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All involved with the education of children hope that the children for whom they are responsible do not experience bereavement. However it is a fact that in all schools there will be children who have experienced bereavement whether of a pet, grandparent, or in some instances a parent. Such bereavements may occur with warning after a period of ill health, or suddenly as a result of an accident. It is important that schools are able to deal effectively with these situations when they occur.  
 
Serious situations are likely to be the death of; 
 
· a pupil,  
· a parent of a child at the school   
· a member of staff  
 
[Were these to take place at school, or on a school trip, or if there were to be multiple deaths the implications for the school, staff and children would be very serious. In such circumstances we would access the support available from the LEA.] 
 
However death of other close relatives – siblings, Grandparents, Aunts and Uncles as well as family friends or neighbours all require careful handling. 
 
  
 
 
 
 


 
Death of a school pupil, sibling of a school pupil or parent of a pupil 
 
The school have a duty to report the death of a child to the Child Death Overview Panel https://www.bucksscp.org.uk/child-death-overview-panel/ 
 
First Day 
 
For the death of a child or parent it is important that the Headteacher (or Deputy in their absence) is the initial point of contact. The class teacher may be present, but should not allow themselves to be the first point of contact. 
 
It is important that as much accurate information is gathered at this stage. Rumour, speculation and the possible involvement of the media in the case of an accident can all contribute to making a difficult time worse.  
 
The Head will inform the class teacher, if not initially present, and will also inform all staff. Where staff are likely to be distressed an emergency staff meeting will be called which will allow time for discussion, planning and private grief. Depending on the circumstances it may be necessary to use a memo or personal message. 
 
The Senior Management Team will also determine how best to inform the children. It is likely that they would inform the class before the whole school is informed.  
 
It is important that everyone is informed quickly and that all information is accurate, open and honest. Staff should discourage rumour and speculation.  
 
Assembly 
 
The rest of the school will normally be informed at Assembly.  
 
The Assembly should: 
 
· Be calm  
 
· Deal with facts 
 
· Suggest children avoid visiting the house 
 
· Reassure children that there will be continuity 
 
· Give permission to show emotion 
 
The Sensitive Issues Assembly File (in Head’s Office) gives guidance concerning content and organisation. 
 
Assembly should be scheduled so that the children go back to class. This is a demanding aspect for some staff. However it is important that the children have an opportunity to express their thoughts, feelings and emotions in a secure environment. It is likely that after a period of about half an hour the children and staff will appreciate a breaktime. 
 
The Head will write/send a card to the family on behalf of the school. A copy of this policy will be included. Other staff may wish to send a personal note/card. Consideration should be given whether to write to the parent(s), surviving child(ren), or both. If it is decided to send a card/note to the child(ren) it should be directed to the parents initially so that they can decide when and where they will give it. 
 
It would not be usual to include this as an item in a newsletter. 
 
Funeral  
 
It is likely that staff will wish to attend the funeral. In most instances the Head should seek the permission of the bereaved family. The school seeks to release staff but has to be mindful of its child care responsibilities. This may mean that some staff who would like to attend cannot be released. The Head will prioritise if more staff than is practical want to attend. 
 
The Head will organise a floral tribute, or a donation where this is requested. Unless staff are close personal friends of the family, the class teacher or other staff should not send flowers/donation. 
 
It may be that some families (other than the bereaved family) would like their children to attend the funeral. This decision should be left to the families. Absence to attend funerals will be authorised. If the bereaved family do not want staff or pupils to attend their wishes should be respected.  Consideration should be given to arranging an alternative. 
 
Possible Alternatives: 
 
The class/children most affected could write down their thoughts and feelings. These could be saved in school or passed to the family. They should be monitored carefully to ensure the content is appropriate. 
 
With the permission of the bereaved family a memorial service could be planned with a selection or readings/poems/hymns/prayers 
 
Return to school 
 
The Head or a senior member of staff should make a home visit. The class teacher may accompany them. This will: 
 
· establish the child’s/children’s emotional state,  
· provide an opportunity to inform the family of what actions the school has taken (all staff informed/children informed etc) 
· allow the returning child to ask questions 
· clarify how the return should be handled to create a compassionate yet disciplined environment.  
· Allow agreement of ‘contact’ staff for the child. 
 
 
 
 
Support 
 
Once the child(ren) return to school it is necessary to respond appropriately to their individual needs. For some children school is part of a return to normality. For others they will still feel very emotional and will sometimes show this and/or need to talk to adults.  
 
For staff it is a dilemma. They do not want to upset the child or remind them of delicate issues if the child is trying to put these to one side in school, and yet to ignore the situation implies a lack of interest or care. Certainly the child will not want enquiries from every member of staff. 
 
The agreed ‘contact’ will usually be the class teacher. In exceptional circumstances another member of staff may take on take on the role, or work in combination. The ‘contact’ person should both initiate discussions as well as being a listening ear if this has been agreed with the family. 
 
On going remembrance and anniversary 
 
Both the birthday and the anniversary are going to be difficult times for parents and surviving children. Mothering Sunday/Father’s Day can produce intense feelings. These dates should be noted in staff diaries so that allowances can be made. It may be appropriate to hold an assembly with either as a focus, but this should be discussed with the child(ren)/parents in advance and permission given to withdraw if they choose. 
 
One effective method is to light a special candle during assembly as a focus and keep it lit in memory for the rest of the day. 
 
It may be an opportunity to look at the written/drawn thoughts and feelings (see Possible Alternatives) 
 
The Sensitive Issues Assembly File (in Head’s Office) gives guidance concerning content and organisation of memorial assemblies. 
 
Memorial 
 
It is appropriate to discuss with the family some form of more permanent memorial for one of our pupils who dies. Funding for this may come from school resources, the PTA or for a large scale project from fund raising. Other schools have planted a tree, installed a seat, and even installed outdoor play equipment. It may be that the family nominate a charity that we then support. What is important is that it is something the family value as a memorial, or where they suggest it, something the children at the school would value.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Death of a member of staff 
 
This is an extremely traumatic event for children. For staff who have to contend with their own grief as well as the grief of the children it makes particular demands.  
 
Staff can often feel insecure about their own ability to cope. Some staff may be particularly affected by the death of a colleague. Staff should maintain an awareness of each other and provide support. Staff should feel able to voice concerns that they are finding the situation difficult to cope with. It is likely that we would ask for support from LEA staff. 
 
First Day 
 
For the death of a member of staff the Headteacher (or Deputy in their absence) is the initial point of contact. The bereaved family may also notify personal friends on the staff team.  
 
It is important that as much accurate information is gathered at this stage. Rumour, speculation and the possible involvement of the media in the case of an accident can all contribute to making a difficult time worse.  
 
The Head will inform all staff. Teachers, LSAs and Secretary will be informed in person. For other staff it may be necessary to use a memo or personal message. 
 
The school will also ensure Chair of Governors is aware of the situation. The Chair of Governors (or Vice Chair in the absence of the Chair) will take responsibility for informing all Governors other than those who work at the school. 
 
The Senior Management Team will also determine how best to inform the children. It is likely that they would inform the class (if the Bereaved is a class teacher) before the whole school is informed.  
 
It is important that everyone is informed quickly and that all information is accurate, open and honest. Staff should discourage rumour and speculation.  
 
Assembly 
 
The rest of the school will normally be informed at Assembly.  
 
The Assembly should: 
 
· Be calm  
· Deal with facts 
· Reassure children that there will be continuity 
· Give permission to show emotion 
 
The Sensitive Issues Assembly File (in Head’s Office) gives guidance concerning content and organisation. 
 
Assembly should be scheduled so that the children go back to class. This is a demanding aspect for some staff. However it is important that the children have an opportunity to express their thoughts, feelings and emotions in a secure environment. It is likely that after a period of about half an hour the children and staff will appreciate a breaktime. 
 
The Head will write/send a card to the family on behalf of the school. Other staff may wish to send a personal note/card.  
 
An emergency newsletter would normally be sent out to parents as soon as possible for a sudden death; a paragraph in the yellow newsletter for an expected death. 
 
Second or Third Day 
 
Although temporarily shaken by a traumatic event it is important that as soon as possible the school returns to a safe, secure, calm and environment. 
  
Funeral  
 
It is likely that staff will wish to attend the funeral. The school seeks to release staff but has to be mindful of its child care responsibilities. This may mean that some staff who would like to attend cannot be released. The head will prioritise if more staff than is practical want to attend. 
 
The Head will organise a floral tribute or a donation where this is requested.  
 
It may be that some families (other than the family of the bereaved) would like their children to attend the funeral. This decision should be left to the families. Absence to attend funerals will be authorised. If the bereaved family do not want pupils to attend their wishes should be respected.  Consideration should be given to arranging an alternative. 
 
Possible Alternatives: 
 
The class/children most affected could write down their thoughts and feelings. These could be saved in school or passed to the family. They should be monitored carefully to ensure the content is appropriate. 
 
With the permission of the bereaved family a memorial service could be planned with a selection or readings/poems/hymns/prayers 
 
Support 
 
Some children will react in different ways in the period after the death of a member of staff, particularly a class teacher. It is to be expected that some children will be visibly emotional and this is to be accepted as a necessary component of grieving. Others will feel the need for closer than usual contact with adults and may ask a number of questions in order to try and make sense of the situation. Some children may appear to act with indifference or even anger as part of their grief. 
 
All staff will need to make allowances and may find it necessary to tolerate behaviours that at other times would be inappropriate. Questions should be answered accurately and honestly, even on occasions admitting, “I don’t know”. However behaviours which are aggressive to others should be dealt with effectively to ensure all children feel safe. 
 
On going remembrance and anniversary 
 
The anniversary of the bereavement may be a difficult time for the children. The date should be noted in staff diaries so that allowances can be made. It is appropriate to hold an assembly which remembers the member of staff. While this may be an emotional time for some children it is important they learn that bereavement does not mean that a person is forgotten. 
 
One effective method is to light a special candle during assembly as a focus and keep it lit in memory for the rest of the day. 
 
It may be an opportunity to look at the written/drawn thoughts and feelings (see Possible Alternatives) 
 
The Sensitive Issues Assembly File (in Head’s Office) gives guidance concerning content and organisation of memorial assemblies. 
 
Memorial 
 
It is appropriate to discuss with the family some form of permanent memorial for the member of staff. Memorials are for the living and should be individualistic, benefit the school, reflect the deceased’s personality and not be constrained by issues of size or cost. It should take account of everyone’s ideas; parents, children, staff and Governors.  
 
Funding may come from a family bequest, school resources, the PTA or for a large scale project from fund raising. Other schools have planted a tree, installed a seat, and even installed outdoor play equipment. It could be a photo, picture, mural or collage.  The family may nominate a charity that we then support. What is important is that it is something the family value as a memorial, or where they suggest it, something the children at the school value.  
 
Ongoing Strategies in School 
 
For many adults the idea of teaching children about death and bereavement is an anathema, some thing to be avoided as distasteful and likely to upset. However those who work closely with bereaved children are united in the view that it is vital. To do so helps children to cope with the impact of loss and bereavement which is, like death, a fact of life. 
 
There are opportunities when death and bereavement are planned components of the curriculum: 
 
· In RE, especially as part “Rites of Passage” and visits to the Church 
· In PHSE 
· As a weekly theme for assemblies 
· As a regular prayer opportunity in Assembly 
 
In addition staff should take opportunities that occur to offer information and opportunities for discussion: 
 
· The death of a pet or animal 
· Items in the media or news 
· Children’s experiences during “News”, or “Show and Tell”, or Circle time 
· As part of work on the Seasons or Time 
· As part of History topics – the Black Death,  
 
Guidance for Adults  
 
It is a natural reaction for adults to avoid upsetting children. In relation to death this can mean that it is not seen as a suitable topic for discussion. If this is the case and any discussion is left until it becomes absolutely necessary, often at the time of the death of a significant relative, the adults themselves may find their sense of pain and grief makes discussion with children particularly demanding. Indeed children often refer to the difficulty of asking questions about bereavement during a period of mourning for fear of upsetting parents. Nevertheless this is the time when it is most important that children are able to make sense of what is going on by having their questions and fears addressed. 
 
Breaking the News: 
  
Be honest and factual.  
 
Avoid using euphemisms; 
 
· “He’s sleeping” (When will he wake up? Will this happen when I go to sleep?)  
· “She’s lost” (Let’s go and find her!)  
· “He’s gone away” (He doesn’t love me if he can leave me behind. I’ve done something terrible to drive him away)  
· “She’s gone to Heaven” (When will she be back? Can I go to heaven to see her?) 
· “He’s gone to be with Jesus” (Will Jesus come and take me?) 
 
Seeing the body: 
 
This may be difficult if the body has been severely damaged by, say, burning or an accident. However the process of the visit to a chapel of rest should be explained, and how the body may look/feel. Children should be given the choice as to whether to participate or not. Some simply want to look, others may want to leave a letter, photograph or keep sake, some may want to touch/stroke/comb the hair etc 
 
If they choose not to attend where will they be while other family members visit? They could wait outside in the car (and have the opportunity to change their minds) or wait with friends/relatives/ neighbours. 
  
What is a funeral: 
 
Be prepared to talk honestly and answer questions, some of which may appear to be morbid. What happens to the body? Will it smell? Will the worms eat it if we bury it? What happens to the body? are common questions. It is best if the process of a funeral is explained to the child – a service, with hymns and prayers, body in a coffin (what’s a coffin?) What happens at a burial/cremation? 
 
It is best to offer the child the opportunity to attend. While it might be an emotional experience for them, they need as many opportunities as adults to say farewell, understand that death is permanent and to begin to come to terms with the loss. However if they choose not to attend their wish should be respected. 
 
Above all… 
 
Children need to be included. If they are not told what is happening they will imagine or make up their own ideas. This can be frightening and/or make them feel more alone, or blame themselves for the death. Being able to talk about what happened and how they feel really helps.  Talking about death doesn’t make it happen, but can help children to understand and this makes it less frightening.   
 
Research with children who have experienced bereavement has allowed us to understand their needs: 
 
· For there to be adults around who they can turn to and trust. 
· For them to have their feelings received without judgement or criticism. (They will already feel vulnerable and helpless and this will be compounded by disapproval or indifference) 
· For tears to be allowed to flow (it is not helpful for them to be encouraged to be brave or to become the ‘man or lady of the house’ 
· For acceptance when tears don’t flow easily 
· For a secure setting and acceptable ways in which anger and other feelings can be expressed.  
· To be told as simply and honestly as possible what has happened 
· To be reassured that  they will still be loved and cared for 
· To be allowed to say goodbye 
· To be encouraged to participate in simple rituals 
· To know that what they feel is alright 
· To be helped feel and express emotions 
· To be told its alright to enjoy themselves 
· To be encouraged to look forward to a time when they won’t forget the person who’s died but will remember without such hurt 
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Contacts for Additional Help 
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Educational Psychologists Department, (Bucks CC): 01296 383219 
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