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When Grief/Loss Hits Close to Home: Tips for 
Caregivers 

 
The nature of the loss (i.e., expected vs. sudden) will impact the way caregivers address the loss of a 
family member. While grief is often characterized by sadness, emotional pain, and introspection in 
adults, children’s grief reactions will vary depending upon their developmental level. More 
specifically among preschoolers one might observe regressive behaviors, decreased verbalization, 
and increased anxiety. Among elementary school aged children one might observe decreased 
academic performance, attention/concentration, and attendance; irritability, aggression, and 
disruptive behaviors; somatic complaints; sleep/eating disturbances; social withdrawal; guilt, 
depression, and anxiety; and repeated telling of the event. And among middle and high 
school age youth one might observe decreased academic performance, attention/concentration, and 
attendance; avoidance, withdrawal, high risk behaviors or substance abuse, difficulty with peer 
relations, nightmares, flashbacks, and emotional numbing or depression. The death of a family 
member may be further complicated by the child’s relationship to the deceased as well as to the 
surviving parent (e.g., if mom and dad are divorced). Cultural factors are important to consider when 
working with family members after a loss. 
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children to talk more about their experiences. Although most of these strategies are appropriate 
in therapeutic settings, some may be adapted for parents and family members to use at home. 

 Narrative therapy or helping your children “tell their own story” about their experiences can be 

http://www.nasponline.org/


W h e n  G r i e f / L o s s  H i t s  C l o s e  t o  H o m e :  T i p s  f o r  C a r e g i v e r s  

School Safety and Crisis  3 

A resource from the National Association of School Psychologists  Ň  www.nasponline.org  Ň� 301-657-0270 

REFERENCES 

Bowlby, J. (1980). Loss: Sadness and depression. (Vol. 3). New York, NY: Basic Books. 

Boss, P. (2010). The trauma and complicated grief of ambiguous loss. Pastoral Psychology, 59(2), pp 
137-145. doi: 10.1007/s11089-009-0264-0. 

Brown, J. A., Jimerson, S. R., & Comerchero, V. A. (2014). Cognitive development considerations to 
support bereaved students: Practical applications for school psychologists. Contemporary School 
Psychology. Advance online publication. doi:10.1007/s40688-014-0018-6 

Dogan-Ates, A. (2010). Developmental differences in children’s and adolescents’ post-disaster 
reactions. Issues in Mental Health Nursing, 31, 470-476. doi:10.3109/01612840903582528 

Mayo Clinic Staff. (2014). Complicated Grief. Retrieved from: http://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-
conditions/complicated-grief/basics/definition/con-20032765 

 

© 2015, National Association of School Psychologists, 4340 East West Highway, Suite 402, Bethesda, MD 20814, 301-657-0270, www.nasponline.org 

 

Contributors: Benjamin S. Fernandez MSEd

http://www.nasponline.org/

