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The National Alliance for Children’s Grief (NACG) is a nonprofit organization that 
raises awareness about the needs of children and teens who are grieving a death and 
provides education and resources for anyone who supports them. Our Vision is for no 
child to have to grieve alone. Visit ChildrenGrieve.org to find these and other resources.

This toolkit was created with 
philanthropic investment from 
our partner the New York Life 
Foundation.

This document is part of NACG Grieftalk : A Toolkit for Supporting Students who are Grieving.  Please visit www.

childrengrieve for additional free resources.
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Why supporting bereaved students 
is necessary to their learning.

Students who are grieving face a 
multitude of additional potential 
stressors during the school day. 
We know they struggle with 
emotional, physical, behavioral, 
and interpersonal reactions to their 
grief that impact their ability to 
successfully navigate the school 
environment both in the immediate 
and long term. 

According to the 2021 Childhood 
Bereavement Estimation Model 
(CBEM) report from Judi’s House 

using data from 2015 to 2019, an 
estimated one in fourteen children in 
the U.S. will experience the death of a 
parent or sibling by their eighteenth 
birthday. Many more youths are 
bereaved due to the death of a 
grandparent, sibling, friend, or other 
significant person. 
 
Evidence
 
Students who are grieving may 
experience cognitive and emotional 
challenges which may result in 
decreased school performance 
and social/behavioral difficulties. 
For students who are grieving a 

Students who are grieving face a multitude of additional, poten-
tial stressors during the school day.  
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Being grief- and trauma- 
informed and sensitive 
is not only integral to 
supporting the whole 

child, it is also instrumental in 
supporting students’ academic 
and life-long goals.

‘‘
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potentially traumatic loss, such as 
death by suicide or violence, the 
grieving process can become more 
complicated. Through the work of 
brain development researchers and 
post traumatic stress experts, we 
know that a child’s brain and nervous 
system should not be overworked 
by stress and perceived threats in 
order to learn new information and 
successfully adapt to change. 

In addition to the more immediate 
needs of grieving students, the long- 
term impacts of unsupported grief 
and persistent traumatic stress can 
have significant negative outcomes. 
Many educators are familiar with the 
Kaiser Adverse Childhood Experiences 
study, which shows the impact of 
ACEs on a child’s development and 
lifelong trajectory. This includes 
possible negative impacts on 
physical health, mental health, 
relationships, education, and job 
opportunities.

Being grief- and trauma-informed 
and sensitive is not only integral to 
supporting the whole child, but it 
is also instrumental in supporting 
students’ academic and life-long 
goals.

A Call to Action:

Provide Grief Trainings to Staff
•	 Ninety-three percent of educators 

agree that childhood grief is a 
serious problem that deserves 

more attention from schools (A 
national survey of educators 
by the New York Life Foundation 
and the American Federation of 
Teachers.) 

•	 Ninety-two percent of educators 
think that there should be 
a greater focus on training 
educators to support grieving 
students.  (NYLF & AFT survey)

Establish Policies Related to Death 
and Grief 
•	 Determine how your district 

will respond to deaths in the 
community.

•	 Know how to utilize resources 
such as those available from 
the National Center for School 
Crisis and Bereavement and the 
Coalition to Support Grieving 
Students.

Model and Create a Grief-Sensitive 
Culture
•	 Understand the importance of 

language, normalizing grief and 
loss, honesty, and resources

•	 Become a Grief Sensitive School.

School districts have the opportunity 
to actively work to create structures, 
policies, cultures, and norms which 
create grief-sensitive spaces. These 
spaces recognize the vulnerabilities 
of students who are grieving in order 
to decrease adverse responses and 
create increased safety as a conduit 
for learning.
Focus on Bereavement Policies
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Recommendations for Student 
Bereavement Leave Policies:

In order to create a grief-sensitive 
school for all members of the school 
community, school districts should 
consider offering the following:
•	 Removing arbitrary time 

limits around when absences 
due to bereavement will be 
considered excused absences. 
Give consideration to both the 
increased frequency of delayed 
services as necessary and 
flexibility, e.g. some students 
may want to return to school the 
next day to have support from 
their friends and have structure 
but may find the coming weeks 
challenging

•	 Expanding the definition of family 
or loved one to acknowledge 
the diverse range of family 
compositions and to better 
represent those significant to the 
bereaved

•	 Collaborating with the student, 
their guardian(s), teachers, 
and counselors to coordinate 
the student’s return to school 
following a death, e.g. through 
the use of an individual student 
bereavement plan.

Recommendations for Staff 
Bereavement Leave Policies:

School districts across the country 

vary widely in their approach to 
bereavement leave policies. Many 
incorporate bereavement leave as a 
subset of sick leave, with the number 
of days allowed typically ranging 
from 3 to 5 with full pay for a death 
in the immediate family. For a death 
outside of the immediate family, 
staff are typically allotted 1 day per 
academic year. 

In order to create a grief-sensitive 
school for all members of the school 
community, school districts should 
consider offering the following:
•	 Minimum of five days of paid 

bereavement leave, separate 
from sick leave, for all full-time 
employees

•	 Additional days for employees 
with legal responsibility for 
settling the affairs of the 
deceased, e.g. appointed as an 
executor of a will

•	 Removing time limits around 
when bereavement leave must 
be taken, with consideration 
to the increased frequency of 
delayed services as necessary

•	 Expanding the definition of a 
family member or loved one to 
better represent those significant 
to the bereaved.

•	 Providing options (additional 
days of leave)  for staff who 
experience multiple deaths within 
a single academic year.
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Procedures for becoming prepared to 
support students who are grieving

 

ACTION ITEM CONSIDERATIONS ROLE/RESPONSIBILITY 
(WHO)

Why supporting bereaved 
students is necessary to their 
learning.

Research childhood 
bereavement esti-
mates in your region. 

•	 Superintendent.
•	 School Board.

Prepare and Implement District 
Grief Sensitivity Protocol/Policies.

Helpful Resources: 
National Center for Crisis and Be-
reavement - Help me Prepare.

•	 Create policies be-
fore a crisis or death 
happens.

•	 Be consistent with 
responses to death 
losses.

•	 Superintendent.
•	 District Mental 

Health staff.
•	 School-level lead-

ership.

In the following pages you will find notes and resources to support you in defining 
how your school will support a student who is grieving.  Text that is highlighted in 
blue  can be clicked through for direct access.  

Please note this document is not intended to be a resource in response to a school 
crisis.  It is intended to assist in your planning for support of students who are griev-
ing a death.  
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ACTION ITEM CONSIDERATIONS ROLE/RESPONSIBILITY 
(WHO)

Prepare Staff (Grief Train-
ings) 

Helpful Resources: 

Become a Grief-Sensitive 
School

Resources available 
through the Coalition to 
Support Grieving Students  

NACG Grief Talk Resource 
Guides

Invite your local childhood grief 
center to provide a training.  A 
listing of local bereavement 
centers is available here.

•	 Superintendent.
•	 District Mental Health 

staff.
•	 School-level leader-

ship.

Review: The Rights of the 
Student who is Grieving.

Display in district and school 
spaces (buildings and/or web-
sites)

•	 Superintendent.
•	 School Board.
•	 School-level leader-

ship.

Prepare and train staff on 
using a Individual Student 
Bereavement Plan

Integrate into school practices. •	 Superintendent.
•	 District Mental Health/

Counseling staff.
•	 School-level leader-

ship.
Prepare Staff Support 
Plans  

Helpful Resources: 
Bereavement Leave Policy 
Recommendations

Resource from the Coa-
lition to Support Grieving 
Students.

•	 Explain what resources will 
be available (where, when, 
how)

•	 Provide helpful resources
•	 If applicable: Provide infor-

mation regarding employee 
assistance program and 
available services after a 
death.

•	 Superintendent.
•	 District Mental Health/

Counseling staff.
•	 School-level leader-

ship.

Assign staff •	 Consider which staff will 
speak with the family, com-
munity, and other stake-
holders. 

•	 Consider your school’s poli-
cy on staff attending funer-
als and memorials.

•	 School-level leader-
ship.
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ACTION ITEM CONSIDERATIONS ROLE/RESPONSIBILITY 
(WHO)

Prepare general out-
line of Scripts/Letters to 
cascade out.

Helpful Resources: 

Notification Templates

•	 Have a prepared outline/
script that can be individu-
alized.

•	 Have a prepared letter/re-
lease of information that 
can be individualized.

•	 Superintendent.
•	 District Mental 

Health/Counseling 
staff.

•	 School-level leader-
ship.

Prepare a memorializa-
tion policy.

Helpful Resources: 

Commemoration and 
Memorialization

Virtual Memorials

•	 Be consistent! What you do 
for one, you must do for all!  
It is worth considering if you 
can maintain this in the long 
term.

•	 Assign a staff member to 
keep track of memorializa-
tion.  

•	 This can be an opportunity 
to Involve students in gener-
ating ideas within parame-
ters.

•	 Superintendent.
•	 District Mental 

Health/Counseling 
staff.

•	 School-level leader-
ship/counselors.

Create a list of commu-
nity grief resources to 
utilize and share.

Helpful Resources:
 
NACG Community Grief 
Support Listing

Research and create a re-
source guide of grief and men-
tal health resources in your 
community.

•	 School adminis-
trators and mental 
health team.

Tips for the script following a death impacting a member of the 
school community:
•	 Be consistent across the different scripts.
•	 Acknowledge that you have sad news to share.
•	 Be honest.
•	 Keep it factual (use concrete words like death, died, etc.)
•	 Only share information that is pertinent/information the family has approved.
•	 Explain what resources will be available (counseling office, safe rooms, etc.)
•	 Provide helpful resources. (NACG, National Center for School Crisis and Be-

reavement, Etc.)
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Supporting students immediately after a 
death

 

ACTION ITEM CONSIDERATIONS ROLE/RESPONSIBILITY 
(WHO)

Confirm/clarify informa-
tion with the family / care-
giver.

•	 Confirm the death has oc-
curred.

•	 Clarify the information that 
the family is comfortable 
being shared (cause of 
death, date, etc.).

•	 A school representative can 
support the family in under-
standing the implications of 
their choices around what 
to share.

•	 Assigned District 
Point of Contact.

Prepare Scripts (as ap-
plicable in the event of 
death of student, teacher, 
other stakeholder).

Helpful Resources:

Notification Templates.

•	 Prepare a script to share 
the news with staff.

•	 Prepare a script to share 
the news with students/
peers.

•	 Prepare a script to share 
the news with other guard-
ians/stakeholders.

•	 District Point of 
Contact.

•	 Director of Mental 
Health/Guidance 
and Counseling.

Prepare staff •	 Share the news with staff as 
outlined in the script.

•	 Ensure every staff member 
that has access to the stu-
dent(s) is informed of the 
death.

•	 Explain what resources will 
be available (where, when, 
how).

•	 Assigned District 
Point of Contact.
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ACTION ITEM CONSIDERATIONS ROLE/RESPONSIBIL-
ITY (WHO)

Prepare peers (as applica-
ble in the event of death of a 
student, teacher, other stake-
holder).

Helpful Resources: 
NACG Grief Talk Resource 
Guides

NACG Community Grief Sup-
port Listing

Supporting a Peer who is 
Grieving

Peer Support

•	 Share the news with the 
bereaved students’ class-
mates as outlined in the 
script.

•	 Explain what resources will 
be available (where, when, 
how).

•	 Provide a point of con-
tact(s) if any student is in 
need of assistance.

•	 Provide education to 
non-grieving peers about 
supporting a bereaved 
classmate.

•	 Appointed 
School Adminis-
tration.

•	 Appointed 
Counseling/
Mental Health 
Team Member.

Prepare guardians/stake-
holders (as applicable in the 
event of death of a student, 
teacher, other stakeholder).

•	 Share the news with 
guardians/stakeholders 
(as appropriate) as out-
lined in the script.

•	 Explain what resources will 
be available.

•	 Provide helpful resources.
•	 Provide a point of contact 

to direct any questions.

•	 District or School 
Point of Contact.
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Considerations following a death
 

ACTION ITEM CONSIDERATIONS ROLE/RESPONSIBILITY 
(WHO)

Clarify family’s preferenc-
es.

•	 Is the family comfortable 
with staff attending the fu-
neral?

•	 Comfortable with peers at-
tending the funeral?

•	 Will there be flowers ac-
cepted or monetary dona-
tions only?

•	 Assigned District 
or School Contact.

Arrangements for the Fu-
neral/Memorial.

•	 Be Consistent (with every 
death that occurs in the 
district).

•	 Assigned District 
or School Contact.

Funeral Attendance. •	 What assigned staff mem-
ber will attend funerals?

Tip:
Be consistent with whether or 
not staff attends funerals or 
memorials across all student 
populations and causes of 
death.

Staff Coverage. Who will be assigned to cover 
the missing staff’s positions 
while they attend the funeral?

•	 School-level lead-
ership.
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ACTION ITEM CONSIDERATIONS ROLE/RESPONSIBIL-
ITY (WHO)

Notify staff of student’s 
planned return.

Notify all appropriate staff that 
will have contact with the student 
(teachers, counselors, librarians, 
cafeteria staff, bus drivers, etc.)

•	 Assigned District 
or School Con-
tact.

Implement the Individu-
al Student Bereavement 
Plan.

Use this tool when the student ini-
tially returns to school.  Reevaluate 
as needed to reflect the changing 
needs of the student.

•	 Assigned Dis-
trict Staff and 
Assigned School 
Counseling Pro-
gram.

Other considerations:

Supporting Bereaved 
Youth with Disabilities 
resource

•	 Does the student have any dis-
abilities?

•	 Are there any religious practices 
to keep in mind?

•	 What racial and cultural com-
ponents need to be considered?

•	 What socio-economic impacts 
should be considered?

•	 Assigned Dis-
trict Staff and 
Assigned School 
Counseling Pro-
gram.

Document the Individ-
ual Student’s Bereave-
ment Plan.

•	 Upload into the district system.
•	 Provide the Individual Student’s 

Bereavement Plan to appropri-
ate staff.

•	 Assigned District 
or School Con-
tact.

Return to school considerations
(immediate and long-term)



Review and evaluate
 

ACTION ITEM CONSIDERATIONS ROLE/RESPONSIBILI-
TY (WHO)

Reflect on the impact 
of grief interventions

What worked well for the student, 
family, school, and community?
What could be improved?

•	 All involved rang-
ing from the be-
reaved student to 
the District.
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