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Introduction

Everyone will experience aspects of loss and change
throughout their life, but there are some loss and change
experiences which do not happen to everyone. These
may be called ‘circumstantial losses’ and include
situations such as family breakdown, homelessness, the
death of a relative or friend, imprisonment and serious
illness or injury. Some adverse experiences can have both
immediate and long-term consequences, particularly for
children. Grief is a human response to loss, and mourning
is the way in which grief is expressed. Grief incorporates a
myriad of emotional, behavioural (affective) and cognitive
manifestations, both in adults and in children. Whatever
the circumstances, the death of the person is not only a
loss, it is a change and a turning point: the world will
never be the same again.
Arguably the most damaging situations are those which
are harmful to the child-family relationship, but there are
numerous events in children’s lives which may have
potentially damaging physical, social and emotional
consequences. School communities often have to support
children who are facing loss. Teachers are naturally
concerned to develop good practice.

This Toolkit aims to:
G Provide adults with an insight into children’s
developmental understanding of death and how
they grieve;
G Support schools in a proactive approach to including
the subject of loss and change, in myriad forms, in
the curriculum;
G Suggest reactive approaches and strategies for
caring for bereaved children and those undergoing
loss and change in a variety of circumstances;
G Provide a springboard for discussion, so that school
communities can develop their own policy and
practice matched to the individual needs of children
and their families.

There is an increasingly wide range of resources available
to support schools in the help they may offer bereaved
children. There is, however, a paucity of material that
addresses both a proactive whole school approach to
loss and change in children’s lives (teaching about life
experience of loss and change) and a reactive approach
that gives guidance on how best to help children when
sad things happen.

My teacher made the colours come in my insides again
Matthew aged 3 years 6 months
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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

