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Death
To all of us, death has a dramatic and long-lasting effect.  Mental health professionals agree that any loss can last well into adulthood if the grief goes unresolved.  Studies show that emotional upset in later years, including anxiety, alcoholism, depression and suicidal tendencies, is often linked to bereavement experienced during childhood.  The immediate reactions to death are no less stressful.  A child can fear for his own personal survival, can suffer separation anxiety, and can display marked inability to form relationships.  Sadness, anger, guilt, shame, difficulties with control issues, a marked decline in energy, deterioration of self-esteem are all symptoms of a grieving child.
What can be done?  It is absolutely imperative to encourage and allow a child to mourn.  No matter how trivial we as adults view a loss, a child needs permission to grieve and heal.  It may take months.  It may take years to recover from a major loss.
A child of school-age is developmentally very concrete.  At some point, he will need to know concrete answers to his questions.  You need not be concerned about the necessity for long involved explanations.  It may suffice to say: “Grandpa’s heart simply was not strong enough to continue working.”  If a child wants more, he’ll ask for it.  But he will want some information.  If a child is given nothing, there is a strong possibility that his fears and fantasies will begin to work double time.  A child may need permission to be sad or angry.  Listen and watch carefully.  Talk with him.
Validate his feelings and offer multiple ways to work through these emotions.  Provide art material, clay, pillows for punching, foam bats for hitting.  Listen for clues that a child may feel guilty or self-blaming.  Ask him directly or indirectly – reality test with him.  “ I wonder if your being upset right now has anything to do with Grandpa’s death?  A lot of kids get very angry if someone special dies.  It’s OK to be angry or confused.  Let’s talk more about it.”  A child will be greatly relieved to share his feelings.  Encourage him to say his good-byes. Writing a letter to the deceased, writing a poem, drawing a picture, singing a special song, attending the funeral, or having a special ceremony of your own can all be wonderfully therapeutic..
As adults we sometimes feel that a child needs to hurry up, finish his grieving and get on with his life.  Avoid this slippery slope.  Some children may need professional help to grieve appropriately.  Most children however, if sympathetically guided by a parent and encouraged to heal will do just that.







