
Healthy School News

Talking to someone with cancer
When anyone in a school community is diagnosed with cancer, people usually want to help but may not be 
sure where to start. People often say they don’t know how to talk to someone with cancer, and they feel lost 
for words.

“Simply knowing that people are thinking of you helps to ease the isolation and anxiety”  
- Genevieve, mother of a primary school student with cancer.

Cancer Council has developed a comprehensive resource titled Cancer in the School Community. It is a guide 
for school staff who would like to support students, families and colleagues affected by cancer. The content is 
relevant for all primary and secondary school staff throughout Australia and may also be useful for parents, 
students and family members. Here is a short section from the publication that might be relevant and useful 
for teachers and their students.

Like some adults, students sometimes worry about saying the wrong thing, so they might 
start to avoid a classmate who has cancer. Teachers can help by discussing the following 
tips with their students;

Understand that their classmate 
might look different
Their classmate may be self-conscious 
about any appearance changes caused by 
cancer treatment. They may want to talk 
about these changes or they may just want 
to fit back in. By following the lead of their 
classmate, students can work out whether 
it’s okay to talk about the changes.

Acknowledge the 
situation
Students can say: “I don’t know 
what to say, but I want you to 
know I care”, “we missed you”, 
“it’s good to see you”, “how are 
you going?” or “is there any 
way I can help in class?”.

Understand that their classmate 
might act a little differently
Their classmate may be more tired or 
less social than before. Students can 
show their support by being patient and 
accepting that it may take time to adjust.

To download this resource or 
to access other cancer-related 
information call 13 11 20 and 
speak to our Cancer Nurses or 
visit cancerwa.asn.au/resources.

Take cues from their classmate with cancer
People who have had cancer react in different ways. 
By observing how their classmate behaves, students 
might figure out how to respond.

Try to talk about day-to-day things
Their classmate is probably tired of talking about cancer 
all the time. But the students also need to understand 
that their classmate might not be interested in trivial 
topics such as the latest celebrity gossip.

https://www.cancerwa.asn.au/resources/

