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HOSPICE AIDE EDUCATION SERIES                         Module 18:  Helping Children Understand Death 

 

Overview & Objectives 

Parents often have questions about how much exposure children should have to a patient who is 

terminally ill or dying.  This module contains a brief history of children and death from the past until the 

present.  It reviews how much children understand about death at different ages and describes activities 

that may be helpful to children at different stages.  Hospice aide tips are included if questions arise 

about how children can best be supported during this time.  A section on how to prepare children as a 

patient gets closer to death is also included.  This module contains the following learning objectives: 

 Review the history of children and death 

 Discuss issues regarding the exclusion of children in the dying process 

 Identify age groups and their understanding of death 

 Review preparing children for a loved one who is ill and dying 

 Discuss how hospice aides can help families with questions about children and death   

Contents 

 Learning Module 

 Group Exercise: Share Your Experience 

 Test Questions 

 Instructor Answer Key 

 Attendance Sheet 

 Evaluation Form 

 Certificate of Attendance 

 

Module Instructions: 

 

Each module should take approximately one hour. Successful completion requires hospice aides to study 

the self-study section, complete the test, and fill out the evaluation form.  Discussion topics, case 

studies, group exercises, and module extras are used to supplement learning.  A passing grade of 70% is 

required on the test.  The completed sign-in sheet, test, evaluation form, and certificate of attendance 

should be kept on file for auditing and compliance purposes.  A copy of the completed certificate of 

attendance should be given to the aide for their own records.  

   

Copies are permitted within the physical location of each organization purchasing modules 

http://www.hospiceaidehub.com/
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Module 18:   

Helping Children Understand Death 
 

Introduction 

If you have worked in hospice for a long time it 

is relatively easy to talk about death and dying.  

After all, you care for dying patients and their 

families all the time.  It may even be hard to 

remember your own feelings about death 

before becoming a hospice aide because you 

have become so comfortable with the subject.  

At the same time, you are sensitive to the fact 

that most people are not particularly 

comfortable with the subject unless they have 

routinely had experience with it.  But even 

healthcare workers who deal with death 

regularly may not be comfortable talking about 

death with patients and families.  The best 

communicators blend clinical honesty with 

compassion, and most adults have at least some 

experience with death.   

Now imagine being a child with little or no 

experience with death.  The things you say and 

the manner in which you say them can leave an 

impression on children.  The goal of this module 

is to help hospice aides understand what the 

concept of death is like for children.  Families 

may have questions about how to help children 

with a loved one in hospice.  

        

 

To a large degree, children’s experience with 

death depends on the customs and social norms 

of the culture in which they live.  They learn 

about death, funerals, grief, and beliefs about 

the afterlife from what they are exposed to in 

their culture.  Hospice aides should have some 

knowledge of cultural differences before 

assuming that even the best efforts to help 

children and families will be the right fit for 

everyone. 

Children and Death in the Past 

Prior to the 20th century, before the lifesaving 

treatments and antibiotics that are routine 

today, death rates were so high that children 

and families were exposed to death on a regular 

basis.  There were periods of famine, disease, 

and war that were constant reminders of death.    

Very few people reached adulthood without 

experiencing the death of siblings or parents.  

Before the industrial age (when families lived a 

more farming type existence) children were also 

exposed to the death of animals and pets more 

frequently.  Deaths often occurred in the home 

and children were exposed to preparation of 

the body for funeral rites as well. 

In Grief, Death, Funerals, Deborah Stearns 

states that in the Middle Ages no funeral 

procession was complete without the presence 

of children from orphanages and foundling 

homes.  Through the Victorian Era, when 

somber clothing and other signs of mourning 

became the norm, children were also included.  

By the 1870’s there were even death kits 

available for dolls, complete with coffins and 

mourning clothes to prepare girls for 

participation in death rituals.          

http://www.hospiceaidehub.com/
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 Around the 1920’s, dying patients started being 

cared for in hospitals.  Funeral homes took over 

body preparation (embalming), storing, burying, 

and other services.  As care for the dying and 

deceased moved further away from the home, 

so did communication about death.   

By the 1950’s the subject of death had become 

taboo, especially when it came to children. 

Significant efforts were made by parents and 

hospital staff to shield children from any 

discussion about death.  They feared the long 

term effect it would have on children’s mental 

health.  To cushion the hardship for children, it 

was not unusual to use terms like “gone to 

sleep” or using the death of pets to help 

children understand.  But for the most part 

discussing death with children was avoided 

altogether (or as much as possible).  Children 

were prevented from seeing or visiting loved 

ones who were dying and they were rarely 

allowed to attend funerals.  It was believed that 

the emotional intensity of death was too 

difficult for children to endure. 

                   

In the mid-1900’s, a shift began to take place.  

This was due in part to the hospice movement 

which stressed the importance of caring for the 

terminally ill in the context of a family 

experience.  Today the approach to children 

and death has swung back in the direction of 

openness.  There are therapeutic guidelines for 

different age groups even though many people 

continue to struggle with questions about how 

much exposure children should have.  

Talking With Children About Death 

Most experts agree that children (depending on 

their age, life experience, and personality) often 

know more than parents think they do.  They 

also stress that every family is different.  Some 

experts recommend open and honest 

communication, while others say it is only 

necessary to tell the child as much as they want 

to know.  Either way it will depend on the 

child’s age and developmental level.  Under any 

circumstances, it is important to create an 

environment in which conversations about 

death can take place easily.  This is done by 

showing an interest in what children say and 

respecting their level of understanding, which 

may be more challenging when a parent is 

working through their own grief.  Experts at 

Nemours Children’s Hospital recommend the 

following: 

   

 

 

 

 

 

Naturally, children in different age groups are 

not going to understand death the same way, 

but even very young children can sense when 

something is wrong if parents try to hide their 

feelings.  When children are shielded from the 

truth they may hear bits of conversations and 

fill in the blanks themselves by making 

Be honest with your child and 

encourage questions.  Create an 

atmosphere of comfort and openness, 

and send the message that there’s no 

one right or wrong way to feel. 
-“KidsHealth” Nemours, 2012 
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something up in order to make sense of the 

mystery.  By being open and honest parents can 

help children: 

 Work through their feelings with other 

family members 

 Feel less isolated 

 Learn to trust what parents are telling 

them 

 Learn to trust their own instincts 

If parents are uncomfortable talking with 

children about death and dying, there are many 

resources available from hospice, grief 

therapists, and even other family members who 

may find it easier.  Using the words “death” and 

“dying” is also recommended to avoid causing 

confusion.  For example: 

“Grandpa has a disease called cancer that 

makes him very tired and weak.  One day he 

won’t be able to get out of bed anymore.  At 

some point he will be so weak that his heart will 

stop and he will die.”  

If a parent wants to explore how a child is 

feeling about a family member’s illness, but are 

unsure of how to start the conversation, they 

might say: 

“You’ve probably noticed that Grandpa is more 

tired lately and hasn’t been able to do as much 

as he used to.  I’m wondering if you’ve been 

thinking about that and if you’d like to talk 

about it….” 

Before sharing details of what is happening, it is 

wise to find out what children already know 

about the situation.  For example, their fears 

may not be about the person who is dying, but 

someone else in the family who might be at risk 

of dying. 

Developmental Stages 

According to professionals at the Clinical Center 

of the National Institutes of Health (NIH) and 

Nemours Children’s Hospital, children go 

through a series of stages in their 

understanding of death.  General guidelines for 

different ages are as follows: 

Under 2 years:  Children younger than two 

years old have a very limited understanding of 

illness and death.  Since their language is still 

developing, they experience the world primarily 

through their senses.  If someone who is 

important to them is not present they may 

recognize this absence.  They are sensitive to 

the emotions of the people around them and 

can often tell when things are not as they 

normally have been.  

Hospice Aide Tip:  Very young children are 

comforted by the familiar.  They respond to 

being held and having someone close to them.  

Maintaining their routine and keeping favorite 

toys or blankets close by will help decrease any 

anxiety they may be feeling.  

Age 2-6:  At this age children see death as 

reversible and temporary (watching cartoon 

characters recover after being crushed or 

exploded tends to reinforce this idea).  Their 

worldview is very literal so it helps to explain 

death in concrete terms, for example: 

“Grandma’s body wasn’t working anymore and 

the doctors couldn’t fix it….” 

Parents may have to explain that “dying” or 

“dead” means that the body does not work 

anymore.  Kids at this age have a hard time 

understanding that everyone eventually dies 

and they do not come back.  Even after a parent 

http://www.hospiceaidehub.com/
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explains it, a child this age might still ask when 

they are coming back. 

 Parents should avoid phrases such as “went 

away” or “went to sleep” or “got lost.”  Children 

at this age will take it literally and be afraid to 

go to sleep or fearful when someone goes 

away.  Sometimes a preschooler’s questions 

sound deeper than they actually are.  If they ask 

where the deceased person went they are 

probably not asking about the afterlife; they 

might be satisfied with knowing the deceased is 

in the cemetery. 

Hospice Aide Tip:  Activities that may be helpful 

for this age group are storybooks or art projects 

that can help them express their feelings about 

illness or death.  

Ages 6-12:  Children in this age group are 

beginning to understand the finality of death, 

but they may still not understand the 

permanency of it.  They may personify death as 

a ghost, skeleton, or “boogeyman.”  They might 

ask questions at random times, which should be 

answered honestly.  If a parent does not know 

the answer they should let the child know and 

tell them they will find out.  Children at this age 

have very active imaginations, so it is best to 

explain things in a simple and concrete way.  

They may also be deeply affected by the death 

of a loved one, but still continue to play and 

participate in normal activities.  There is no 

cause for alarm since this is how they integrate 

illness or death into their lives. 

Hospice Aide Tip:  Activities for this age group 

that can help children express their emotions or 

talk about illness and death include reading, 

playing, art therapy, support groups (with 

peers), and workbooks, scrapbooks, or writing 

(keeping a journal). 

            

Ages 12-18:  By the time children have reached 

adolescence they have likely experienced the 

death of someone they know.  Their earlier life 

experiences will shape how death is viewed at 

this age.  They understand that death is 

universal and happens to all living things.  The 

illness or death of a loved one can have more of 

an impact on their day-to-day life.  Their moods, 

usual behaviors, attitudes, sleep, eating 

patterns, and performance in school can all be 

affected.   

Young adults process death in their own way 

and parents may need to make repeated offers 

to help, although the process should not be 

rushed.  At this age they typically turn to their 

peers for support, but they may also avoid 

talking to peers so they do not stand out as 

being different.  There may be a wide range of 

emotions as they process illness and death 

while navigating the developmental stages 

between childhood and adulthood.  

Hospice Aide Tip:  It may be helpful for 

adolescents to keep a journal or participate in 

peer support groups.  Music can be a way for 

them to express or relate to their feelings.  

Social media can also play a role in how 

teenagers process and share their feelings with 

others.  They may find it easier to “talk” about 

http://www.hospiceaidehub.com/
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in texting if they are not as vulnerable to the 

grief they might feel when talking about it in 

person.  They can also find it an easier way to 

communicate with other adolescents who have 

gone through similar events. 

              

Parental Concerns 

Many parents have questions about whether 

children should be exposed to a family member 

who is terminally ill and dying.  Most experts 

agree that if children are not given the option it 

would deprive them of the opportunity to share 

their loved one’s final days.  As with adults, 

children benefit from being able to say goodbye 

to someone who is dying.  The appropriate 

amount of time at the patient’s bedside will 

depend on the developmental age and 

personality of the child.   

It is important to prepare the child for what to 

expect and foster an environment where they 

can ask questions.  If the patient is dying in the 

home of a child, the child will have the 

advantage of seeing the changes more 

gradually.  Children who haven’t seen their 

loved one in a long time may be startled by the 

changes.  Follow the cues of the child to 

determine how much information they want 

when visiting with a loved one who is dying. 

Visiting:  Children will need to know if the room 

needs to be quiet, if any equipment should not 

be touched, how much time the patient might 

want to spend visiting, and if there is another 

space the child can go to if they need a break.  

Sleepiness:  Children can be told that dying is a 

very tiring process and the patient may feel 

weak or sleepy, or they may not wake up at all 

anymore.  It should be explained that the 

patient might not open their eyes or even talk 

so children are not surprised if it happens.  Even 

if the patient has not been responding, they 

may still be able to hear or know who is around 

them.  Children should be encouraged to speak 

lovingly to the patient in a normal tone of voice. 

Eating and Drinking:  Children will need to be 

told that when a person gets closer to dying 

they do not need to eat or drink anymore.  If 

the child is concerned that the person is dying 

because they are not eating and drinking, let 

them know that food and fluid will not help the 

patient stay alive longer when their body is very 

ill and dying.   

Pain:  Many patients are on pain medication at 

the end of life and children tend to think 

medicine is to help someone get better.  It is 

reassuring to explain that pain medicine is to 

help the patient feel more comfortable, but it 

will not help them get better or stop dying from 

happening.  Pain is usually well controlled, but if 

the patient is experiencing a lot of pain it is best 

to avoid having children visit until the pain is 

under control. 

Confusion or Agitation:  If the patient has mild 

confusion or agitation, children can be told that 

the patient may not know who they are or say 

things that do not make sense.  Explain this as is 

part of the illness and there are medications 

that can help with it.  If the patient is very 
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agitated and restless, it is best to delay the 

child’s visit until symptoms are under control. 

Breathing Changes:  If the patient has reached 

the stage when their breathing is irregular and 

apneic, rapid, or noisy, it should be explained 

that this is normal as a person gets closer to 

death.  It may help to compare noisy breathing 

with snoring and does not cause the patient 

discomfort.  Children should be told what to 

expect before entering the room when 

respiratory patterns have changed. 

Other Changes:  Children should be prepared 

for any other changes in the patient’s condition 

or environment such as skin color, temperature, 

dressings (or wounds), diapers, equipment, and 

so on.  If the patient looks markedly different 

from the last time a child saw them, it should be 

explained that it might be hard to recognize the 

patient the way they remember them.  As much 

preparation as possible, in a calm manner, can 

help ease children’s fears and help them cope 

with a dying loved one.  

                

The Hospice Aide’s Role 

As the patient gets closer to death, parents 

themselves may be uncertain about what to say 

to children.  Hospice aides (as well as other 

members of the team) can help families by 

explaining what to expect.  Children may not 

know how to interact with a dying loved one 

who has little energy or spends most or all of 

their time in bed.  If children are old enough 

and wish to help in some way, the hospice aide 

can show them how to do mouth care, apply 

moisturizer to their skin, apply cool compresses, 

or simply hold the patient’s hand.  Other 

activities might include: 

 Decorating the room 

 Making cards, drawing, or writing 

notes/letters for the patient 

 Choosing music for the patient 

 Telling stories or talking about 

favorite memories 

 Doing homework or other quiet 

activities at the bedside (coloring, 

game apps, watching TV or a movie, 

etc.) 

 For children who are at a distance, 

talking on the phone, or using Skype 

and Face Time to feel closer 

Above all, children should be taught through 

words and actions that grief is a healthy and 

normal response to losing a loved one, and that 

sadness lessens with time.  It is not something 

to be avoided or judged, but considered a 

normal part of life, living, and growing up. 
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Group Exercise:  Share Your Experience  

As a group, describe any positive or negative experiences you have had with children of any age 

during a patient’s illness in the course of your work.  Share what you have learned in these 

situations, or from personal experience, that might be helpful to others. 

 

    

 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Children 

& 

Death 

Under 2 
years 

Ages 2-6 Ages 6-12 

Ages 12-18 
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TEST QUESTIONS:                           Module 18:  Helping Children Understand Death 

NAME__________________________________   DATE____________   TEAM_______________ 

 

1. All of the following influence how to talk with children about death except: 

a.  Age group   c.  Personality 

b. Life experience  d.  Gender 

 

2. Most experts agree with all of the following except: 

a.  Be honest with children   c.  Encourage questions about dying 

b. Protect children from dying patients  d.  Different age groups affect understanding  

 

3.  Children in the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries were exposed to death regularly. 

a. True 

b. False 

 

4.  It is not necessary to prepare children if they have already had past experience with death. 

a. True 

b. False 

  

5.  Children understand that death is irreversible and permanent in this age group: 

a. Between 2-6 years old  c.  Between ages 12-18 

b. Between ages 6-12  d.  Around age 7 

 

6. In the 1950’s, talking about death was a  _______________ subject for children. 

 

7. Children may personify death as a ghost or skeleton at this age: 

a. Between 6-12 years   c.  Around 16-18 years 

b. Between 2-6 years   d.  Mid-adolescence 

 

8.  Activities that can help young children process illness and death includes stories and art projects. 

a. True 

b. False 

9.  One of the newer ways teenagers process grief is by __________________ with their peers. 

10.  Hospice aides can suggest all of the following activities for children (age appropriate) except: 

a. Assisting with repositioning 

b. Doing homework at the bedside 

c. Decorating the patient’s room 

d. Applying cool compresses to the patient’s face 

e. Playing video games at the bedside 
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Instructor Key – Test Answers     Module 18:  Helping Children Understand Death 

 

1.  D – Gender. 

 

2.  B – Most experts agree that protecting children from a dying loved one can be more harmful or 

confusing for them. 

 

3. A – True.  Before the industrial age, funeral homes, or hospice, children were regularly exposed 

to dying patients and preparation of the body for funeral rites. 

 

4. B – False.  Under any circumstances, no matter how much experience a child has had, it is 

always important to prepare them in each case.  Past experience may be helpful to relate to the 

present, but each experience is new. 

 

5. C – By the time children reach adolescence they understand that death is irreversible and 

permanent.  They may or may not have personal experience with death by this age, but other 

family members or friends usually have. 

 

6. Taboo 

 

7. A – Between 6-12.  Children are beginning to understand the permanency of death at this age, 

but they also have fertile imaginations that can be fearful for them. 

 

8. A – True.  Young children can process feelings associated with illness and dying through visual 

and auditory activities rather than writing (journaling) or discussion since their language skills 

are still developing. 

 

9. Texting or social media. 

 

10. A – Repositioning should only be performed by hospice aides or trained caregivers. 

 

   

 

 

 

http://www.hospiceaidehub.com/


Hospice Aide Hub  11 

 

 
Module 18:  Helping Children Understand Death       ©2014 Hospice Aide Hub www.hospiceaidehub.com 
 
 
 

ATTENDANCE SHEET                   MODULE 18:  Helping Children Understand Death 
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HOSPICE AIDE EDUCATION SERIES 

EVALUATION FORM 

Module 18:  Helping Children Understand Death 

 

Instructor: 

Date: 
                   Strongly                                        Strongly 

                    Agree        Agree         Neutral      Disagree     Disagree 

CONTENT:        

1. Module was relevant to hospice aide practice  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

2. Information was current and up-to-date   ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

3. Information was well-organized    ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

4. Information was easy to understand   ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

5. Time spent to complete module was appropriate ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝  

 

INSTRUCTOR: 

1. Gave clear instructions to complete module  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

2. Used teaching methods appropriate for hospice aides ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

3. Was knowledgeable of the subject matter  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

4. Was engaged in the participants learning  ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝  

5. Related content to practical situations in hospice ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ ⃝ 

 

OUTCOMES: 

1.  Did you gain new knowledge or skills related to this module? 

 

2.  How will you apply what you learned in this module to your work? 

 

COMMENTS: 

1.  What did you like best about the module/presentation? 

 

2.  What changes would you make in the module/presentation? 

 

3.  What other hospice aide topics are you interested in? 

 

 

 
 

THANK YOU FOR COMPLETING THIS EVALUATION.  YOUR FEEDBACK IS HIGHLY VALUED! 
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