
Children and Grief 

 
Children react differently from adults as they work through the process of grief. 
Bereaved children may: 

• become the class clown. 

• become withdrawn and shy away from friends. 

• appear sad. 

• have difficulty concentrating or staying on task. 

• become disorganized and have difficulty following directions or completing 
work. 

• become overly talkative. 

• have changes in sleeping patterns.  

• have dreams of the person who died. 

• have physical complaints (headaches or stomachaches). 
 
It is normal for a grieving child to: 

• need to tell the story over and over again. 

• want to “appear normal” (as if nothing has changed) so may not talk about 
the death. 

• enjoy wearing or holding something of the loved one. 

• speak of the loved one in the present tense. 

• worry about the health and safety, or death, of other family members. 

• feel insecure i.e. who will care for me? 

• feel sad, angry, guilty, or abandoned at times. 
 
Children grieve intermittently.  They may seem back to normal and then resume 
the behaviors of a grieving child again.  Know that holidays, birthdays, family 
events, or visiting places that hold special memories with that person may 
enhance the feelings of grief for the child.   
 
A child’s age affects their understanding of death and the way they express their 
emotions.   

• Children ages 2-3 will need help understanding that the person will not 
come back to life. 

• Children ages 4-6 may fear that another family member or themselves 
may die.  They may regress and begin bedwetting or have nightmares.  
Help them put their feelings into words.  

• Children ages 7-9 understand death and may have several questions 
about it. They understand the finality of death and therefore may become 
aggressive, clingy, or may withdraw from family or friends. They may have 
feelings of abandonment, and may develop negative school behaviors or 
fears. Nightmares and bedwetting may occur. 

• Children ages 10-teen years may be hesitant to deal with their feelings 
and fears.  They may not show any fear or emotion, but instead keep 
things bottled up inside. There may be mood swings, anger, changes in 
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sleeping, feelings of guilt, or impulsive behaviors. They may explore “why” 
questions of life and death 

 
Ways to help your child grieve: 

 

• Resume regular routines. 

• Engage him/her in physical activities. 

• Encourage him/her to draw. 

• Encourage journal, story, or poetry writing. 

• Talk with him/her about any topic they want to discuss. 

• Listen to your child play (he/she may feel safe to act out their feelings and 
fears). 

• Plan ways to honor the loved one (make a quilt of memories/favorite 
activities, plant a tree or flowers, send up balloons, donate books in the 
memory of the one who died). 

• Create a memory book. 

• Validate his/her feelings i.e. “It sounds like you are feeling angry 
because…”  
Or, “I understand why you are feeling sad”. 

• Play “Remember when…” 

• Talk about the future using positive words. 

• Support may be sought from clergy, counselors, friends that have gone 
through a similar experience, your child’s teacher. 

 
 


