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Agenda
1. Develop an understanding of EveryStep’s grief and loss services and 

the support they provide. 

2. Explore the developmental stages of children and how their 
comprehension of death and grief evolves with age.

3. Learn effective communication strategies for discussing children’s 
participation in funerals with families.

4. Analyze common challenges that may arise when working with 
families navigating grief and funeral decisions.

5. Engage in open discussion and Q&A to address specific scenarios and 
concerns related to children and funerals.





Organizational Overview

• Mission:  To provide innovative grief support services that promote hope and healing to individuals, 
children, and families.

 
• ATP Overview- 

 Founded in 1980 by Joanne Zimmerman

 To support families after a diagnosis of pediatric cancer

 Camp Amanda first started in 1982

 In the early 90’s, Amanda the Panda took on the role of bereavement support

 Partnered with HCI-VNS in 2014

 2018 EveryStep was formed encompassing VNS Services of Iowa, Hospice of Central Iowa and 
Amanda the Panda



Amanda the Panda Programs

Braving Grief 
Support 
Groups

School support Cheer box 
program

Community 
Supports

One time 
events Day Camps Socials Supplemental 

Programming

EveryStep
32 programs, 47 counties-Hospice, Care 

and Support, Maternal Child Health, 
Grief and Loss Programs



Resources to Review



Ages and Stages
•Infants & Toddlers (0-3 years) No true understanding of death.  May notice that something is missing or different.
• Sense emotions from caregivers.
• Need consistency, reassurance, and routines.

•Preschoolers (3-5 years) View death as temporary or reversible ("like in cartoons").
• May ask repetitive questions ("When is Grandpa coming back?").
• Benefit from simple, concrete explanations.

School-Age Children (6-12 years) 
Begin to understand death as final.
May have fears that are both personal and universal (Will this happen to me? To my parents?)
Can express grief through behavior, play, or art.

•Teenagers (13-18 years) 
•Understand the permanence of death.
•May struggle with emotions, seeking independence but needing support.
•Question the meaning of life
•Could be reluctant to attend funerals but may regret missing them.



Ages 2-4 Years Old
Children this age don’t fully understand that death is 

permanent and universal. They are most likely to express 
themselves through their behavior and play.

Concept of Death: Young children see death as reversible and 
are starting to wonder if death happens to everyone. You might 
hear questions like: “My mom died? When will she be home?” 
and “Will you die too? What about me?”



Ages 2-4 Years Old
Include children in the ritual
When appropriate, you might invite children not only to atte          
momento or a photo, for example) in the casket. And many              

Encourage, but don’t force
Children should be encouraged to attend and participate in f     
so you can say goodbye in private.”

Understand and accept the child’s way of mourning
Do not prescribe to children what they should feel or for how 
visitation or play video games right after the funeral. Instead          
the child to consider the feelings of other mourners—includ  

Be there
B i  th  f  th  b d hild b f  d i  d ft   



Things To Say
"It's completely natural to wonder whether your little one should 
be part of the funeral. Children, even at a young age, can sense 
when something important is happening. They may not fully 
understand, but they do pick up on emotions. Including them in an 
age-appropriate way can actually help them feel safe and 
connected, rather than confused or left out."
"If you choose to have them participate, we can offer gentle ways 
to involve them—whether it's placing a flower, drawing a picture, 
or simply sitting with you. It's okay if they get restless, ask 
questions, or even giggle at times. We’re here to support your 
family in whatever way feels right for you."
"If you'd like, we can also provide a quiet space nearby if they 
need a break. Every child is different, and there’s no right or wrong 
way to approach this—just what feels best for your family."



Ages 5-8 Years Old
Concept of Death: In this age range, children often still see death as reversible. They can 
also feel responsible and worry that their wishes or thoughts caused the person to die. 

They may say things like: “It’s my fault. I was mad and wished she’d die.”

Children this age are exploring their 
independence and trying tasks on their 

own. They are very concrete thinkers, with 
a tendency towards magical/fantasy 

thoughts.



Ages 5-8 Years Old
Give as many specifics as the child seems 
interested in hearing. You might tell her how the 
room will look, who will be coming and how long 
everyone will be there, for example. When possible, 
arrange for the child to visit the funeral home 
before the funeral. This allows her more freedom 
to react and talk openly about feelings and 
concerns.
If the body will be viewed either at a visitation or at 
the funeral itself, let the child know this in 
advance. Explain what the casket and the body will 
look like. If the body is to be cremated, explain 
what cremation means and what will happen to the 
ashes. Be sure the child understands that because 
the person is dead, he doesn’t feel pain or anything 
at all during cremation.

        



Things to Say
"Children in this age group often have more questions about 
death and may want to understand what’s happening. 
Including them in the funeral can help them process their 
feelings in a healthy way. It also reassures them that it’s 
okay to grieve and remember their loved one."
"There are many gentle ways for children to participate. 
They might want to place a flower, draw a picture, light a 
candle with an adult, or even say a few words if they feel 
comfortable. They don’t have to do anything they’re not 
ready for, but being present and involved can be meaningful 
for them."
"It’s also okay if they express emotions differently—through 
tears, questions, or even moments of playfulness. We can 
provide a quiet space if they need a break. Whatever feels 
right for your family, we’re here to support you."



Ages 8-12 Years Old
Elementary school age children may still be concrete thinkers but are beginning to 

understand abstract ideas like death and grief. They often start making closer connections 
with friends and activities outside their home and family.

Concept of Death: Children this age begin to understand that death is permanent and start 
thinking about how the loss will affect them over the long-term. Some children will focus on 

the details of what happened to the body of the person who died. Feelings of guilt and 
regret can lead to concern that their thoughts and actions made the death happen. They 
may say or think things like: If I had done my homework, my teacher wouldn’t have died.” 

Or “I think it was my fault because I was mean to my brother.”



Ages 8-12 Years Old
•Ashes:  What is left of a dead body after cremation. Looks like ashes from a fire.

•Burial: Placing the body (which is inside a casket) into the ground.

•Casket: A special box for burying a dead body.

•Cemetery: A place where many dead bodies are buried.

•Cremains: See “Ashes.”

•Cremation: Putting the dead body into a room with lots of heat until it turns into 
ashes.

•Dead: When a person’s body stops working. It doesn’t see, hear, feel, eat, breathe, 
etc. anymore.

•Funeral: A time when friends and families get together to say goodbye and 
remember the person who died.

•Funeral Home: A place where bodies are kept until they are buried.

•Grave: The hole in the ground where the body is buried at the cemetery.

•Hearse: The special car that takes the dead body in the casket to the grave at the 
cemetery.

•Obituary: A short article in the paper that tells about the person who died.

•Pallbearer: The people who help carry the casket at the funeral.

•Viewing: The time when people can see the body of the person who died.



Things To Say
"At this age, children often have a greater awareness of 
what’s happening and may want to be involved in some way. 
Including them in the funeral can help them express their 
emotions, honor their loved one, and feel connected to their 
family during this time."
"There are many ways they can participate, depending on 
what feels right for them. They might want to read a poem, 
write a letter to place in the casket, help choose a song, or 
simply be present with their family. Some children find 
comfort in having a small role, while others prefer to observe 
quietly—and either choice is okay."
"It’s natural for kids to experience a range of emotions, from 
sadness to curiosity, and even moments of laughter. If they 
have questions, we encourage open conversations. We can 
also provide a quiet space if they need a break."
"Ultimately, there’s no right or wrong way for them to grieve. 

          



Ages 13-18 Years Olds
Teens are cognitively able to understand and process abstract concepts about life and death. They begin to see 
themselves as unique individuals, separate from their role in the family and may wrestle with identity and who 

they want to be in the world. There can be significant changes in their priorities, spirituality/faith, sexuality, and 
physical appearance. Teens often rely on peers and significant others outside the family for support.

Concept of Death- While teens understand death is permanent, they may have unspoken magical thoughts of the 
person being on a long trip, etc. They may also delve into questions about the meaning of life, death, and other 
traumatic events.



Ages 13-18 Years Olds
Help the child understand why we have funerals. Children 
need to know that the funeral is a time of sadness because 
someone has died, a time to honor the person who died, a 
time to help comfort and support each other and a time to 
affirm that life goes on.
One why children seem easily to embrace is that funerals 
are a time to say goodbye. And saying goodbye helps us all 
acknowledge that the person we loved is gone and cannot 
come back. If the body is to be viewed, tell the child that 
seeing the body helps people say goodbye and that he may 
touch the person he loved once last time.
Now is also a good time to explain to the child what spiritual 
significance the funeral has for you and your family. This 
can be difficult, for even adults have a hard time articulating 
their beliefs about life and death. One guideline: children 
have difficulty understanding abstractions, so it is best to 

   h  lki  b  li i  



Things To Say
Teenagers understand death more like adults do, but they may 
express their grief in different ways. Some may want to be 
actively involved in the service, while others may prefer to 
observe quietly. Both responses are completely normal."
"Including them in the funeral can help them process their 
emotions and feel connected to their loved one. They might 
want to read a poem, share a memory, help choose music, or 
even create a tribute like a slideshow. If they prefer to simply 
attend and be present, that’s okay too."
"It’s also natural for teens to have a mix of emotions—sadness, 
confusion, even moments of laughter as they remember good 
times. There’s no 'right' way to grieve, and we encourage open 
conversations about what feels comfortable for them."
"If at any point they need a quiet space to step away, that’s 
available too. The most important thing is that they feel 
supported  included  and given the space to process their loss in 



What Children Need to Know 
About Grief

It’s normal to be afraid, to cry, to 
feel lonely, and to be angry

 It’s okay if a caregiver cries when 
being asked questions.

 It’s okay to feel that life is unfair.  

Grief is a family matter. 

They are loved just as much as 
before the death.

They are not alone.

 It’s okay to ask for help.

 Their world has been completely 
changed and will never go back to 

the way it was.



Why is Explaining Death to 
Children So Difficult

1. We’re afraid we might not have all the answers.

2. It can be difficult to talk to children, especially younger children.

3. We want to protect our children from unnecessary anguish.

4. We’re afraid that we won’t be able to adequately comfort them or provide 
them the help that they need.

5. We may be dealing with our own grief at the time.

6. Death is often a taboo topic.



Children and Funerals

 

Normalizing Funerals for Children
•How to explain a funeral in simple terms 

• "A funeral is a special time where people come together 
to remember and say goodbye."

• Avoid euphemisms like “sleeping” (which can cause 
confusion or fear).

•Benefits of allowing children to participate 
• Helps with grief processing.
• Encourages open conversations about loss.
• Strengthens family bonds and coping skills.



Children and Funerals

When Should Children Attend a Funeral?
•General guidelines: 

• It should be the child’s choice (but with parental 
guidance).

• Consider emotional readiness, maturity, and their 
understanding of death.

•Alternative ways to be involved: 
• Attending part of the service (e.g., just the visitation).
• Participating in a way that feels safe (placing a flower, 

drawing a picture, writing a note).



Children and Funerals
Helping Parents Feel Comfortable
Addressing parental concerns: 

"I don’t want my child to be scared." → Explain that fear often comes from 
the unknown; preparation helps.
"What if my child gets upset?" → It's normal for emotions to surface, and 
that’s okay.
"Will they disrupt the service?" → Offer quiet spaces, suggest sitting near an 
exit, or reassure them that many families include children.

Providing resources: 
Books on grief for children
Websites or grief support organizations.



Children and Funerals
Funeral Directors' Role in Supporting Families
•Create a welcoming atmosphere: 

• Provide a “kid-friendly” area with quiet activities.
• Offer memory-making activities (drawing, writing letters, decorating 

candles).
•Offer guidance on viewing the body: 

• If appropriate, explain what they will see.
• Let children decide if they want to participate.

•Encourage open communication: 
• Provide scripts for parents on how to talk to their children.
• Offer reassurance that grief and questions are normal.

 



Challenging 
Scenarios



What you can do:  ts Their Child Should Not Attend the Funeral
 eving parent tells you, "I don’t want my child at the 

   be too upsetting for them."

 their concern: "I completely understand that you want 
  r child from distress."

 e guidance: "Many families find that giving children the 
  nd, or participate in a small way, can help them process 

    healthy way."
 ives: "If they don’t attend, you might consider a private 

   small memorial activity at home "



What you can do:

A Child Asks a Difficult or Blunt Question
Scenario: During the viewing, a child asks loudly, "Why does 
Grandpa look like that?"

•Stay calm and answer simply: "Grandpa’s body is no longer working, 
and he looks a little different now. The funeral home helps take care 
of him so we can say goodbye."



What you can do:

A Teen Refuses to Attend the Funeral
Scenario: A 15-year-old says, "I don’t want to go. Funerals are 
weird."

•Validate their feelings: "I understand funerals can feel 
uncomfortable. You don’t have to do anything you’re not ready for."
•Offer options: "Would you like to come for just part of it, like the 
visitation?"
•Explain long-term impact: "Sometimes, people regret not attending. 
You could bring a supportive friend or do something personal to 
honor your loved one instead."



A Child Becomes Upset During the Service
Scenario: A young child starts crying loudly or asks to leave mid-
service.

•Reassure the parents: "It’s completely normal for children to have big 
emotions during a funeral. Would you like a quiet space where you can 
comfort them?"
•Have a designated quiet area or small activities available to help the 
child regulate their emotions.

What you can do:



A Child Wants to Touch the Body but the Parent is Hesitant
Scenario: A child approaches the casket and asks, "Can I touch 
Grandma?" but the parent looks uncertain.

•Explain gently: "Some children find comfort in touching their loved 
one’s hand or clothing. It’s okay if they want to, but it’s also okay if 
they don’t."
•Let the parent decide but reassure them: "There’s no right or wrong 
way for a child to say goodbye."

What you can do:



A Parent is Worried Their Child Will Misbehave
Scenario: A parent says, "I don’t think my child can sit through the 
whole service without acting out.“

•Offer practical solutions: "That’s understandable. Some families sit 
near an exit so they can step out if needed, or bring a quiet activity.“
•Some families assign a caregiver to help watch their children during 
the service.
•Normalize the child’s presence: "Funerals are emotional for everyone, 
and it’s okay if children express themselves differently."

What you can do:



A Family Disagrees About Whether a Child Should Be Involved
Scenario: One parent believes their child should attend, but the other 
strongly disagrees.

•Empathize: "This is a tough decision, and it’s understandable that you 
both have different feelings about it."
•Offer a middle ground: "Maybe your child could attend part of the 
service or be involved in a different way, like writing a letter to be 
placed in the casket."
•Remind them it’s ultimately about what’s best for the child: "Every 
child grieves differently, and giving them a choice can be 
empowering."

What you can do:



A Child is Frightened of Seeing the Body
Scenario: A child whispers to their parent, "I’m scared to see Auntie.“

•Offer reassurance: "It’s okay to feel that way. You can stand farther 
back or just look from a distance."
•Give them control: "You don’t have to do anything you’re not 
comfortable with."
•Explain what to expect: “Auntie will be lying peacefully in the casket, 
and she won’t be able to talk or move anymore."

What you can do:



A Child Starts Asking About Their Own Mortality
Scenario: A child asks, "Am I going to die too?"

•Be honest yet comforting: "Everyone dies one day, but most people 
live for a very long time."
•Reinforce safety: "Right now, you are healthy and safe, and your 
family is here to take care of you."

What you can do:



A Parent Asks for Advice on Explaining Cremation
Scenario: A parent is struggling to explain cremation in a way that 
won’t scare their child.

•Use simple, non-scary language: "Cremation is a process that gently 
turns the body into soft ashes, which families can keep or scatter in a 
special place."
•Avoid distressing details: Instead of "burned," say "changed into 
ashes with warmth and care."
•Offer a visual comparison: "It’s kind of like how leaves turn into earth 
over time."

What you can do:



Key Takeaways

Be patient—children process grief 
differently. 

Encourage questions—they help 
normalize death and funerals. 

Empower families—offer choices 
but respect individual comfort 

levels. 

Have resources ready—books, grief 
counselors, or kid-friendly 

memorial activities

•Including children in funerals can 
be beneficial when done with care.

•Funeral directors can play a vital 
role in supporting families through 

education and guidance.

•Encouraging open conversations 
about death helps children develop 

healthy coping skills.



Questions?
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