die.
Because the child simply cannot understand death 1n the intellectual level of adults,
it 1s difficult to rid themselves of feelings of anger, fear and guilt.

1t 1s not unusual for a child n this age range to feel some shame regarding the death
ol a loved one.

They may feel different from other children their age and may resist or become
angry with questions that relate to the death such as:

e “What do your parents do for a living?” (If a parent has died)
e “How many brothers and sisters do you have?” (If a sibling has died)

Shame and confusion move to the forefront of their grief. At this age, children are
not only sensitive to their own feelings, but also to the feelings of others.

As a result, they understand what the loss may mean to others. In short, they are
able to sympathize. The child in the upper end of this range not only needs support
and comfort but can also be a source of support and comfort to others.
Opportunities to be helpful to others during the crisis can actually help the child deal
with his/her own feelings.

WORDS OF CAUTION

Children ages 10 through 12 can also take on the burden of responsibility if a
caregiver has died. They may feel responsible for younger siblings. A boy or girl may
try to take the role of the father or mother they have lost in the home. Watch for this
behavior. Although being supportive and encouraging to their younger siblings 1s a
good thing there 1s a fine line between them taking on too much responsibility and
no longer experiencing their own childhood.

One type of relationship in particular, 1s the relationship between siblings. When a
brother or sister dies, children may feel like they lost a best friend, a playmate and



someone who loves and comforts them. Siblings often share a similar history and
experience, building bonds that can potentially last a lifetime.

Even at their worst, sibling relationships are significant and can negatively impact the
life of a surviving sibling when the relationship 1s suddenly taken from them. Perhaps
the most profound effects of the death of a sibling are the changes 1n the functioning
and the structure of the family. When a child dies, parents are overcome with grief
and may have trouble performing their respective roles as the caregiver. Surviving
children are left wondering what 1s going on or what they should do. Sometimes

their response to a death seems mappropriate to adults, and children can start feeling
and thinking that the way they grieve 1s wrong.

Ultimately, they may begin to feel that they don’t belong or that they don't fit in.

In some families, a surviving child may become a target for a parent’s anger over the
death of a child. In other families, a surviving child may be overprotected by

a parent’s mtense fear of losing another child or neglected all together as the parent
focuses on the death of a child. Still other parents may prohibit any discussion
regarding the child who died. A grieving child’s response to the death of a brother or
sister 1s heavily dependent, then, upon interactions with parents or other caregivers.

HELPING THEM COPE

Show Love
e Children Need Expressions of Love to Help Them Through Difficult Times,
No Matter What Their Age Is.

e Parents And Caregivers May Want to Ofter a Lot of Touching or Holding to
Help the Child Feel Secure.

e Telling A Child, You Love Them Regularly Can Be Very Helpful
¢  You Can Also Encourage Them to Express How They Feel

Responding to a Childs Feelings
It 1s very important to respond appropriately to children’s feelings. Younger children
may be less able to express themselves verbally but may do so through their actions.




With older children, it 1s useful for parents and caregivers to encourage free
expression of thoughts and feelings.

Children may express sadness, fear and anger, all of which are to be expected. A
child may cry, which 1s perfectly natural. Do not be afraid of tears and do not
attempt to hurry them along. Anger may be acted out in physically appropriate ways,
such as running outside.

When a child appears to be feeling a particular way, ask him/her how they are
feeling. The best way for a child to become comfortable in sharing his/her thoughts
and feelings 1s for a parent or caregiver to be open 1n sharing his/her own thoughts
and feelings. However real but not expressible their fears may seem, attempt to view
them 1n terms of a child’s development. A child can usually accept explanations
when he/ she knows there 1s a much-needed amount of support from a parent or
caregiver. Responses to fears that are direct, simple, and clear, accompanied by
touching and holding, are the best responses.

Understand that children frequently substitute feelings they can handle for those they
cannot. They may giggle or laugh at things that are not funny. It 1s important to view
this behavior as adaptive coping. No matter how comfortable a child becomes with
an age-appropriate explanation of death, he/she will reprocess the experience and
his/her feelings about it at each developmental level, throughout his/her hifetime. As
a child matures, he/ she will need additional information about the deceased and the
circumstances surrounding the death. The child will need additional time, space, and
opportunity to grieve and grow.

A Child
Will Reprocess

Their Feelings of Grief At Different Stages of
Their Lives and Development

Spend Time Playing Together

Children often communicate their deepest feelings through actions. It 1s best,
therefore, to respond to their feelings with actions. Parents and caregivers may
support their children by taking time to sit down and play with them, allowing them
to express whatever they want through the use of toys. Responses like, “Your




doll got angry when his Daddy left,” and “Your doll 1s crying in the bed. What 1s she
sad about?” are affirming and encourage children to work through their grief.
Understand the Importance of Missed Events

If Dad had been teaching his son to play baseball, how to throw a ball, swing a bat or
how to pitch, and then died, this may be the focus of much of the child’s concern. It
may seem that he 1s more upset over baseball than over the loss of his father. This 1s
not the case, but it 1s the way young children are more able to express loss. The child
needs sympathy and support for the feelings and not criticism or rejection because of
the manner in which they are expressed.

The Emotional Collapse of Parents or Caregivers

While sharing as much of the family crisis as possible, protect the child from
witnessing an emotional breakdown of a person that he/she depends on. Children
can usually handle feelings of sorrow, loneliness and anger, but to witness an
emotional collapse will bring on unnecessary anxiety and mnsecurity. Ask the child
how they feel about your sadness. This will help them with their own feelings.
Protecting children from the emotional collapse of an adult 1s important yet sending
children off to spend long periods of time with other relatives or friends may be
destructive. It 1s better not to spare children the reality of what 1s happening.
Children need to learn that they can experience the death of a loved

one without completely falling apart. However, they also need to feel secure n the
knowledge that while they learn how to grieve, there will be a parent or caregiver
there to care for them.

If a parent or caregiver is not fully equipped to care for therr child, it 1s appropriate
for them to be cared for by another responsible adult for a short period of time.

Remembering Your Loved One During the Holidays

Like you, children will be very aware of the absent loved one around holidays and
will want to find ways to mclude the deceased 1n the family traditions and
celebrations. You may not feel much like celebrating, but the consistency and
continuation of tradition 1s important. Nevertheless, even young children will
understand that things have changed and may have some 1deas of ways to do things
differently 1f following family traditions will be too painful.

oA 0

the Holidays_




Caring for a bereaved child may be painful and time-consuming. Realize that you,
too, are moving through various phases of grief, just like the children. However, you
will rarely be at the same place they are at the same time.

TALKING ABOUT DEATH

Honest and appropriate answers to a child’s questions about death are best,
particularly those that are developmentally appropriate. Like adults, children may
experience a great deal of emotions and feelings about the finality of death. Children
may 1nsist that their loved one 1s alive or that the loved one was seen breathing or
opening their eyes in the casket. Help children to understand that physical death, in
itself, does not hurt. The family 1s crying because they hurt inside. The sadness
comes from the fact that a relationship that meant so much to everyone has now
been taken from them.

Reinforce
The Fact To

Young Children That Their
Loved One
Did Not Choose To Die

In life, people are given choices, and some make bad decisions, such as using
alcohol or other drugs and then driving. These choices can hurt and kill other
people. It 1s no one’s fault except the person who made that decision.

Write down ways you answer your child’s questions about death. If kept in a journal,
these responses can be used later as a reference for future discussions or whenever
needed during the healing / grieving process. Communicate with school personnel,
extended family, and friends regarding your way of explaining death. If

they understand your philosophy, confusing messages can be avoided. Use caution
when communicating with younger children, as they are concrete thinkers.



Making statements like, “To die 1s to go to sleep” may frighten a child, fearing that if
he/she goes to sleep that he/she will die too. A statement like, “Your daddy has gone
away for a very long time” may leave a child feeling abandoned, and

may leave him/her with the anticipation that daddy will return.

‘Ways to take care of yourself:
e Attend victim support groups

e Start writing 1n a journal

e seek counseling for a while
The best thing you can do for your child 1s to deal with your own bereavement in a
healthy way. If you have questions or concerns or would like additional support in
helping your child cope with death, call a local grief center, vicims advocacy group,
or your child’s guidance counselor at school, or a mental health professional.
Contact The Ker1 Anne DeMott Foundation for help in seeking professional help or
to speak to one of our Victims” Advocates who will help point you n the right
direction. Many law enforcement agencies and hospitals social work departments
can refer you to appropriate programs or professionals. Funeral directors and faith-
based community leaders are also good resources.

Getting Back into a Routine

Children thrive i routines. Routines establish safe expectations for them and can
help children cope after the chaos of a crash and the loss of a loved one. Going
through the simple routine of getting ready for bed, taking a bath, and reading a
book can help to start re-establishing a feeling of normalcy. Making sure they are
taking part 1n their favorite sport or other interests. Try to get the children back mnto
a routine as soon as possible with regular times for waking, sleeping, eating and going
to school.

SOME FINAL THOUGHTS

Grieving 1s a necessary part of living. Much of how a child grieves is determined by
the mnfluence of parents and primary caregivers. An environment that fosters open,
honest communication offers bereaved children security during their waves of
yearning, sadness, anger and guilt.



They will undoubtedly experience the pain associated with grief and mourmng yet
will be able to express their feelings and resolve any difficult 1ssues. They will learn
to cope with grief. The coping skills they master today will remain with them
throughout adulthood. Lessons 1n grief and healing are precious gifts you can give
the children in your life.

Sharing the Experiences of Memorial Observances

Allow children the opportunity to attend the funeral or memorial service. This
confronts them with the reality that death has occurred and helps them to
acknowledge their loss. It 1s important to give a child time prior to the funeral to view
the body and say goodbye 1n his/her own way.

Older children need detailed information about what to expect at the funeral.
Perhaps they will want to visit with the funeral home director who can answer
questions. Although children should be encouraged to attend funerals, they should
never be forced. Likewise, they should not be forced to kiss or touch the deceased,
although 1t 1s perfectly appropriate 1f they wish to do so.

Allow children to share experiences of remembrance, such as going to the cemetery.
Going to the cemetery works against avoidance, denial and repression of painful
feelings. The sadness felt in that place may help the child move through his/her grief.
Children need concrete ways of expressing themselves. It may be important for
children to take flowers, letters or other gifts to the cemetery. Encourage the child to
write a goodbye letter to the deceased. The letter can be taken to the cemetery and
buried or placed with a flower arrangement.

Children may want objects, clothing, or a photograph of the loved one. Do not worry
if they want to take these objects to bed with them. Making up games that begin with,
“Remember when” or “Do you remember” to facilitate expression of feelings may
offer additional ways to remember the person who died.



Raising awareness and educating others comes in many forms and helps the healing
process. It’s also okay to able just to speak to others and share your experience and
feelings.

If you need or wish to reach out and speak with someone about what you are going
through or need assistance in finding resources or to get involved, you can contact:
The Keri Anne DeMott Foundation
(407) 776 - 4694
or email us
@keriannedemottfoundation@gmail.com
to connect with one of our Vicim Advocates who will be ready to listen and assist
you In any way we possibly can.

#NoMoreEmptySeats
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