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Helping people who are bereaved 
If someone in your school community dies, each person’s reaction and 
grieving process will be unique. Responses to grief depend on the individual’s 
personality, how close they were to the person who has died, their own 
experiences with death and their access to support services. Bear in mind that it 
is normal for someone to feel out of control, overwhelmed or even disbelieving.

Be mindful that the staff who are trying to support grieving students may 
also be dealing with their own grief and loss. Staff should not feel that they 
need to hide their grief. It is important for students to see the adults around 
them modelling a range of healthy grieving processes. For people who are 
bereaved, you can:

Listen – Encourage the bereaved person to talk about the person who has died. 
If you have a conversation, be attentive and non-judgemental. Allow the person 
to silently reflect on their loss. Don’t try to talk about other things if they aren’t 
interested. Let the person cry, act angrily or talk about something else. 

Find outlets – Explore different ways that the students can express their 
emotions. Primary students may want to make cards to send to the family, 
while adolescents may want to be with close friends in a supported setting. 
With the family’s permission, an online tribute or remembrance page may 
be a good way for the school community to share memories and send 
condolences. If it seems appropriate and the family agrees, a school memorial 
service (see page 62) can also help grieving students, staff and parents.  
Other options include creating an area of remembrance or raising money 
for a cancer charity.

Show support – If you can, offer support to the family or closest friends. 
Sending a note of sympathy is a simple but caring gesture.

Be patient – Accept that it may take some time for the intense feelings of 
grief to abate. As time goes on, it can become easier to recognise birthdays 
and anniversaries, although life has changed forever.

Stick to school routines – Some consistency can be helpful for students as 
long as teachers are flexible about how much schoolwork they can cope with.

Teach about cancer – Include discussion of cancer research and treatment 
in the curriculum where appropriate, particularly if students raise the topic. 

Seek further support – Bereavement support services (see page 63) may 
help you or someone you know who is going through a difficult time. 

Understanding 
grief

Grief is a natural 
response to losing 
someone. Depending 
on their relationship 
with the person who 
died, members of the 
school community may 
experience a range of 
emotions, including 
sadness, numbness, 
disbelief, loneliness, 
guilt, anger, relief and 
acceptance. 

People express grief 
differently. Some people 
openly display their 
emotions, while others 
may show no visible signs 
of grief. There’s no right 
or wrong way to grieve or 
set amount of time it lasts. 
It is important that people 
respect each other’s way 
of grieving. For more 
information, call Cancer 
Council 13 11 20 for a 
copy of our booklet on 
Understanding Grief.


