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SIBSPLACE 

❖An affiliate of Mount Sinai South Nassau

❖Free prevention & support program 

serving children ages 5- 17 who have a sibling with cancer or 
another devastating illness or a parent/caregiver with cancer

❖Resilience Model utilizing peer support & creative arts activities

❖Anticipatory Grief Services

❖Bereavement Groups

❖Parent Support is offered
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OPENING 
ACTIVITY
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WHEN SOMEONE YOU LOVE DIES 
LOSSES MAY INCLUDE:

Common Losses

 Impact on Family System

 Loss of Stability

 Routines

 Normalcy

 Relationship Shifts

 Loss of Role Model

 Loss of Identity

 Future Relationship Expectations

 Invulnerability

Potential Secondary Losses

 Financial Stability

 Loss of Home

 Loss of School

 Loss of Friendships

 Community Support
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Personal Death Awareness (Worden)



Sibling CaregiverLoss of 
Identity

Future 
Relationship 
Expectations

Survivor’s Guilt

Sense of Vulnerability

Shift in Birth Order

Absence of a Caregiver

Loss of Sense of Security

Fear of Losing Other 
Parent/Caregiver

Death of Sibling vs. Death of a Caregiver
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Life is 
Unpredictable



BEREAVEMENT THEORIES

Stages of Grief Cycles of Grief
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 Denial

 Bargaining

 Anger

 Depression

 Acceptance
 Elizabeth Kubler-Ross

 Wavelike model of fluctuating 
emotions

 Oscillation of emotions
 Robert Kastenbaum

 George A. Bonanno



AGES & 
DEVELOPMENTAL 
STAGES OF GRIEF
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Age Concept of 
Death

Grief 
Response

Behavioral 
Changes

Suggestions

Birth-2 Death as 
separation/
abandonment

Sense rather 
than 
understand 
person is gone

Problems with 
toilet, sleeping, 
clinginess,
tantrums, crying

Physical 
comfort, 
consistent
routines,
simple 
explanation

2-4 years Death felt as 

abandonment, 

person is asleep,  

death is 

temporary, 

contagious

Intense, brief 

response. 

Responds in 

the moment, 

reacts to 

changes in 

routines and 

care.

Asks questions 

over and over,

Anxious about 

needs being 

met.

Regression, 

bedtime anxiety, 

fears, 

abandonment, 

irritable and 

tantrums 

Age 

appropriate 

explanation of 

death, physical 

comfort, 

consistent 

routines,

reassurance 

that death is 

not contagious



AGES & 
DEVELOPMENTAL 
STAGES OF GRIEF
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Age Concept of 
Death

Grief Response Behavioral Changes Suggestions

4-7 years Death still 

seen as 

temporary and 

reversible

Magical 

thinking/ 

responsible for 

death, needs to 

review why and 

how, may act 

confused or 

show no reaction 

Intense signs of 

sadness/anger,

feelings of 

abandonment and 

rejection, changes in 

eating habits and 

sleeping, 

nightmares, 

aggressive play and 

acting out behaviors

Age-appropriate 

explanation of 

death, expect 

repeated questions, 

provide 

opportunities to 

talk and help with 

development of  

coping skills, 

reassure not 

responsible for 

death



AGES & 
DEVELOPMENTAL 
STAGES OF GRIEF
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Age Concept of 
death

Grief response Behavioral 
Changes

Suggestions

7-11 years Beginning to 

understand 

death is final, 

death as a 

punishment for 

bad behavior or 

thoughts 

May feel 

responsible/

angry for 

death, wants 

to know 

details of  

death, 

concern with 

reactions of 

others  to 

normalize 

their own 

reaction to 

death 

Grief, 

sadness, 

anger, 

somaticizing, 

avoidance, 

social 

isolation, 

desire to join 

deceased

Full, truthful 

explanation of 

death and 

opportunity 

for child to 

share 

thoughts  

and process 

feelings, help 

them develop 

coping skills



AGES & 
DEVELOPMENTAL 
STAGES OF GRIEF
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Age Concept of 
death

Grief response Behavioral 
Changes

Suggestions

12-18 years Death as a part 

of the life cycle

Depression, 

repression, 

denial, prefer 

to talk to 

peers, able to 

mourn 

Depression, 

anger, non-

compliance, 

difficulty 

concentrating, 

isolate from 

family, high-

risk behaviors

Open, honest 

conversation, 

listen, be 

consistent 

with limit 

setting, allow 

for 

expression of 

grief



EXPLAIN THE DEATH

 Setting the stage – who should share the news, as well as when, where and how

 Use the term “dead” to avoid confusion or misperceptions 

 Tell the truth in developmentally appropriate style

 Ensure child understands death is permanent

 Allow child to ask questions – remember, this is not a one – time conversation

 Be prepared for any reaction, including psychosomatic symptoms

 Reduce anxiety by discussing a plan for ongoing care and safety without making 
promises

 When there is the possibility of impending loss address Anticipatory Grief 
honestly
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PREPARE CHILDREN FOR 
DEATH RITUALS

 Involve children in the process of saying good-bye (hospital, virtual)

 Inform children of the terminology and traditions connected to the viewing, the funeral 
and the cemetery 

 Funerals, Wakes, Shiva, Salat al-Janazah, Burial,  Cremation, Casket, Internment, Cemetery, Grave, 
Will

 Allow them a sense of power and control by deciding what memorial services they are 
comfortable engaging in

 Decide together on an adult that is available for each child in the family during services

 Explore ways they can be involved in the funeral (speaking, photo collage, placing items in 
the casket, etc.) and post funeral traditions

 Discuss how relationship changes, but we still maintain a relationship through our 
memories
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HELP CHILDREN PROCESS GRIEF

CHILDREN LEARN HOW TO GRIEVE FROM OBSERVING THE ADULTS IN THEIR LIVES

 Allow child to identify and express their own 
feelings!

 Being prepared for ANY reactions – grief is 
individual
 “Absent” feelings
 Overwhelming feelings
 Separation anxiety
 Anger demonstrated as boisterous play, 

tantrums towards surviving family 
members/friends 

 Sense of relief

 Play is how children process grief and learn to 
cope

 Acknowledge that sadness gives us a space to 
adjust to life with out the loved one

 Address fear of forgetting loved one

 Give permission to experience sadness and joy

 Mourn the loss of milestones yet to come

 Acknowledge that mourning will last a lifetime
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“It’s so hard to believe she won’t be there to see me at prom or at my 
high school graduation. I always imagined her there by my side.”

17 year old girl whose mom died days before her 16th birthday

“Everyone tells me to be happy my mommy is in heaven. 
But I miss her so much and I feel sad and angry.”

8 year old girl after her mom’s death



THE THREE P’S

 Personal- belief you are at fault
 Address Magical Thinking
 concerns that somehow the child could have 

prevented/caused the death

 Pervasive- the event will effect all areas of your life
 Reality test- despite feeling sad the child can 

experience other emotions as well and be 
successful (school, baseball, sleeping through the 
night, etc.)

 Permanence- the intense pain will last forever
 Awareness that emotional wounds can heal as do 

physical wounds
 Acknowledge small moments of happiness
 Potential for hope
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Martin Seligman



"YOUNG CHILDREN DON'T KNOW THAT SADNESS ISN'T
FOREVER. IT'S FRIGHTENING FOR THEM TO FEEL THAT
THEIR SADNESS MAY OVERWHELM THEM AND NEVER GO
AWAY. THAT "THE VERY SAME PEOPLE WHO ARE SAD
SOMETIMES ARE THE VERY SAME PEOPLE WHO ARE
GLAD SOMETIMES" IS SOMETHING ALL PARENTS NEED
TO HELP THEIR CHILDREN COME TO UNDERSTAND."

Fred Rogers
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COVID-19 
RELATED 

LOSSES

Traditional 
Mourning Rituals

Support Systems 

Normal Routines 
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FOSTER RESILIENCE

 Offer support so a child knows he/she matters

 Provide opportunities to share stories of loss and memories (good & bad)

 Help children feel compassion towards themselves

 Encourage self-talk-learn from failure, praise little victories

 Help children learn to trust that life can be safe once again

 Assure children that it is ok to laugh and play

 While receiving support children can also offer support to others

 Process loss though expressive art activities and physical outlets
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Resiliency
is the strength and speed of our response to adversity

“I would tell him it’s ok to cry all the time.  
Eventually you won’t cry so much.”

12 year old boy’s advice for a 6 year old whose dad just died



“AS BEREAVED CHILDREN GIVE AND 
RECEIVE HELP, THEY FEEL LESS 

HELPLESS, AND ARE ABLE TO DISCOVER 
CONTINUED MEANING IN LIFE.” 

Alan Wolfelt, Healing the Bereaved Child, 1996
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EMPOWER THE GRIEVING CHILD

 Allow child to make choices-regain a sense of power and control 

 Create a plan together for when the child needs a break
 Who can he/she go to in school, home, activities

 Remind them they are children

 How to respond to questions about the loss

 Permission to control how much they want to share

 Encourage empathy

 Ability to respond/react to what people say in offering sympathy
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“I don’t know why I said it, but when our neighbor asked how my mother was feeling I told him she was 
doing ok.  I didn’t know how to tell him that she died six months ago. Is that normal.”

17 year old young man

“I know you don’t want to go to the cemetery now because 
it makes you so sad. I felt that way too. But now when I go 
to visit my dad I just feel relaxed.”

6 ½ year old boy’s advice to a 5 year old



HOW CAREGIVERS CAN SUPPORT GRIEVING 
CHILDREN

 Remind them of their Support Systems

 Consistency & Boundaries- establish 
stability and help children feel safe

 Reassure the child that you are available 
to listen to them

 Let them know they can ask 
questions/process feelings when they are 
ready

 Continue to ask them open - ended 
questions

 Verbalize your own feelings

 Demonstrate healthy coping skills 

 Find ways to keep loved one’s memory “alive” 

 Offer distractions

 Continue to give them choices about their 
grieving process

 Recognize you are grieving different losses and 
will process grief differently 

 Keep in mind that grief is ever-lasting-continue 
to check in and revisit the death over time -
especially during school and other life 
transitions

 If not sure, ask
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WHAT TO SAY?

Empty Expressions

“I know just how you feel.”

“How can I help you?”

“You must feel terrible.”

“How are you feeling?”

Saying nothing

Helpful Expressions

“Many children say they feel similarly.”

“Want to play basketball later?”

“How are you feeling, today?”

“Your brother was a nice person, sorry 
he died.”
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Help child recognize the intention when someone takes a chance to offer sympathy.  Most 
people are unsure of “the right” thing to do or say.



QUESTIONS ABOUT THE AFTERLIFE

 Heaven

 Reincarnation

 Cultural Traditions Related to Afterlife

 Paranormal Reporting
 Ghost in mirror, around corner in rooms, in chair, in my room

 Signs from our loved one
 Feathers, coins, cardinals/birds, butterflies  
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“My mommy saw me learn to ride my bike! 

Did you see the butterfly following me?!

A 5 year old girl 1 month after her mommy died



“IT IS THE MARVELOUS HUMAN CAPACITY TO SQUEEZE 
IN BRIEF MOMENTS OF HAPPINESS AND JOY THAT 

ALLOWS US TO SEE THAT WE MAY ONCE AGAIN BEGIN 
MOVING FORWARD”

George A. Bonanno, The Other Side of Sadness, 2009

25



NEW NORMAL

 Family Structure/New Family Identity

 Change in Roles

 Parentified Role

 Change in Parental Focus

 Anniversary Effect

 Survivor’s Guilt

 Reaction to parent’s new relationships

 New Traditions

 Readdressing the loss
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“I just want daddy to get a new wife or maybe a dog. 
That will make me happy again.”

5 year old boy, 6 months after his mother died

“If my mom was still alive I wouldn’t have as many chores. My dad relies 
on me to take care of my younger brothers and to help around the house.”

13 year old girl, 2 years after her mother’s death

“I haven’t slept alone since my husband died. My 6 
year old sleeps so close each night, it’s hard for me to 

sleep.”

A recently widowed mom



CARING FOR THE CAREGIVER

 Demonstrate good habits and routines for yourself:
 Make sure you eat, get enough sleep, and exercise

 This sets a good example and helps you physically and mentally. It also helps to assure your child 
you are doing everything possible to keep yourself healthy and well

 Find time to mourn independently

 Identify friends and family to serve as your support system

 Join a support group with peers who can identify with your loss

 Remind yourself that it’s ok to cry

 Take each day or moment at a time

 Engage in activities that bring you joy

 Acknowledge your little victories
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IMPACT OF COVID-19 
ON THE NEW NORMAL
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HOW TO MANAGE MILESTONES
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Plan

Plan how to incorporate loved one 
into future holidays, birthdays, 
anniversaries 

•Maintaining old traditions and creating 
new ones

•“Firsts” are difficult 

Prepare

Prepare for Mother’s Day/Father’s 
Day/Parent-Child events

•Acknowledge that it’s ok to feel jealous or 
angry (life’s unfair)

•Decide with child how they want to handle 
the situation

Discuss

Discuss how to honor the loved 
one at future special events

•Wearing a piece of jewelry, lighting a 
candle, playing a favorite song



POST 
TRAUMATIC 
GROWTH

 Finding personal strength

 Gaining appreciation

 Forming deeper relationships

 Discovering more meaning in life

 Seeing new possibilities

“I am more vulnerable than I thought, 

but much stronger than I even imagined.”

Richard Tedeschi & Lawrence Calhoun
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BEREAVEMENT ACTIVITIES
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REMEMBERING 
YOUR LOVED ONE  

 Similarities and Differences 
People

 Puppet Families

 Memory Collage

 Scrapbooking
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SHARING
FEELINGS

 Journaling & Letter 
Writing

 Staying connected

 Saying goodbye

 Volcano

 Lava Lamps

 Water Balloon
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CHANGES IN 
THE HOME  

 Addresses how home 
has changed since the 
death

 Sensory memories
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ADDRESSING MEMORIES &
MILESTONES 

 Time Line Chains

 Memory Boxes - Container to store 
letters, special items, “treasures”

 Prepare for future special occasions

 Anniversary effect
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LEGACY PROJECTS

Time Capsule

 Favorite family recipe

 Letter from caregiver to child

 Letter the child will write to his/her future self

 Thumbprint/handprint activities 

 Picture frames

Make Videos 

 Caregiver to child

 Sibling to sibling

 Child to self

 Friends of loved one to family
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Memory Stone
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 Coping Skills Dolls

 Toolboxes/Beach Pails

COPING SKILLS
CHILDREN LEARN COPING SKILLS FROM OBSERVING THE ADULTS IN THEIR LIVES

Beach Pail 

of 

Coping Skills



IDENTIFYING
SUPPORT SYSTEMS

 “The Invisible String” by Patrice Karst

 Mobiles 

 Trees

 Photo Albums
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PROMOTING
COMMUNICATION



Slates and Stones –
Reinforce a safe place 
to sit and reflect and 
feel close to loved one 
particularly if they have 
been cremated or not 
buried within visiting 
distance
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safSaSAFE PLACES



WHEN TO SEEK ADDITIONAL SUPPORT

 Prolonged Regressed Behaviors

 Prolonged Withdrawn Behaviors

 Sleep Problems or Nightmares

 Difficulties in relationships

 Prolonged decline in school 
performance and/or inability to go 
to school

 Disproportionate anger or 
irritability

 Increased Health Issues or 
Psychosomatic Symptoms

 Children who say they want to join 
the dead person

 Attention Seeking Behaviors

 Risk Taking Behavior

 Self – harm, suicidal thoughts or 
suicidal ideation
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BOOK LIST

 When Dinosaurs Die: A Guide to 
Understanding Death by Laurie Krasny 
Brown & Marc Brown

 Sad Isn’t Bad:  A Good –Grief Guidebook for 
Kids Dealing with Loss by Michaelene 
Mundy

 Help me Say Goodbye by Janis Silverman

 The Goodbye Book by Todd Parr

 The English Roses by Madonna

 Remembering Crystal by Sebastian Loth
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 The Invisible String by Patrice Karst

 When a Pet Dies by Fred Rogers

 The Fall of Freddie the Leaf by Leo 
Buscaglia, Ph.D

 The Empty Place: A Child’s Guide Through 
Grief by Roberta Temes, Ph.D

 Grouper & Mrs. Bass by Stephanie M. Mack

 When Someone Dies: A Child-Caregiver 
Activity Book, NAGC



RESOURCES
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The Center for H.O.P.E

516-216-5194

Cope Foundation

516-418-6606

Good Shephard Hospice

631-465-6300

Camp Good Mourning

www.campgoodmourning.org

National Alliance for Grieving Children

www.childrengrieve.org

Comfort Zone Camp

www.comfortzonecamp.org

Bob Sweeny’s Camp Hope

www.bobsweeneyscamphope.org

http://www.campgoodmourning.org/
http://www.childrengrieve.org/
http://www.comfortzonecamp.org/
http://www.bobsweeneyscamphope.org/


WHEN YOU HAVE COPING 
SKILLS.



JOANNA.FORMONT@SNCH.ORG
KERRI.WAGNER@SNCH.ORG

516-374-3000

www.sibspalce.org
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