
 
Helping Children Cope with Grief and Loss 

Grief is a normal reaction to change brought about by loss- whether a loved one, a pet, a home, 
a community, or a way of life. Across the nation many of today’s children have been exposed to 
loss related to natural disasters, such as the recent fires in California, or war or other traumatic 
events. Whether experiencing these events directly or indirectly, a child’s world can be turned 
upside-down with sense of loss, stress, and concerns about safety.  
Children feel grief just as intensely as adults but may not have the cognitive or emotional coping 
skills that adults have, nor do they always have the words to frame their feelings and reactions.  
Some children whose feelings of grief and loss are extremely strong may show no emotion, act 
out in other ways, or may exhibit seemingly inappropriate behavior (e.g. making jokes, or 
laughing at inopportune times). These children need assistance in dealing with their pain just as 
much as the children who show their sadness more openly. Here are some ways you can help 
children deal with grief:  

• Children need to have the opportunity to talk openly about their grief and sadness, as 
well as their fears. They must be reassured that the emotions they are feeling are valid 
and normal. Conversations with adults about feelings and concerns should be ongoing.  

• Some children may feel guilty about being alive or OK when a loved one is dead or 
affected by a disaster. Children need to be reassured that they had no role in the events, 
and that there was nothing that they could have done to prevent them. They need to 
know that they were not at fault.  

• Answer children’s questions honestly, simply, and in age-appropriate ways. Listen to 
what the child is really asking.  

• Share your own sadness and grief but remember that children need the stability and 
strength that adults can provide. Keep in mind that children take cues from non-verbal 
communication as well as the spoken word.  

• Share memorial preparations with children and allow them to participate as much as 
they care to. The reality of the services and the comfort of the rituals can help them heal. 
However, children who are afraid to participate in a service or funeral should not be 
forced to do so.  

• Give children outlets to let go of anger and stress. Sports, hobbies, physical play, and the 
arts are good methods for children to cope.  

• Allow children to feel they can have an active role in rebuilding community, whether it is 
through making family decisions, helping others, or taking action to prevent future loss 
through emergency preparedness.  

• Watch for difficulties such as nightmares, separation anxieties, reversion to babyish 
behaviors, withdrawal, and intense anger. Set aside some time to help the child explore 
their feelings and thoughts. If a child’s grief and anger persist and interfere with daily 
activities, professional help may be needed.  

• Choose what a child is exposed to carefully and provide an opportunity to discuss what 
is seen by the child.  

How to handle a conversation 
Girl Scouts welcomes and serves youth and families from a wide spectrum of faiths and 
cultures. When they wish to participate in discussions or activities that could be considered 



sensitive—even for some—put the topic on hold until you have spoken with the parents and 
received guidance from your council. 
When Girl Scout activities involve sensitive issues, your role is that of a caring adult volunteer 
who can help them acquire skills and knowledge in a supportive atmosphere, not someone 
who advocates a particular position. 
To help navigate the conversation, Girl Scouts of North East Ohio would like to extend an offer 
for resources for any troop that has experienced a loss.  This resource from Sesame Street is 
helpful when younger youths are experiencing a loss.  We would like to offer a copy of The 
Invisible String , and a corresponding workbook full of activities dealing with separation/loss. 
Specific pages that are recommended include: 

• “When I Miss You” – page 60 
• “Strings From Above” – page 68 
• “Hearts From Above” – page 74 

If you are interested in a free copy of the book and/or workbook.  receiving a copy please send 
an email to Volunteer Relations.  GSNEO will also send a card to the troop/group and include 
green heart patches for all members to help honor the member(s). 
Girl Scouts recognize that experiencing a loss may expose youths to issues and discussions that 
are, or could be, considered to be of a sensitive or controversial nature. There is no definitive 
list of sensitive issues, but possible examples include substance abuse, child abuse, 
puberty/human sexuality, violence, youth suicide and religion.  We believe parents and 
caregivers, along with schools and faith communities, are the primary sources of information 
on these topics. 
Parents/caregivers make all decisions regarding their child’s participation in the Girl Scout 
program that may be of a sensitive nature. As a volunteer, you must get written parental 
permission for any locally planned program offering that could be considered sensitive. 
Included on the permission form should be the topic of the activity, any specific content that 
might create controversy, and any action steps the Girl Scouts will take when the activity is 
complete. Be sure to have a form for each troop member and keep the forms on hand in case a 
problem arises. For activities not sponsored by Girl Scouts, find out in advance (from 
organizers or other volunteers who may be familiar with the content) what will be presented, 
and follow your council’s guidelines for obtaining written permission. 
To learn more about how GSNEO handles Sensitive Topics, see our Sensitive Topics Best 
Practices and Release forms. Sensitive Issues Consent Form 

Memorialization 
To honor those who have passed away there are many paths.  Your troop or group could: 

• Light a candle 
• Plant flowers 
• Blow bubbles 

• Scouts’ Own Honoring Ceremony 
• Make a video 
• Create a memory book or box

GSNEO has unique memorialization/dedication opportunities.  This can include purchasing 
a brick paver, purchasing a memorial bench, or dedicating Memorial and Honor Trees 
Order Form all of which can be placed at any of the GSNEO Camp properties.  

https://sesameworkshop.org/topics/grief/
https://www.amazon.com/Invisible-String-Patrice-Karst/dp/031648623X/ref=sr_1_3?crid=2LXI7JEYKVH5&keywords=invisible+string&qid=1677695339&sprefix=invisible+string%2Caps%2C113&sr=8-3
https://www.amazon.com/Invisible-String-Patrice-Karst/dp/031648623X/ref=sr_1_3?crid=2LXI7JEYKVH5&keywords=invisible+string&qid=1677695339&sprefix=invisible+string%2Caps%2C113&sr=8-3
https://www.amazon.com/Invisible-String-Workbook-Creative-Activities/dp/0316524913/ref=pd_bxgy_vft_none_img_sccl_1/143-5366778-4115947?pd_rd_w=FHzWu&content-id=amzn1.sym.7f0cf323-50c6-49e3-b3f9-63546bb79c92&pf_rd_p=7f0cf323-50c6-49e3-b3f9-63546bb79c92&pf_rd_r=SB2YQRPKQHNRC1SJT7GC&pd_rd_wg=s0Twz&pd_rd_r=f085b748-4f5c-4999-8708-a491aa9b01a8&pd_rd_i=0316524913&psc=1
mailto:edemoranville@gsneo.org?subject=Invisible%20String%20Resources
https://www.gsneo.org/en/members/for-volunteers/forms-and-documents/sensitive-issues-consent-form.html
https://www.gsneo.org/en/support-us/donate/dedication-opportunities.html
https://www.gsneo.org/content/dam/gsneo-redesign/documents/Fund%20Development/dedication-opportunities/Dedication%20Bench%20Order%20Form.pdf
https://www.gsneo.org/content/dam/gsneo-redesign/documents/Fund%20Development/Trees%20Order%20Form.pdf
https://www.gsneo.org/content/dam/gsneo-redesign/documents/Fund%20Development/Trees%20Order%20Form.pdf


Recommended Resources 
• When I Feel Afraid, by Cheri J. Meiners, Minneapolis, MN: Free Spirit Publishing. 2003. 

Ages 4-8.  – or hear it read aloud on YouTube 
• What on Earth Do You Do When Someone Dies? By Trevor Romain. MN: Free Spirit 

Publishing. 1999. Ages 5-10.  
• Good Grief for Kids, A Journal to Help Children Cope with their Grief, by Katherine Dorn 

Zotovich. Ages 9-12.  
• What to Do When You’re Scared and Worried, by James J. Crispt, Ph.D Minneapolis, MN: 

Free Spirit Publishing. 2004. Ages 8-15.  
• When a Friend Dies, A Book for Teens About Grieving and Healing, by Marilyn E. 

Gootman. Minneapolis, MN: Free Spirit Publishing. 2005. Ages 11 and up.  
• National Institute of Mental Health: Coping with Traumatic Events: 

https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/coping-with-traumatic-events/  
• Life and Loss – A guide to help grieving children, by Linda Goldman, Milton Park, 

Abingdon-on-Thames, Oxfordshire, England, UK, Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, 
3rd edition 

• Breaking the Silence A guide to helping children with complicated grief, by Linda 
Goldman, by Linda Goldman, Milton Park, Abingdon-on-Thames, Oxfordshire, England, 
UK, Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, 2rd edition 

• How Children Understand Death: What to Say When a Loved One Dies, 
HealthyChildren.org, from the American Academy of Pediatrics, by David J. Schonfeld, 
MD 

• Helping Children Deal with Grief, from Child Mind Institute, by Rachel Ehmke 
• Grief and Children, by American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 
• Grief¸a Sesame Street Workshop Resource 
• When a Pet Dies: How to help your Child Cope, HealthyChildren.org, from the American 

Academy of Pediatrics, by Dispeh Navsaria, MPH 
• Sesame Street Grief Resourceshttps://sesameworkshop.org/topics/grief/ 

 
 

https://www.amazon.com/When-Feel-Afraid-Learning-Along/dp/1575421380/ref=asc_df_1575421380?mcid=a6abf4ebd2313b3fbb00bd8aa77cd7aa&hvocijid=4665487157803514658-1575421380-&hvexpln=73&tag=hyprod-20&linkCode=df0&hvadid=721245378154&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=4665487157803514658&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9021716&hvtargid=pla-2281435178858&psc=1
https://youtu.be/fWe9q-Y26yU?feature=shared
https://www.amazon.com/What-Earth-When-Someone-Dies/dp/1575420554
https://www.amazon.com/Good-Grief-Kids-Katherine-Zotovich/dp/0967496616/ref=sr_1_1_so_ABIS_BOOK?dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.ZMe7nbOAeynwmW2sC09v2vuy9mjWvqSxkzpwilLuCKrGjHj071QN20LucGBJIEps.RpFNqzKaRaXrkJ-Xi7tJRNDwxb0zAv08ueeU8saSmD8&dib_tag=se&qid=1747247488&refinements=p_27%3AKatherine+Dorn+Zotovich&s=books&sr=1-1&text=Katherine+Dorn+Zotovich
https://www.amazon.com/What-When-Youre-Scared-Worried/dp/1575421534/?_encoding=UTF8&pd_rd_w=XZ3Eo&content-id=amzn1.sym.0fb2cce1-1ca4-439a-844b-8ad0b1fb77f7&pf_rd_p=0fb2cce1-1ca4-439a-844b-8ad0b1fb77f7&pf_rd_r=141-4289006-7878031&pd_rd_wg=vV6UC&pd_rd_r=3ca2eade-a585-4874-8f7d-2f34a18393bc&ref_=aufs_ap_sc_dsk
https://www.amazon.com/When-Friend-Dies-Grieving-Healing/dp/1631984225?ref_=ast_author_dp
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/coping-with-traumatic-events/
https://www.amazon.com/Life-Loss-Grieving-Children-Routledge-dp-1032038551/dp/1032038551?fbclid=IwAR1rYv6AltxUKYbRXH7ewdHtqTOcuQ8l65X9u1H4ScrvpIm1a3uDTCXPMwo
https://www.amazon.com/Breaking-Silence-Children-Complicated-Homicide/dp/1583913122/?_encoding=UTF8&pd_rd_w=YzIkE&content-id=amzn1.sym.0fb2cce1-1ca4-439a-844b-8ad0b1fb77f7&pf_rd_p=0fb2cce1-1ca4-439a-844b-8ad0b1fb77f7&pf_rd_r=141-4289006-7878031&pd_rd_wg=22kdr&pd_rd_r=ad288ee2-2e32-46ca-9911-3a6700744071&ref_=aufs_ap_sc_dsk
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/healthy-living/emotional-wellness/Building-Resilience/Pages/How-Children-Understand-Death-What-You-Should-Say.aspx?_gl=1*gi0s3q*_ga*MzI5NDc4OTQ3LjE3NDcyNDUxNjc.*_ga_FD9D3XZVQQ*czE3NDcyNDUxNjYkbzEkZzEkdDE3NDcyNDUyMzUkajAkbDAkaDA
https://childmind.org/article/helping-children-deal-grief/
https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_Youth/Facts_for_Families/FFF-Guide/Children-And-Grief-008.aspx
https://sesameworkshop.org/topics/grief/
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/healthy-living/emotional-wellness/Building-Resilience/Pages/when-a-pet-dies-how-to-help-your-child-cope.aspx
https://sesameworkshop.org/topics/grief/



