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Whitefriars Primary School 

 
Bereavement Policy 

At WPS we aim to promote positive mental health and well-being for our whole school 
community; pupils, staff, parents and carers, and recognise how important mental health and 

emotional well-being is to our lives and in order for pupils to be ready to learn. 



 

 

 

 
Rationale 
 
Whitefriars Primary School believes that bereavement and loss are an inevitable part of life and that 
it is an experience that will be faced by everyone at some point. When the loss of life is a child or a 
member of staff, we acknowledge that it will be a more difficult experience for the whole school 
community.  
 
This policy will provide a framework for school staff members to address death and the 
consequences of death on the school community. It will enable staff members to feel more 
confident when working with bereaved pupils and will provide planned guidance on how to support 
them with understanding and sensitivity.  
 

 

Aims and Objectives 
 
The aim of this policy is to: 

• identify key members of staff who will provide and oversee support to bereaved children 

• outline how to inform pupils and members of staff about a death 

• inform staff on the appropriate support to be given to pupils and staff if they have been 
bereaved, including access to specialist help if needed 

• inform staff on how to recognise symptoms and behaviour associated with grief 
 
Within Whitefriars Primary School we want: 
 

• to provide a safe and caring environment in which a bereaved child is able to express grief 
and have opportunities to talk about their feelings  

• to provide opportunities for all pupils to express their feelings about their fears and the loss 
of someone close to them  

• to support pupils in the development of coping skills should someone they know die now and 
in the future  

• to provide staff with the knowledge and skills to provide sympathetic support in the best 
possible way 

• to provide staff with a planned approach to bereavement which ensures the wellbeing of all 
pupils and school staff  

 
 

Roles and Responsibilities  
 
The Role of the Headteacher  
 

• to be the first point of contact for the family/child concerned and subsequent 
communication 

• to ensure that the school possesses the facts about the death  

• to inform staff/pupils/governing body 
• to liaise with outside agencies, the Local Authority and to keep  the governing body informed 

• to respond to media enquiries and act as spokesperson for the school 



 

 

 

 

• to monitor execution of the policy.  

• to ensure that ‘bereavement’ is established on the curriculum at relevant points during the 
pupils’ education 
 

 
 
The Role of Key Staff  
 

• to assume the role above in the absence of the headteacher 

• to identify and train bereavement support staff and ensure that their learning is 
communicated to other staff.  

 

 
 

Managing breaking news to staff, pupils and families 
 
 

Death of a pupil or member of school staff 
 

• news kept confidential in order to avoid spread of rumours and to ensure confidentiality 

• headteacher will contact the family in order to clarify the facts, to obtain consent, to find out  

how they would like the school to share the news and to offer condolences and support 

• headteacher will consider who will be most impacted by the news and who to inform first 

e.g. friends, peer groups 

• school staff informed as soon as practically possible, including part-time and  peripatetic.  

Any absent staff informed by telephone. A factual account leading up to the death given.  

• staff advised how best to support pupils; guidance will be given on words to use and the 

approach to be taken 

• staff encouraged to be honest about their feelings about the deceased adult or child 

• a letter to all school families affected will be composed at the earliest opportunity and a 

decision made as to whom, and how, it should be distributed. See letter samples ( Appendix  

C) 

• If the death is traumatic, such as suicide or murder, consider requesting bereavement 

support services – Simon Says can advise/support 

• school timetable made flexible in order to accommodate the needs and well-being of pupils 

• support given to any staff that may be particularly affected 

• funeral attended by members of staff following consultation with the deceased family 

• if appropriate, press statement prepared made by headteacher 

• school  aware that the impact of bereavement follows a child throughout their school life so 

information will be recorded and shared with relevant people, particularly at transition 

points 

 

 

 



 

 

 

         In the event of a death on the during a school trip 
 

• if a crisis situation occurs whilst a child is out on a trip, then the adult with the child or the trip 
leader should telephone for an ambulance first and then contact the school to inform the 
headteacher.  

• the school will take the responsibility of contacting the parents 
 

 
 

If the death affects one pupil: 

• headteacher will contact the family to ascertain the facts and condolences offered  

• a representative of the school will attend the funeral if appropriate to the family’s wishes 

• discussion will take place with the pupil and their family as to whether or not they wish to 
share the information with any of the school community and if so, how this should be done 

• If the pupil and family wish to share the news with the rest of the school, the class or year 
group most affected will be told first, followed by a whole school assembly if appropriate 

• If the bereaved pupil is attending school, they will be asked whether or not they wish to 
attend the assembly 

• If the pupil is not attending school, they will be told what was said and to whom. 
 
 
 
 

Provision of Support for Bereaved Children 
 
 
Supporting children following the death of a close family member  
 

• School routines will be kept to; this will provide a sense of security, stability and continuity. 

Pupils may also need ‘relief’ from the environment of a grieving family. 

 

• members of staff will be aware of possible changes in behaviour or attitude such as; 

- anger, aggression , unusually withdrawn 

- clingy behaviour 

- tiredness, inability to sleep 

- upset easily  

- incidences of physical complaints or feeling unwell 

- difficulty concentrating, starting or finishing school work  

- not wanting to go out to play 

 

• the pupil may want a designated friend or member of staff to talk to whenever they are 

feeling particularly sad or they may wish to have some ‘ time out’.  All the staff will be made 

aware of this in order to avoid any unnecessary confusion for the child. A non-verbal sign will 

be agreed so as to avoid the need for the child to verbalise that they are upset.  



 

 

 

• the pupil can have access to a ‘pocket comforter’, use a diary to record feelings or use a 

feelings chart 

• access given to resources such as stories and books (see Appendix B) 

• access given to creative activities with designated member of staff or friend if appropriate 

• a continued dialogue with the family will be maintained for as long as is needed 

• a referral may be offered and made for professional bereavement counselling  

• the school respects and recognises that there are cultural and religious differences 

surrounding death; these will be addressed through discussion with family members 

 

Supporting children following the death of a staff member  
 

• a staff meeting will be called irrespective of the time of day 

• a whole school assembly will explain to pupils what has happened; any pupils questions will 
be answered but only details that the family has consented to will be shared 

• pupils will be monitored for any signs of distress 

• pupils will be reassured within class and any further questions or feelings expressed will be 
encouraged and received with understanding and sensitivity. Time will be set aside for this 

• school staff will be given opportunities to meet to share their own thoughts, questions and 
memories appertaining to the staff member who has died 

• a representative of the school will attend the funeral 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

Appendix A 
 
 www.winstonswish.org/supporting-you/support-for-schools/ 

 www.cruse.org.uk 
www.childbereavementuk.org/online-learning-for-schools 

 

Support and Advice  

 
CRUSE BEREAVEMENT CARE 
www.cruse.org.uk 
 
Day-by-Day Helpline: 
0844 477 9400 
Email: helpline@cruse.org.uk 

www.childbereavementuk.org/online-learning-for-schools 

 

 

Barnardo’s Parent’s Advice Line 
(028) 9064 5899 
www.barnardos.org.uk/childbereavementservice 
 
Winston’s Wish 
www.winstonswish.org.uk 
Helpline: 0845 203 0405 
www.winstonswish.org/supporting-you/support-for-schools 

Childhood Bereavement Network 
www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk 
 

Sudden Death Information 
www.royalhospitals.org/traumaticgrief 
 

Parent’s Support Helpline 
www.parentlineplus.org.uk 
0808 800 2222 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.cruse.org.uk/
http://www.cruse.org.uk/
mailto:helpline@cruse.org.uk
http://www.childbereavementuk.org/online-learning-for-schools
http://www.barnardos.org.uk/childbereavementservice
http://www.winstonswish.org.uk/
http://www.winstonswish.org/supporting-you/support-for-schools
http://www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk/
http://www.royalhospitals.org/traumaticgrief
http://www.parentlineplus.org.uk/


 

 

 

Appendix B  

Books on Bereavement 

GRANPA 
John Burningham (Puffin, 1998, ISBN 0099-43408-3) 
Designed to stimulate discussion rather than to tell a story, the book has a series of scenes of a little 
girl and her grandad, with comments from each or both of them. At the end, she is shown staring at 
his empty chair, without comments. The book allows the adult to direct discussion about not only 
the good things that the child remembers, but also the not so happy memories. 

GRANDAD, I'LL ALWAYS REMEMBER YOU  
De Bode and Broere ( Evans / Helping Hands, 1997, ISBN 0237-51755-8)  
A picture book about loss and memories, and potentially a good stimulus to talk about a 
bereavement. 

WHEN DINOSAURS DIE  
L & M Brown (Little, Brown, 1996, hb, ISBN 0-316-10197-7)  
Charming busy anthropomorphic pictures of dinosaurs illustrate topics and questions and a range of 
answers about death: Saying Goodbye; Customs and beliefs about death; Why do people die? What 
does "dead" mean?. It is also quite acute psychologically, acknowledging that disbelief, anger, fear, 
and sadness are common feelings when someone dies. Expensive, but attractive and appealing to 
children. 

REMEMBERING GRANDAD  
Sheila and Kate Isherwood (Oxford, ISBN 0-19-272368-5) 
A girl's grandfather has died and looking back over the happy times they enjoyed together helps her 
to cope with the loss. Very specific episodes and illustrations give it a life-like feel. Sensible and 
sound if a little stereotyped in its pictures of family life, it could help children to think about how to 
remember someone.  
 
LIPLAP'S WISH 
Jonathan London and Sylvia Long (Chronicle Books, 1994, ISBN 0-8118-0505-0)  
Liplap the rabbit's grandma has died, and his mother tells him of the rabbit legend that "long ago, 
when the first rabbits died, they became stars in the sky. And to this day, they come out at night and 
watch over us. And they remind us that our loved ones shine forever in our hearts… When Liplap 
asks if a star might be his grandma, his mother replies, "I think you could wish it were."  Could be 
considered "twee" and lacking honest engagement with the subject,  

FRED  
Posy Simmons (Jonathan Cape, 1987, ISBN 0-2240-2448-5)  
When Fred the cat dies his owners, Nick and Sophie, attend his funeral and learn about his secret life 
as a famous singer. The story raises the idea of celebrating a life in a good-humoured and touching 
way, with entertaining pictures and not much text. 

LIFETIMES  
Bryan Mellonie and Robert Ingpen (Belitha Press, 1997, ISBN 1-85561-760-9)  
full title: Beginnings and endings with lifetimes in between – a beautiful way to explain life and death 
to children. This book places human life and death firmly in the natural world, and the tone is quietly 
reflective: "All around us everywhere, beginnings and endings are going on all the time. It may be 



 

 

 

sad, but it is the way of all things. For plants. For people. For birds”. Whilst not exactly comforting, it 
tells the truth, puts death in perspective, Don't let the rather murky cover put children off - it belies 
the attractive illustrations within of plants and creatures, alive and dead. 

BADGER'S PARTING GIFTS  
Susan Varley (Collins Picture Lions, pb, 1992)  
An old favourite, a charming illustrated book in which a very old and much loved badger dies. The 
forest animals gather and reminisce about the important part Badger played in their lives, and as 
time passes memories of Badger make them smile. These memories were different for each of 
them, including very recognizable things like a favourite recipe or showing someone how to knot a 
tie - Badger's "parting gifts.  

WE LOVE THEM  
Martin Waddell (Walker Books, 1990, ISBN 0-7445-7256-8)  
Death is seen very much as part of life in this nicely illustrated story of life in the country, which 
conveys the idea that life goes on and that old creatures give way to young ones. But it is a bit too 
matter of fact about loss - barely is the old dog dead than the children have found a new one, is 
there an implicit message that dead pets (and people?) are easily replaced. 

GRANDMA'S BILL  
Martin Waddell (Macdonald Young Books, pb, ISBN 0- 7500-0307-3)  
Bill's grandma is a widow, and he learns about her "other Bill" by looking through her photo album 
with her. A bit too stereoptypically suburban and middle class for general appeal perhaps. Some like 
its ordinariness, gentleness and factual accuracy, and couldn't fault what it had to say about death 
and living on in memories and in the family. 

I'LL ALWAYS LOVE YOU  
H Wilhelm (Hodder & Stoughton, 1985)  
A touching story of the love between a little boy and his dog, who have grown up together. When 
the dog dies, the boy says that, although he is very sad, it helps that he used to tell the dog "I'll 
always love you" every night. An opportunity to discuss the importance of telling how you feel. 
Aimed at 4 to 7 year olds and delightfully illustrated. 

I FEEL SAD  
(Wayland, ISBN 0-7052-1406-6)  
Not specifically about death, but about different ways of expressing sadness. Could be a useful 
opening for a conversation about a bereavement, or about coping with feelings. 

A BIRTHDAY PRESENT FOR DANIEL  
Juliet Rothman (Prometheus Books, ISBN 1-57392-054-1)  
This story of a little girl whose brother has died is intended for children aged 8-12. "A difficult 
subject handled very well and movingly".     

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Appendix C  

Letter template to parents re: death of a pupil 

 

Dear Parents  
 
Your child’s class teacher had the sad task of informing the children of the death of (Name), a pupil 
in (year/Class…). We have the permission of the parent(s) to notify you and they have approved this 
letter.  
 
(Name) died from cancer. Many children who have cancer get better but sadly (Name) had been ill 
for a long time and died peacefully at home yesterday. He/She was a very popular member of the 
class/school and will be missed by everyone who knew him/her.  
 
The children have been told that their teachers are willing to try to answer their questions at school 
but if there is anything more that you or your child need to know, please do not hesitate to ring the 
school office and someone will contact you. Please do inform us if you feel that your child is 
particularly distressed.  
 
We will be arranging a special assembly to celebrate (Name’s) life.  
 
Yours sincerely,  
 
 
 
 
Letter template to parents re: death of a staff member  
 
Dear Parents,  
 
I am sorry to have to tell you that a much-loved and respected member of our staff (Name) has died. 
The children were told today and many may have been distressed by the news. Children respond in 
different ways and may raise issues around ‘death’. If you feel you need any advice/support please 
ring the school office and we will return your call. We have attached a list of organisations that 
provide very useful advice and resources that you may wish to use. The children will have the 
opportunity at school to discuss the death.  
 
The school website will give details of the funeral and arrangements re staff/pupil attendance.  
 
I regret being the bearer of sad news. Our priority is to respond sensitively and thoughtfully to any 
issues that arise.  
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 

 



 

 

 

Appendix D 
 
Children’s understanding of death (Child Bereavement UK) 
 
Children and young people mature at different rates and their understanding and responses to 
bereavement are likely to be based as much on their experience of life as on their chronological age. 
The age categories given are guidelines only. 
 
2-5 Years 
Young children may be beginning to understand the concept of death, but do not appreciate its 
finality. Some may not appreciate the permanence of death: ‘Shall we dig granny up now?’ They 
think in literal and concrete terms and so will be confused by euphemisms for death such as ‘gone 
away’ or ‘gone to sleep’. Children of this age may well require repeated explanations of what has 
happened. As their thinking is very much centred on themselves, they may consider that something 
they did or said caused the death. They are prone to fantasise at this age and if not told what is 
happening may dream up something scarier than reality. 
 
5-8 Years 
At about five years of age most children are beginning to realise that dead people are different from 
those who are alive, that they do not feel, they cannot hear, see, smell or speak and they do not 
need to eat or drink. At around seven years of age the majority of children accept that death is 
permanent and that it can happen to anyone. This can result in separation anxiety. They are better-
able to express their thoughts and feelings but may conceal them and outwardly appear unaffected. 
They need to be given an opportunity to ask questions and to be given as much information as 
possible to allow them to adjust. They are likely to be very interested in the rituals surrounding 
death. 
 
8-12 Years 
At this age children’s understanding of death almost matches that of an adult, although they find it 
difficult to grasp abstract concepts. An important factor is their deepening realisation of the 
inevitability of death and an increasing awareness of their own mortality. This can result in fear and 
insecurity. Their need to know details continues, and they will seek answers to very specific 
questions. 

 

 

 

 

 
 



 

 

 

Appendix 1 – Cultures and Beliefs  
 
Schools are part of a multi-cultural society in which various beliefs, religious and non-religious, are 
required to be taken into account. Respect for the differing needs, rituals and practices of different 
cultures is essential when acknowledging a death. In some cultures, extended family plays a very 
important role in the child’s life and the death of a relative can have a profound impact.  
 
The following descriptions give an overview of the major religions and belief systems that are found 
in the UK. 
 
Buddhism  
Buddhists believe that nothing that exists is permanent and everything will ultimately cease to be. 
There is a belief in rebirth but not of a soul passing from one body to another. The rebirth is more a 
state of constantly changing being rather than a clear cut reincarnation. The ultimate objective is to 
achieve a state of perfect peace and freedom. Buddhists try to approach death with great calmness, 
and an open-minded attitude of acceptance.  
 
There are few formal traditions relating to funerals and they tend to be seen as non-religious events. 
Cremation is the generally accepted practice and the service is kept very simple. It may be 
conducted by a Buddhist monk or sometimes family members. 
 
Christianity  
Christians believe that there is just one God and that Jesus Christ was the Son of God. They believe 
that Jesus died on the cross (The Crucifixion), and that three days later, God raised him from the 
dead (The Resurrection).  
 
Christians believe in an afterlife and also the idea of resurrection but the details around what 
actually happens at the time of death and afterwards varies within the different denominations. For 
some, as soon as a person dies, he or she is judged by God and will immediately go to Heaven or 
Hell, dependent on how good or bad a life they led. For Roman Catholics, there is a half-way place 
called Purgatory, where an impure soul can stay until fit to enter Heaven. Others believe in the Day 
of Judgement, when the world will end and the dead will return to life to be judged by God. 
 
Within the different Christian denominations, there are many variations on what happens at a 
funeral. When someone dies, the body is taken to an undertaker who will carry out the necessary 
preparations for the body to be laid out. This is to enable those who wish to view it to do so before it 
is placed in a coffin. The funeral, organised by an undertaker, is about one week after the death. This 
usually takes place in a church, but sometimes a crematorium, or a combination of the two.  
 
Wreaths or bunches of flowers may be placed on the coffin. It is traditional to wear black but this 
custom varies. If held in a church, the funeral service may include a Holy Communion, Eucharist or 
Mass. The body will either be buried or cremated, dependent on the wishes of the deceased and the 
family. A churchyard grave is often marked by a headstone, but for a cremation the family may 
choose a more informal way to mark where the ashes are buried or have been scattered.  
 
Hinduism  
Hindus believe in reincarnation and a cycle of rebirths. When a person dies, the soul is reborn in a 
new body, returning to earth in either a better or worse form. What a person does in this life will 
influence what happens to them in the next, the law of Karma. Those who have performed good 



 

 

 

deeds in this life will be reborn into higher order families, those whose behaviour has been bad will 
be born again as outcasts.  
 
A Hindu funeral is as much a celebration as a remembrance service. Hindus cremate their dead, as it 
is the soul that has importance, not the body which is no longer needed. White is the traditional 
colour and mourners usually wear traditional Indian garments. If you are attending the funeral, it 
may be worth asking what will be appropriate dress. During the service, offerings such as flowers or 
sweetmeats may be passed around and bells rung; sound is a part of the ritual. The chief mourner, 
usually the eldest son, and other male members of the family, may shave their heads as a mark of 
respect. In India, the chief mourner would light the funeral pyre. Here, he will press the button to 
make the coffin disappear and in some instances, may be permitted to ignite the cremator. Ashes 
may be taken back to India to be scattered on the River Ganges. In the UK, some areas of water have 
been designated as acceptable substitutes.  
 
The mourning period lasts between two and five weeks.  
 
Humanism  
Humanists are non-religious. They follow the principle that this life is the only one we have and 
therefore when you are dead there is no moving on to another one. The focus of a Humanist funeral 
is on celebrating the life of the deceased; stories are shared and memories recalled and their 
favourite music may be played. This is done by friends and family who are supported by an Officiant. 
The ceremony, usually a cremation, will be tailored to meet the family’s wishes rather than following 
a set pattern.  
 
Islam  
Muslims believe in life after death when, on the Last Day, the dead will come back to life to be 
judged by Allah. The good will reside in Paradise, the damned in Hell. Muhammad teaches that all 
men and women are to serve Allah and that they should try to live perfectly, following the Qur’an. 
Devout Muslims believe that death is a part of Allah’s plan and open expressions of grief may be 
viewed as disrespectful to this belief.  
 
As cremation is forbidden, Muslims are always buried, ideally within 24 hours of the death. Ritual 
washing is usually performed by the family or close friends at the undertakers or mortuary. They will 
wrap the body in a clean cloth or shroud. The coffin is often very plain as traditionally one would not 
have been used. The grave is aligned to enable the head of the deceased to be placed facing the holy 
city of Mecca. Muslim graves are unmarked, but to meet UK requirements, a simple headstone is 
used as a compromise.  
 
There is an official mourning period of three days when the family will remain at home and be 
brought food by friends and relatives. For forty days after the funeral, relatives may wish to make 
regular visits to the grave on Fridays.  
 
Judaism  
In the Jewish religion, death is not seen as a tragedy but as a natural process and as part of God’s 
plan. Jewish practices following a death aim to ensure respect is shown to the dead but also aim to 
provide comfort to the living. When a Jewish person dies mourners will recite the prayer Dayan 
HaEmet, which recognises God’s power as the true judge. According to Jewish law, it is believed that 
the body should be interred as soon as is practical after the death, which means that funeral 
planning begins immediately. It is believed that when a Jewish person dies, their body should not be 
left unattended. The rabbi or the funeral home can help coordinate a shomer (guardian) who can 



 

 

 

stay with the body. This may be a family member, a friend or a member of the congregation. There 
may be more than one shomer, or people taking turns in acting as shomer to ensure someone stays 
with the body at all times. The shomer may just sit with the body although it is traditional for the 
shomer to recite tehillim (psalms). Open caskets are forbidden and bodies are buried not cremated.  
 
There are several periods of mourning beginning with aninut, the time between death and burial 
which is generally just a day or two. After the burial a close friend or relative will prepare a first meal 
for the family of the deceased. Shiva is the period following the burial which lasts until the seventh 
day afterwards. Shloshim is the next period of mourning which lasts until the 30th day after the 
burial, during which time the mourners do not attend celebratory events. Avelut is the final period 
of formal mourning which is observed only for the death of a parent. This period lasts for 12 months 
after the burial and for 11 of those months, starting from the time of the burial, the deceased’s son 
daily recites the mourner’s Kaddish.  
 
Sikhism  
Sikhs believe the soul goes through a cycle of rebirths, with the ultimate objective being to reach 
perfection, to be reunited with God and, as a result, break the cycle. Thus death holds no fear and 
mourning is done discretely. The present life is influenced by what happened in previous ones and 
the current life will set the scene for the next.  
 
The deceased is cremated as soon as possible after death. The coffin is taken to the family home 
where it is left open for friends and family to pay their respects. It is then taken to the Gurdwara 
where hymns and prayers are sung. A short service follows at a crematorium, during which the 
eldest son presses the button for the coffin to move behind the curtain. In India, the eldest son 
would light the funeral pyre and no coffin would be used. After the funeral, a meal may be held at 
the Gurdwara. The ashes may be taken back to India to be scattered. In the UK they may be 
sprinkled in the sea or a river.  
 
The family remain in mourning for several days after the funeral and may listen to readings from the 
Guru Granth Sahib (Holy Book).  
 
General points for Eastern faiths:  
Within a faith there are often many variations so it is important not to be prescriptive - beliefs can 
be moderated by life in a Western Culture. This is especially so for the younger generation, who may 
find it difficult to fit in with the stricter requirements of older members of a family or community. 
 
Families tend to be much more involved in preparing the body and the funeral arrangements than in 
Christian faiths. Because of belief in an afterlife, it is important that the whole body is retained. Post- 
mortems therefore tend to be viewed as unwelcome procedures.  
 
The coffin is likely to be kept at home until the funeral and may well be open. Those who wish to pay 
their respects will be welcome.  
 
Whilst the above outlines some general characteristics of different faiths, remember that all families 
are different and will interpret traditions in their own way. All families have their own idiosyncratic 
culture specific to themselves and may have particular ways they would like things to be done. It is 
therefore very important not to make general assumptions and always best to ask families how they 
will mark the death / remember the person who has died. 
 
[Acknowledgements to Bereavement support and information for schools, Child Bereavement UK ] 


