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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

“Death is not the opposite of life, but a part of it” 
- Haruki Murakami

To have the honour of living, we must also die
 

Death is something that touches all of our lives

When someone special to us dies, we grieve

If a close friend or family member dies, we are affected by this. We grieve the loss of this 
person from our lives. 

Children – all children – are exactly the same, but is the grief of all children given the 
same level of acknowledgement and respect? 

Are all children given the same amount of emotional support and guidance to manage 
their bereavements?

This Fellowship sought to find current best practice in supporting bereaved children who 
have SEND by visiting Denmark, Norway and the USA.

This report looks at ways to improve the current lack of awareness and support given to 
bereaved children with Special Educational Needs and/or Disabilities (SEND) by 
examining the current situation and practice of supporting bereaved children with SEND in 
Denmark, Norway and the USA and comparing this with current practice in the UK. The 
report goes on to draw together these best practices and provide recommendations for the 
development of bereavement support for children with SEND in the UK.

Copyright ©  May 2019 by Sarah Helton. The moral right of the author has been asserted. 

The views and opinions expressed in this report and its content are those of the author 
and not of the Winston Churchill Memorial Trust, which has no responsibility or liability for 
any part of the report.  

�2



CONTENTS

Executive Summary                                                        2                

About the Author                                                                          4

Acknowledgements  5

Abbreviations/Glossary  7

Aims of the Report  8

Fellowship Methods  9

Context            10

Findings

• Denmark                                                                                                 13
- Case Study: Søllested Skole (Søllested School), Lolland           17

• Norway                                                                                                   20
- Case Study: Nordnes Skole (Nordnes School), Bergen              20

• USA                                                                                                         23
- Case Study: Lisa Athan, Grief Speaks                                           24
- Case Study: Lakeview School, Edison, New Jersey                    25
- Case Study: Cotting School, Lexington, Massachusetts            26   
- Case Study: A Very Special Conversation                                    28
- Case Study: Auburn University                                                      29
- Case Study: A Different Kind of Teaching                                     30
- Case study: A Father & Son’s Grief                                                31

Art & Music - Supporting the Grieving Process                                      32

B-Plans or G-Plans? B-Groups or G-Groups?                                           34

Conclusion                                                                                                    36

Recommendations                                                                                        40

Next steps for BackPocketTeacher                         41

Itinerary                   42

References                                                                                                     43
�3



ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
I am a Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) Consultant and Trainer 
who specialises in bereavement, grief and loss. 

Through my company BackPocketTeacher I provide training and advice to both special 
and mainstream schools on how to support bereaved children who have special 
educational needs and/or disabilities (including those who are profoundly disabled, non-
verbal or have autism). I also provide training for staff on how they can look after 
themselves following bereavements within the school community.  

I have over 20 years experience in the field of education and an outstanding track record 
in a diverse range of roles (Deputy Head, Assistant Head, Teacher, Local Authority 
Education Officer and Educational Publisher). I now work as a SEND trainer and 
consultant (which includes working with national child bereavement charities Winston’s 
Wish and Child Bereavement UK) and author, along side my role as an Assistant Head 
Teacher of a Special School in Dorset.

My books include:

A Special Kind of Grief The 
complete guide for supporting 
bereavement and loss in special 
schools (& other SEND settings) 

Remembering Lucy (A children's 
story book about grief and 
bereavement in a school). 

Both of these books are published by 
Jessica Kingsley Publishers. 

A Jumble of Knotted Thoughts (a sensory story to support 
bereavement and grief)

And in association with Widgit I have designed:

Bereavement & Loss Symbol Resources (a set of resources 
designed for children, young people and their families to help 
them through the process of bereavement and loss. These 
include specific resources that deal with particular aspects of 
bereavement such as "What is a funeral?" as well as a set of 
accompanying flashcards).

In 2018 I was awarded a Churchill Fellowship to research best practice for 
supporting bereaved children who have SEND. The Fellowship involved travels to 
the USA, Denmark and Norway.
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ABBREVIATIONS/GLOSSARY

AAC - Augmentative & Alternative Communication

ASD - Autism Spectrum Disorder

B-Groups - Bereavement Groups

B-Plans - Bereavement Plans

Child Bereavement Network - a hub for those supporting bereaved children
www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk

Child Bereavement UK - UK national child bereavement charity 
www.childbereavementuk.org 

CN - Complex Needs

CPD - Continuing Professional Development

DfE - Department for Education

Echolalia - the repetition or echoing of words and sounds

Eye Gaze - A way of accessing a computer/communication aid using a mouse that is 
controlled by the user's eyes

G-Groups - Grief Groups

G-Plans - Grief Plan

Intensive Interaction - an approach for teaching communication skills to individuals who 
have autism, SLD and PMLD (for further details see www.intensiveinteraction.org)

PMLD - Profound & Multiple Learning Difficulties     

PODD Book - Pragmatic Organisation Dynamic Display Book - a device that contains 
symbols and words to support communication (for further details see 
www.acecentre.org.uk) 

SEND - Special Educational Needs and/or Disabilities

SLD - Severe Learning Difficulties

Special School - A school where all pupils on roll have a special educational need

TA - Teaching Assistant

Winston’s Wish - UK national child bereavement charity www.winstonswish.org 
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AIMS OF THE REPORT 
The purpose of this Churchill Fellowship was to research ways to better support bereaved 
children who have SEND. 

As such, this report aims to: 

• Review current bereavement support for children with SEND in Denmark, Norway and 
the USA

• Analyse the effectiveness of this practice in Denmark, Norway and the USA
• Consider whether the bereavement needs of children with SEND are currently being met
• Draw together my findings regarding the best practice for supporting bereaved children 

with SEND 
• Develop recommendations and a proposed implementation plan for bereavement 

support for children with SEND in the UK
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FELLOWSHIP METHODS 
Dialogue

Prior to my travels, an important dialogue began between me and the individuals and 
organisations that I wished to visit. This dialogue occurred in a range of ways: via 
telephone, email and face-to-face. By starting the conversations before I arrived in the 
various countries, I was able to clearly explain my work as well as my intentions and hopes 
for the Fellowship.

As with all great plans, this really was just a basic outline: The conversations and 
directions that my Fellowship took once I arrived in Denmark, Norway and the USA were 
exciting and varied and presented me with many unexpected and wonderful opportunities 
and outcomes.

The generosity (in terms of time and resources) of all of the people I met during my 
Fellowship meant that I gathered so much valuable information and learnt so much during 
these amazing conversations. I am totally indebted to the kindness and support of each 
one of these individuals.

Reading

Before, during and after my Fellowship travels, I read a great deal around my subject (see 
references at the end of this report) to help gather further information and ideas on how we 
can best support bereaved children with SEND.

Much has been researched and written about child bereavement, but much less on the 
support given to bereaved children with SEND. Research on the best ways to support 
bereaved children with SEND is virtually nonexistent.  

Observation

Being able to spend time in schools, 
observing children and talking to teachers 
(and other school staff) was such a 
significant part of my Fellowship and one 
that I truly cherished. Through these 
observations I was able to see the 
different approaches, techniques, 
resources, environments etc that are 
used to support bereaved children in the 
three countries I visited. 
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CONTEXT

UK

In the UK, death is still a rather taboo subject. 
People are extremely reticent about 
discussing death and dying, even though it is 
a fact of life that we all die! 

Most adults actively avoid talking about death 
with each other. This desire to avoid the 
subject is amplified if the conversation 
involves a child and should the child have 
SEND, chances are the topic won’t even be 
broached, let alone properly discussed.

In the UK, there is a lack of understanding as 
to how and why children with SEND should be   
 supported with bereavement. 

I believe that all children, regardless of their cognitive or physical capabilities, are affected 
by the death of someone close to them and therefore children with SEND should (just like 
children without SEND) have emotional support and guidance to help them manage their 
grief.

The reason, I believe, that adults are especially uncomfortable about talking about death 
with children with SEND is because they believe these children have enough to cope with 
(e.g. their learning and/or physical disabilities). It would, thus, be unfair to burden them 
with more: especially when it is a topic of such a depressing nature. And yes, it is true that 
children with SEND have extra issues to cope with, but does that mean we deny them 
information and emotional support when they face the death of someone close to them? 
Because this is a situation that they will undoubtedly encounter. In fact, children with 
SEND are more likely to experience bereavement at a younger age and in greater 
frequency than neuro-typical children due to the nature of the medical conditions that 
some children in special education have. Working in Severe Learning Difficulties (SLD), 
Profound & Multiple Learning Difficulties (PMLD) and Complex Needs (CN) special 
schools I experience (on average) the death of one pupil a year. 

Teachers in the UK do not have (as standard) training in how to support children with 
bereavement and grief. It is not part of their teacher training qualification. Most teachers 
will only gain child bereavement training if they have a particular interest in the area or if 
their school experiences a tragedy (typically a death that wasn’t managed well) and this 
then compels senior leaders of the school to seek out child bereavement training, 
awareness and expertise in their school.

Another factor I believe impacts the lack of child bereavement awareness and support in 
schools is the fact that schools are not required to have a Bereavement Policy. There are a 
range of statutory policies and procedures that schools must have, but "Bereavement and 
Grief" is not one of them, therefore most schools don’t even think about it as a need. In 
fact, when contacting schools about the bereavement and grief training I provide, I have 
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had a number of schools state "We don’t have any bereavement issues" and "We don’t 
deal with death".  

Which is very interesting as the data shows that 
in the UK: 
• a parent of a child under 18 dies every 22 

minutes; around 23,600 a year - this equates 
to around 111 children being bereaved of a 
parent every day. 

• and in 2017 7653 babies, children and young 
people (under the age of 18) died – that’s 21 
every day.

*Source: Child Bereavement UK: Office for National 
Statistics; National Records of Scotland; Northern 
Ireland Statistics and Research Agency

Norway

In the 1980s, Norwegian researchers were 
developing school support for bereaved 
children and as a result, this research put 
Norway at the forefront of support and 
guidance for bereaved children. Since 
Norway was the pioneer in developing 
child bereavement support and still 
continues to forge many new ideas in this 
field, I felt this was a key country for me to 
visit. 

Denmark 

In the 1990s, Norway’s Scandinavian 
neighbour, Denmark, started to work on 
their own child bereavement approaches. 
Denmark was keen to create its own child 
bereavement approach based on the 
foundations of the research and work that 
had been carried out in Norway. 


This resulted in Denmark designing and 
implementing school bereavement 
response plans, also known as 
Bereavement Plans (B-Plans). These plans 
were designed to support both bereaved children and their teachers. 
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Today, the Danish system of bereavement support in schools has one of the highest 
implementation rates in the world, with the majority of Danish teachers feeling equipped 
to deal with bereavement in school. These statistics made it the number one country that 
I wanted to visit as part of my Churchill Fellowship.


Collaborative Partnerships  
Also bereavement academics, researchers and practitioners in Norway and Denmark are 
woking closely to further develop and refine the way bereaved children are supported. 
The potential to tap into this wealth of collaborative thinking and working was an exciting 
opportunity for my Fellowship and made travel to Denmark and Norway essential. 


USA 

As Denmark and Norway were developing 
their child bereavement and school 
responses in the 1990s, I was completing 
my BEd in primary education at the 
University of Plymouth (Rolle College). As 
part of this degree, I travelled to America 
and studied at Auburn University in 
Auburn, Alabama for 4 months. I had 
always been interested in special 
education and during my time at Auburn 
University I was fortunate to be able to 
take a wide range of excellent special 
education classes and courses. This also 
included some practical SEND teaching 
experience.  


Upon completing my BEd from the University of Plymouth, I went back to Auburn 
University to study for a MEd in early childhood special education. This cemented my 
interest in SEND and provided an excellent foundation for my career. 


I returned to the UK after gaining my MEd, but I maintained a close relationship with 
Auburn University. When I was awarded my Churchill Fellowship, Auburn kindly invited 
me to return to the university. This invitation was to meet with current SEND and 
counselling professors to discuss how bereaved children with SEND are supported in the 
USA and to deliver my SEND child bereavement training to some of the current 
undergraduate and graduate SEND teachers. 

This was an invitation that I was eager to accept. Not only so I could revisit that fantastic 
student experience that I enjoyed for 2 years during the 1990s, but also because I knew 
time spent at Auburn University would be a tremendous addition to my Fellowship 
research. 
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FINDINGS

Denmark 
My travels first took me to Denmark, where I spent time meeting many of the individuals 
and organisations who were (and continue to be) architects of Danish child bereavement 
work: Kræftens Bekæmpelse, Børn, Unge & Sorg, Jes Dige, Per Bøge and Martin Lyte. 

Although Denmark should be very proud that they 
have one of the highest implementation rates of 
bereavement support in schools in the world, they 
are certainly not resting on their laurels. In recent 
years a wealth of research has been carried out 
looking into the effectiveness of the Danish 
Bereavement Response - particularly in terms of 
how successful the Bereavement Plans have 
been in supporting bereaved children, their 
teachers and schools as a whole. 

Photo from Liv & Död exhibition Copenhagen, fish shaped coffin

A key finding of this research was that it showed teachers were more confident discussing 
death and bereavement with their students as a result of having the Danish Bereavement 
Response.

The research also looked at ways the Danish Bereavement Response could be improved. 
This showed that:

• by currently having a standardised approach in schools, the individual needs of some 
children were being overlooked 

• some schools have old B-Plans in place - these plans need to be updated to ensure they 
meet the current needs of the bereaved students.

Bereaved students who were interviewed as part of the review of the Danish 
Response Plan expressed the following: 

• Individual students need to be included in the development and review of their B-Plans

• A member of staff needs to help support the student’s return to school e.g. to help them 

reconnect with their friends, teachers, lessons etc

• They would like clear rules for when and how they can leave class if they are sad or 

struggling to cope

• Schools (and the entire school community) need to see death/loss as a life-changing 

event for students

• Schools (and the entire school community) need to understand that grief doesn’t simply 

go away after a few months


�13



As a result of this research and its findings, the 
Bereavement Response document for schools 
has recently been revised and training for 
teachers and schools has been updated. 

The Danish Bereavement Response 2.0 looks 
to: 

• ensure bereaved students are involved in 
the development of their own B-Plans

• ensure plans are regularly updated 
       

                 Photo of the revised Danish Bereavement Response documents

What does the Danish Bereavement Response cover?

• Who is bereaved? (e.g. name, age, class, teacher, family details etc)
• Overview of the bereavement (e.g. who died, when and how)
• Details of when the funeral will take place, when the child will return to school and who 

will be the person who meets them and supports them on their return to school
• Language that the child wishes for teachers, peers etc to use
• Support that will be in place for the student (e.g. attendance of bi-weekly Bereavement 

Groups (B-Groups), who to go to if they are in crisis etc)

There is no one definitive way to do the above. Each school tailors its response to its 
needs and the needs of the individual students.

What does a B-Plan cover? 

The plan runs from the point that the school is made aware of a severe illness or of a 
death. 


The plan is broken down into 3 sections: 


Pre-response (if appropriate) - When the school is aware that a death is imminent. During 
this period the school will work with the student on pre-bereavement advice, activities 
and support 

Emergency Response - This extends from the point of the death through to the funeral. 
This section of the plan is about the practicalities (e.g. who the family point of contact is 
for the bereaved student, when the child will and won’t be attending school etc) 

Post-response - This third phase of the response starts after the funeral and covers the 
return to school as well as the initial days, weeks and months following the return. It is 
then ongoing
The Post-response section of the plan looks at how and when the student will return to 
school, it will name the member of staff supporting the return, the needs of the child (e.g. 
extra considerations, resources, the language they would like staff to use, access to 
support groups, counselling etc). 
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Reviewing Bereavement Plans 

Keeping the plan up-to-date and relevant is essential to the successful support of a 
bereaved child. The plans are typically reviewed at 3 months, 6 months, 12 months and 
then annually. It is understood by all that a plan is in place for the length of the students 
school life - unless the child wishes for it to cease.


With 96% of schools in Denmark 
using B-Plans, my first thought 
was they must be a statutory 
requirement to achieve such a 
high implementation rate. This, 
however, is not the case. The 
Danish Government/Education 
Department have not insisted that 
all schools must use Plans. So 
how has Denmark achieved such 
an impressive take up rate?  

I believe it is down to: 

• The comprehensive training schools receive - The training is delivered by Kræftens 
Bekæmpelse (Danish Cancer Society). The course that Kræftens Bekæmpelse deliver is 
based on their thorough research of child bereavement and experience of supporting 
bereaved children. The training lasts 3 days and each school sends at least one member 
of staff to the training. After teachers have been trained, there is a regular one day 
update course. This isn’t mandatory, but it has a good uptake. 

• Each school has a bereavement leader - This is someone who has attended the 
training and leads on the implementation of the plans in their school.

• The training includes how to set up and lead bereavement groups in the individual's 
school.

• Many local education authorities in Denmark have support networks and regular 
support groups for the bereavement leaders. This means that bereavement leaders 
aren’t working in isolation: They have a way of connecting with other teachers doing the 
same work and have a means of sharing the emotional impact of the role.

Bereavement Groups (B-Groups)

• B-Groups are open ended. Children can join the group at any time
• Children generally attend for 6 - 8 sessions, but attendance can be as long as they need 

it to be
• Typically 8-12 children are in a group
• The session generally lasts 1 to 2 hours depending on the age of the children
• Sessions tend to take place every other week to allow time for reflection between 

sessions
• The leader of the B-Group meets with the child and its parent(s) before the child starts 

attending the group
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• The leader keeps notes/records of the sessions: activities that were carried out, brief 
notes on how students interacted with the work, any particular issues they are 
experiencing and if they need to follow-up with one-to-one sessions with any students

• If a particular individual is struggling then a one to one chat takes place, along with 
conversations with other teachers, family members, etc as necessary. This allows the B-
Group leader to see how the child is coping in different settings. If required, the student 
will be referred to other professionals (e.g. a psychologist, doctor, counsellor etc)

•  B-Group sessions involve: activities to develop emotional understanding, building an 
understanding of death, bereavement and grief, supporting children to find activities and 
strategies that relax and calm them, developing a support network of friends, etc

•  Role play is often used with children to explore the emotions of pre and post 
bereavement

•  Both state and private schools in Denmark run B-Groups

Things to note from Denmark

• If a school is too small to be able to have a bereavement leader, then a group of schools 
work together. One member of staff from across the group of schools attends the 
training, leads on the B-Plans and runs a B-Group that is accessed by bereaved 
students from all of the schools.

• The training teachers receive highlights the importance of respecting bereaved children. 
Listening to the students and ensuring they are at the centre of the plan and all that it 
entails is essential. As the bereaved child knows what he or she wants and needs, it is 
the teacher's job to listen and support this.

• The member of staff receiving the bereavement training and who leads the B-Plans and 
B-Groups is encouraged to share this child bereavement knowledge and skills with 
others in their own school.

• An individual does not have to be a qualified teacher to attend the bereavement training. 
Some schools have Teaching Assistants (TAs) who attend. These TAs then lead B-
Groups and implement B-Plans in their schools. The important thing for a school to 
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remember when choosing who attends the bereavement training is that they find the 
right person for the role. This is key to the success of the bereavement work in schools.

• The B-Group and B-Plan leader needs to be someone who is:
• comfortable talking about death and dying
• keen to learn how to support the mental health needs of pupils
• emotionally literate

• Schools who have more than 1 trained person generally have better outcomes for their 
bereaved children. This is due to the wider reach that 2+ members of staff have in a 
school: the ability to ‘shout and share’ about the importance of the work. Plus, they have 
each other to chat through issues, share responsibilities and support each other with the 
emotional impact of the role.

Case Study: Søllested Skole (Søllested School), Lolland

Anne-Marie Kleis and Anne Brandt Olsen of Lolland Kommune explained to me how the 
Lolland region of Denmark is committed to bereavement plans and groups. Even though 
this is a poor region of the country, the local government is paying for all schools to send a 
teacher on the 3-day bereavement training with the Danish Cancer Society.

This commitment and 
understanding of the 
benefits of supporting 
bereaved children is 
not just for the short-
term and goes beyond 
merely training 
teachers. The region 
has set up a 
bereavement network 
for B-Plan leaders. 
The network meets 4 
times a year and each 
of the school leaders 
also receive regular supervision.

Anne-Marie and Anne kindly organised a visit to a local school, Søllested Skole, which is a 
mainstream state school. In Denmark children attend compulsory schooling from 6 to 16 
years with the entire age range being based on one school campus.

Søllested Skole has been running Bereavement Plans and Groups for several years. The 
bereavement work at the school is lead by Kristine Nordtorp Nielsen and Lisbeth 
Sørensen, two incredibly hard working individuals. When they spoke of the bereavement 
work they deliver it was with such passion and dedication. Although Lolland is far from a 
wealthy region of Denmark and Søllested Skole doesn’t have the healthiest of school 
budgets, what is being achieved shows that money isn’t the key to children receiving 
good bereavement support. 
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Instead, it is:

1. professionals who want to support grieving children and understand the 
importance of doing so

2. training to support these individuals
3. a school system (leadership, staff, curriculum, parents, etc) that supports the 

ethos and delivery of the bereavement work 
4. a nurturing and empathetic school community

At Søllested Skole there are two bereavement groups, one for the older students and one 
for the younger students. The school has also created a ‘Heart Room’.

The ‘Heart Room’ is a small space that they have managed to 
carve out in this over stretched school. The room is a place that 
any child can come to if they are in need of respite or solitude. If 
a child is struggling, he or she child can leave class and come 
and spend time in this warm and tranquil environment.  

One of the incredible things about the Heart Room is that it is 
overseen by older students in the school: Children who have 
‘graduated’ from the B-Groups, but continue to see the benefit 
of the work and want to help others. I met one of these 
students, Kirsten (not her real name) and it was awe inspiring. 
The way that she spoke about her time in the B-Groups and the 
Heart Room truly moved me. It was especially impressive as 
she was able to do this in impeccable English. 

                                       Photo of the Heart Room

Kirsten comes to the Heart Room at the beginning of each school day to make sure it is 
tidy and set up for students. This includes ensuring that the atmosphere is correct - calm 
and relaxing, with the appropriate lighting (including twinkly lights and electric candles) and 
music. That the cushions and blankets are available and that "Emotions Jars" are ready. 

Children who use the Heart Room are encouraged to 
fill-in a slip of paper to say how they feel on entering. 
This can be a few words a picture, etc. They are also 
encouraged to do the same upon leaving. Most 
children do this and Kirsten looks at the ‘results’ daily. 
She even has ‘data’ that shows the overwhelming 
majority of students who use the Heart Room feel 
better after spending time in it.

Photo from the Heart Room of the ‘feelings recordings system’ - how children are feeling on entering and leaving the room.

I asked Kirsten and the school’s bereavement leaders Lisbeth and Kristine if students ever 
‘abused’ the use of the Heart Room. This question was met with a resounding ‘No’. 
Children don’t use it as a way of opting out of lessons, they use it when they truly need it. 
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This says so much about the nature of the school, students, teachers, the lessons and 
curriculum, which is simply fantastic.

When a child enters the Heart Room, they are given time to just "be", but a member of 
staff will check on the child and see whether they need a chat. For some grieving children 
who have recently come back to school following a bereavement, they need to use the 
room for a nap. For others who are feeling overwhelmed by their emotions, they may need 
time doing some colouring or listening to music.

With all of the conversations I have had with people in Denmark about B-Plan and B-
Group work, I have always thought that both the plans and groups are beneficial for 
children who are grieving for any reason, not just due to a death. I spoke to Lisbeth and 
Kristine about this and they explained that in their school, the Heart Room and B-Groups 
are for any child that is struggling in any way. This could be parents separating, a family 
member who is ill or working away for long periods of time, a pet dying, etc. I found this to 
be very positive and reassuring. All the excellent training and skills that this school has 
received are being put to best use to support the mental, physical and emotional needs of 
their students.

Bereaved Children with SEND in Denmark 

Denmark has a strong inclusion movement and most children with SEND attend their local 
school. These local schools often have a special class to support the children with SEND. 
And depending on the needs of the students with SEND, they are either educated with 
their peers (with support as necessary) or in a specialist class or using a combination of 
these options. The proportion of inclusion to time working in the specialist class depends 
on the individual child’s needs.  

There are some special schools in Denmark, but proportionately much less than in the UK. 
Danish special schools are for children with the severest forms of learning and physical 
disabilities. Although many Danish colleagues told me there was a move currently back 
towards having more special schools.

From talking to the various organisations, individuals, schools and teachers during my time 
in Denmark, it was agreed by all that although the country is doing great work with 
bereaved children, bereaved children with SEND are a forgotten group. Although there 
are some bereaved children with SEND who receive support and counselling (with some 
of these students also attending B-Groups at their schools), they are very much in the 

minority.

Everyone agreed these 
students need to be 
looked after in the 
future and included in 
the overall planning 
and support that 
bereaved children in 
Denmark receive. There 
was also a consensus 
that this needed to be 
part of future research 
and planning.
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Why are these bereaved children with SEND being 
overlooked? Could it be due to:

•Their grief not always being seen or understood?
•The fact that they may not communicate their grief 
in the same way as neuro-typical children 
(especially if they are pre-verbal, non-verbal or 
have delayed/impaired language skills)?



Overview of findings from Denmark and their implication for the UK

Danish Schools endeavour to deliver a high level of support to bereaved children, but like 
the UK, Denmark hasn’t yet fully understood the needs of grieving children with SEND and 
implemented strategies to support their needs. 

Although I did not see the best practice I had hoped for in supporting bereaved children 
with SEND in Denmark, I did see many excellent practices in the country that are currently 
being used with typically developing children.

These practices were: 

• schools implementing Bereavement Plans for all bereaved children 
• schools running regular Bereavement Groups to support and counsel grieving children

Following appropriate research and development I would welcome the introduction of both 
of these practices in the UK for all bereaved child in all schools. This would ensure the 
needs of bereaved children with SEND are being met.
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Norway

As part of my visit to Norway, I was invited to attend a meeting at the Klinikk for 
Krisepykologi (Centre for Crisis Psychology). This centre is part of Universitetet i Bergen 
(University of Bergen) and is at the forefront of developing policy and practice for child 
bereavement in Norway.

There is a great deal of understanding in Norway that if the mental health needs of their 
children and young people are not supported, then the individuals themselves and the 
country as a whole will suffer. As a result, Norway is looking to ensure there is a timely and 
local response for anyone in the country affected by a trauma. 

Following the 2011 terrorist attacks in Oslo and Utøya, Norway has placed a great deal of 
research, time, effort and funding into improving support for individuals traumatised by 
bereavement and grief. To help alleviate the ‘postcode lottery’ of response to traumatic 
events in Norway, regional crisis teams are currently being developed. These are 
community mental health teams that can respond quickly to local needs. The aim is to 
have all of these regional centres in place by 2020.

Bereaved Children with SEND in Norway 

My discussions with the team at Klinikk for Krisepykologi turned to the way in which 
bereavement support is implemented for children with SEND. Although children with 
SEND are in no way excluded from receiving support, this is a group that isn’t actively 
being engaged. As with my conversations in Denmark, it was agreed that this was an 
overlooked segment of society, even though these individuals often experience 
bereavement and grief at a young age and in higher frequency than their neuro-typical 
peers. The immensely encouraging part of our discussions, however, was that there 
is a strong interest in researching the needs of children with SEND as well as the 
best ways to provide support and implementation.

Case Study: Nordnes Skole (Nordnes School), Bergen

I had the pleasure of visiting Nordnes Skole, an inclusive school of 250 pupils, 32 of which 
have SEND. Some of the children have severe SEND and spend the majority of their time 
in the specialist classrooms.

When you walk around a school you can 
quickly get a feel of the ethos and mood of the 
school environment and this is the case 
regardless of the country you are in. I do not 
speak Norwegian, but from entering the school 
it became rapidly apparent that this was a very 
inclusive, supportive and nurturing place. A 
strong emphasis is put on community and 
family, with the school community very much 
being an extension of the students' own 
families. The interactions between students and 
staff, staff and students was all incredible; 
immensely respectful, warm and generous.
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When I was visiting the specialist classes for 
children with the severest forms of SEND, I had 
meaningful conversations with nearly all of the 
students. The reason I was able to do this was 
due to the universal nature of many SEND 
techniques and modes of communication. I lay 
on the floor with one young girl and had a 
‘wonderful chat’ through the use of Intensive 
Interaction. It was such a beautiful experience, 

resulting in both me and the child having big smiles on our faces.

Intensive Interaction wasn't the only reason I could ‘talk’ so easily to the children. The 
other factor was the power of a PODD book. PODD books have a standardised format, so 
although the words written in the books in Nordnes Skole are in Norwegian, the symbols 
are exactly the same as we use in the UK: from the layout of the pages to the position of 
the symbols. Also, there is a precise way you are taught to use a PODD book. All of these 
things meant that by using the PODD book, I could talk 
to the children and they could talk to me, meaning we 
could have a proper conversation and interactions.

My PODD and Intensive Interaction experiences were 
really magical. I've always known that the world of 
Special Education is a marvellous one and it's a world 
with ever more standardised approaches. This is of 
immense importance for individuals with SEND as it 
means they can communicate and interact with the 
world far more effectively, which is of vital importance 
to them achieving their very best and having a fulfilling 
life                                                                                        Photo of a PODD book and a communication aid

   
As individuals working in the field of SEND, we must continue to get better and better at 
this whole ‘world approach’ - our children deserve it. 

And for children with SEND who have experienced a loss, being able to use their 
preferred mode of communication (sign language, PODD Book, Intensive Interaction 
etc) to talk to them and support them through their grief is essential.

As well as spending time in various classes in Nordnes Skole, I had the pleasure of 
meeting with the Assistant Principal of the school, Solfrid Storum. She explained how the 
school was organised and the school's beliefs on children with SEND: Inclusion is at the 
centre of the school's ethos. The majority of children with SEND are included in 
mainstream classes. Those children with more severe needs have an SEND base, but 
they are also a part of a mainstream class. They are not an add-on to this class. They are 
on the class roll and have their own desks, etc. These children join their mainstream class 
as much as possible (with the support of a teaching assistant), but they also have access 
to specialist provision for different therapies and for work on individualised programmes 
(e.g. communication development, etc).

Even as a non-Norwegian speaker, I could tell that the school was truly inclusive. All pupils 
and staff were completely welcoming of all individuals - including the lady from England! 
The entire school community (pupils, parents, staff) recognise the benefits of this inclusive 
style of schooling to both disabled and non-disabled children alike.
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If you were bereaved would 
you want to communicate 

your emotional thoughts and 
needs via limited holiday 

Spanish?



I spoke to Solfrid about how bereaved children are supported in her school. She explained 
that Norway has a 'plan' that is shared with schools in all areas of the country. This plan is 
an emergency response plan that covers death, fire, kidnapping, terrorism, etc. It gives 
details of what a school should have in place and a flow chart of what to do if one of these 
incidents occurs. The region of Bergen has further developed this to be a more specific 
plan for all schools in Bergen. 

In terms of death and a bereavement that affects a pupil, the school does not have 
anything more specific. There are no individualised B-Plans or B-Groups in place. At 
Nordnes School should a child be bereaved, a member of staff contacts the family and 
talks with them about how best to support the child at school. Solfrid Storum 
acknowledged that students (including those with SEND) at the school certainly 
experienced losses and grief and they would benefit from a formalised and consistent 
approach to supporting their grief.

I realise the following observations are from just one school visit and from talking to just a 
dozen or so members of the Norwegian education profession, but here are my thoughts on 
the differences between Norwegian and UK schools. Norway has:

• smaller class sizes (in both mainstream and special classes)
• higher levels of staffing (virtually one to one for pupils with SEND)
• more money available per pupil
• higher levels of therapy input (e.g. from physiotherapists, speech & language therapists, 

etc)

And of vital importance: Like Denmark, teachers and the entire education 
profession are respected and trusted to get on with their job.

Denmark and Norway

There is a high level of collaborative working between Norway and Denmark (in particular 
between Klinikk for Krisepykologi and Kræftens Bekæmpelse) with a great deal of joint 
research taking place.
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I left Scandinavia feeling very positive - 

in both Denmark and Norway 
there is a strong desire to research 

and develop best practices to
support bereaved children with SEND 



Overview of findings from Norway and their implication for the UK

As with my travels to Denmark, in Norway I didn’t see the perfect strategy in place for 
supporting bereaved children who have SEND. Both countries, like the UK, are just at the 
beginning of truly recognising the needs of grieving children who have SEND.

However, I did learn that research was at the heart of developing both educational 
practices and bereavement support in Norway. This is an area that could definitely be 
improved upon in the UK education system. Educational research is important in the UK, 
but sadly most organisations do not have the ability to ensure this is carried out on a  
meaningful level or the time to investigate and implement the research that has been done 
elsewhere.

Research will be key to the UK developing best practices for supporting bereaved children 
with SEND. 
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USA
Much of the SEND theory, practice and resources that we use in the UK have come from 
the USA. This along with the fact that I gained my MEd from an American university with 
an excellent reputation for SEND meant that I was keen to visit the USA and see how 
bereaved children with SEND are supported in this country. 

The USA is a colossal country and I know from previous visits that the educational system 
in the different states varies drastically. There can also be significant variations within each 
individual state. Many states within the USA are massively underfunded in terms of 
education, with SEND often coming at the very bottom of the priority list. That being said, 
there are many outstanding and forward thinking education departments and special 
schools in the USA and, as part of my Fellowship, I was lucky to visit some of these.  

• Lakeview, (a special school) in Edison, New Jersey 
• Cotting School, (a special school) in Lexington, Massachusetts
• KIPP-Infinity, (an elementary School), in New York City

First, some of my universal thoughts and findings from visiting these three schools 
and meeting with teachers and members of the education system in both the New 
York and Boston areas.

• Schools have a wider range of personnel to support students (e.g. 
psychologists, counsellors, nurses, social workers and therapists: physio, 
speech, occupational, etc)

• Teachers are able to focus on teaching (as the personnel listed above lead on 
their specialisms with each student)

• School counsellors and/or social workers lead on supporting children with 
issues of bereavement and grief

• There is a higher level of staffing than I am used to seeing in the UK 
• Access to therapies and resources is more timely than I am used to seeing in the 

UK

As I moved between the different schools and spoke to more and more educational 
professionals in the New York City and Boston areas, two thoughts were becoming 
stronger and stronger in my mind:

�25

Teachers in the UK:

• do an incredible job in spite of the funding crisis and lower levels of staffing 

• are responsible for so much more than just leading teaching and learning



The limited therapeutic support that state schools in the UK receive is having a hugely 
detrimental impact on students. Only schools that are incredibly creative and forward 
thinking in how to mitigate this lack of NHS therapy are meeting the real needs of their 
pupils. Many are doing this by buying in their own or extra therapists in addition to the 
extra in-house therapy being delivered by teachers and TAs who have themselves 
received extra training.

That said, there were times when I was visiting some schools in the USA where I actually 
thought there was slightly too much adult intervention. I saw a great deal of one-to-one 
working with children (e.g. teaching assistants working one-to-one with students, 
physiotherapists doing exercises one-to-one with a child, etc) and I felt these children 
would have benefitted from being in a small group for this work. This would allow the them 
to develop a higher level of independence and social skills by working with others. I was 
afraid that some of these children may develop ‘learned helplessness’ due to over staffing.

Case Study - Lisa Athan, Grief Speaks 

Shortly after learning I had been successful with my 
Churchill Fellowship application, the incredible world of 
Twitter resulted in me connecting with Lisa Athan. Lisa runs 
her own company, Grief Speaks. As well as providing 
bereavement counselling, like me, Lisa also delivers 
bereavement training, much of which is training for schools.

Lisa spends a lot of time in schools training staff in how to 
support bereaved and grieving children. And, like me, this 
work covers more than grief related to death - it is grief in 
it's widest sense. 

                                                 
When talking to someone from the same field, it's so 
reassuring to discover that your experiences are shared. 
Even though we work in two very different countries, the    
similarities are immense.

  Photo of  Lisa Athan & Sarah Helton
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Our shared experiences from delivering bereavement training to schools in 
the USA & UK

• Some teachers are resistant to learning about bereavement and grief
• The majority of adults struggle to use the terms death, dying, dead etc 

opting instead for misleading euphemisms
• Most schools aren't prepared to handle a bereavement (this includes a 

death that affects the entire school community as well as students’ 
individual losses)

• Once staff begin to open up and talk they are immensely grateful for the 
training



Case study: Lakeview School, Edison, New Jersey

Lakeview School is a special school similar to the one I work in in the UK. It caters for 
children with severe learning disabilities (many of which also have physical disabilities). 
The student population (approximately 145) is larger than that of my own school (82), but 
the atmosphere and spirit of Lakeview is a perfect match for my own school, as is the 
dedication of the staff and students.

The school is located within Roosevelt Park in Edison, New Jersey. It is a stunning location 
and the building is state of the art - truly impressive.
I may have only spent an afternoon at Lakeview, but it was long enough to know that this 
quote rings true.

Judi Alfano, the school’s Supervisor of Curriculum, kindly took time out of her busy 
schedule to show me around this incredible school. My visit involved me being repeatedly 
bowled over and at times having a few tears. Let me explain 
more.....

In UK special schools, we are constantly wrestling with 
budget constraints, limited therapy provision and a lack of 
involvement from health and social care - this couldn't be 
further from life at Lakeview School. 

• Speech Therapists, Occupational Therapists and 
Physiotherapists: 10 plus each.  

• School Nurse: Of course! In fact, an entire nursing 
team.

• Fully trained staff (including medically trained staff) 
on school transport - absolutely! 

• Appropriate and adequate numbers of wheelchairs, 
physio equipment and communication devices. 
Resource rooms full of each for immediate 
assessment and implementation.                              Photo of Judi Alfano, Lisa Athan & Sarah Helton

My list could go on and on, but I think you can see why I was bowled over. If a child needs 
something, it is provided for them - and without the delay of needing to find extra funding.
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The school's website states - 

"Lakeview School has earned a national reputation of excellence and 
distinction regarding the comprehensive array of services provided to 
enrolled children with multiple disabilities. Using a transdisciplinary 

approach, all students have their own team of professionals and 
paraprofessionals working together to enable students to achieve their 

highest level of self sufficiency and personal success". 



My tears - Well, these were due to the wonderful teaching and learning that I was 
witnessing and also because I was thinking about my colleagues in the UK. Teachers in 
the UK are doing the most incredible job, in immensely challenging circumstances. 

As someone said to me during the afternoon, 'It sounds like teachers in England are 
doing everything - physio, OT, speech therapy, counselling and teaching.' And it is 
true, teachers in the UK are having to balance all of these things (which they do 
admirably), but the weight of responsibility is immense, our students and their families 
deserve better, as do our teachers.  

Case Study: Cotting School, Lexington, Massachusetts

Cotting School is an impressive 125 years old, but the really impressive thing is the fact 
that Cotting is America’s first school for children with disabilities. In 1893, two pioneering 
orthopaedic surgeons from the Children’s Hospital in Boston, Dr. Augustus Thorndike and 
Dr. Edward Bradford, saw the need to educate children whose physical challenges 
prevented them from attending school. As an experiment, they founded ‘The Industrial 
School for Crippled and Deformed Children’ in Boston. This school was modelled after 
19th-century European institutions and it became America’s first school for children with 
physical disabilities. Later renamed Cotting School, it’s currently located in Lexington, 
Massachusetts.

Today, Cotting School serves children aged 3 to 22 years, with a broad spectrum of 
learning and communication disabilities, physical challenges and complex medical 
conditions

In 2017, I was contacted by a teacher from Cotting School, Amanda Arnst. She is studying 
for a PhD and her dissertation looks at the issue of bereavement in special schools and 
how grief impacts the students and staff of these schools. Amanda had read about my 
work and had purchased copies of my books ‘A Special Kind of Grief’ and ‘Remembering 
Lucy’. 

Amanda was the first teacher from another country I had 
come across who knew of my work and had bought copies 
of my books! Amanda and I swapped emails and had Skype 
calls to discuss the topic of death and bereavement in 
special school settings and I told her of my application for a 
Winston Churchill Fellowship. If my application proved to be 
successful, I asked Amanda whether it would be possible 
for me to visit her school (at this point I had no idea of the 
history and prestige of the school). 

I spent a day at Cotting School, with Amanda, the wonderful 
children in her class and the rest of the incredible pupils and 
staff of this school.

Photo of Amanda Arnst & Sarah Helton

Elizabeth Russell, Director of Admissions, gave me an excellent tour of the school. She 
brilliantly answered my numerous and wide ranging questions about: the student 
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population, resourcing, funding, teaching, learning and of course how the mental and 
emotional needs of the students are met, particularly in terms of bereavement and grief.

I then joined the school's Mental Health Team for a meeting. The team is made up of 
Elizabeth (my tour guide), Pamela Varrin (Family Support Coordinator), Rachel Vorkink 
(the school psychologist) as well as members of the medical and counselling teams. 
During our meeting, we discussed the recent deaths that the school community had 
experienced and how they were coping, both as a school and as individuals. 

We also talked about the processes and activities that the school already had in place 
(counselling sessions, memorials, celebration of life assemblies, games and resources to 
develop an understanding of emotions, etc) as well as ideas of things to develop for the 
future (B-Plans and B-Groups, an annual Friendship Day to celebrate and remembering all 
of our friends, including those who have died, etc). It was such a positive hour and a real 
pleasure to collaborate with like-minded colleagues.

Once the school day had finished and all the children had left the building, it was time for 
staff CPD (Continuing Professional Development). The school allocates every Wednesday 
afternoon to staff training (what a positive investment into staff and pupil development). 
This year the school’s weekly training has focused on mental health and well-being. During 
my day there, this involved all staff being invited to a hot chocolate party hosted by the 
school's President, David Manzo. Staff were able to come together, catch up and have a 
well deserved period of relaxation and fun.

After the party, staff had the choice of attending a bereavement and grief workshop 
(delivered by yours truly) or having a very well deserved massage. With just 2 days before 
the Christmas break, I couldn’t believe that so many staff chose (I counted at least 50) to 
attend my training - I was overwhelmed by this dedication. At the end of the afternoon so 
many members of staff thanked me for the session. All acknowledged the importance of 
bereavement support for pupils, some saying it was a topic that they previously hadn’t 
considered of importance (but they would now) and others that the session had made 
them feel more confident to talk to their students about death and grief. 
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Case Study: A Very Special Conversation

Whilst at Cotting School, I had the opportunity to meet with a very special student, a young 
lady we will call Susie (not her real name). 

In the past year, one of Susie’s very good friends (and a member of her class) had died. 
Understandably Susie is devastated that her friend is no longer around and she has been 
confused about why he died and why he has left her.

Susie agreed to the two of us having a conversation about death, bereavement and grief. 
Like Susie, I have also had a very dear friend die in the past year, so together we talked 
about our experiences and feelings. It was a very special time that involved, sadness, 
smiles and quite a few giggles!

Being able to talk with someone else about friends who have died is a very 
beneficial and cathartic process. I have been able to have such conversations with 
many different people. Susie hasn’t had so many opportunities – and why is that?

It was an honour to chat with Susie. Our conversation was facilitated by using Susie’s 
PODD book and her electronic communication device. This AAC allowed us to have a very 
open and honest talk about death and how it feels after someone dear to us has died. 

At the end of our chat, I asked Susie if I could read her a story, ‘Remembering Lucy’, my 
story about a friend in a special school who has died. I was delighted that Susie agreed to 
hearing the story. Watching Susie’s face and her reactions to the story was beautiful. I 
could see that she understood what the story was saying and that it was helping her with 
her own grief.
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Is it because:

• Susie has special educational needs?
• Susie doesn’t have a verbal voice?
• Susie uses Eye-Gaze, a PODD book and other forms of AAC to 

communicate?
• People are afraid to have conversations about death and bereavement, 

especially with individuals with SEND?

My guess is it’s a combination of all four of these factors.



Case Study: Auburn University, Auburn, Alabama

I spent ten incredible days at Auburn University (AU) 
and during this time I met seven inspirational women 
from the College of Education - Department of 
Special Education, Rehabilitation, and Counseling.

I am indebted to Dr. Cari Dunn for organising my 
visit and schedule. My timetable at AU gave me the 
opportunity to meet with the following individuals and 
to teach two classes of AU teaching students.

• Dr. Jamie Carney - Department Head Special 
Education, Rehabilitation and Counseling
• Dr. Heather Delago - Clinical Mental Health Counselling, Grief Counselling 
• Dr. Cari Dunn - Special Education Program Director
• Kelly Schweck - Doctoral Student, Field Placement Coordinator & Undergraduate 

Advisor)
• Dr. Malti Tuttle - Clinical Mental Health Counselling, Counselor Education
• Dean Betty Lou Whitford - Dean College of Education
• Dr. Suzanne Woods-Groves - Early Childhood Special Education Severe Disabilities

Each of these people came at my subject from their own personal and professional 
perspective: special education, mainstream education and counselling. This meant I 
gained a wide range of views and information.

These findings made me think:
• Do the people delivering bereavement support have the correct skills and training?
• Are they the right people to be delivering the bereavement support? 
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A summary of my findings from Auburn University:

• In schools in the USA, bereavement is typically supported by 
school counsellors rather than teachers

• Child bereavement training is not a mandatory part of school 
counselling degrees at AU, it’s a module you can elect to take

• AU students studying to become School Counsellors who do 
receive child bereavement training are unlikely to learn how to 
facilitate conversations with children with SEND who are 
grieving

• Child bereavement and grief training is included in Clinical 
Counselling Degree courses at AU (these are counsellors who 
won’t be based in schools)

• Like the UK, American teaching degrees do not cover child 
bereavement



Each faculty member that I spoke with at AU agreed that the needs of bereaved 
children with SEND were not being supported as well as they could. They also 
agreed that teachers needed a level of child bereavement training.

Case Study: A Different Kind of Teaching 

My teaching career has lead me to teach a wide range of wonderful children of varying 
ages and abilities, but until I visited Auburn University in January 2019 I had never taught 
a class at a university. Now I have - and what a pleasure it was! 

I regularly train teachers in the UK and I 
have been invited to speak at a couple of 
British universities, but this was my first 
experience of delivering a lecture for 
university students studying for BEd and 
MEd degrees in Special Education. 

Dr. Cari Dunn arranged for me to teach 
two classes. One class was a Curriculum 
Class, during which I delivered training on 
how the school curriculum can help meet 
the needs of bereaved and grieving 
children. 

The other class was for students who were on their final teaching placement before 
graduating. These students had been teaching all day and then had a 6pm class with me. 
I'm sure after a long day of teaching they weren't that excited about a lecture on child 
bereavement, but the focus and involvement that these students showed was immense.
It was such a joy to teach these two classes, especially as the students all 
acknowledged that knowing how to support children with the issues of bereavement 
and grief was very important. 

As ever, in spite of the challenges that education faces, I am continually delighted by the 
dedication and commitment of teachers. From my glimpse of the next generation of 
teachers in the USA, the future looks bright.
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To successfully support a bereaved child who has SEND you need knowledge and 
training in all of the following areas:

• Child development
• Child bereavement
• SEND 
• Communication - in particular AAC, how to communicate with students with SEND 

using more than just your voice or words on a page

Who is best placed to do this……? With the right support and training, I believe it is 
a member of each school’s education team. 



Case Study: A Father & Sons Grief

During my time at Auburn University, I visited Kate Larkin of the Auburn Alumni 
Association. Kate kindly arranged for me to meet two wonderful individuals - a father and 
son who had recently experienced a very significant bereavement: the death of their wife 
and mother, 6 months ago. As well as this immense tragedy they had also both 
experienced the deaths of other close friends and family members over the previous few 
years. Jim (father) and Dan (son) have had layers of grief to contend with. Dan is in his 
early 30s and has autism.

Dan and I began our conversation chatting about cartoons and Disney movies. Dan is a 
wealth of knowledge on all things Disney and cartoons, including ones with British 
characters.

I went on to ask Dan if we could talk about his mum. He was happy for us to do this. We 
discussed how sad it was that she had died. There was some echolalia with his speech, 
but on the whole Dan was able to express his thoughts about the death well. He told me 
how his mum had been ill, had died and that this was very sad and that he missed her.

I then asked Dan if I could share my story ‘Remembering Lucy’ with him. I explained that it 
was written for young children, but I was interested in getting his views on whether he 
thought the book would be useful for a child who had experienced the death of a friend. 
Dan listened to the story intently and interacted appropriately and sensitively to the 
different emotions shown in the book. At the end of the story, Dan said that the book would 
be very helpful to children who are grieving. I was delighted, as like Susie from Cotting 
School, these are the best and most meaningful book reviews I can receive.

During my time in the USA, I struggled with the use of the term ‘passed’. Jim and Dan use 
this phrase, but from talking with them I gained some understanding into how and why the 
phrase is used. I believe that Jim and Dan use the term ‘passed’ as it reflects their 
religious beliefs. They believe that their wife/mother has passed on to a better place, she is 
in heaven. Although I do not have the same spiritual beliefs as them, I see how this term 
fits in with their beliefs and comforts them. Dan has grown up in a religious family and he 
regularly attends church, so this is what he has grown up knowing and hopefully 
understanding - he certainly seems to have understood that his mother has died and that 
she is no longer around to be with him and his father.

Jim told me Dan didn’t receive any formal bereavement support or counselling, and 
therefore no specific bereavement support for individuals with SEND, but he appears (and 
his father agrees) to be doing incredibly 
well following the death of his mother.

From talking to Jim and Dan I realised 
there are probably quite a few reasons 
why Dan is managing his grief so well. 

First, Dan has a wide range of people 
and groups supporting him. This 
mechanism of well-rounded support is 
crucial for Dan. All of these people knew 
his mother, understand his loss and are 
happy to talk to him about her death and 
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Dan has a wide range of groups supporting 
him and talking to him about his mum: 

• Family
• Friends
• Members of his church 
• Other communities (e.g. sporting 

groups)



support him with the grieving process - both the practical and emotional implications of the 
grief. Second, when people are talking to Dan about his mum they are doing so in an open 
and honest manner. This is vitally important. Third, Jim is being open and honest with Dan 
about his own grief. This is such an important factor. He isn’t afraid to share his emotions 
with his son. He is not only being an outstanding father, he is being an excellent grief role 
model.

Jim and Dan kindly gave me over two hours of their time. What a beautiful and thought 
provoking time this was. They both taught me so much and I will ponder our discussions 
for weeks, months and much longer.

Art & Music Supporting the Grieving Process 

The Power of Music

Everyone finds different ways to help manage their grief.

For one lady, Marjorie Eliot, the thing that helped her to come to terms with the death of 
her son, Philip, was to hold a weekly free jazz concert. The celebration of life and jazz 
continued on through the death of another son, Michael, and the disappearance of her 
youngest son, Alfie.

Whilst in New York City, I was lucky enough to attend one of Marjorie's concerts.

Each Sunday afternoon for the past 25 years, 
Marjorie, now 81 years old, opens up her Harlem 
home to music lovers. With total trust and a huge 
amount of hospitality Marjorie's apartment is a mecca 
for fans of jazz. With Marjorie playing the piano and a 
collection of other musicians (on my Sunday, her 
musical colleagues played trumpet, clarinet and 
saxophone, along with incredible vocals), an audience 
of easily 100 were packed into her apartment. Two 
rooms and a corridor in Marjorie’s home had been 

cleared of furniture and instead filled with folding chairs. When these chairs were filled, 
people stood out in the hallway of the apartment.

A host of Marjorie's friends and family help to organise the event and at regular intervals 
throughout the afternoon we were offered juice, water and granola bars. The generosity of 
all involved is outstanding and the atmosphere created by Marjorie, the venue and the 
music is one of immense warmth and love.

Marjorie says that the concerts bring her so much joy and that she looks forward to 
Sunday all week - her life centres around the weekly concerts.

It is clear to see how these Sunday afternoons have helped Marjorie, but they are also 
helping her audience. I'm sure that anyone in the audience who is bereaved or in need of 
some support or inspiration gains it from these special Sunday afternoon concerts. 

I certainly went away feeling very moved by the whole experience. 
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The Power of Art

A lot has changed since I attended Auburn University in the 1990s for my MEd in Early 
Childhood Special Education. The university now has a very impressive museum of fine 
art - the Jule Collins Smith Museum of Fine Art.

There were many beautiful pieces of modern, contemporary and traditional art, but there 
was one exhibit that really interested me in terms of my Churchill Fellowship research.

Safe & Warm II by American artist Jessica Orlowski

The piece is a young child's coat that has been decorated with pencil drawings and then 
slip-dipped in clay and high-fired.

The coat has a range of pictures on it inspired by children's drawings. The drawings 
include happy, sad and crying faces and the phrase 'I feel crazy'.

To me, the piece expressed the emotions of a bereaved child.
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Overview of findings from the USA and their implication for the UK

The USA was the third and final country I visited during my Churchill Fellowship. As with 
Denmark and Norway (as well as the UK), to date the needs of bereaved children with 
SEND are not being fully understood and supported in the USA. However, the education 
professionals that I spent time with in the USA all agreed that this was an area that needed 
to be developed and it was something that they were keen to work on. 

I am optimistic that research into how we support bereaved children with SEND will take 
place in the coming years.

Although I may not have seen best practice in supporting bereaved children with SEND in 
the USA, I did witness some outstanding practices. There were many occasions where I 
wished I could have the same level of funding, staffing and resources for schools in the 
UK.

One of things that will remain with me was the incredible level of communication skills that 
students at both Cotting and Lakeview special schools have. Why was this?

• Knowledge - Classroom staff (teachers and teaching assistants) were well trained in 
communication development and the use of AAC

• Students received a high level of speech therapy with speech therapists regularly 
assessing students needs and working with them to develop their use of AAC

• All of the appropriate communication equipment and resources were in place for 
students (and this was done in a timely manner without funding issues) 

And how can the same be achieved in UK special schools? Through more: 

• speech therapists in special schools
• speech therapy time for students
• training for school staff
• funding for communication aids and resources

Observing the outstanding communication practice I saw at Cotting and Lakeview 
reinforced my understanding of the importance of good communication systems being in 
place for all students. In terms of this Fellowship, this is necessary for a bereaved child 
with SEND to be able to communicate their concerns and emotions following a 
bereavement, but it also needs to be in place generally for them to get the best out of 
education and life.

Regardless of a child’s level of understanding they all have a means of communicating. 
We must find their preferred and most effective mode of communication, whether that is 
through technology, a PODD book, sign language, intensive interaction etc. 
Communication difficulties are often seen as the biggest barrier to learning for many 
children with SEND. We need to flip this thought on its head - it’s not a child’s barrier to 
learning, it’s an educator’s barrier to teaching and it is our responsibility as educators to 
tirelessly find each child’s access to communication. As demonstrated at Cotting and 
Lakeview this requires time and money: funding to employ the specialist teachers and 
speech therapists to work with the child to find their ‘voice’ as well as money to buy the 
necessary communication equipment. 
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And then there is one last vital element: consistency. 

Once a child’s ‘voice’ has been found it must always be available to them. If their ‘voice’ is 
reliant on AAC, this must always be with them and available for use (not stored in a 
cupboard or in a school bag) and consistently supported by those around them.
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To successfully support a bereaved child who has SEND you need knowledge and 
training in all of the following areas:

• Child development
• Child bereavement
• SEND 
• Communication - in particular AAC, how to communicate with students with 

SEND using more than just your voice or words on a page

Who is best placed to do this……? With the right support and training, I believe it 
is a member of each school’s education team. 



B-Plans or G-Plans? B-Groups or G-Groups?

This focus of my Fellowship has been about how we can best support bereaved children 
who have SEND. That is, bereavement as a result of a death.

I would like all schools (if they are not already prepared to do so) to support children who 
are coping with grief related to death. However, if schools are able to implement B-Plans 
and B-Groups I would actually prefer them to be Grief Plans (G-Plans) and Grief Groups 
(G-Groups).

And children with SEND have an ever growing number of transitions that they also have to 
cope with, such as changing respite provision, social workers, doctors and teaching staff. 
The list goes on and on. These are all changes in relationships that they may grieve over.

If schools implement G-Plans and G-Groups, rather than B-Plans and B-Groups we 
ensure that the mental health needs of children are supported regardless what has caused 
their grief.

SEND Bereavement Groups or Inclusive Bereavement Groups

I run a bereavement group in my school (from my experience, such groups are rare in 
schools, especially special schools). I work at a special school, so the bereavement group 
is made up entirely of students who all have SEND. I have asked various child 
bereavement organisations and charities across the UK if and how they support bereaved 
children who have SEND. Many have little experience in this area. Some work with these 
children one-to-one, others have small SEND-specific groups and others have inclusive 
groups.

Which is right? Which is best?

Because each person’s grief is unique, my gut tells me their support needs to be unique, 
too. That is, it should be different for each individual child, tailored to his or her unique 
personal experiences, mode of communication, etc. However, at the moment it is 
impossible to say what type of bereavement support is best for children with SEND 
as we do not have the research and data to tell us.
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All children experience grief due to a wide range 
of reasons. Here are just a few:

• Parents separating/divorcing 
• Family/friends moving away
• Illness
• Moving school
• Family members away for long periods of time 

due to: military service, job, prison sentence



Jes Dige, founder of Skyggebørn (Shadow Kids) Denmark, told me how he works with 
bereaved children who have SEND and they are always part of an inclusive bereavement 
group. He also went on to say this works best for all the children involved: They gain 
support and a different prospective from each other.

Thomas Boesen from Børn, Unge & Sorg Denmark told me that when it comes to placing 
children into bereavement groups, the crucial factor that decides which group they should 
attend is whether the child is pre or post bereaved rather than whether they have SEND or 
not. Understandably, the conversations and support that children need varies greatly 
depending on whether they are anticipating the death of someone close to them or 
whether they are coping with the death.

Hopefully in the near future we will have the research to help answer these 
questions and to better guide us with how to best support bereaved children with 
SEND.
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CONCLUSION 

My Fellowship sought to discover the current best practices in supporting bereaved 
children who have SEND. Although I spoke with numerous child bereavement experts and 
visited many fantastic schools, I do not believe that there currently is best practice in 
supporting bereaved children with SEND.

Everyone that I met in Denmark, Norway and the USA had a desire to develop SEND 
bereavement best practice, but at the moment, regardless of how good the child 
bereavement support is in a country, the needs of children with SEND are being neglected 
and overlooked.

However, I did witness and learn from many examples of excellent child bereavement 
support during my Fellowship:

• Bereavement training in Denmark for school staff
• The use of Bereavement Plans in Danish schools
• The implementation of Bereavement Groups in Danish schools
• The use of research to inform the planning and development of child bereavement 

support in Denmark and Norway

And examples of outstanding education provision for children with SEND:

• The inclusive nature of special education in Denmark and Norway
• The high level of communication skills of students with SEND in the USA

Although I did not see a ‘blueprint’ for how to best support bereaved children wth SEND 
during my Churchill Fellowship, I did gather many of the pieces in the puzzle for achieving 
this:

• All schools to have a bereavement response - a Bereavement & Grief Policy
• Bereavement training to be provided to at least one member of staff in all schools
• The use of Bereavement Plans for all bereaved children
• The introduction of Bereavement Groups in schools

and I also gained insight into what else is needed to complete the ‘blueprint’.

• Research into how children with SEND grieve 
• Research into the best techniques to use when supporting bereaved children with 

SEND.

All of which I believe could be achieved in the UK by following the recommendations 
shown below.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The UK is immensely fortunate to have two excellent national child bereavement charities: 
Winston’s Wish and Child Bereavement UK. Working together with these organisations as 
well as the Child Bereavement Network I believe we are in an ideal position for the UK to 
pave the way for outstanding practice and provision for bereaved children with SEND. 

My recommendations for achieving this fall into four categories:

Research
• Comprehensive research into how children with SEND grieve
• Comprehensive research into the best techniques to use when supporting bereaved 

children who have SEND
• Gathering data about the number and cause of deaths of children with SEND (to be 

included in the new Child Mortality Database)

Policy
• All UK schools, with the support of the Department for Education (DfE), to have a 

Bereavement Policy and procedures
• DfE to commission a Bereavement and Grief handbook for schools

Training
• Child bereavement and grief training to be a mandatory part of teacher training
• Training on how to develop Grief Plans and Grief Groups to be provided to at least one 

member of staff in each school
• All training to include how to meet the specific needs of grieving children with SEND

Implementation 
• All UK schools, with the support of the DfE, to implement G-Plans
• All UK schools, with the support of the DfE, encouraged to implement G-Groups
• Local education authorities to work with schools to help implement and provide ongoing 

support for G-Plans and G-Groups
• Local networks established for G-Plan and G-Group leaders to meet regularly
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Next steps for BackPocketTeacher - to help support these 
recommendations

• Lobby the DfE with the above recommendations 
• Work with UK child bereavement charities and other professionals in this field to help 

implement these recommendations
• Talk further with the people I met during my Fellowship about developing SEND child 

bereavement research studies
• Develop new resources to support bereaved children who have SEND 
• Update my training courses to include findings from this Fellowship
• Investigate the possibility of holding an SEND child bereavement conference
• Investigate the possibility of developing an holistic arts programme/event to support 

bereaved children with SEND 
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ITINERARY

• September 20th to 30th 2018 - Denmark

• September 30th to October 10th 2018 - Norway

• December 7th to 15th 2018 - New York Area

• December 15th to 21st 2018 - Boston Area

• January 7th to 16th 2019 - Auburn University, Auburn, Alabama

__________

Notes 

When preparing for my Fellowship trip to the USA, bereavement expert Dr. Kathryn Shear 
was top of my list of people to try and meet. I missed meeting Dr. Shear in Copenhagen by 
just a couple of days as she spoke about Complicated Grief at the Sorg 2018 Conference. 
However, Dr. Shear kindly agreed to meet with me when I was in NYC. We were 
scheduled to meet at Columbia University.

Unfortunately, not long after arriving in NYC I received an email from Dr. Shear stating that 
something had come up and she would for no longer be able to meet with me. However, a 
colleague of hers, Dr. Mary Sormanti, was happy to meet with me instead. I was, of 
course, very disappointed, but I was pleased that I would be able to meet with another 
professor from Columbia University and member of the Center for Complicated Grief. 
Sadly, on the day of our meeting Dr. Sormanti was unwell and had to cancel our 
appointment.

I have been in email contact with both Dr. Shear and Dr. Sormanti and they have kindly 
shared information and pointed me towards various articles to support my Fellowship.
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