How to Discuss Death with a Child
A Jewish Perspective
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Preface
It's a common misconception that death is a subject best
kept from children because they are unable to process
the concepts involved. As a result, people frequently
sugarcoat difficult conversations surrounding death to
spare the child an unnecessary burden, or simply avoid
the issue altogether. However, the undeniable truth is
that death is an inevitable part of life and there's a good
chance that at some point in a child’s life, they'll be
confronted with a loss - whether a cherished pet, a
distant relative, or a grandparent, parent or sibling.
Avoiding the topic of death entirely may leave a child illequipped to deal with their grief. Instead, parents and
caregivers should have a frank discussion on the topic,
and ensure the child feels both listened to and cared for.
Though it can be a difficult conversation to have, it’s one
that will be necessary at some point and being prepared
to handle it properly will make all the difference in how
it's received.
The following guide is intended to help you better
understand how a child may be experiencing loss, and
provide you with the tools and knowledge necessary to
successfully guide them through their grief.
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Preface

Children Grieve Differently Than Adults
Everyone has their own grieving process, but for children,
the experience of grief can be quite different from that of
an adult. An adult may not even recognize a child's
reaction to death, leaving parents and caregivers unaware
of a need for guidance and comfort.
It's important to remember that children - young children
in particular - lack a conceptual framework for death, and
therefore struggle to fit the experience into their
understanding of the world. As a result, you will
frequently see young children that seem oblivious to a
loss. They're not, of course, but the finality of death
frequently escapes them.
While every child is different, and there is no single
"correct" way to react to the death of a loved one, there
are some general tendencies for parents and caregivers
to be aware of:
Young Children
Very young children typically cannot grasp what has
happened, and will frequently ask when the deceased will
return. If the lost loved one was particularly close to them,
they may get upset and angry - not because the person
has died, but because they're not present and are
seemingly unwilling to return. The grief of very young
children can center around feelings of abandonment.
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Children Grieve Differently Than Adults
Some young children may show no signs of grief at all
and simply return to play, seemingly unfazed by the
events surrounding them. For these children, grieving will
be a gradual process that will slowly register as they
begin to notice the absence of the deceased in their life
and/or recognize the grief demonstrated by others.

School-Aged Children
While still young, school-aged children usually have a
more nuanced understanding of death. Though they may
logically understand that the deceased is no longer alive,
they still entertain the notion that the deceased might
actually return.
Their grief often combines with guilt. The child may feel
as if their loved one died because of something they did a behavior or action they deem as "bad". In this case,
they would view the death as a punishment, much in the
same way that toys or privileges are be taken away to
teach the child a lesson. As a result, some children can
develop the notion that proper behavior could bring their
loved one back.
Learn More at
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Children Grieve Differently Than Adults
Grief and fear frequently co-mingle in school-aged
children because they understand the finality of death,
but often don't realize how unlikely it is from moment to
moment. This can result in a fear of their own death, or
the death of other loved ones. If this is the case, they may
become extra clingy toward parents and caregivers, often
afraid of being alone. Behaviors like bedwetting and
thumb-sucking can even reemerge. Know that these are
natural reactions to the stress and emotional toll that
death can levy.
Pre-Teens and Teens
Younger teens and older children are more likely to grieve
in ways that adults can readily comprehend, and these
reactions often lean toward anger.
The older child may become sullen, uncommunicative,
and withdrawn. They may feel anger toward other loved
ones, or toward the universe in general for allowing the
death to occur. Their instinctive sense of fairness can feel
bitterly betrayed so they may lash out inappropriately,
unaware of the more effective ways of dealing with their
feelings of grief and sadness.
It is important to remember that when a child of any age
is showing outward signs of grief, they absolutely should
be allowed to express them.

Learn More at

5

Children Grieve Differently Than Adults

What do Bereaved Children Need?
The loss of a loved one leaves a void in a child's life that is
very difficult for them to fill themselves, and it will
inevitably take time for them to heal.
Young children may not understand exactly what a loss
means initially, but as time passes, they will begin to
notice all the ways in which the lost person is absent from
their life. Depending on the age of the child, grief may
start out strong and slowly dissipate, or it may seem
absent from the onset and slowly percolate to the
surface.
Regardless of what stage a child is in their grief process,
there are three things that can help them maintain a
sense of stability, normalcy, and security - Continuity,
Care, and Connection.
Continuity
When a hole is torn in one part of a child’s life, it's
important to try to minimize disturbances to the other
areas of their life. They will find refuge in the familiar, so
make sure to continue with activities they enjoy and
provide ample opportunities for them to see friends and
family. Help them stay engaged in schoolwork and family
life. Find ways to demonstrate that while in some ways
everything has changed, most aspects of their life haven't
changed at all.
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What do Bereaved Children Need?
Care
A grieving child may feel abandoned because they're
dealing with a sense of loss they're just not accustomed
to. Make sure that they feel immensely loved by providing
plenty of hugs and kisses. If you yourself are grieving, this
can be difficult. If this is the case, be sure to enlist the aid
of as many friends and family members as possible to
visit, so they can shower the child with love and affection.
This effort can go a long way in helping them regain their
lost sense of security.
Connection
Simply put, be present for the child. This is similar to care,
but involves more than just making sure they're loved
and cared for - this is about providing those bonding
experiences that may have been lost. Knowing that other
people are feeling similarly to how they're feeling will
provide them a sense of camaraderie.
Grief can be a lonely process, and some children may
disconnect out of fear of further loss. Do what you can to
reassure them that you don't intend to go anywhere. Try
and draw the child back out by providing them the tools
they need to reconnect with family and friends, and
ensure them that their feelings of sadness and grief are
both normal and expected.
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Encourage a Grieving Child to
Express Whatever They are Feeling
Children need to know that whatever they're feeling - be
it sadness, confusion, fear, or anger - their feelings are
justified. They need not be afraid of - or feel guilty about experiencing these natural, emotional responses to loss.
And they certainly do not need to subdue or hide their
feelings from others.
Judaism teaches us that there's a time for everything. And
just as there's a time for happiness and joy, there will also
be times of great sadness - this is just part part of the
human experience. Neither adults nor children should
shy away from sadness in their life, because in
experiencing it, we open ourselves to real healing. Just as
happiness is tinged with the knowledge that it can end,
sadness should be met with the knowledge that it won't
last forever.
If an older child is reacting with anger and blame, it can
be a sign that they're not processing their feelings
properly and may be using anger as a defense and
avoidance mechanism. Helping them identify the loss as
the driving force behind their anger could nudge them in
the right direction to properly processing their feelings so
they can step on the right path to healing.
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Be Developmentally Appropriate
Jewish tradition instructs us to never shy away from
discussing death with children, but it's important to
ensure the conversations you have are appropriate to the
child’s age and level of understanding about what has
occurred.
Nobody wants to scare
children or overburden
them, but it's often
unclear as to what's
appropriate discussion
material and what is not.
Sometimes it's best to
just let them speak first,
letting them guide the
discussion and ask
questions in their own
words. Not only will this
help you gauge where
they're at in their
awareness of the situation, but it also allows them to
express their feelings.
For some children, this is really all they need. Lengthy
explanations tend to be unhelpful simply because they
lack the comprehension to fully understand them. Really,
they just need to know that they're being heard and that
parents and caregivers are there for them in their time of
need, no matter what.
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Be Direct
Judaism favors honesty and directness over sugarcoating
difficult subject matter. In order for children to begin to
comprehend the reality in front of them, they need to be
made aware of it, regardless of how painful it is.
Certainly, you needn't share graphic details with younger
children, but you should still try and impress on them the
finality of death in a way they can understand. They need
to know that when someone dies, they are not coming
back.
Jewish tradition tells us that little white lies do nothing but
confuse a situation. You may be tempted to tell a child
that Grandpa went away on an extended trip in an effort
to soften the loss, but this simply raises more questions
in a child’s mind. Why did Grandpa go away? Will he come
back someday? If he doesn't return, is it because he
doesn't love us anymore?
So while sugarcoating might seem like mercy, in reality it
can make the grieving process more difficult. Though
painful, a straightforward approach is more likely to help
a child accept the loss and can even relieve them of
feelings of guilt and abandonment. Once they're able to
comprehend the finality of death, they'll realize that
their loved one's absence is not the result of choice or
consequence - they simply cannot return, and it's no
one’s fault.
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Stick to Routines
It can be tempting to take a child out of school or
otherwise shift their schedules to allow for the grieving
process, but this is a mistake. Children rely on their
routines and thrive on consistency for comfort.

Allowing a child to stick to their normal routines as
much as possible will help ground them and provide
something familiar to latch onto. This is particularly
important if the deceased was very close to them, as the
absence can be very challenging.
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Attending the Funeral
Before attending the
funeral, take time to explain
to the child what they can
expect. Allow them to ask
as many questions they
need, and patiently answer
each one as honestly and
as directly as you can.
It can be helpful to discuss the various parts of the service
that might take place, but these details can change
depending on the faith of the deceased. If you know the
specific customs that will likely be included, it's a good
idea to discuss them. Children are frequently curious
about why certain things are done the way they are - be
sure to fully assuage their curiosity.
Regardless of their attendance, it can be helpful to
explain Shiva customs so that the child understands the
reasons behind the practices. Since the rituals exist to
help with the mourning process, understanding their
significance - to the extent that the child is able - can be
very helpful.
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Specific Items that Should
Be Discussed with Children
When speaking with a child about death - whether
the conversation was triggered by the loss of a loved one
or out of a child's natural curiosity - you can and should
let them lead when appropriate. This keeps them in
comfortable control of the conversation and allows their
questions to be answered in an order by which they're
most likely to understand. You simply need to listen
carefully to what they're saying, then respond honestly
and appropriately. However, there are certain topics you
should ensure you include at some point in the
conversation. These are substantive points that help paint
an accurate picture of what death is, why it happens, and
what its effects are. You never want a child to leave this
discussion with unrealistic notions about what death will
mean for their lives.
Give Adequate Information About Death
Make sure to explain that death is a natural, inevitable
part of life and that every living being will die someday - it
can't be avoided, and it is no one’s fault. The child should
be made to understand that the deceased cannot come
back, but not because they don’t want to. If you can help
the child to understand the finality of death, you will help
them in the grieving process.
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Specific Items that Should
Be Discussed with Children
Address Their Fears
Death can produce quite a bit of anxiety in children. They
may be afraid to lose a parent or friend. They may worry
about their own death. If they're feeling guilty, they may
fear that whatever they “did” to "cause" the death in
question might happen again to someone else in their
life. Take time to talk about their fears, and help them to
understand that death need not be feared.
Reassure Them That They Are Not to Blame
Help them to understand that death is simply something
that happens - whether from old age, sickness, or by
accident - but that it is never the child’s fault. Death is just
the final phase of life.
Help Them Acknowledge Their Grief
For some children - particularly older children - the
feelings of loss may overwhelm them, and they may
respond by hiding from their pain and pretending they're
okay. In order to begin healing, children and adults alike
need to acknowledge and accept their sadness and grief.
One way to help children explore their feelings is by
suggesting specific types of emotions and asking them to
tell you if you are right or wrong. This method can open
the child up to exploring all of the different emotions they
may be experiencing, and better guide you in helping
them heal.

Learn More at

14

Specific Items that Should be Discussed with Children

Specific Items that Should
Be Discussed with Children
Help with Overwhelming Emotions
If the child is overcome with strong emotions, don't forget
to hug them tight and share your grief together. When
they see that you're affected as well, they'll realize that
their uncomfortable feelings are normal, which provides
them an added layer of comfort. By sharing your grief
with a child, you can also share your healing process and
demonstrate that it's okay to heal.
Help Them Feel Safe
The death of someone close to a child - particularly if it's a
parent or sibling - can remove a critical support system,
leaving the child floundering for security. Make sure they
understand that there are plenty of people in their lives
who are looking out for them - and that while no one will
ever replace the person they lost, they are very much
loved by many. Help them to begin establishing new
support structures that do not involve the deceased.
Respect Their Coping Mechanisms
As much as you should encourage children to accept their
grief and experience their loss, you also have to respect
the ways in which they choose to cope. Each person even children - will find their own path toward healing,
and it is not helpful for others to try and interrupt that
process. Doing so could set the child back significantly.
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Specific Items that Should
Be Discussed with Children
Instead, you should allow them to handle things on their
own as much as possible, and simply provide support,
reassurance, and gentle guidance. As long as the child is
dealing with their grief in a positive way, you should let
them grieve in the manner they choose.
Discuss Opportunities to Remember Their Loved One
Judaism talks quite a bit about how those that have died
can never really disappear if we hold onto their memory.
They may be gone from the physical world, but some part
of them will always be with us. So it can be helpful to talk
with the child about ways that they can honor their
cherished memories.
Photo albums are a great way to keep memories alive.
You can do a craft project together and create an album
of the person’s life to both celebrate them and aid in the
healing process. You can hang pictures in the child’s
room. You can mutually share your favorites stories and
memories of the deceased loved one. And you can make
plans to remember and honor them in some way on the
anniversary of their death.
These rituals can become something the child looks
forward to each year, which will help keep their loved one
alive and vital for them. This can be extremely helpful in
fueling the grieving process.
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Therapy Can Help as Well
With proper guidance and love - and by reestablishing
healthy lines of support - many children will naturally
overcome loss and return to their happy and healthy
selves. But for some, grief can become a more serious
problem.
If a child is having real
difficulties coming to terms
with their loss - evidenced
by an adverse impact on
their mental health,
friendships, family life, or
schoolwork - professional
help might be in order.
Child therapists who are trained to work with grieving
children can provide a toolset that parents and other
guardians may not possess. They're better able to help
children get in touch with feelings that those close to
them may be struggling with themselves, simply because
the therapist has a healthy distance and is better
removed from the situation. They can be a friend and a
trusted ally in the child’s life for the sole purpose of
helping them move past their sadness or anger.
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Do Not Ignore Your Own Grief
As a closing thought, it is very important that adults
suffering from a loss not ignore their own grief. If your
child lost one of their parents, you lost a spouse. If they
lost a brother or sister, you lost a child. If your grandchild
lost their parents, you lost a son or a daughter.
It is important to follow the advice provided in this guide
so that your child can come to terms with the situation,
but not at the expense of your own grief. You too need to
heal. When possible, take advantage of the love and
generosity of family and friends, not only to help support
the child, but also for your own support.
You and your child can grieve together. This can help to
reestablish healthy connections for both of you. Talk
about your loss and cry together. This will propel healing
for both of you and demonstrate to your child that
grieving is a natural part of life.
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Jerusalem Memorial Chapels
Jerusalem Memorial Chapels was founded to provide a
concierge level of service and convenience to Jewish
families in their time of need.
Our mission is simple: Improve the quality of time a
family spends together to honor and celebrate the
memory of a lost loved one.
Speak with a Licensed Jewish Funeral Director 24/7
Straight Forward Pricing
Innovative Funeral Planning and Grieving Resources
Plan online, in person or a combination of both
Serving all Cemeteries in Metropolitan NY
Member NYS Pre-Plan • NYS Funeral Directors Association

640 Middle Country Road
Middle Island, NY 11953
516.418.7000 • 631.213.1750
info@graveside.com
Levittown, NY Opening 2021
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