A Child Needs Extra Help At Time OF Grief

By: Patti Ashley Ph.D. 
Last December, a neighbor of mine died of cancer. He left behind a four year-old son. I wondered as I drove by the house and saw the Christmas tree through the window what the little boy was feeling.
The memories that I have of this man and his son include images of outdoor tricycle rides and leisurely walks down the street. Friendly gestures such as smiles and waves were daily occurrences.
Now, this little boy’s life is forever changed. The tricycle rides and smiles will have to take place with someone else. This child will never be able to physically recapture what he lost through his father’s death.
Imagine the pain and the loss this little boy must have to endure. The crucial question we must ask is, “How can the significant others in this young boy’s life help him with his grief?”
Death is extremely difficult for everyone to accept. The grieving process involves a lengthy period with many stages of emotions. Adults sometimes want to shelter children from pain by not talking about death. This is the worst alternative because telling the story, and there by coming to grips with it, will help a child work through the stages of grief.
Some things to remember when talking to children about death are:
· Avoid euphemisms, and always tell the truth. Children need to know that the person is never coming back. They can understand the life-death-life cycle if they are gently told the truth. Expressions such as “sleeping,” “passed on” and “left us” are confusing and should be avoided. Instead, use honest terms such as “died,” “he stopped living,” “his body stopped working,” “he had a very bad disease.” Use phrases that do not misrepresent the reality of death and that the child can understand. 

· Encourage the expressions of emotions. Many feelings are going to come and go during the grief process. Children need to feel free to express them in some manner. Anger is part of grief, and children may need outlets to express it. Let them be angry and sad. Don’t try to make them feel better, but give them the freedom and space to feel what they need to feel. Remember, it takes time to move through the stages of grief.
· Explain what is going to happen. Children can participate in the ceremonies of saying goodbye to someone who has died. A family member or close relative should explain the different places and events as gently as possibly. Talking through the services and the burial rituals will help the child understand and say goodbye in a way that works for him or her.
· Make a “memory album.” as time passes after a death, the child may want to make a memory album. In the book he can draw pictures, write letters and place special memorabilia. This memory book helps to keep that special someone alive in his heart.
· Use caution when discussing religious beliefs. Telling a child that God or Angels have taken a loved one can be frightening. The child may fear that will happen to him. Even though religious beliefs can be comforting at the time of death, the words need to be chosen carefully. try to avoid images that will create additional fear, fantasies or anger.

Children who are grieving need strong support from those who can help them get through the pain and make them feel safe and secure. Death isn’t easy for anyone, but if you can help a child remember the special person in his life, you are sharing the gift of memory. That is what remains after the pain.  
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