
 

  

OFFICIAL:SENSITIVE 

 Educational Psychology Service 

 Guidance on Bereavement during the Covid-19 pandemic

 
 

This guidance has been drafted to provide advice on managing bereavement and grief during the Covid-

19 pandemic. It covers different situations and emotions that bereaved people may have to deal with. We will 

add to and update this information as required as the situation develops. 

Generally people deal with adversity in a sensible way. People don’t usually panic. People cope. People are tougher than 

we sometimes give them credit for. People show great courage, resourcefulness, adaptability, resiliency, hopefulness and 

humanitarianism (Wessely S, 2005) 

Grieving and isolation 

Being bereaved can be an extremely lonely time. Talking with friends and family can be one of the most helpful 

ways to cope after someone close to us dies. Advice is usually to avoid isolating yourself, but we are in a 

situation where increasing numbers of people are being told to self-isolate and cut all but essential physical 

contact with others.  

This can make feelings of loneliness and grief more intense. A bereaved family might be isolated together, and 

although this at times may be a support, at other times tensions and resentments could be magnified making it 

difficult for them to help each other. If children and teenagers are isolated it could be difficult for carers to 

keep them occupied and deal with their own emotions and fears. The impact of dealing with a bereavement, 

compounded with feelings of worry about external situations, can mean that feelings of grief aren’t fully 

expressed. 

Isolation can also make it harder to process grief. At times like this when there is a constant stream of new and 

distressing information, people can find themselves distracted from dealing with their grief.  

Practical concerns and considerations may also come up. The person who died may have been a partner, 

parent or carer and the bereaved person may be left without practical or emotional support at a time they 

need it most. Friends and relatives who might otherwise have been able to provide practical support, e.g. help 

with meals and shopping may also be isolating or preoccupied with their own family’s situation. 

How you can help yourself 

Although you may not be able to see people in person, you can keep in regular contact with others using 

the phone, text, or internet if it is available to you.  

Look after yourself and get rest. You may find the following helpful: 

 get some fresh air or sunlight each day - even opening a window can help  

 do some exercise around the house if you are able 

 keep to a regular routine of getting up and dressed and eating meals at the usual time, whether you are 

on your own or part of a family group.  

At times when you have more energy, you might want to find some jobs to do around the house or garden (if 

you have one). It is normal to move between intense grieving and looking to the future after someone dies, and 

there may be some things you can achieve even if you cannot go out. 

Don’t feel guilty if you are struggling. Reach out to others who might be finding it difficult too, you may be 

able to help each other.  

Seek practical help from friends, family or neighbours.  
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The Local Authority Educational Psychology Service will be working with schools and early years settings in 

supporting staff wellbeing through these difficult times. 

How you can help another person 

Try to stay in contact with bereaved friends and family even if you cannot visit. Find out if they can talk on the 

phone, or over the internet if they have the technology available. Let them talk about how they are feeling and 

about the person who has died – talking can be one of the most helpful things. Consider sending a letter, card 

or note to let them know you are thinking of them.  

If you run or attend a regular social group or activity and this has been cancelled, consider keeping in touch 

with the members using other means, or perhaps even running the group using Skype or another video 

messaging service. 

If you know someone might struggle practically, offer to help by delivering off supplies and gifts.  You should 

always follow the latest government guidelines about social contact.   

How children and young people can be supported at home or in school 

It is important to remember that all the evidence so far is that children are less likely to become infected or, if 

infected, show milder symptoms of the coronavirus than adults. 

However, children and young people will be hugely affected by what is going on around them at this difficult 

time. Their lives are changing and they will have picked up worries and fears about the virus and the possibility 

that they or someone they love and depend on may get ill. They may be particularly worried that grandparents, 

older relatives and family members with health conditions or disabilities might die. They will also pick up on 

other worries parents and carers may have about the situation. 

For families in isolation, it may mean that activities usually available which help children and young people 

switch off, relax and cope with stress are not available. It is not unusual for tempers to fray when families are 

together for long periods, in close quarters.  

Talk honestly with children about both facts and emotions. Ask what they know – they may be getting 

information from friends or social media which is incorrect or distorted.  

With a younger child you may need to give information in small chunks as they will take longer to process and 

understand what has happened.  Talking about the situation and about the possibility of death and dying is an 

ongoing conversation. It’s OK to let them know if you don’t know the answers to some of their questions.  

Don’t make promises (‘Grandma will be fine’) but reassure them that they are loved and supported. 

Parents/carers should let them know about any plans for what might happen if one of the family gets ill.  

Families need to keep to a routine and help children get some exercise even if they can’t leave the house. Help 

them keep in contact with friends and relatives over the phone or internet. 

Don’t set unrealistic goals about what you can do under exceptional circumstances, especially if you are 

working at home and caring for young children.  

If you are at home try to make sure you all get some time apart, and time to relax.  Where possible, let 

children and young people make some choices about what they are doing, as this may help give them some 

sense of control over their lives. 

If there is a death of someone close to the young person or child  

In early years settings and schools supporting bereaved pupils will be very stressful for staff who may already be 

struggling with their own reactions and emotions. 
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In early years settings and schools plan for some sort of mutual support, for example, in the staffroom at the 

end of the school day, to give staff an opportunity to share feelings and reactions. 

 Use words that children understand and are age appropriate  

 Give the information a bit at a time, allowing them the opportunity for them to ask questions. Older 

children will want and be able to handle more information. 

 Tell them that you are sorry such an event has occurred and you want to understand and help them 

 Use pictures and storybooks.  These are particularly helpful for younger children or children with 

special needs. Social Stories  can be used for children with communication difficulties 

 Encourage children to ask questions and answer their questions honestly and simply.   

 Accept that some things can’t be ‘made better’ 

 Remember that ‘super parents’ or ‘super teachers’ don’t exist. Just do and say what you can 

 Don’t be afraid to show children how you are feeling 

 Tell them that the reactions they are having are normal 

 Pay extra attention, spend extra time with them, be more nurturing and comforting 

 Reassure them that they are safe 

 Don’t take their anger or other feelings personally. Help them to understand the relationship between 

anger and trauma. Help them find safe ways to express their feelings e.g. by drawing, taking exercise or 

talking 

 Do not be surprised by changes in behaviour or personality. They will return to their usual selves in 

time 

 If they are feeling guilt or shame, emphasise that they did not choose for this to happen and that they 

are not to blame. Even if they were angry with the person who died, or had been mean to them, this 

did not make it happen 

 As well as advising the child about appropriate use of social media, monitor their use, particularly 

during this vulnerable time.  

 

Activities to support children experiencing bereavement 

 Looking at photos 

 A memory display using photos and paper flowers 

 A balloon release 

 Stories about loss  

 DVDs and videos  

 Using Records of Achievement 

 Lighting a candle 

 Saying a prayer 

 Listening to the pupils and checking their understanding 

 

Children with special educational needs may need extra help with their understanding and ways to express 

feelings.  

 

There are a number of charities and support networks who offer educational packs and guidance on 

helping pupils, including those with learning difficulties, to cope with bereavement 
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Cultural, Religious and Faith Factors 

 If a child is attending an early years setting or school during the Coronavirus pandemic the staff’s 

response should be sensitive to different religious beliefs and different traditions.  

 Don’t be afraid to ask the child or family about their beliefs.  Asking shows an openness to learn and 

provides the family with an opportunity to share their feeling and beliefs. 

 Respect a child’s beliefs whatever they are. Allow the child to trust and express his/her own beliefs. Do 

not impose your own beliefs however supportive you feel they are to you.   

 Be aware of your local community and involve spiritual leaders if this is appropriate.  These leaders 

may have considerable experience and understanding in these matters.  

 

Reintegration of a bereaved child into the early years setting during the pandemic 

 Talk to the family to see what s/he would like to happen when they return to the setting. 

 Find out what the family have said to the child so they hear the same message from setting staff. 

 When they return, acknowledge their loss “I’m sorry that (name of deceased) died. I know that you 

are sad. It is ok to cry”.  

 Watch for changes in behaviour, especially developmental regression and separation anxiety. 

 Allow the child access to a familiar adult and quiet space whenever needed. 

 Allow flexibility in attendance to accommodate the child and family needs.   

 

(See Early Years Children - developmental understanding of loss and death) 

Reintegration of a bereaved child into school if attending during the pandemic 

 Talk to the family and child, if age appropriate, to see what s/he would like to happen when they return 

to the school. 

 Talk to the child’s current peers attending school about how people are affected by grief and 

encourage them to share their own feelings. Ask about how they have coped with bereavement in their 

own lives and what has helped. 

 Discuss how difficult it may be for the bereaved pupil to come back to school. Ask how they would like 

to be treated if they were returning to school after a death. Acknowledge that people will have 

different preferences as to how they are treated. Some people may want to discuss what has happened, 

while others may want to be left alone. In general bereaved students say that they would like others to 

treat them as before rather than being ‘over-nice’ to them. However, it is a delicate balance as they 

don’t want people to behave as if nothing has happened at all. 

 Allow them access to a ‘quiet room’ where he/she can go to be alone and agree a way to communicate 

this (e.g. signal or exit card).  

 When they return, acknowledge their loss “I’m sorry that (name of deceased) died. I know that you 

are sad. It is ok to cry”.  

 

Keep things in perspective. Although it is vital to take the necessary precautions to keep your 

family and loved ones healthy REMEMBER to take a deep breath and remind yourself that most 

people who contract Covid-19 will only experience mild symptoms.  

Early Years Children - developmental understanding of loss and death 

0-2 years : Child will experience a disruption in care, notice changes in family so will feel a sense of loss but 

unable to understand or verbalise. Their reactions are more likely to be ‘body centered’ i.e. changes in in 

behaviour especially withdrawn or ‘acting out’, sleep routines, physical illness.  Child may present with 

separation anxiety. 

2-5 years : Child is able to hold the adult in mind, their world is centered around them and their family, the 

child may experience the world as unreliable and insecure. They will be confused about death and sleep, may 

see death as reversible, may use magical thinking. Their reactions are more likely to be ‘body centered’ i.e. 
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changes in in behaviour especially withdrawn or ‘acting out’, sleep routines, physical illness.  Child may present 

with separation anxiety. 

Useful Websites  

Winston’s Wish https://www.winstonswish.org/coronavirus/ 

Childhood Bereavement Trust https://www.childbereavementuk.org/coronavirus-supporting-children 

 Candle Project https://www.stchristophers.org.uk 

 NCSCB Guidelines for responding to the death of a student of school staff 

https://www.schoolcrisiscenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/ncscb-guidelines-responding-death-

student-or-school-staff.pdf  

 Child Bereavement UK - Grieving Children and Young People: the role of school 

 NEPS RESPONDING TO CRITICAL INCIDENTS: Guidelines and Resource Materials for Schools 

https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Services/National-Educational-Psychological-Service-

NEPS-/Critical-Incidents.html 

 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-on-supporting-children-and-young-

peoples-mental-health-and-wellbeing/guidance-for-parents-and-carers-on-supporting-children-and-

young-peoples-mental-health-and-wellbeing-during-the-coronavirus-covid-19-outbreak 

 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/876989

/Easy_read_looking_after_your_feelings_and_body.pdf 

 

 

SUGGESTED READING FOR PRE-SCHOOL (UNDER 5s) 

 Honey Bear Died by Jennifer E Melvin 

 Always and Forever by Debi Gliori and Alan Burant 

 Goodbye Mousie by Robie H Harris 

 The Elephant in the Room by Amanda Edwards and Leslie Ponciano 

 How do people with Autism, grieve, and how to help by Deborah Lipsky 

 Missing Mummy by Rebecca Cobb 

 We Were Gonna Have A Baby But We Had An Angel Instead by Pat Schwiebert 

 Remembering Lucy by Sarah Helton 

 Is Daddy Coming Back in a Minute by Elke & Alex Barber 

 Fred by Posy Simmonds 

 The Sunshine Cat by Miriam Moss 

 Are you sad Little Bear by Rachel Rivett 

 Someone I love is sick by Kathleen McCue : 2-6 year olds 

 What About Me : When Brothers and Sisters get sick by Allan Peterkin  : 2-6 year olds 

 Gentle Willow by Joyce Mills : 2-6 year olds 

 What’s Dead Mean by Doris Zagdanski 

 

If you would like any further support or guidance please contact 

Plymouth City Council: Joint Acting Principal Educational Psychologists  

Clare Hetherington clare.hetherington@plymouth.gov.uk 

Hannah Hamlin hannah.hamlin@plymouth.gov.uk 
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