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Counselor’s Corner

By Jenny Pelo
Dear Force Families:

Judi’s House is anincredible community agency that assists kids and
families when they experience a death of a loved one.

| asked Megan, our contactat Judi’s House, if she could write a letter to
you that would help you as parents to communicate with your children
around grief and loss issues and give us tools to help when our kids are
facing these kinds of situations.

| offer this heartfelt thanks for all that Megan and Judi’s House do to
support our Force community. Ifyou feelthat your student could benefit
frombeing in a small group, please let me know. Judi’s House will come
toour schooland provide therapeutic and educationalsupport to our
children free of charge for all families. They also provide supportto
adult caretakers as well as the children.

Call me at (720) 424-7435 or send me an email at
Jennifer pelo@dpsk12.org for more information.

Thanks,
Jenny Pelo,
School Counselor
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Explaining death toachild can be confusing and difficult.
For children, tryingto understand death can feel likea
jigsaw puzzle. Foradults, itis hard to find the words to
explain what happenedinterms that children can
understand. AtJudi’s House, we know itisimportantto use
concrete language when answering the questions of how
and why a persondied. It helpsto deliverthese messages
in small bits, knowingthat children will ask you further
guestionswhenthey need The death of animportant
personina child’s life can be overwhelmingand scary.
Caring adults such as parents, teachers, and neighbors,
often have questions about how to supportgrieving
children. Judi’s House in Denver, provides support to
children and families grieving adeath. Services are
providedin Spanish and English, to youth ages 3 to 25, and
theircaregivers. All services are free of charge. Judi’s House
focusesonstrengths to promote healingand prevent
future difficulties. The following are answers to common
guestions about supporting grieving children.
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At what age do children understand death?

Understanding death varies for children atdifferent
developmental levels. Whilechildren under the age of two may
not understand death, they have a sense of absence when an
important personis gone. As children develop more language,
they begin to have questions aboutwhat death is and why people
die. Adults can helpthem to understandthe physical reality of
death by talkingaboutdeath and answering questions honestly.
Judi’s House provides resources for adults aboutdevelopmental
differences in understanding death and how to help.

Should | talk with children aboutdeath?

Yes. Childrenlookto trusted adults to understand what is okay to
talk about and express. By modeling talkingaboutdeath, you let
them know itis okayto express your thoughts and feelings, even
ifitis hard.Ifyou are not the primary caregiver, consultwith the
child’s parentor guardian aboutthe messages they are
communicating.

How do I talk to childrenaboutdeath?

more pieces to complete the puzzle. Consider having discussions
about loss whilechildrenaredrawingor playingto allow for
multipletypes of expression.Remember to be open and honest
whilefollowingtheir lead. Itis okayto say, “l don’t know.” The
Judi’s House offers suggestions for talking to children about
death.

How should I handlea child’s griefreactions?

Grieving children demonstrate a wide range of reactions.
Sadness, anger, fatigue, absent-mindedness, isolation,and
anxietyare justa few natural griefreactions. Whilesomechildren
may not seem impacted at all, others may have very strong
emotions and behaviors. Your firstinstinct may be to try to “fix
it” or make things better. Whilethis may help inthe short term,
children may get the message their feelings arewrong or not
okay. They may begin to suppress or stuff their grief. Judi’s House
recommends supportinga child’s grief expression by listening,
normalizing, and modeling grieving. We also offer lists of
common grief reactions. Itis helpful to provideas much stability
and consistency as possible,including continuingto enforce rules
and expectations. Allowing children to express their feelings is
often the best way to help them feel better.


mailto:Jennifer_pelo@dpsk12.org
http://static1.squarespace.com/static/55147c75e4b0263cc205be38/t/562170e2e4b0a1b15ac907ab/1445032162933/Developmental+Differences.pdf
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http://static1.squarespace.com/static/55147c75e4b0263cc205be38/t/562179ffe4b0530dc6bd4ed3/1445034495217/Common+Grief+Reactions.pdf
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What if/feel sadorcry?

There are a number of reasons you may be experiencing emotional reactions. You may be grievingtoo, whether itis the sameloss as
the child or a separateloss you have experienced. Seeing a child hurtingcan bringup feelings of discomfortor sadness. These
responses arenatural, normal reactions to grief. It is okay to be honest about your feelings of sadness, angry, or discomfort. In this
way you are modeling grievingand showing empathy and compassion.You also havean opportunity to teach healthy ways to cope
with difficult emotions.

Should children go to funerals/memorial services?

For many, funerals, memorials, or lifecelebrations areimportantrituals in thegrieving process that provide a chanceto sa y goodbye
and an opportunity to mark the significance of the deceased’s life. Decidingif children should attend funerals is different for every
family. It’s helpful to solicitchildren’s opinions aboutattendingand involvethem in discussionsaboutthe service, includ ingwhat will
happen leading up to, during, and following the ceremony. It may be helpful to visitthe location of the serviceand describe who will
be there, how they will dress,and what the children will see (e.g., a casket, anurn, photos of the deceased, outpouring of strong
emotions). Children may have many questions that should be answered openly and honestly. If children do attend, identifya close
friend or neighbor as the go to supportive adultfor the childrenifthey need a break or to go outside. Afterwards, make time to talk
about the serviceand make sure they know they can come to you with any questions or thoughts.

For more information aboutJudi’s House, pleasevisitour website at www.judishouse.org. If your family would benefit from grief
supportservices, pleasecall 720-941-0331.
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