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Explaining Death to Children 
For a pa re nt, no situation is more d ifficult than expla ining 

to a chi ld that a loved one has died . Add ing to the difficu lty 
is th e fact that usua lly the parents are experiencing intense 
shock and grief and t rying to cope with their own emotions. 
In our cu lture, 1Ne f ind it d iff icult to accept death . Instead 
of simply sa yi ng that a perso n has died , we try to deny it w ith 
evas ions such as "he has passed away" or "!he has gone t o 
sleep." 

In trying t o spare a ch ild the f inality ot death or the norma! 
grief that fo llows, parents may unk n ow ing ly create misunder
standings tha t ca n be damaging and difficult to overcome. Ex · 
perH agref:' that young children should become acquainted 
with nature's life cycle . It begins with life and ends in death
for planH, animal s, and people . To live, then, means to die . 

The wa y a ch il d reacts to death depends on his or her pre
vious experiences. If the death of a distant relat ive, famous 
person , or even a pet has bf'en discussed openly and honest ly , 
it ca n be a helpf ul exper ience in preparing fo r the death of a 
close famil y member or friend . Try to give a simple , matte r
of-tact explanation w ithout too much emotion. Of cou rse, 
you' ll wan! to share with your children your cultural or re
ligious belieh about death in a simple, uncompiicated way . 

Allow children to talk about their loss and to cry about 
it . We are taught qu ite early to hold back crying; shame is 
attached to it. We are not taught at what times crying is 
acceptable. As parents you may want to consider how to 
help erase the stigma an ached to crying. Our stereotyped 
sex roles , too, make it more permissible for g irls and women 
to cry than for boys and men. Yet, it can be beneficial to the 
mental and emotional health of either sex to express sad feel
ings freely . Deeply fe lt emotions frankly expressed and shared 
can strengthen the bonds between children and parents. 

Should young children attend funerals? Most child special
ists say yes, if this is a family custom. At a funeral, a child 
sees that others share his or her sense of loss and grief. 
Funerals can help children (especially those over 6 years ). as 
well as adults, acknowledge the finality of death. Children who 
are apprehensive about funerals, however, should not be 
forced to attend. 

At three, four, or five years of age, children usually cannot 
grasp the frnality of death. They see it only as a temporary 
separation and will grieve over that. A child's grief is different 
from an adult's. The attention span is shorter, so naturally 
a child's ability to focus on death will be shorter than ours. 
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Death and its sepa ration may be too painful for childre 
to bea1, so they will resort to other more cheerful act iv ities, or 
mask the ir feelings when in the presence of adu lts. Aiso. they 
may regress to earlier behavior such as thumb sucking or bed 
wetting . 

Occasionally, when someone close d ies, a child may feel 
guilty about something they did or didn't do to the person 
before the person died . It might be having had hostile feelings 
toward the person, or thinking . "if I had been nicer to him, 
he wouldn't have died ." Children need loving reassurance that 
they did nothing to cause the death . 

In conclusion, to help children understand life and death : 

e Sho;.·.- in te res t in you: ch il d's q uest:cns; he or $he vt1:ll be 
more likel7 to return for later questior.s . 

• He lp your ch ild make new relat ionships to help adjust to 
a loss . 

• Let your child be a part of sign ificant events in the fam ily. 
• Stress the beauty of lite, not the morb id . 

Several books are available on the topic of children and 
death: 

Delphie Fredlund, Potential Responses to Children's Ques
tions About Death. 
Ea rl A. Grollman, ed . Explaining Death to Children. 
Eli zabeth Kubler-Ross, Questions and Answers on Death 
and Dring. 
Anna Wo lf , Helping Your Child Understand Death. (Child 
Study Association.) 

Family Participation 
What can famines do together that doesn't cost a lot? We 

have many interesting places to visit such as parks, zoos, the
aters, and lakes. But family participation can be much more 
than just visiting places . It can b€ activities that the family en 
joys doing together that may or may not involve leav ing home. 

The following are some possibilities for your family : 

Photography. This can be either very simple or complex. Most 
families have at least one working camera . This activity has 
each individual taking pictures from his/her perspective. It 
means that young children may take pictures that- are out of 
focus or that have the camera moving . The process of becom
ing familiar with the camera, and doing this together, is really 
more important than the end result . 

A walk through nature. You can walk through a woods, field , 
or even a ditch and become aware of the plants and animals 





that live there. Insects, birds, plants, and animals can be iden· 
tified with the help of identification books from the library 
or bookstore. This has no season limit since much of nature 
is active throughout the year . This activity also means the 
shorter members of the family are able to see and smell things 
differently than the taller family members. 

Getting to know others. You may be interested in learning 
more about other cultures, countries, and ethnic groups. Some 
families study a particular culture or country through books, 
movies, or by visiting an ethnic restaurant. Cooking an ethnic 
meal together may be a way to top off this activity. 

Tracing your roots. This can be done at a simple level where 
family members interview older relatives who are familiar with 
grandparents, great-grandparents, aunts and uncles, and where 
they came from. It can be more involved if birth records are 
traced from past generations . With the availability of cassette 
tapes in many homes, you may choose to develop a "living 
history" of family members. This means interviewing some of 
the older relatives about what life was like when they were 
·young 1md aski ng che1n to reiate taies and anecdota i stories of 
other family members . Family visits to cemeteries may be part 
of the tracing of your roots. 

Potpourri 
Shopping for Children's Clothing 

Children have a way of outgrowing and outwearing their 
clothes at an alarming rate. If you'd like some tips on shopping 
for ch ildren's clothing request extension folders 608 Shopping 
Suggestions, 609 by Size, not Age, and 610 Shoes from your 
county extension office (listed in the telephone directory 
under county offices .) 

Hazardous Art Materials 

Artists and hobbyists are becoming more aware of the 
hazards in some of their materials, such as dusts, adhesives, 
dyes, and lead. Some children 's art materials that are labeled 
"non·toxic" have not been tested for long-term toxicity. We 
often assume that if a material is dangerous, it will not be on 
the market. Unfortunatel y, this is not the situation. 

Legislation is pend ing that would require caution labels and 
safe handling procedures on some products . Representatives of 
the art materials industry are also develop ing labels to protect 
unwary consumers. 

To be safe, ch ildren shouldn't use adult art materials that 
conta in toxic solvents, dusts, or acids. It is best to limit your 
child's art materials to water-based inks, paints, and glues . 
Do not use epoxy paint, instant glues, or rubber cement. 

Collecting Junk 

Children can learn a lot from junk! It can help them ex
plore, build, talk, solve problems, and create. If parents, grand· 
parents, and neighbors save special junk, that's even better. 

Label a shopping bag or large grocery bag "junk to save for 
---------- (child's name)." Then fill it with sur· 
plus or discarded objects for the child's imaginative play, such 
as: 
wood scraps 
old clothes 
fabric scraps 
carpet scraps 

aluminum foil, cans, containers 
plastic conta iners 
cardboard pieces 
packing material 

HELPING CHILDREN FACE CRISIS 

e Children mirror their parents' anxieties . If you are distraught 
in an emergency, your children will be fearful, too. If, how
ever, you can remain relatively calm and reassuring, your 
children will be able to cope with almost any danger. 

e You can help make the unknown mo re fam iliar by talking 
about fires, tornadoes, floods, accidents and similar emer· 
gencies in a matter-of-fact manner and by acting out antici· 
pated emergency procedures in advance. Fire drills, tornado 
drills, and other protective action practiced beforehand will 
give your children a familiar and possibly life-sav ing pattern 
to follow in a t ime of actual emergency . 

e Teach young children as early as possible their name, mother's 
and father's names, address , telephone number, and how to 
call the telephone operator in case of trouble. 

• In an erriergency, keep children inforrn<>d, gaug lng '.Vhat ya!..! 
say to the level of their understanding. Fear of unknown 
but sensed dangers may actua lly be increased when attempts 
are made to keep the truth from ch ildren . 

e Keep the fam ily together as much as poss ible in an emergency. 
No threat is as great to ch ildren as separation from their par
ents. Plan in advance where your fam ily will meet if separated . 

e Take someth ing fam iliar into a new situation . Whether a 
ch ild is going to a hospital, visiting strangers, or wa iting out 
an emergency in a strange place a favorite blanket or toy can 
help him/her feel more secure. 

e Involve children in whatever emergency action the family 
undertakes . Having a responsibility · no matter how small-
helps the child feel a part of the fam il y and increases his/her 
sense of se lf-conf idence and adequacy . 

(Michigan State University Cooperative Extension Service) 

In Th is Issue 
I Th is newsletter is publ ished for young families in the 

Service of your Univers ity of Minnesota. I would 
apprec iate your suggestions for its content. Call me 
at 872-9441 . 

Eileen G. Anderson, Urban Extension Agent 

The information given in this publication is for educat ional 
purposes only. Reference to commercial products o r trade 
names is made with the understand ing that no discrimina
tion is intended and no endorsement by the Minnnesota 
Agricultura l Extension Service is imp lied. The University 
of M innesota, includ ing the Agr icultural Extension Serv ice, 
is committed to the policy that al l persons shall have equal 
access to its programs, fac il ities. and employment w ithout 
regard to race, creed, color, sex. national origin, or handicap . 
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