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Our kids are 
grieving: 

How to help
A presentation for the Humewood 
School Community of Caregivers

Presented by: Heather O’Brien CCLS
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Thank you to the
Humewood
Community 

School Council
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How I learned what I 
know so far …

Certified Child Life Specialist

Masters in Pediatric 
Psychosocial Care

Worked in Children’s Grief 
Exclusively for 13 years. 
Dr Jay Children’s Grief Centre Counsellor
Camp Erin Clinical Director

In the children’s mental health 
Field for 20 years – school, 
Psychosocial assessment, 
Palliative care, grief and bereavement.
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How we will spend
our time together
How Covid is
impacting children

How to support 
a grieving child

How  children 
experience and 
present grief

Question and
Discussion 
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1.
How Covid 19 
is impacting 
children
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Sick Kids Study
• 1,000+ parents of children and youth 2-18 years old
• 350 youth 10 - 18 years old
• April to June of 2020
• Six domains of mental health – depression, anxiety, irritability, attention 

span, hyperactivity, and obsessions/compulsions 
• 70.2 % of school-aged children (six to 18 years old) and 66.1 per cent of 

preschool-aged children (two to five years old) reported deterioration in 
at least one domain. 

• 19.5 per cent of school-aged children and 31.5 per cent of preschool-
aged children, reported improvement in at least one domain.

Cost, Crosbie & Anagnostou, 2021
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How a child is 
impacted depends 
greatly on the child
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Social 
Isolation

Three dominant 
stressors 

Uncertainty Parental
Angst
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Layers of loss

ROUTINE

SUPPORT

CONNECTION (SOCIAL)

PLAY

RECREATION

COMMUNITY

GRIEF
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2.
Children’s Grief
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Grief is most commonly associated with the mix of feelings 
that a person has around the death of a significant person in 
their lives, however, grief can be experienced anytime there 
is meaningful loss(es). 

What is grief?

Grief is a natural reaction and process to express, process 
and cope with the severing experience of meaningful loss

Grief is an involuntary jumble of responses we have when 
we lose something we are attached to  – emotional, 
cognitive and physical.
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Kid’s grief
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Angry

Sad
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Helpless
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Irreversibility

InevitabilityNon-
functionality

Developmental 
Understanding of Death

Causation

Universality
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3.
How to support 
a grieving child
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The greatest gift you can
give your children is not 

protection from change, loss, 
pain or stress, but the 

confidence and tools to cope 
and grow with all that life has 

to offer them.”

Dr. Wendy Harpham (1997)
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Emotional multi-tasking
We are brilliant and dynamic beings. From early on, we have the ability 
to experience more than one emotion at a time. It is not until the pre-
teen years that reflective thought improves one’s ability to identify the 
less dominant emotion. A child can be happy to have more time with
their family and at the same time, resentful of that time. 
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Max and Beatrice Wolfe Children’s Centre
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Guiding principles
Pandemic caregiving is hard enough without buying into the myth that 
there are a limited number of correct ways to support children and you. 

1. Covid loss is cumulative and experienced as cyclical (un-ending). 
Reduce stress in other areas of a child’s life when possible as
Covid losses and stressors are largely out of our control. 

2. The losses and grief we are all experiencing intensify the lack of 
control we have over our lives. Children already inherently feel 
powerless in many domains. Offer control where you might not 
usually or find ways to create control experiences. 

3. Narrate, narrate, narrate. Provide a window for your kids so they 
can see how you experience and cope with Covid stress. “I feel so 
frustrated that I can’t go see my mom today. I miss her so much. I 
am going to …”
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Guiding principles
4. Recognize, express, validate, name and allow all 

emotions. When you don’t have capacity – name that, do 
what you can, and put the emotion on the shelf to revisit 
when you can. 
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Max and Beatrice Wolfe Children’s Centre

Answering the 
questions no one 
has the answers to
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The questions

1. Validation –

• Repeat 

• Praise 

• Child’s 
words

“That’s a great 
question”

“That’s a very difficult 
question”

“Very Interesting”

Thompson & Payne, 2000
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The answering part

2. Reflection –
Explore:
• Thoughts
• Feelings
• Questions

… behind the question

“What do you think?”

“Can you help me 
understand your 
question better?”

“You would like to 
know…?”
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The answering part

3. Description -
• Explain 
• the facts
• the language

• Address misconceptions
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Take away

Grief is a natural 

response to loss. A
grieving child is a
processing child.

No two children 

need the exact 
same supports to 
cope with Covid 

losses

Questions are an 

opening to be 
curious together. 
Unanswered

questions are o.k.

Kids concrete

understanding of
death is aided by
access and

participation

Recognize vs 

ignore. 

Express vs
suppress

Excessive 

positivity teaches 
a child to ignore 
what their 

emotions saying
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Questions
How Covid is impacting 

kids? Should I be worried 
about ….? 

I freeze when my child 
asks me hard questions. I 
am sure I will mess it up. 

Is it normal for death and 
dying to show up in my 

child’s play? 

Is Covid impacting my 
child’s development? 
What is this teaching 

them about affection?

Should I tell my child 
about family friends who 

have died of Covid? 

Should we have a funeral 
for in-person school? 
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Thanks!

You can find me at:

heather@hobriencounselling.com

416-996-6694

28


