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Aims 

The aim of this policy is to provide guidance for school leaders and staff in supporting 
the school community in circumstances of bereavement. 
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While the stark reality of coronavirus is dominating the news, it’s important to 
remember that children grieve all deaths equally. And whether COVID-19 related or 
from causes we’re more familiar with, right now grieving is a different experience. 

As we can’t come together and take comfort in each other’s presence, we need to be 
able to respond to death in a virtual space.  

1.Talking to pupils, families and the school community about 
a death 

Contact the bereaved child's family 
The Head Teacher or other senior leader should make this difficult phone call. 

They will have some notes prepared ahead of time. For example: 

 Acknowledge what has happened – "I'm so sorry to hear that Gemma's 
grandmother died yesterday." 

o If appropriate, the staff member will ask how the death occurred – staff 
need an understanding of what's happened so the child can be supported 
(and the rest of your school community) appropriately 

 Express support on behalf of the school – "I'm calling to let you know that 

we're here for you and for Gemma and to see if there's anything we can do to 
help." 

o Explain what sort of support we have available at school, e.g. a wellbeing 
team, that will keep in touch with the pupil as they grieve 

 Discuss how to share the news with the rest of the school 
community – "Would it be alright for me to let Gemma's teachers and 

classmates know what's happened? I'm sure they'll want to be there for her right 
now." 

 Ask the family if you can share their contact information – "Gemma's class 
would probably like to reach out to her so she doesn't feel alone right now. How 
should I tell them to get in touch with her?" 

https://schoolleaders.thekeysupport.com/covid-19/safeguard-and-support-pupils/pupil-wellbeing-and-mental-health/coronavirus-supporting-pupils-through-bereavement/?marker=full-search-q-corona%20supporting%20bereavement-result-1#section-0
https://schoolleaders.thekeysupport.com/covid-19/safeguard-and-support-pupils/pupil-wellbeing-and-mental-health/coronavirus-supporting-pupils-through-bereavement/?marker=full-search-q-corona%20supporting%20bereavement-result-1#section-1
https://schoolleaders.thekeysupport.com/covid-19/safeguard-and-support-pupils/pupil-wellbeing-and-mental-health/coronavirus-supporting-pupils-through-bereavement/?marker=full-search-q-corona%20supporting%20bereavement-result-1#section-2
https://schoolleaders.thekeysupport.com/covid-19/safeguard-and-support-pupils/pupil-wellbeing-and-mental-health/coronavirus-supporting-pupils-through-bereavement/?marker=full-search-q-corona%20supporting%20bereavement-result-1#section-3
https://schoolleaders.thekeysupport.com/covid-19/safeguard-and-support-pupils/pupil-wellbeing-and-mental-health/coronavirus-supporting-pupils-through-bereavement/?marker=full-search-q-corona%20supporting%20bereavement-result-1#section-0
https://schoolleaders.thekeysupport.com/covid-19/safeguard-and-support-pupils/pupil-wellbeing-and-mental-health/coronavirus-supporting-pupils-through-bereavement/?marker=full-search-q-corona%20supporting%20bereavement-result-1#section-0


Take the following steps in line with what you’ve agreed with the family (for example, 
about how much information they’re happy for you to share and who with, and 
whether/how they wish to be contacted with condolences). 

Notify staff 
Senior leaders need to let the bereaved child's class teacher know what's happened. 
They may also wish to contact the child's closest friends The Head Teacher might 
tell the rest of the staff at this point, or may wish to limit this to teachers or staff 
members the child is taught by or close to. 

Contact the bereaved child's closest friends (age appropriate) 
These children are likely to be most affected by the news, so the class teacher 
should contact their parents or carers by phone before making the news known to 
the wider community. 

Notes will be prepared ahead of time: 

 Be direct about what's happened and avoid using euphemisms like 'passed 
away' or 'passed on' to avoid confusion – "I have some very sad news that 
affects your child. Her friend Gemma's grandmother died yesterday. Gemma 
wanted your child to know." 

 Ask the parents to break the news, even for older children – "I'm sure that 
your child will be upset to hear about this, so it would be best if the news came 
from you so you can support them." 

 Let the parents know that you haven't told the wider school community 
yet and ask for their discretion until you've done so – "We've been in touch with 
Gemma's family and they're grieving right now. They need some time to absorb 
what's happened before we let the rest of the school know. We'd be grateful if 
you kept this upsetting news to yourself for now." 

 Tell the parents how their child can communicate with the bereaved 
child – "Gemma's parents said your child can call her tomorrow morning. Her 

number is..." 

Contact the bereaved child's classmates/year group 
These are the children who know the bereaved child personally and may even have 
met the person who's passed away. It's not necessary to call them individually, but 
we may wish to contact their families by email or post.  

Let the rest of the school community know 
If appropriate, use a standard method of whole-school communication (e.g. a 
newsletter or email) to notify the rest of the school about the death. As before, avoid 
using euphemisms. Be direct about what's happened and remember to only share 
details and contact information if permitted to do so by the family.  

2. Supporting grief from a distance 

You may not be able to put your normal school bereavement strategy into action 
right now, but there's still plenty you can do to support grieving children. It's very 
similar to what you'd do under normal circumstances, but in a virtual space. 



3. Talking about death and grieving 

When talking to bereaved children, staff are reminded to: 

 Listen and validate – children often don't recognise their feelings as grief. Staff 

should let them know that whatever they're feeling is normal and okay 
 Acknowledge their fears – children's fears, no matter how irrational, are real 

and can't always be taken away. Just knowing that someone they trust is 
listening to them is helpful 

 Reassure, but only as much as staff can do so honestly – for example, a 
child whose family member has died from COVID-19 will quite rationally be 
afraid of other family members dying. It's unhelpful to try to calm a child's fears 
by saying that won't happen when it already has, and it can diminish the child's 
trust in adults. Rather, staff should acknowledge the possibility but counter with 
facts about how rare this is 

 Check their understanding – children can be very literal, and what might seem 
obvious to adults may not be so clear to them. As staff talk to them, they should 
regularly check that they understand what you've said 

 Share your own feelings – it's okay to let children know that staff are also sad 

and upset. It can be reassuring that what they're feeling is normal 

If the bereaved child is struggling to express themselves 
Grief is overwhelming at any age, and children may struggle to express what they're 
going through. Staff may choose to start the conversation by: 

 Sharing Lost for words – a free e-book of advice by grieving children for grieving 
children 

 Sharing 'Thunks on death' – a set of cards designed to open discussion about 
death and grief 

 Completing memory books or boxes with special items and pictures associated 
with the person 

Supporting staff who are supporting bereaved pupils 

Working with bereaved children is painful, and staff members involved will also need 
support.  

Child Bereavement UK gives the following tips for managing staff who take on this 
important role: 

 Don't let them go at it alone – make sure more than one staff member is 
assigned to each bereaved child. Not only will this share the load, but it'll 
also ensure that all staff assigned to a child have someone to talk to without 
breaching confidentiality 

 Check in with them regularly – be proactive, and be the one reaching out. 
Staff may feel guilty about asking for your time in the current situation 

 Be prepared to step in – tell them to step back if it becomes clear they're 
overwhelmed 

https://www.winstonswish.org/lost-for-words-book/
https://www.winstonswish.org/supporting-you/support-for-schools/
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/supporting-bereaved-children-and-young-people
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/contact-us


 Make bereavement training available – many organisations offer training for 
school staff, including: 

o Child Bereavement UK 
o Winston's Wish 
o Cruse Bereavement Care 
o EduCare 
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https://www.childbereavementuk.org/what-we-offer
https://www.winstonswish.org/supporting-you/professionals-and-training/
https://www.cruse.org.uk/training
https://www.educare.co.uk/courses/dealing-with-bereavement-and-loss

