
life changes1
loss, change and bereavement for children                aged 3-11 years old

SECTION 1:
The impact of loss, change
and bereavement in the lives
of children
•  Children’s understanding of loss and grief

•  Children’s questions about death and dying
•  Telling sad things and breaking bad news
•  School scenarios
   A three year old child
   A four year old child
   A five year old child
   A six year old child
   A seven year old child
   An eight year old child
   A nine year old child
   A ten/eleven year old child

•  Participating in funerals and rituals
•  Children’s grief responses
   Children anticipating a parent’s death
   Children anticipating a grandparent’s death
   Talking about a parent or grandparent who is dying
   The death of a teacher
   The dying child
   The dying sibling
   Sudden death

•  Using the confidential record and assessment charts
•  Death and dying in faith and secular contexts
   The Buddhist Community
   The Christian Community
   The Hindu Community
   The Jewish Community
   The Muslim Community
   The Sikh Community
   Secular Perspectives

•  Contact details for religious and secular communities

SECTION 2:
Classroom activities, children’s
sayings, stories and poems,
and assemblies
•  Classroom activities
   Silly Billy
   The rainbow of feelings
   Talking about feelings
   The ball of emotion
   Teddy bear masks
   The first aid kit
   My family tree
   Paper chains
   A little box of big thoughts
   Salt jar
   Windows into the future
   The parachute
   Snakes and ladders
   The puzzle person
   With love
   Things that I dream about at night
   Sweet memories (for 3 – 7 year olds)
   Saying ‘goodbye’ (for 7 – 11 year olds)
   A card to remember
   Media coverage

   Writing a letter
   Explaining loss and change in a story

•  Children’s sayings, stories and poems
   Children’s sayings: what happens when you die?
   Story: Knowing my dad died
   Story: God? My mum died
   Child’s poem: Feelings
   Child’s poem: The leaf
   Child’s poem: Sadness

•  Assemblies
   Change
   Memories
   Saying ‘goodbye’
   Caring for others

SECTION 3:
Children’s responses to adverse
life changing events
•  Children and trauma
•  Divorce
•  Suicide
•  The children of prisoners
•  Young carers
•  Refugee children
•  Children of parents/carers in the armed forces
•  Talking to children about disasters
•  Assessment charts

SECTION 4: 
Life changes – a school
response
•  Managing a critical incident in school

•  Bereavement Case Study: Westbury Leigh C of E
   Primary School

•  Responding to sad events in school

•  Staff self awareness workshop: John’s story

•  Staff curriculum workshop: Including the topic of 
   life changes across the curriculum

•  Teacher’s resources

•  National organisations offering advice and 
   support Websites for schools

•  Picture and story books
   for children aged 3 – 5 years old
   for children aged 5 – 7 years old
   for children aged 7 – 9 years old
   for children aged 9 – 11 years old

My teacher helped me
when I was upset
(Parvin, aged 9)



Life changes is divided into
four sections:

SECTION 1:
The impact of loss, change and bereavement in the
lives of children describes children’s experiences and
understanding of loss and grief, and how schools may
support them proactively and reactively. Schools are
offered advice and support about how to break bad
news to a child and children’s questions about death and
dying are explored. Rites and rituals surrounding death
are described with references to help teachers to access
information from faith communities so that a family’s
cultural needs are met. The end of the section provides a
framework for assessing children’s emotional, physical,
cognitive and behavioural responses to loss and change.

SECTION 2:
Classroom activities provides school staff with a range of
‘tried and trusted’ classroom activities that may be used
both proactively and reactively to focus discussion upon
loss and change.

Section 3:
Children’s responses to adverse life changing events
considers how children are likely to be affected by
different types of loss, including traumatic events such as
parental suicide, family breakdown or being a young
carer. Each event illustrated is supported by scenarios and
both proactive and reactive ways of supporting children
are suggested. An assessment sheet is included for
teachers to record a child’s emotional, physical, cognitive
and behavioural responses. 

SECTION 4:
Life changes – a school response provides advice and
potential strategies for schools to manage a critical
incident and respond to sad events. It contains two
workshops intended to allow schools both to raise staff
awareness and to develop a whole school approach to
life changes through the curriculum. A list of
recommended teacher’s resources, information about
organisations offering support to bereaved children and a
list of picture and story books for 3 – 11 year olds about
bereavement, grief, loss and change is provided in this
section.

Life changes is not intended to provide guidance in the
theory of counselling children. It is first and foremost a
practical resource with practical ideas. Talking about loss,
change and grief is a complex task. Schools have an
enormously important role in supporting children and
equipping them for later life as adults in a fast changing
world.

Trialling the draft materials
The draft materials were trialled in a number of primary
schools in order to inform the final draft version. The
comments received were extremely positive, including:

‘I think it is a very full and comprehensive resource
that would be a very useful addition to any school’ 
Jackie Millier, 
Worlebury St Paul’s C of E Primary School

‘Very impressive! Very user-friendly’ Bruce Dale, 
Mendip Green First School

‘Ist – well done to all who have worked on this
excellent resource! Completely user-friendly. Very
informative – extremely useful’ Tricia Oates, 
Healthy Schools Coordinator, 
Bexley

‘Comprehensive package. Up to date ideas. Really
liked the draft copy – lots of hard work gone into it’
Andrea Davis, 
St Mark’s VA Primary School

‘The variety of situations covered is wonderful and
very helpful in terms of looking at things from a
child’s perspective’ 
Sarah Timms, 
Locking Primary School

‘Will really be useful for schools as I haven’t seen
anything similar with practical ideas built into it’
Naomi Anstice, 
Frodsham Manor House Primary School

‘Brilliant! It’s so informative!’
Suzy Cahill, 
Becket Primary School
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Children’s questions about
death and dying
Children are naturally curious about death. In order for
them to reach an understanding about death they need
to develop the concept of death as an event and as a
process, as well as being able to separate fact from
fiction. When adults listen carefully to children’s questions
and answer them accurately, it lays one of the most
important foundations for children being able to talk
about their experiences. Adults often find it easier to ask
questions than to answer them!  

l  Most children will find it helpful if they are given infor-
mation about the circumstances of a death;

l  When children do not have sufficient information they
may make up their own explanations;

l  It is important that the information that children receive
is honest and consistent;

l  Children may seek support from outside their family
and friends. School can provide a valuable means of
support.

It is important to:
l  Consider the age and the developmental level of the

child;

l  Listen carefully to exactly what the child is asking;

l  Clarify any unspoken contexts within a question;

l  Clarify any confusion or misunderstanding;

l  Reply to questions in straightforward, easily understood
language, avoiding the use of clichés, euphemisms or
rehearsed answers;

l  Strive to give answers that help dispel fantasy and
encourage reality;

l  Make distinctions between physical remains and
‘spiritual’ aspects of death;

l  Acknowledge adults don’t know all the answers;

l  Encourage the child to return to the question as often
as they need.

The questions children ask generally fall
within four main categories:
l  A need for factual information;

l  A need to check out emotional responses;

l  Searching for a reason for what has happened;

l  Spiritual or religious concerns.
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Dilip aged 8



Telling sad things and
breaking bad news
The best people to break bad news are, without
exception, parents or adults who know the child well.
Children should always be given bad news in a place that
is familiar to them and the information given to them
should be as accurate as possible. For example, it is
helpful to use the word ‘dying’ or ‘dead’ since
euphemisms and metaphors such as ‘asleep’ or ‘gone’
are easily misunderstood, especially by young children
who may be confused as they attempt to merge abstract
and concrete concepts. If the death was expected, and
the child has been aware of this, then there will be a
known context in which the event has happened. If not,
children should be given some facts, for example, ‘There
has been a bad accident’ or ‘The sickness was just too
much for ... to carry on’. 

Here are a few ways in which adults can help prepare
children when someone known to them dies:

l  Tell the child as soon as possible about what has
happened;

l  Avoid separation from other family members where
possible;

l  Keep daily routines as normal as possible;

l  Encourage family members to talk together about what
has happened.

How to break bad news when a person 
has died
l  Let someone the child knows break the news;

l  Choose a place that is familiar to the child to give 
    the news;

l  Give the information accurately and if possible
supported by facts, for example about the context in
which the death occurred;

l  If the sad news is a death, use the words ‘dead’, 
    died’ etc;

l  Allow uninterrupted time to sit with the child after the
news has been given;

l  Repeat the information given to the child;

l  Allow the child to respond in any way they wish as
long as they are not putting themselves at risk;

l  Encourage the child to ask questions;

l  Re-assure the child that someone will continue to care
for them.
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Resources:
l A large sheet of white paper (A3 or larger);

l Paints, crayons or felt pens;

l Pencils.

Activity:
Talk to the children about which colours they might choose
to represent feelings. 

Ask the children to complete the following sentences:

l Happy feels like the colour ..........

l Sad feels like the colour ..........

l Angry feels like the colour ..........

l Frightened feels like the colour ..........

l Worried feels like the colour ..........

Ask the children to draw and colour a rainbow. Then, ask
the children to write a sentence on each of the colours
about a time when they experienced that feeling, such as
‘When my gran died I felt sad’.

NB In trialling, some schools developed a large wall
rainbow that all the pupils contributed to

NB: This may be used as a one-to-one reactive activity
that may be used if a child has undergone a major life
change.

Activity 2: 
The rainbow of feelings


