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Introduction
Healing does not mean we forget, it is a process of remembering with less pain and more
happy times.
These suggestions for supporting your child with special needs have been developed to
help you in a safe and caring environment. Children who are experiencing grief need
familiar routines, support, care and simple, factual explanations around death and grief
however they should be spared explicit detail about death or a traumatic event such as the
recent bushfires.
Children will respond in an environment where they know you care for them and will
respond to their cues, signals and signs. The suggestions below aim to provide you with
ideas for working with children to foster their emotional healing, promote their problem
solving skills and coping strategies.
Each child is unique in expressing their feelings and emotions connected with their
experience of loss. Children’s reactions can range from being teary and sad to feeling
confusion and angry. The length of time that children take to recover from the effects of
grief can range from short to long term, but may take some time to appear and can
continue for extended periods. You may notice in some children that their grief is
expressed as highs and lows. This means that for some children at times they may feel
sad, angry, fearful or withdrawn and while other times they are happy, laughing, playing
and engaging with people.
Children often express their grief through actions rather than words so it is important to
watch for behaviour changes. It is important that you seek help from your GP or a mental
health professional if you are concerned about your child.

Supporting children through grief and loss
A child’s grieving is a healthy response to the death of someone special. Children have a
unique way of grieving the death of someone or the loss of something near or dear to
them. Some children may miss the sound, sight, smell of a family member or friend.
Some children who are grieving may become anxious or agitated, some may rock, cry or
knock their head or thrash around. Some children may experience difficulties with eating or
sleeping. Keep a child’s routine both at home and at school (eg. feeding, activities, play
and sleep).
Parents/carers should give lots of hugs and physical contact. Reassuring attention is
helpful from both parents/carers and teachers.
If a child is agitated let them know you are there and tell them that you can sense their
sadness. If a child is crying, sit with them, offer words of comfort (eg. I am here with you).
Stay with the child until he/she has finished crying. Some children may need help to focus
on an activity that will comfort them.
Referral to a mental health professional in consultation with parents/carers and a teacher
may be necessary if a child’s symptoms (such as ongoing nightmares or chronic
sleeplessness) persist for a longer period.
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Working with children in special development settings
It is often a difficult and challenging task to understand what children are thinking and
feeling. Below are a number of suggested ways of working with your children.
Teachers and parents/carers can work with children to develop a book using feelings and
emotions expressed by each child (personal photos are a great resource). The book allows
a child to contribute their unique expression of their loss and is a respectful account of
children who have experienced loss as a result of the recent bushfires. Help children
identify their special book by putting their photo on the front cover. The book can represent
each child’s sense of loss and also how the children have made sense of their experience.
This can promote connectedness and resilience.
Engaging with children who have experienced loss can involve participating with children
in activities such as: play, art activities, communicating using puppets, music and
relaxation activities. Children with special needs may require guidance with choice of a
medium that allows the child to feel comfortable yet maintains a level of self direction. Take
direction from what is being offered by the child – it is their experience that needs to be
validated.
Children will need to express themselves in a way that suits their
particular means of communicating. This can be done in a variety of
different ways including verbalisation, sign, writing, drawing or
through augmentative communication.
Structured directed play activities allow a child to express their
feelings and emotions in a safe environment.
Art activities can offer children an opportunity to draw, paint, mould
using medium such as playdoh, pictures and colouring. A number of
aids such as Compic and Boardmaker can be used to assist children
to explore art activities.
Children can complete activities in a workbook with an adult helper.
Music
Children may wish to listen to their favourite music while completing activities of their
choice.
Have children choose their favourite song and play for this for them.
.
Relaxation
Talk to children. Sometimes our bodies feel funny so we have to find ways to make us feel
better. Suggestions for children are to tense up and then relax. You can assist children to
tense particular parts of their body and then help to relax them. Massage, such as a foot
massage, can also help children to relax. Breathing is another way of helping children to
relax. Breathing in slowly through the nose and then out through
the mouth slowly can help a child to relax. Model this and
practice with the child. An appropriate activity could be to pretend
to be an animal and make the sound for that particular animal
that requires breathing in and then out, for example making the
sound of a bee: ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ.
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Healing Quilt
Making a “healing quilt” with the assistance of adults. Each child
can be supported to make a square that is unique to them. You
may need to advertise in the school newsletter for a school
community member to sew the patches together. Once the quilt
is complete, teachers may like to display it in the school foyer or
in the classroom.

Feeling Cards
Feeling cards (such as those developed by St Lukes
Innovative Resources) can assist children to pick a
feeling and work with an adult toward problem solving.
For example, if a child selects a ‘sad’ feeling card, talk
about what the child has done when they have felt sad
before and assist them to access this solution in
relation to their sad feelings now.
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