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CW: Content Warning – Childhood traumatic grief



Content Warning
Some of the content in this presentation include topics that may be 
difficult for some people to discuss. 

Please feel free to step away if you feel that it is in your best interests to 
do so.

I acknowledge that it may be difficult to engage with some of this content. 
I also encourage you to care for your safety and well-being.



Overview

Romano et al., 2015; McInerney & McKlindon, 2018 



Common Signs

Under 6 years
Sleep disturbances Separation anxiety
General fearfulness Developmental delays
Academic struggles Behavioural changes

Over 6 years
All of the above, plus:

Increased physical complaints and mental distress
Poor peer relationships and social problems
Increased sexualized behaviour

De Bellis & Zisk, 2014; Van der Kolk, 2013
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Behavioural
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Risk Factors: Characteristics associated with a higher 
likelihood of negative outcomes with childhood trauma

Protective Factors: Characteristics associated with a higher 
likelihood of positive outcomes with childhood trauma

Familial domestic abuse
Poor family cohesion

Community violence
Socio-economic status

Supportive family environment

Stable peer relationships

Adequate housing

Access to health care

De Bellis & Zisk, 2014; Slade & Wissow, 2007; Van der Kolk, 2003



Developmental Domains of Impact
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De Bellis & Zisk, 2014; Van der Kolk, 2013



Significance of Childhood Trauma

Traumatic events tend to 
leave a deep-rooted, 
enduring impact on a child

De Bellis & Zisk, 2014; Van der Kolk, 2013



The Grieving Child
Normal Grief Traumatic Grief

❖ Normative bereavement process

❖ Accepts the reality of death

❖ Forms and strengthens relationships

❖ Fond memories of the deceased

❖ Normal developmental stages continue

❖ Death is horrifying or terrifying

❖ Trauma symptoms prevent normal grief

❖ “Stuck” on the traumatic aspects of the death

Traumatic grief can sometimes 
transition to normal grief

BUT
Interventions are needed

Dyregrov & Dyregrov, 2013



Impact of a Teacher’s Passing
1 in 20 children: experience the death of a family member or friend before 
they graduate high school

The death of a teacher can also be traumatizing to a child

Teachers spend 
an average of 
7hrs/day with 

students, 5 days 
a week

Results in a bond 
and strong 
relationship 
between a 

student and the 
teacher

A teacher’s 
sudden absence 
can weigh heavily 

on children

Evans, 1989; Hodas, 2006



Contributory Factors

Was the student in 
their class at the time?

Was the teacher a 
mentor or coach to the 
student?

Is the student typically 
introverted and 
emotionally reactive?

Does the student have 
unstable family and 
friend relationships?

De Bellis & Zisk, 2014; Hodas, 2006; Miller, 2001, Romano et al., 2015



Recognizing Traumatic Grief
Preoccupation Avoidance Distress

Academic Struggles Decreased Motivation

Dougy Center, 2015



Recommendations for Educators
❖ Strive to implement trauma-sensitive practices in your classroom

❖ Consistent, predictable classroom routines

❖ Give students room to move around

❖ Create a calm, relaxed classroom environment

❖ Incorporate elements of nature

❖ Avoid bright colours that tend to cause anxiety (e.g. red, yellow, orange)

❖ Maintain confidentiality

❖ Open communication with parents and community professionals



Resources
❖ It’s OK to remember: Understanding childhood traumatic grief

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yPEObWOGjmE

❖ Childhood Traumatic Grief Educational Materials for School Personnel

https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/fact-sheet/childhood_traumatic_grief_information_for_school_personnel.pdf

❖ Childhood Traumatic Grief Educational Materials for Parents

https://rems.ed.gov/docs/SAMHSA_ChildhoodTraumaticGriefForParents.pdf

❖ The Dougy Center for Grieving Children & Families: When death impacts your school

https://www.dougy.org/resource-articles/when-death-impacts-your-school

❖ Trauma-Informed Classroom Strategies

http://blogs.sd41.bc.ca/sel/files/2018/10/classroom-strategies-manual-linda-oneill.pdf4

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yPEObWOGjmE
https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/fact-sheet/childhood_traumatic_grief_information_for_school_personnel.pdf
https://rems.ed.gov/docs/SAMHSA_ChildhoodTraumaticGriefForParents.pdf
https://www.dougy.org/resource-articles/when-death-impacts-your-school
http://blogs.sd41.bc.ca/sel/files/2018/10/classroom-strategies-manual-linda-oneill.pdf4
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Questions


