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Introduction 

 

Even in so-called ‘normal times’, death or bereavement suffered by any 

member of a school community is a tragedy, whether concerning staff, pupils 

or their extended family members. Sudden or traumatic individual events, 

expected or not, can rock the foundations of all those connected to a school. 

The implications of collective multiple losses through a pandemic such as 

‘COVID 19’ deepens this challenge still further, not least if social isolation is 

being practised. All of which places an even greater need for institutions to 

have planned their response. 

 

If you are reading this due to bereavements currently affecting you, those in your care or with 

whom you work, I extend my deepest sympathy.  

 

Although this document is written for Anglican Church schools tasked with supporting those of 

all faiths and none, the overriding principle is one of supporting leaders in any type of school 

to decide how to ‘do the right things, at the right time, in the right way, in the most challenging 

of circumstances’. 

 

Seeking to do the right thing out of our love for one another is a hope shared across humanist 

traditions and most world religions, including Christianity. Regardless of the belief context, it is because 

personal and collective love is both everything and enduring, that we all feel the sorrow of loss so 

deeply and with such permanence. The bereavement support outlined in this guide does not attempt 

to remove or reverse this sense of loss or sorrow, but aims to help the process of healing whereby, 

over time, the overwhelming sense of loss might become a loving memory and the sorrow become 

more manageable at both a personal and an institutional level. This is part of a complex and long-term 

healing process, which this guide seeks to help to initiate and to nurture. 

 

In the context of Church schools, it is important to state that ‘doing the right thing’ through generic 

high-quality professional bereavement practice meets a Christian mission in itself. In addition, and 

where appropriate, there are of course specific and important beliefs that we hold as Christians, which 

inform our own view and interpretation of death (and thus life). These beliefs are discussed more fully 

in Appendix 4 and are particularly important for our own personal ability to cope and when invited 

by others to provide access to more specific spiritual support.  

 

The limitations of a short guide on such a complex subject are clear. However, I sincerely hope that 

this document provides an overview for those faced with the need to support school communities, 

families, individual pupils and staff who have suffered bereavement. It signposts a way to proceed with 

care, but to meaningful effect, when first faced with the event, until such time as expert support can 

be deployed over the short and long-term. This guide does not replace the need to seek such specialist 

support. Where such expert guidance is available it should always be sought.  

 

This guide has been made possible by the generous help of others who have both experienced 

bereavement and been called upon to lead in such circumstances. I am indebted to their support. 

 

 

Andrew Read 

Diocesan Director of Education 
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LEADERSHIP PREPARATIONS 
 

Contingency Planning 
 

Some of the most testing challenges as a leader come at times of sorrow. It is never easy to 

lead in these circumstances and every case and circumstance is different.  

 

This guide seeks to support school leaders to be pro-active in planning the practical 

actions required when faced with such challenges. 

 

Sadly around 12,000 children die in the UK each year and it is estimated that every 20 minutes 

in the UK a parent of a dependent child dies, leaving approximately 41,000 bereaved children 

each year. Many more are bereaved of a grandparent, sibling, friend or other significant person. 

Within a time of exceptional circumstance (such as a pandemic) this number could be much 

higher. 

 

Statistically, within our school communities, even in ‘normal times’ there will almost always be 

some recently bereaved children who are struggling with their own situation, or sometimes 

the entire school community is impacted by the death of a member of staff or a pupil. We 

would hope not to encounter such circumstances, but the inevitability of such an occurrence 

implies the necessity of having bereavement guidelines in place to enable us to be proactive, 

rather than reactive, when responding to these sensitive situations. 

 

Even in ‘normal’ times it is sadly inevitable that at some point a school will experience deep 

sorrow, requiring great sensitivity, strong and courageous leadership and community cohesion. 

Multiple simultaneous deaths caused by system-wide pandemics such as COVID-19 are likely 

to be especially demanding and may mean that normal ‘ideal’ approaches become harder to 

follow.  

 

Death of those close to us is, for most of us, hard to think about, so it is easy to find oneself 

under-prepared emotionally and operationally when faced with the worst scenarios as a 

leader. However, it is important that the school is seen as a safe haven, where all members 

can find support, care and security. As leaders we hold a responsibility to provide this outward 

function at a personal and institutional level, even when inside we may be overcome with our 

own personal grief.  

 

Thus, it is critical to undertake contingency planning, and to think through what would happen 

and who would do what in such a situation. It is certainly much easier to do this hypothetically, 
than at the time. A death in the school community and the way that the school responds to 

that event is both challenging and likely to be a significant contributor to the complex process 

of collective and personal regeneration. 

 

Consider: 

 

• Have age-appropriate books about death in all classes as a matter of course, not just after 

a death and during bereavement, so that pupils begin to know and understand the 

vocabulary of death, e.g. ‘Badger’s Parting Gifts’. (Include the reading of an age-appropriate 

book about death into the start of year schedule so this resource is familiar to the 

children.) Books are a useful tool to help pupils to articulate their fears and distress if the 

time comes. 

 

• Learning about dying and death should be an ordinary part of the curriculum in Religious 

Education, particularly at Easter. 
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• Having potted plants in the classroom and animals in school that are seen to live and die, 

is one way of approaching discussions about life cycles. 

 

• Schools may need information and advice on various death traditions and customs of faiths 

other than Christianity. It is hoped that in schools where there are significant populations 

of children with a variety of faiths, leaders will be versed in the main religious customs 

and cultures of the local context. Please see Appendix 4 for a brief summary of beliefs 

and traditions of major faiths and world views 

 

 

Proportional Response 
 

In the main, the guidance expressed in this document provides a level of support that is 

appropriately proportional when used in conjunction with specialist professional services. 

There is generally a low level of qualification in specialist counselling held in most schools, 

hence it is critical that additional external resources and support are accessed, proportional 

to the situation. 

 

In the past the following organisations and charities have proven to be particularly helpful: 

 

• http://www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk/ 

• https://www.winstonswish.org/ 

• https://www.childbereavementuk.org/ 

• Child Bereavement UK Helpline 0800 02 888 40 (9am to 5pm Monday to Friday) see 

http://www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk/ 

 

Additional support is also available from Local Authorities, as follows: 

 

• Cambridgeshire  scc.supportforlearning@cambridgeshire.gov.uk 

• Norfolk   https://www.norfolk.gov.uk/children-and-families/send-local-

offer/advice-and-support/advice-and-support-for-parents-and-carers/bereavement 

• Peterborough   eps@peterborough.gov.uk 

• Suffolk   http://www.suffolkbereavement.org.uk 

 

• Samaritans offer a step-by-step programme for schools, to help explain suicide to pupils. 

They can be contacted on 0808 168 2528. 

 

 

 

  

http://www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk/
https://www.winstonswish.org/
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/
http://www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk/
mailto:scc.supportforlearning@cambridgeshire.gov.uk
https://www.norfolk.gov.uk/children-and-families/send-local-offer/advice-and-support/advice-and-support-for-parents-and-carers/bereavement
https://www.norfolk.gov.uk/children-and-families/send-local-offer/advice-and-support/advice-and-support-for-parents-and-carers/bereavement
mailto:eps@peterborough.gov.uk
http://www.suffolkbereavement.org.uk/
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Leadership Roles 
 

It is important to assign clear roles to respective groups and individuals relating not only to 

preparations for a bereavement but also short and long-term actions. 

 

Governing Body 

• Approve your school’s Bereavement Guidelines/Policy, review these documents regularly and 

ensure their implementation.  

• Engage with and support the school, in particular the headteacher, in appropriate and 

mutually agreed ways should a bereavement occur. 

• Act as a critical friend to the senior leadership team, role-playing different scenarios with 

them to check strategic readiness. 

• Be aware, as much as is possible, of the emotional needs of the headteacher and senior 

team, particularly those who may be more affected than others in the context of their own 

personal experiences of tragedy or bereavement. 

 

Headteacher and Senior Team 

• Ensure that staff feel ready to cope with a death in their community and are familiar with 

the school’s related Guidance and Policies. 

• Be aware, as much as is possible, of the emotional needs of staff, particularly those who 

may be more affected than others in the context of their own personal experiences of 

tragedy or bereavement. 

• In primary schools, encourage staff in each class to read an appropriate book about 

bereavement to pupils near the start of the year. Should there be a death, the class will 

have familiar resource upon which to draw. Prepare secondary students by opening 

discussion and reflection on death and bereavement, as appropriate. 

• Be the first point of contact for family/child/staff member concerned. 

• Keep the diocese, LA, governing body and school community fully informed. 

• Liaise with the church as appropriate through the vicar, key church leaders or foundation 

governors. 

• Coordinate support throughout the community. 

• Seek support from, monitor progress of and liaise with appropriate external agencies. 

• Respond to media enquiries following advice from the Local Authority / MAT / diocese. 

• Monitor the immediate and long-term wellbeing of all those directly or indirectly affected. 

 

The Local Authority / Academy Trust / Diocese 

• Ensure that relevant preparatory paperwork and systems are in place. 

• Offer relevant support and advice to the headteacher and governors. 

• Consult on referral pathways and identification of complex grief. 

• Signpost or provide resources and advice for further support (e.g. counsellors as 

appropriate, bereavement box, press liaison etc.) 

 

Staff 

• Prepare classes/tutor groups by reading an appropriate book on the theme of 

bereavement. 

• Be aware, as much as is possible of pupils’ emotional needs, particularly those who may be 

more affected than others in the context of their own personal experiences of tragedy or 

bereavement. 

• Offer appropriate support to pupils under the guidance of the headteacher. 

• Attend bereavement support training; cascade learning to other staff as required. 

• Deal sensitively and confidentially with all aspects of the grief journey in the community. 
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LEADERSHIP ACTIONS 
 

There are many things to consider and many actions to take. This guide is not exhaustive 

but describes some of the activities that will be necessary. As a result of events such as 

COVID-19, where specific restrictions are imposed, certain actions may need to be 

performed differently based upon the prevailing national or local rules and arrangements at 

that time. 

 

 

Breaking Sad News 
A death in the school community is always a difficult and extremely sad time. Whether a child 

or a member of staff, many steps you take as a leader will be the same. 

There are some key headings to consider, but always defer to the feelings and needs of the 

immediate family of the deceased.  

 

General principles 

• Ensure the statement is accurate, factual and controlled in terms of personal data.  

• Agree with the family what will be said, and keep referring back to them, letting them know 

what will and what has been reported. 

• Inform your chair of governors. 

• Inform your vicar – are they able to support you and the school during this difficult time? 

• Inform your responsible body (LA / Diocese / MAT) 

• Be in control of the information that is shared publicly, mindful of the influence and scope 

of social media. 

• Prepare your thoughts and your choice of words carefully. 

• Review your school bereavement policy, if applicable. 

 

Staff 

• If possible, arrange a staff meeting as soon as you are able. Ensure that those unable to 

attend, such as part-time or peripatetic staff and lunch time supervisors, are informed. 

Consider both the best person and most appropriate way of imparting the information 

to those absent, for example by a home visit or telephone call. Avoid impersonal 

communications such as texts or emails where possible. 

• Consider whether any member of staff may need to be told individually, due to their 

relationship with the deceased or their own personal circumstances. 

• Start by acknowledging that you have some sad news to share. This allows those present 

to have a warning, and a moment to prepare themselves. 

• Be honest, and use the terms dead and died, not euphemisms. 

• Talk briefly, without eulogising the person. 

• Remind staff of the need to ensure information is not shared on social media. 

• Impart factual information. Never make assumptions or repeat rumours. Give news 

sensitively and empathetically, being aware that people may react in different ways. 

• Mention any arrangements that are already in place. 

• Allow staff time to collect their thoughts and offer support. 

• Assess the impact upon staff and their ability to complete their immediate duties; do you 

need to look for support from your responsible body? 

• During social isolation, consider how news should be shared, particularly to those that may 

be shielding others or be vulnerable themselves, and how to ensure that the message is 

delivered to everyone in the school community. 

• When both appropriate and possible, hold a team meeting with local clergy to determine 
what their role and contribution should be. This will be informed by their own experience 

and any specific advice and guidance provided by the Diocesan Ministry Team. 
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• Identify individual members of staff who feel able to: 

o support other members of staff; 

o support groups of pupils. 

• Identify a member of staff who will answer phone calls and redirect them, as appropriate. 

Try to establish a “protected” telephone line to enable the flow of accurate and timely 

information. 

• Identify a member of staff who will provide a letter for parents, which should be sent 

out on the same day. (See Appendix 3).  

• Arrange a staff meeting at the end of the day to see how staff are coping. 

• If the message has been delivered to someone at home, ensure that follow-up calls 

take place to check on their wellbeing. 

• Ensure that those staff who live alone have contact numbers of friends in case of need. 

• Identify and signpost sources of advice and support to access help in coming to terms 

with the bereavement. 

 

  

Young People  

• Check that the information you have is correct and, if possible, contact the bereaved family 

to ascertain their wishes and what information they are happy to be shared with pupils. 

• Discuss this with the relevant religious leader and invite them to be present when the news 

is broken. 

• Inform pupils as soon as possible about the death. Consider that information travels quickly 

around a school, and it is better to be shared sensitively than via a school grapevine. 

• Identify those pupils who had a long-term and/or close relationship with the person who 

has died, so that they can be told separately. 

• If in school time, pupils should be informed, preferably in small groups, by someone known 

to them. If during holidays or a period of social isolation, consider how best to share the 

news. This will need to be discussed with the family before making a decision. 

• Consider how news of a death during social isolation could impact upon the recipients. 

• Prepare your words; start by acknowledging that you have some sad news to share.  

• Use correct terminology, died and death, not passed away, lost or other euphemisms. 

• If appropriate, a special assembly could be held at a later time in the day or the following 

day to remember the person who has died. 

• Those pupils who have had more involvement with the deceased should be given the 

opportunity to share their feelings and experiences, either within a group or in a one-to-

one situation. 

• Allow pupils to verbalise their feelings. 

• Identify ways for pupils to express their feelings if they are unable to get together. This 

could, for example, be through the sharing of art or music. Each school will have its own 

area of strength. 

• Allow pupils to ask questions and answer them honestly and factually in terms that they 

will understand. 

• Allow pupils to discuss the situation and share their experiences of death. 

• Be honest about your own feelings and talk about your relationship with the deceased. 

• Ensure the pupils understand that the death is nothing to do with anything they have said 
or done. It is in no way their fault. 

• Reassure them that not all people who are ill or have had an accident will die and that 

many people get better. 

• Conclude the discussion with a prayer or special poem to remember the person who has 

died and their family. 
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• Consider the time of the conversation. Before break allows the pupil to have a natural gap 

before resuming lessons. 

• Put an appropriate time limit on discussions.  

• The school timetable may need to be modified to accommodate the needs and wellbeing 

of children affected by the situation. However, continuing with the timetable also offers a 
sense of security and familiarity.  

• If during holidays or social isolation, ways of creating a forum for students to express their 

feelings should be considered.   

• Be available for any pupil who needs additional help and support. 

 

 

Families and the wider community 
It is important to speak to the bereaved family and to raise with them the fact that, along with 

sharing the news internally with staff and pupils, it will be necessary at some point to inform 

the wider school community. When informing the parent body, it is wise to remind them that 

such news can make anyone anxious, upset and angry, and families need access to support 

and resources should they need it. 

There are some suggested letter templates in the Appendix 3, however it is best to use these 

as a basis for a personalised letter from your school.  

 

Consider: 

• writing a timely letter to all parents; 

• what the children have been told in school; 

• what support is available to pupils; 

• issuing guidance for parents and carers of young people regarding answering questions 

about death and help to do this. You may also refer families to support organisations and 
services; 

• a press release, should you feel it appropriate or necessary. 

 

 

For the school as a single entity 

Consider if the family wish to invite members of the school to a funeral. Arrangements for 

attendance will need to be decided for both pupils and staff. Pay attention to the needs of 

those remaining in school.  

 

During times of social distancing, consideration must be given to how members of the school 

community can pay their respects, both immediately and when they return to school.  

 

 

Remember: 

Following a bereavement, children and adults alike have the need for, and right to: 

• be given space and time to grieve; 

• support from whichever source is appropriate (if possible, let them choose this); 

• feel safe and unjudged. 

  

Understand that: 

• grief may be invisible to the onlooker; 

• different people, families, cultures and religions will grieve differently (there is no right 

or wrong way); 

• grief is long term. 
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Dealing with specific situations 
 

 

Special Assemblies or Collective Worship 

Special assemblies or collective worship are a valuable way to obtain some sense of part-

closure to a prolonged illness or to share collective grief. Collective acts that have proven to 

be very useful include some, or all of the following aspects. 

 

• periods of reflection 

• time to remember the person and what made them special 

• sharing grief - for pupils to understand that it is normal 

• sharing information about available support with pupils and staff 

• being open for anyone to attend – pupils, staff, governors, and the family of the bereaved 

should they wish 

• allowing pupils and staff to consider sharing their thoughts, as involvement can be enabling 

• careful structuring - having a clear plan and planning your words 

• explanation of the purpose of the assembly and that everyone will be experiencing different 

emotions. 

• lighting a candle 

• a poem or music that the person may have enjoyed 

• using a memory box for written memories, or objects that remind them of the person - 

this could then be given to the family 

• creating a memory tree, where pupils and staff can add their memories of the person 

• closing the assembly with a clear end point - handing the memory book or box to the 

family, blowing out the candle, or asking the pupils to put a farewell message in a box as 

they leave  

• reminding pupils, again, of the support available to them 

 

Consider arranging the assembly or collective worship before a break time, allowing the pupils 

and staff time to reflect before returning to the classroom.  

 

Consider, if at the end of the day, giving pupils sufficient time to compose themselves and 

then leave the school with the support they might need. 
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Suicide 

 

The death of a member of a school community is a challenging issue to support. Where 

the death is by their own hand, this creates an even more delicate situation. 

 

• In the event of suicide, professional advice should be sought from a recognised source, 

such as that listed in Appendix 6. 

• The wishes and opinions of the bereaved adults are paramount; sensitive communication 

is central to any action taken.  

• There may be many extra challenges over confidentiality, how to relay facts, tailoring 

suitable content for each audience and giving support.  

• Each case will be different and must be handled very carefully by all school leaders, but 

always under the direction of the headteacher. 

 

 

Supporting a bereaved child 

 

Schools are familiar and safe spaces populated by people they know and trust. It represents 

the ideal space in which to help the bereavement process unfold. 

Whilst they are likely to be anxious, confused, angry, upset, sad, overwhelmed and many more 

emotions all at the same time. It must also be remembered that children, much the same as 

many adults, will seek normal routines to help them through their bereavement. 

 

Key things to consider 
 

• Ask the family what the child already knows. 

• Offer a listening ear. Let them talk to a trusted person. This may be their class teacher, a 

TA or another member of staff. Make sure that the staff member has the support they 

need should a child choose them as their trusted person. 

• The family should be contacted and offered appropriate support. Supporting the family will 

also support the child in school. See Appendix 6 for addresses and relevant telephone 

helplines.  

• Allow pupils to express their emotions. It may be through art; it might be verbally. Some 

children will use sport to run off aggression and emotion. Some may find music therapy 

beneficial and may want to play a piece of music important to the person who has died. 

• Be understanding of their fears. 

• Allow them the space to behave normally. Often school is the place where routine 

overtakes and allows security and familiarity 

• Allow them to cry without fear of judgement 

• Ask them if they want their close friends to know – do they want to tell them, or would 

they like you to? Do they want their class to know?  

• Remember that at home they may be or feel that they are being overlooked. School may 

be a calm place to talk about what is happening. 

• Do they understand the funeral process and what is happening at home? 

• Often children will hide their grief, as they don’t want to upset their family when they are 

already grieving. 

• Keep in touch with home. School can also offer support to the family, but additionally the 

link between school and home is never more important than when families are vulnerable. 

It will help both school and home to understand how the child is coping. 

• Offer to visit the family if they would find that helpful. 

• Try not to make assumptions about how someone is acting, we all behave differently. 

• Involve outside agencies as appropriate e.g. school nurse, educational psychology service. 
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Do 

• Let the child know that you genuinely care. 

• Make time to be available and listen. 

• Accept all that the child is saying. 

• Allow them to express their feelings their way. 

• Let them know their feelings are normal. 

• Let them know that it is OK to cry. 

• Talk honestly and share your feelings. Be honest. 

• Make eye contact. 

• Have appropriate physical contact. 

• Let them know that it is not their fault. 

• Be aware of the home situation. 

 

 

Don’t 

• Stop the child talking. 

• Tell them how they should or should not feel. 

• Avoid contact. 

• Change the subject. 

• Deny your pain and feelings. 

• Point out things for which they should be grateful. 

• Be frightened of sharing your own feelings. 
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Supporting a child with a life-threatening illness 

 

When children are suffering from an illness or condition that means they spend time in and 

out of hospital, school can become a hugely significant place and aspiration in their mind in 

terms of seeking a ‘normal’ life experience proximal to their peers. 

 

Things to consider 

 

• Being welcomed into school is hugely important. 

• They may not want fuss or attention; they often will want to be treated the same as 

everyone else where possible. 

• It may be that in school they feel more able to be themselves and to temporarily forget 

their health issues 

• Friends and classmates often adapt quickly and are supportive and caring to their friend. 

• When the child is in hospital they are with other poorly children. School lets them forget 

that part of their lives. 

• If the child is receiving specialist treatment, there may be a social worker or specialist 

worker who can come in and talk to some of the school community.  

• If a classmate or relative is dying, children can often be more aware than is at first apparent. 
Be mindful to ensure that they have correct and factual information – with the agreement 

of the child involved and their parents or carers. 

• Be aware of how to contact the child’s specialist team for advice or support. 

• Children are accommodating and resilient. They can adapt to why someone has lost their 

hair, is in a wheelchair, or may look different. They are often far less judgemental than 

adults. 

• Ask the child what they would like their peers to know and would they like to share the 

information themselves? It is empowering to be the one speaking, rather than being spoken 

about. 

• Allow the child to take part in everything they can, even with adaptations. 

• Do not give them favourable treatment. All of the pupils need to know the boundaries and 

that no one is given special or favourable treatment as far as is reasonably possible. 
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Appendix 1: Developing a Bereavement Policy 

 
With thanks to Child Bereavement UK for their permission to share this document. 
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Appendix 2: Bereavement in a Church School 

 

Suggested strategies for inclusion in a Church School Bereavement Policy  

 

Working within Church schools, we acknowledge that members of the school community will 

have different levels of faith backgrounds, including Christian traditions. Church schools are 

present for people of all faiths and none and are rooted in compassion and love.  

 

As part of a Bereavement Policy the following guidelines are suggested: 

• Ensure school and clergy work together to support the family and those who mourn. 

If there is no clergy member, contact the Diocesan Education Team or neighbouring 

vicar. 

• Contact the Diocesan Director of Education. 

• Contact the local clergy to establish ways whereby the church and school can help 

family/school come to terms with loss and death. 

• Clergy have a great deal of experience in supporting people at the time of a death and, 

as a result, have a vast store of knowledge and helpful information. 

• The Christian faith can provide spiritual guidance, along with other faiths. There is a 

large amount of material which can be provided for spiritual reflection; understanding 

of death, a life beyond this world, and how to cope with loss and grieving. 

• Ensure that the headteacher is also supported by the diocese or the clergy. 

• Understand that any church services may not be attended by all staff, depending on 

their faith background. 

• Ensure that compassion is at the forefront of any information sent to parents.  

 

Strategies specific to Christianity and a Church school, bearing in mind that not 

all people will wish to be involved in all of the points below. 

 

Decide which of the following activities to carry out and let parents know. Provide suitable 

alternative activities for those not wishing to take part. 

 

• Create a dedicated prayer space. 

• Write prayers; ask questions to God, ask Jesus to look after the person who has died. 

• Light a candle near the cross, at the start of each school day, for a week. 

• Have a time in school when children can come together to talk with adults, including 

the clergy, to seek understanding. 

• Read stories from the Bible that relate to life on earth and life in heaven. 

• Make Collective Worship specific to the life that has been lost: light candles, say 

prayers, sing hymns. 

• Provide opportunities to say goodbye; speak the name outside and aloud, blow petals 

into the wind and say goodbye, have a pebble bowl at a service for children to hold in 

their hands and whisper the person’s name. 

 

 

Rev’d Sue Martin    

Bishop’s Officer for School Mission 

Diocese of Ely  
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Appendix 3: Suggested templates for letters to parents 

 

Before sending a letter home to parents about the death of a pupil, permission must be 

gained from the child’s parents. 

 

The contents of the letter and the distribution list must be agreed by the parents and school. 

 

Sample letter to parent on the death of a pupil 

 

The template below should be considered a starting point from which to build a letter that 

receives the full support of the deceased’s immediate family. 

 

 

Dear Parents 

 

Your child’s class teacher/form tutor/had the sad task of informing the children of the 

death of <Name>, a pupil in <Year> today. 

<Name> died from an illness called cancer. As you may be aware, many children who have 

cancer get better, but sadly <Name> had been ill for a long time and died peacefully at 

home yesterday. 

He/She was a very popular member of the class and will be missed by everyone who 

knew him/her. 

When someone dies, it is normal for their friends and family to experience lots of 

different feelings like sadness, anger and confusion. The children have been told that their 

teachers are willing to try to answer their questions at school but if there is anything 

more that you or your child needs to know, please do not hesitate to ring the school 

office and we would be more than happy to help you. 

 

We will be arranging a memorial service in the school in the next few months as a means 

of celebrating <Name’s> life. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 <Name>  Headteacher 
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Sample letter to bereaved parents 

 

The template below should be considered a starting point. 

 

 

Dear 

 

Our school is deeply shocked and saddened to hear about the sad loss of your dear 

son/daughter, name…………..and we send to you and all your family our prayers/thoughts 

to you at this time. There are no words to express the sadness and we can only begin to 

imagine the anguish that you are feeling. 

 

Our whole school joins together in letting you know just how much we will miss 

Name…………as a fun loving and keen learner (or other characteristics) part of Name of 

School…………. . In Name ……….. class and in the whole school, we are thinking and 

praying together to offer comfort and support to his/her friends and classmates. In time, I 

am sure they will find ways to let you just how much they miss him/her.   He/She will always 

be in our hearts as a much-loved member of our school family. 

 

As you start to plan for the days ahead, we would be pleased to help, if appropriate, in 

any way we can. Our school is committed to doing the best for you and your family and 

to remember Name…………….…at any service or future memorial. 

 

We will hold all of the books and anything belonging to Name………… until you feel 

ready to have them at home. 

 

I would like to let you know that at any time do be in touch, just to talk or to let us know 

if there is anything we can do. You are all in our thoughts and prayers and our love for 

Name…………….… continues in Name of School……………….. 

 

With our best wishes and deep sympathy, 

Yours sincerely, 

 <Name>  Headteacher 
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Sample letter to parents on death of a staff member 

 

The template below should be considered a starting point from which to build a letter that 

receives the full support of the governors. 

 

 

Dear Parents and Carers, 

 

I am very sorry and saddened to inform you that a much-loved member of our staff, [name], 

has died. The children were told today and many will have been quite distressed at the news. 

 

No-one wants to see children sad, and this is a difficult time for them all. We are very 

aware that at times like this factual information and emotional support are the best 

means of helping children deal with bereavement. 

I am sure there will be many parents who are also saddened by the news. Children respond 

in different ways so may dip in and out of sadness, and questions, whilst alternately playing or 

participating in their usual activities. This is normal and healthy. 

You may find your child has questions to ask which we will answer in an age-appropriate way 

in school, but if you feel you would like more support and advice yourself, please do not 

hesitate to contact the school office. You may also find some very useful advice and resources 

online at www.childbereavement.org.uk. 

We will share details of the funeral as soon as they are known. (Children who wish to attend 

will be welcome to do so, though it will not be compulsory.) Staff from the school will be 

attending to pay their respects to a much-loved colleague. I am sorry to be the bearer of sad 

news and I appreciate an occurrence like this impacts the whole school community. 

I am so grateful for the thriving partnership we have with parents and trust that together, 

we will be able to guide and support the children through what may be, for many, a new 

experience in their lives. 

 

With our best wishes and sadness, 

Yours sincerely, 

 <Name>  Headteacher 

  

http://www.childbereavement.org.uk/
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Appendix 4 - Cultures, beliefs and traditions 
 

A school community is made up of those of all faiths and none, a wide range of cultures within 

which each family will have their own traditions. Each will acknowledge a death differently and 

it is important to respect the needs of the family at such a challenging time. 

Different faiths also have many variations in beliefs, and so these points are intended as a 

guide. Families will have different levels of involvement regarding organising the funeral, 

regardless of their faith. Within a home there may also be family members with different faiths, 

and therefore it is important not to make any assumptions but to ask how the families will 

mark the death and what practices they may be observing. 

While not exhaustive, the following points are intended to help understand a variety of beliefs 

and practices. 

 

Buddhism 

• Death is a natural part of the life cycle 

• Death leads to rebirth, that the spirit remains close by 

• Death is approached calmly, and with open acceptance 

• Cremation is common accepted practice 

• Simple service by either Buddhist monk or family member 

 

Christianity 

• Believe that there is one God, and that Jesus Christ was the Son of God 

• Believe in the afterlife, but this varies by denominations 

• Some believe there is an immediate judgement regarding heaven and hell 

• Roman Catholics believe there is a halfway place called Purgatory, where an 

impure soul waits until fit to enter Heaven 

• Variations on a funeral depending on denomination 

• Body usually taken by an undertaker 

• Funeral organised by undertaker, usually within a few weeks of death 

• Funeral in a church or crematorium, sometimes both 

• Traditional to wear black 

• Flowers may be placed on the coffin 

 

Hinduism 

• Fire is the means of communicating with the gods, cremation is the ultimate 
sacrifice 

• Arranged as quickly as possible by the son, grandson through the son, grandson 

through the daughter, or brother as chief mourner 

• Traditional to wear white at the funeral 

• Ashes may be taken back to India, with the chief mourner involved – regardless of 

their age 

• Great souls get salvation, although most souls find a new body and start a new life 

• 41 sacraments – the 41st is the Death Rite, carried out by someone else on behalf 

of the person. Lighting of a ceremonial fire. 

• Hindus celebrate their dead, the soul is important not the body. 

• Sound is an important part of the ritual 

• 13-day period of mourning, one year for the immediate family 
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Humanism 

• Non-religious 

• When you are dead there is no moving to another life 

• Funeral celebrates the life of the person 

• Usually a cremation 

• Conducted by a celebrant 

 

Islam 

• Muslims believe in life after death. 

• Believe on the Last Day the dead will come back to life to be judged by Allah. 

• Some will reside in Paradise, others Hell. 

• All men and women are to serve Allah. 

• All expected to live their lives according to the Qur’an. 

• Death is part of Allah’s plan; open loud mourning can be seen as disrespecting this 

plan. 

• Burials, not cremations, ideally within 24 hours of the death. 

• Body is washed and wrapped in a clean cloth or shroud. 

• Plain coffins, as traditionally a Muslim funeral would not have used one. 

• Grave is aligned so that the head of the person is facing the holy city of Mecca. 

• 3 day official mourning period, when family do not leave their home. 

 

Judaism 

• Death is a natural process, and part of God’s plan. 

• Practices aim to respect the dead but comfort the living. 

• Mourners recite a prayer – Dayan HaEmet – recognising God’s power as the one 

true judge. 

• Funeral planning begins immediately. 

• Burials, not cremations. 

• Body should be interred as soon as possible after death. 

• When a Jewish person dies it is believed their body should not be left unattended. 

• The guardian (shomer) might be a family member, a friend of the deceased or a 

member of the congregation. 

• Open caskets are forbidden. 

• Different periods of mourning to observe, from one day up to one year. 

 

Sikhism 

• Belief that the soul goes through a cycle of rebirths, breaking the cycle is being 

reunited with God. 

• Mourning is discreet. 

• Each life influences the next. 

• Body is cremated not buried, and this takes place as soon as possible after death. 

• Eldest son is the chief mourner. 

• Ashes may be taken back to India to be scattered. 

• In the UK the ashes would usually be sprinkled in the sea or a river. 
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Appendix 5: The Cognitive Stages of Bereavement (quick aide-memoire) 
 
 
Developmental Cognitive Stages of Mourning 

 

The following provides an overview of current thinking regarding how different 

developmental stages relate to bereavement. Clearly, fully qualified professional staff will 

brief and explain how these relate to the provision made. Each child is, of course, different 

and so these interpretations should be taken as typical but not specific. 
 
Infancy (to Age 2) 
 

• Children do not have the cognitive capacity to make sense of loss. 
 
Preschool (Age 2-4) 
 

• Loss is naively seen to be temporary and reversible. 
 

• Egocentric. Believe world centres around them. Lack cognitive understanding of 

death and related concepts. Limited language skills. 
 

• Concept of Death. Death seen as reversible, as abandonment, not permanent. 

Common statements: ‘Did you know my mum died? When will she be home?’ 
 

• Grief Response. Intensive response but brief. Very present orientated. Most 

aware of changes in pattern of care. Asking questions repeatedly. 
 

• Signs of Distress. Regression: changes in eating and sleeping patterns, bed 

wetting, general irritability and confusion. 
 

• Possible Interventions. Short, honest answers, frequent repetition, lots of 

reassurance and nurturing. Consistent routine. Play is an outlet for grief. 
 
Early Childhood (Age 4-7) 
 

• Loss is naively seen to be temporary and reversible. Children sometimes attribute non-

casual events to loss. 
 

• Gaining a Sense of Autonomy. Exploring the world outside of self. Gaining 

language.  
• Fantasy wishing and thinking. Initiative phase seeing self as the initiator. Concerns of 

guilt. 
 

• Concept of Death. Death seen as reversible. Personification of death. Feeling of 

responsibility because of wishes and thoughts. Common statements: “It’s my fault. I 

was mad and wished she’d die.” 
 

• Grief Response. More verbalisation. Great concern with process. How? Why? 

Repetitive questioning. May act as though nothing has happened. General distress 

and confusion. 
 

• Signs of Distress. Regression: nightmares, sleeping and eating disturbed. Possible 

violent play. Attempts to take on role of person who died. 
 

• Positive Interventions. Symbolic play using drawings and stories. Allow and 

encourage expression of energy and feeling through physical outlets. Talk about it. 
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Middle Years (Age 7-11) 
 

• Beginning to see loss as final and universal. 
 

• Concrete Thinking. Self-confidence develops. Beginning of socialisation. 

Development of cognitive ability. Beginning of logical thinking. 

• Concept of Death. Death seen as punishment. Fear of bodily harm and mutilation. 

This is a difficult transition period, still wanting to see death as reversible but beginning 

to see it as final. 
 

• Grief Response. Specific questions. Desire for complete detail. Concerned with how 

others are responding. What is the right way to respond? Starting to have ability to 

mourn and understand mourning. 
 

• Signs of Distress. Regression: school problems, withdrawal from friends. Acting out. 

Sleeping and eating disturbed. Overwhelming concern with body. Death thoughts 

(desire to join one who died). Role confusion. 
 

• Possible Interventions. Answer questions. Encourage expression of range of 

feelings. Explain options and allow for choices. Be available but allow alone time. 

Allow for physical outlets. Listen and allow for talk about death. 
 
Preadolescent (Age 11-13) 
 
• Attempting to understand the biological and emotional processes with loss and death. 

 

• Formal operational problem solving. Abstract thinking. Integration of one’s own 

personality. 
 

• Concept of Death. A more ‘adult’ approach. Ability to abstract. Beginning to 

conceptualise death. Work at making sense of teachings. 
 

• Grief Response. Extreme sadness. Denial. Regression. More often willing to talk to 

people outside of family and peer support. Risk taking. Traditional mourning. 
 

• Signs of Distress. Depression. Anger often towards parents. Suicidal thoughts. 

Non-compliance. Rejection of former teaching. Role confusion. Acting out. 
 

• Possible Interventions. Encourage verbalisation. Allow for choices. Encourage 

self-motivation. Listen. Be available. Do not attempt to take grief away. 
 

• Adolescent (Age 13-15). Attempting to integrate loss into emotional life and 

philosophical frameworks. 
 

• Adolescent (Age 15-18). Increasing independence in transition to adulthood 

may distance adolescents from their family support network. 

 
 
Source: https://www.childhoodbereavement.ie/families/developmental-grief-responses/ 
 
AVEMENT GUIDELINES 

  

https://www.childhoodbereavement.ie/families/developmental-grief-responses/
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Appendix 6: Useful Resources 

 
 
Useful Websites for dealing with loss and bereavement in the school community: 

• www.winstonswish.org.uk 
 

• childbereavementuk.org/ 
 

• www.mind.org.uk/ 
 

 

Useful telephone numbers and addresses: 
 

• Winston’s Wish Family Line - 08088 020 021 – national helpline offering guidance, 

information and support to anyone caring for a bereaved child, including 

professionals and family members. 

 

• Also offer support for schools: https://www.winstonswish.org/supporting-

you/support-for-schools/ 

 

• Childhood Bereavement UK - 0800 02 888 40 – national helpline providing 

confidential support, information and guidance to families and professionals 

throughout the UK 

 

• Child Bereavement Network - 020 7843 6309 – a network of child 

bereavement  

 

• CRUSE Bereavement Care - 0808 808 1677 / www.cruse.org.uk/ 

 

• Samaritans offer a step by step programme for schools, to help explain suicide 

to pupils. They can be contacted on 0808 168 2528. 
 
 

Books dealing with death and loss 

 

Children experiencing bereavement will be going through confusing and sad emotions. 

Books can help make some sense of how they are feeling and help them to feel less alone. 

It is recommended that at the start of the year each class read an appropriate book about 

bereavement. Should there be a death that year the class will then have a comforting and 

familiar resource to draw upon. Prepare Secondary students by opening discussion and 

reflection on death and bereavement, as appropriate. 

 

Books of particular help to members of staff in their work with young people: 
 

• The little book of Bereavement 
 

• Where’s my Mum now? 
 

• Children and Bereavement 
 

(if you only have time to read one book the first listed is an excellent start.) 

 

The books listed are for general use within the classroom and help to introduce the difficult 

topics of death and grief. 

http://www.winstonswish.org.uk/
https://childbereavementuk.org/
https://www.mind.org.uk/
https://www.winstonswish.org/supporting-you/support-for-schools/
https://www.winstonswish.org/supporting-you/support-for-schools/
https://www.winstonswish.org/supporting-you/support-for-schools/
https://www.cruse.org.uk/
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Early Years 

I Miss You – A First Look at Death Pat Thomas 

Dogger Shirley Hughes 

What does dead mean? Caroline Jay & Jenni Thomas 

Always and Forever Alan Durant 

When Dinosaurs Die – A Guide to 

Understanding Death 

Laurence Krasny Brown & Marc Brown 

Rabbityness Jo Empson 

Waterbugs and Dragonflies D Stickney 

Lifetimes Bryan Mellonie & Robert Ingpen 

 

Primary – 

Badger’s Parting Gifts Susan Varley 

Lifetimes Bryan Mellonie & Robert Ingpen 

The Lonely Tree Nicholas Halliday 

What Does Dead Mean? Caroline Jay & Jenni Thomas 

Waterbugs and Dragonflies D Stickney 

The Invisible String Patrice Karst 

Always and Forever Alan Durant 

Sad Book Michael Rosen 

Rabbityness Jo Empson 

What on Earth do You do When Someone 

Dies? 

Trevor Romain 

The Memory Tree Britta Teckentrup 

 

Secondary – 

Sad Book Michael Rosen 

The Think About Jellyfish (Film and Book) Ali Benjamin 

The Grieving Teen Helen Fitzgerald 

My Sister Lives On The Mantlepiece Annabel Pitcher 

What on Earth do You do When Someone 

Dies? 

Trevor Romain 

The Savage David Almond 

Out Of The Blue Winston’s Wish 

A Monster Calls (Film & Book) Patrick Ness & Siobhan Dowd 

When Your Mum or Dad has Cancer Ann Couldrick 

If Only Carole Geithner 

The Fault In Our Stars (Film & Book) John Green 

Ways to Live Forever Sally Nicholls 

 


