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Children with limited verbal communication skills will show their grief through nonverbal means. It is 
worth noting that even a child with verbal language may also communicate grief nonverbally. Grief 
may be expressed through changes in eating, drinking and sleeping patterns, as well as behaviors, 
body language, facial expressions and vocalizations.

We know our children well, and any deviation from their usual behavior could be the result of a 
change in their emotional state. We must not dismiss these diff erences or attribute them to a child’s 
autism diagnosis. Instead, we need to notice and investigate the diff erent behaviors that children 
are displaying. Are they a sign that children are struggling with the changes that have occurred in 
their life as a result of a bereavement or other loss? Is their internal grief being shown through these 
nonverbal expressions?  

Think back to a loss you have experienced. How did your behavior and nonverbal communication 
change? Did you fi nd yourself losing sleep, not wanting to eat or slamming doors? Why would it be 
any diff erent for children with autism?

Some children communicate their grief through creative outlets. They express how they are feeling 
through art, music, drama and play. These are all excellent means for them to explore what has 
happened to them, how things have changed and how this makes them feel. Providing a grieving 
child with art resources and play items to express their grief can help them ask questions and share 
how they are feeling in a less direct and more informal manner.

NONVERBAL

Some children may ask questions and communicate their grief through Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication (AAC). AAC covers communication that supplements or replaces speech or writing. 
This form of communication can only happen, however, if the vocabulary related to emotions, life, 
death and grief has been taught to them and included in their AAC. This vocabulary needs to be 
developed over time so that it is ready for them to use when they do experience grief. While these 
words can be added and taught to children at the time of need, it is better for them to learn these 
words and concepts before they are needed. For example, they can learn the words, symbols or signs 
for alive and dead during a science lesson about plants or when reading a story about the death of 
a person’s pet dog.

How to Support Grieving Children With Autism
There are many ways that we can support children who are grieving. We can be honest with them and speak to them at their level 
of understanding. Try to answer their questions, however strange they may appear to you. Recognize that they are experiencing a 
genuine concern that needs to be addressed. Be sure to use the words dying, death and dead, rather than euphemisms, such as 
passed away, since the latter can confuse children. Acknowledge and validate the child’s feelings, and don’t try to minimize those 
feelings.

You can also share your own experiences of grief to help children understand what they are feeling. This allows you to be a good 
grief role model. In addition, recognize that children can experience grief for a wide variety of reasons. It doesn’t matter what causes 
the grief; we need to support it in the same manner. 

Think about grief as a transition. Just as we support children with autism in day-to-day transitions, such as moving from playing 
to getting ready for bed, the changes that occur as a result of a grief experience need to be managed in a similar way. If you know 
that such an event is going to happen, prepare in advance and make a plan. If it is an unexpected loss, respond to the changes as 
quickly as possible and keep things the same as much as you can.

AUGMENTATIVE 
AND ALTERNATIVE

CREATIVE
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