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Discussing death with young children
Yvette:
Our 2-year-old son’s grandmother
(my mother-in-law) is terminally ill, and
her death is imminent. We have told our
son that his grandma is sick and that we
visit her to cheer her up but haven’t told
him anything else. How do we approach
the subject when she actually passes?
He will undoubtedly ask about her,
especially when we visit her house.
Karen
Karen:
First, spend time thinking about your
own feelings and how you will grieve this
loss. Understanding and coming to
terms with your own feelings will help
prepare you to talk to your son. When he
asks questions about his grandmother’s
death, be honest. It will be helpful, given
his age, to use an illustration of the life
cycle. You can borrow a book from the
library or use a flower to explain the life
cycle concept. (This same method will
also help an older child who has lost a
pet.)
Allow your son to see you and his
father grieve. This will help him
understand that even though you are
sad, things will be okay. If you are
spiritual, use your faith when talking
with him.
Finally, keep the memories alive. It’s
okay to talk about his grandmother and
share pictures and stories of her. Let him
set the pace of information that he
wants. It may come the first day or not
for several weeks. He will let you know
when he has questions or wants to talk.
He is still very young. He may not
understand until later when you pass her
house or something reminds him of her.
Yvette

angry and/or
regressive in her
behavior.
During this time,
1. Have a handle on your feelings.
structure becomes
very important.
2. Allow your child to ask questions.
Establish a routine
3. Be honest.
and stick with it.
4. Keep the memories alive.
You should also talk
with her about you
and her father not
Sonya
living together anymore. Reassure her
that both you and her father love her
Sonya:
very much.
It’s just a phase. Try to refocus him
When she is sad or crying, tell her that
when he begins chewing on his clothing
you are sad too but that her daddy is still
or blankets. He will stop once he gets
there for her. Always be positive about
used to the idea of not having his
him. Talk with her father about
pacifier.
establishing a visitation schedule and
Yvette
sticking with it. If she has certainty as to
when she will see her father, her anxiety
Yvette:
will lessen. I would suggest limiting other
changes in her life right now — if you
Hi. I am a single, 21-year-old mother
can. For example, maintain the same
who just separated from a five-year
child care provider and playgroup.
relationship about five months ago. My
Also, I would think about delaying
daughter is 3 years old and having
school for another quarter or two. Now is
problems adjusting to Mommy and
not the time to be spending a lot of time
Daddy not being together. When I pick
away from her unless you are certain
her up from her father’s, Daddy gives
her hugs and kisses bye. She asks him to that her dad will be available during the
time that you are in school. Give her
kiss Mommy too, and we don’t know
time to adjust to the separation and then
how to handle situations like this. I
start school. Structure. Consistency.
don’t know what to tell her when she
Positive parenting. Support. She will get
goes to bed at night and asks for Daddy.
through this difficult period and you will
She wants her dad at times when he
too.
is not there, and it is really hard on my
heart to see her cry for him. I am about
Yvette
to start school again in the fall or spring
Families are encouraged to send
quarter. I am afraid that she won’t have
their
parenting questions concerning
me around enough, but I know going to
their
children’s challenging or difficult
school will help her and me in the long
behavioral
issues to Brown at
run financially. I just need some advice
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or
on what to do.
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Danielle:

Steps for discussing
death with children

Yvette:

My 3-year-old son recently gave up
(unwillingly) his pacifier, and now he
chews on shirts and blankets. How can I
get him to stop, or will this last very
long?

Separation is never easy for children.
Your daughter is exhibiting anxiety over
the separation in the only way that she
knows how. She is likely to go through
stages where she is clinging, crying,
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