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Children's concepts of death grow with their age and

development The three-year-old begins to notice that living things
move and make sounds. The five-year-old thinks that life and death
are reversable, but the six-year-old knows that death is final and
brings sorrow. Children from eight through ten are interested in the
causes of death and what happens after death. Adolescents think of
death and what happens after death is fearsome yet fascinating, since
they are very much aware of the life producing potentialities in
their own bodies. Children's reactions to an experience with death
are greatly influenced by parental attitudes. Parents can best help
children deal with death by not making it a taboo subject; by
explaining to the child that death is final, by not sending him away
during the mourning periods, by encouraging him to participate in the

funeral rites of parents, siblings, and other relatives, and by
talking frceely about the dead person. Children should absorb from
their parents the basic truth that death is part of life and must be
accerted as a reality. (Author/KM)
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The the meanin: of 1life and deat:: 1s the greatest mystery
t> man. “hat are children's concepts of death? At first they
have no concept of the word "dead." But all children are very
much i nterestec in the meanin; of 1life, birth, and death. The
tnree=yoareoid bhe;ins to distin ulsh hetween animate and inanie-
mate o*rjJects, Jimmy does not want mother to sew on the dolly's

hae 4 that had heen torn off, ‘-ecause it will hurt dolly. PRut

four-year=old Lebhy says, "IB's not real, Jimmy., It won't hurt colly."

The tiree=-year-old 1is beginnin; to notice that livin;, thin,s
move anc can make sounds. vhen a bug does not move, he may
inspect it and asx vhy 1t 1s lyin, stiil., This is the time to
say casus ly that the bu- 1s dead, and to let him satisfy hi-
curiosity by examining it. To the four-yeareold, deatn has a
limiteu mesning. The five-year-oldc associates life and death
80 closely thut it is a reversable nrocess to him., Ofcourse,
this 1idea of 1ife after death is found in many reli; ions. ihe

sl.-year-old chilc 1s more aware ot the meanin, of death and

1
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the sorrov. it mav hrin,., He may 'orry abrout his mother anc

fear that she may die. ‘e usually co neccts deat: . ith olc s. e,
eanaciallr if he has =zxderiencoa tne death of a grandparent.
I'ne seven-year-dlc knows th.it e 1111l die sometimes, and the

ei, nteyear=o0ld h:s l:arne: that puople, animals, unc¢ plants live
anc c¢ie, .niloran from eight throu h ten are interezte. in the
cau 38 of death anc in whast hapse..s after death,

.8 se: thar chiluren's icens a>out death ro: with their
a8, o anc¢ development; that Lnree-ti-five-yesar«old c-1il :ren r~ave
no concept of the firallt- of death, io then, everytnin: has
a quality of permanence, Thay talk ahout deat: freely as tney
play with taoelr ;uns anc pretaznd to shoot each other.

“ustace Chesser () says that many children personify death.
fhey think of death as a skeleton or king who goes a“out secretly

and carriss people off., 3Some r2li; ions also helieve this; that

the anfi of “eath enters and taker away the soul from the bod-.

Sylvie Anthony (2) states that the child's earliest
associstions with the meanin of death may be very limited; "to
one child ceath may be signified “y immobilityj to another by
sleep; to :nother by rein; put into the ground; to another,
foing up in the sky; to another, ,oin; to the hospital, or
¢oln; on a jJournay, or disappearanc-:,"” she savs that vhen we
try to expl=in the meanin,. of death to chiluren we must know
that in a:es scven through twelve they do not realizo the
. 2nerality and impersonality of death,

:eath 1is assoclated with a;.ressive impul-es in the child's
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mind, so that when a death dnes oecur he may feel that he has
cousec it in some way.

a8 exnorience wit:: death grovs, from the death-of flowers,
insects, hirds, to thut pf pets and people, the child's counoepts

widen. .c¢ be;ins to fezar :1s own death and the deatn of nis parents

and relatives, ‘hen s reslizas that deat: is final and irrev.e-

able it may arouse _reat separatior aaxiety to him. urjoris
..itchell (13) says thnt all childrer. have deop anxieties shout
ceat., ier hook is cuncerned with the depth o-f children's f{ears
ahout dezth, the resultin, -:arm to thelr personalities, anc¢ ways
to neln them find positivs answers to thelr nroblems,

seli,-3 {1..) reports that when sir-year-old Judy's do;,
1.edole, diec in nhis sleep, of o1d a, e, Judy was very frightened,
" hy di¢ Ladoio rave to dis in his sleep?" she asked. i'er fatiier
answerac, "Ladaie just hapoenec to die in als sleep, but -~1s death
was duc to old eare, ‘e hec & j0od 1life with us, e loved him
and 1o loved us., Put .is body (ot old anc¢ tired and his 1life
was over, so he diec. Dut death is not the sare as sleep, - inen
you are asleep, you are alive, You can wake up any time or someone
can wake you upe VYou still keep on breathin, and your heart keeps
on heatings. Your body is resting hut you can feel and hear in
your sleep."

Adolescents think of deat: as fearsome yet fascinating.
The transition from adolescence to maturity is a time of maximum
emotional insesurity. ‘hesser (-) says they do not want to die

without havin, had ths opportunities of life's fuliillments.
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50 tney re-el a;ainst war snd tihe insecurity cus to the atomic

bomb. Some adolescents turn to reli ion as an insurance a;ainat
the risk of death. The majority repross ana deny their anxiety.
T e psycis-analytical literatur: trests the fear of death as an

infantile castration anxlety or the dread of losing the love o ject.

iy CHILDLRLL L#aLl ITH LEATH

Children's reactions to an experience wuith deatn are grestly

influenced by the wsy parents anc otnher authoritative fi, ures

act, ey ahsorb the sdults' sattituces., Children must be ;iven

the true facts, To enshroud the meanin, of death in myth and
mystery may (ri; hten, confuse, anc¢ disturb them. It may have a
desp cetrimental effact on their future smotional devslopment.

Pavic 4, Moriarty (1) wriies that the teauma of the death
of a parent or siblin; is always followed by proufound and
complex paycholo, ical reactions whioh may permanently distort
further maturation of personality. Yarjorie #itchell agraes
that children's deep !'ears and anxieties aSout death may result
in serious harm to their personalities,.

in msny cases, the death of the father may profoundly affect
the entire future of nis children., Lack of economic support may
burden oldsr sihlings who may be require: to support the family
and lose opoortunities for hisher ecucation, This may an;er an
ambitious older hrother w-o has to .ive up a colle; e e’ucation to
support a younger sibling. The younger ohild, wmo aciieves status
as a professional person, may look down on his hig brot':er who
did not have a chance to go to collece., The older man may r'eel

angry and re jected hecause of lost opportunities due to poverty.
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Loss of a father brings about deep insecurity in children
because they nave no o-ne to turn to for care, protsction, and
-uldance, 1t adcsd resoonsihilities they miss the fun, Joy,
ana pleasurss of participatin with their peers in the social
activities that are part of gro-ing up and necessary for self
develooment and self fulfiliment. rhen thev are often deprived
of the evervday thin s that their peers have, they feel saddened
anc¢ left out., If they have to work sfter sc ool or work their
way throu, » colleye, they miss tne extra-curricular activities
that are an important oart of collese life,

Ci,iloren wno lose a father tnrou;h fatal accidents and
especlally tnrouy~ assassination, never completely recover from
the shock. It chan es their entire personality as well a= thelr
way of life, If the mother remarries the stepfather may help
in some 6ises Sr he may create a rap in twe relationship between
the mothor an: her children. When he marries the mother, the
children have to come along whether they like it or not. It is
a packayed deal, The parents are more en;rossec in themselves,
as newly-ved, than in the ¢ ildren. ‘ihe younysters may receive
;.,004 physical care anu material thin;3, but th:re may be mutual
misunderstandin; and amotional conflict., Such reasctions muy be
no one's fanlt, but the natural outcoms of the situation, un the
other hand, a second marriage, may bring happiness to children
as well as to their mother, if tha stepfather loves children very

mueh and is able to take them into 11s heart and show interest

and concern for them. The loss of a father through divorce may

affect his ohildiren in the same way as sepsration throu.h death,
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.hen we think -ow different the 1lifs of Caroline Kennecy

woula nave heen, nad her father lived, we can re:lize the traumatic
e!rfrct of his wueati: upon her ; roving personallty. hen she was
interview by Jurate Kazickss, at the a;e of t-irtesn, seven

-raars afte: the death of ner father, he says, "adults w o claim

to knoi. Carolins descri%“e hor as an Introverted, restralredé anc
sensitive :1irl. They fesl that the doatniof her fatier and¢ unecle,
.enator dorert +, ~en~e.y, lel’ ner wivn a parmanent sadness and
reserve,"

i hav: nac a number of cases dealin; with chilcdéren wi:0 had
becomz emotionslly c¢isturbec hy experiences with desth. Their
trauma vas increased by the uni:1se nandlin; of authoritative
fi; ures who dic not understand the children's feelin,s, who tried
to protect them by not tellin, tnem the frcts eand not explainin,
the real cause of ceath, not lettin, them participate in the
funeral and mournin; ceremonie:, and by sendin: them away durin,

those times. In many cases ths adults were so en;rossed in t:eilr

own :risaf that thay were unahle to unverstand and evaluate the

children feoelings and reactions to the death,

Yhen a young; ohild sxperiences the death of a membsr of hi;
fanily it can be very confusing to nim, but we must let him par-
ticipate in the mourniz_, in accordance with his 3ge anc under-
standin,. Sometimes this 1s very cifficult. *hen the Kennedy
children had to leurn about the death of their baby brother, and
sbout their father, their mother did not falter in havin, them
face the facts. ¢¥e cannot fool children by trying to overprotect

them, -3 only eonfuse them, for in the end, they must know ths truth,
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2 can only spare our childiren by helpin; them ~icet the faets

with faith ané coura.’s., Thre:=vear-old John -ennecy, Jr. salutin-
taue hler of his father, will “e an ima ‘@ implante- in our hearts
forcvere. dZut only as .e grev older eould 2 he, in to undsrstanc
morz fully the meening of death and mournin; ,

+Pe alvert Holnlt (1 ) says that 31blings must be informed
ebour the deatn of a still-korn chil. in the family, "ot iomwise
they may baliove thut mother 1s ~iding somethin, c¢rescful... and

taev are markedly concernoc about their own futuro,"
sul K ¢ Al o cADHZ: OV L, CHIL AL

vr., and ‘irs. £ and their two sons, ei:nt-year-olc ilarry
and five-year-old “yron, were crivin; from ke- York to California.
They st.pped at a motel for the nigtht. At ten P,%., wien the
boys were alrea.y asleep, ir, X sudoenly had a heart attack and
die , Mrs, K., was overwhelmed at tais tra;ic unexpsctecd blow,
ifer own fat»er hrd died th» same way when she was only seven
years old. 3he phoned her “ushand's brother in iew. York and he
arrivac the next morning. e arran;ed for funeral dirsctors to
taks the hody. It h:d hesn in ths mote) all ni:ht, while irs. «
keot a lcnely, weepin; vigil, over hor dead husband,

-hen the ehlldren nwoke tlhe next mornin; and asked for their
dacdy, the mother nud t> tell thom what hapoened, "Zour daday
passed away last ni;nt." The boys wers shockeu beyona belief,

They had ;ons to sleep leavin, thelr parents in the room, only

to awaken to finc tneir father jone. They cried and snid tnoy

wantead their father; that vod should yive thom back their daddy.

They took some matches and started a fire, saying tney wanted to
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dis with dac -y, riveeyeure.lc yron took it very badly, e

criec, "My daddy dieds 1 wish I die. I went to t» with raddy.”

1arry was more quiet but lo..kec like ne was in snock., ‘e was
pr.obably denyln: the death of ils father in order to protsct
himsell from its reality., "e helluved that e nac causec the
death, because he and 1is brother nad been noisy and their
fatner nad scoldec¢ them the last time they s » nim alive, Their
mother had often warne« them not to upset tisir fit'ier lacaus.
ha might ; ot sick,

Their uncle took the »oys and their mother hack to their
relztives in Hew York. Ihe father was huried th=re, but the
ohildren v»>r: not taken to ths funersl. larry sald that ne
did not want to go. Iurin; the mournin; perioc the father's
brother anc sister stayed witi tho boys and tneir mother. Both
boys crieu that they wantoc to have a daduy; that their mother
snould et them 4 daddy. .he sald that she would try to meet
someone nice if she could, Tney renained in sew York for two
months and then eam: to :alifornia and stayed with Mrs. K's older
sister and ner husband, until they moved into thelr own apartment,
The chilcren wer: enrolled in a puhblic school,

The mother continued to cry and mourn for her husband, :he
had been dependent upon hLim for averything anc felt lost without
hir. She was unable to control and discipline t-e boys. rthe
children were then put into e private military school anc came
home for the woek-ends. iHoth boys were bri,ht anc had been :ood

in their schoolwork hefore the father died.
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A year later ..rs, » went to :new York for the unvaillas, and

stayeo there with relatives for si. weeks. iuring this time the

|
boys speat th: weskesnus with relatives in “elifornia., “jfteen

month: sitar the father's desnth the children were s0 di<turhec
taout treir wmother consultec¢ t-2 *riter for psycholo, ical help.
..>e sald, " .arry, nox nino ye:rs olc, is very dlsturtec. e
thinks he causaec :is father's deatn. ''e is 3 naturally ; ood-
natureo &nc eusy-. oin; chilc “ut now e is full of fa:rs anc
thinks that everyt in, that nappens 1s always nis fault, .yron
13 now 31: yecr: old and is in the first grude., ie 13 causin_
tns most %rouble., ‘e was his father's favorits, He is more of
a rascal than h1is brother und won't teke enyt-ing from rnyone.
12 is gooc¢ 1in school but not at ".ome. He clings to me, ;roans
in ais sleep, and is an allargic child. 'ie is selfish and won't
give anythin;, to anyone. tle 13 constantly “reakin; things for
spite, ihe bovs share a room ancd are constantly fightins, Now
iarry 1s hoginnin, to assert himself more with his bhrother and
trie - to et even vwith nim for breaking his toys."

ihis story reveals the mother's irability to cope with her
proklems snd its harmful effe2ete on her children. She has never
accented ner husband's desth and blamed it on Cod for doin: this
to her, She has not worke: sut her own ;rief and by concentratin;
on her ) wn loss shs ::.as hesn unable to deal with her ecrildren
adequately and she 1is unables to help them accert their own loss
of their father,

3ince the death o1 their father these boys have, ir one way




or anotasr, conitantly experienc=d sepuaration from familiar places,

and from close .eluiives, unon whom they were cenendont, they

hac no feelin; 3 of starility sinc> their father dled, Tudy

heliev=a that lie had s»andonec¢ thenm :1thout wernin.. In treir
mincs ha left them suudenly hecause tiey wers had an” n-: .as
punishin, taem, :bhen their mother sert them t =a private hocrding
sc. 001 8‘:e w:.s alao abandonin them, hen shs vent ~ast for
aix weeks, there was anotihor separation, FIhey had to snenc weekencs
with relativos anc ayain felt insecurs, not knowin; vhether she
would ever come back. She was always scoldin: ther and did not
really know nhow to control them or :ive them any kind of security.
1 9y wanted a caddy tney could depend upon., #ovin: from »lace
to place contribute: to their insecurity. foarcing school is
not a hapny plece for young ¢. ldren who nesc¢ to be at home with
parents to whom they can relate more closelv.

<+ha mother continued to cry all the time and hemoan her fate.
Tre children could not work out their own ;rief hecause the mother
wos 30 abhsorbed in her own tragedy that she could not anderstand
or help her ehildren., They felt that t-ey, too, had to continue
to bs sad and to mourn for their father, without acceptin; the
reslity that the separation was final anc they mus g0 on livin,
without hir., /e boys felt fuilty and an,ry, unloved and unwanted,
and they livec in fear of I'uture separations and abandonment.
i@y could not depend upon their mother for stren. th, security,
and protection, so their constant anxiety contribhuted to their
restlessness, insecirity, and inability to concentrate on their

schoolwork, They ciisplased their unger onto each other and becamo
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moody, on ed; s, and unpredictable in their conduct,

Ihe mother had to he helped to separate herself from the
desd hushanu, to accept the rs-1lity of his death, at p mournin,,
and concentrate on the nesds and wants of her livin hi1ldren.
~hen sne learms to ¢, this, ths cinlldran will kn .y then they
tos will be able to accept the reulity of their fathar's deatn
and the nead to accept tne secaration as final, Trey will be
helped to learn that the de:ti wes not their fault; that their
fathsr loved them and dic not abando:. them; that he didn't want
to die and leave t..em, but he was 11l and hac¢ no cholce, hut
diec besause he had a h.a nezrt,

The mother and both boys rn9adad therapy to hialp them face
reality and deal with it. The mother neesded to b= ancourayed
to marry a,ain es soon as she found the riiht man; to yive her
cnlldren a daddy anu he:selit a ushand, :tithoul feeling guilty
about not ¢rieving for her deac hushand., 3he should be told
that ne would have wanted her to marry so that sne and her chilcren
would be taken oare of and could live a normel and more secure

life as a family.
CHILDR«N'S FEAR O I'HE DLEAL

rear of the deaa may cause serious disturbance in children.
sSherry, now 25 years ol¢ snd the mother of three children, is
still afraid of dead people. She told me that when s e was seven
years olc she lived nesr a cemetery. rer fifteen-year-olc cousin,
Mary, took her there ana said, "If you con't do what I tell you
1 will press a button anc tne dead person will come out of the

crave and et you." hen Sherry was fiftesn _ears old her grande-
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f (thar dlec, untll the viswin, was over she was toc scarec to
¢ 9 near : ¢ 3ket, 'hen they loverec him into the grave she
was finally relisved, hut she wes still so afraid tnat for a
lons time she slept with all the lishts on in ner roonm,

Ihe custom among some reli;ious groups of "viawin t-s hody"
can be very fri htenin, to children. At age fifteen oherry was
still afraild to view the dead rody of her grandfather. She
feurec that the desd person would jump out of the cuffin and ; st her,

‘ow can we really know what a child feels and thinks about
the death of a relative? The ev:nts that stand out are rememhered
from childhood and continue to affect him, consciously or un-
conscliously,

lr. Charles b, Arin., (3) an outstandin. neurolo;is:, writes
of his own childhood involvement with death., His mother, who

\ was 443 vesrs 0ld vwhen he was born, anc an invalia ever since
that time, died in thelir home six years later, i'e was er onlv
surviving child. tHe writes, "I have no clear memory of her
sufferin; or death., As far as I know, I was as composec as a
youn;ster mi:ht be during the obsequies that took place in the
parlor of our home = that 1s, until some oaf comin, up behind me
up and held me ocser the corfin.ror a good 100kess if this memory
is a screen, it tells something about my uncbnscious; death had
no untoward econscious csonnotation to a young lad, perhaps because
I had no firm ties with a sickly mother, Hut this is mainly

sreculation; it is not amongs my earliest memories."

CHILDR:N'S REACTIONS TO THe DiaTi OF PUBLIC »IGURES

Children's reactions to the sudd:n death of public figures
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by assassination have besn studied. 'r, Lois 4urohy reported
a wide ranye of reactions in chiliren ayes 12 to 15, to the
assassination of rresident f{ennedy, she sald that some children
were overwhelmed, whereas others did not seem disturbec...in
some ¢ .ildren ceath "loosenvc detenses und evokeo resi.ues of
emotional expression found in past experiences,"

olienstein (16) studyin, adolescents says, "After the dsath
of a parent the predominant tendency was inhibition of emotional
responses, often to a level below the surface of reality, with
denial of the loss, In contrast, the President(s death evoked
intense emotions and grier,"

This sugiests to me that children who lose a parent may
feel singlec out for sufferin; such a loss, and they cannot
share their sorrow with others who are more fortunate. pZut
when there is a universal loss and everyone suffers, they can
understand and share their feelings with others,

Kliman, working with rolfenstein, pointecd out that the younger
emotionally disturbec einildren showec inoressed anxiety and bizarre
behavior at the news of the assination of Presicent Kenredy. It
iuvoked the "perception of death in some children az a threat to
defenses against their own ceath wishes agal-st their parents.”

-even months after the death of President Kennedy, I asked
an eight-year-old ¢irl what she would vish for if a fairy , od-
mother gave her three wishes, Her tnird wish was that President
Rennecy would not be deud., The tragedy was still in her mind.

Levinsoc (11) says, "bereavment presents a seriously

traumatic event in a ohild's life, frequently resultin; in insecurity,
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anxiety, tsar, c¢istrust of t:.e worla, and physieal discomfort.”
‘arrison, :avenoort, = ‘¢ ermott (¢, report a stucy of
‘residant Kennecy's assassination as it affectea erildren hospital-"
ize¢ at Children's Psychiatric tospitul, University of :ichi;an
@dical Center. I'hey state t:at tnere was adult confusion and
misperceptions amony the stafr in their interpretation of how
th: children reacted to the nows of the death of President Kennedy.
The staff also disagresc over what the children's appropriate
response should be., "There appeared to be numerous distortions
in the svaff's perceptions of children's reactions, apnarently
as consequences of the participant'!s own ggief."
I think thut this report should alsrt us to the way adults
may react to their own grief duriny the death of a member of
their family, and how their neglect or misunderstanding of the
way such a deat: is affectin; their children and that it may
result in the emotional disturbance of the youngsters, Anthony
(2, says "The adult is often ready to suppose that his own distress
at thoughts of death will be shured by the child... this is
seldom the case,"
The assasaination of iobert rnenneds was another unfortunate
occasion to study the reaction of children to this tragedy.
Helen, & lé-year-old patient of mine, was very disturbed by this
event, She said, "I was very upset by Sobby Kennedy's gettin,
shot. Thursday morning, when my mother told me that Bobby Kennedy
was dead I just couldn't believe it. I lay in bed for ten minutes

without moving, although I had to get up to go to school. “hen

1 passea the American fla; on the way to school I kept thinking
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about Bobhy Kennecy., The Buattle Hymn of the Hapublic kent foln;y
torasu. h my hesda, e nad heon sin;in; it in <lee .1luhk,
"hen I was in =y house 1 had the feelin that someons was
.21n: to sroot me t-row.n the winaoi. I ra. into my becroom,
I ¢ns scarec to ;.o ary place in my house, hut I hac to ic, of
cours2. L ran into the hathroosm, 1 felt securs only in my bed,
Yhis hapoencc all cday Thursday, .ay iirlfrienc, Jane, had the
sane fsars and feelings, he aldn't wunt to talk about it. 1
taelked about 1t a lot with amy mother, It -elps to talk sbout it.
" @ ha. a vest in math and i Just couldn't concentrate. I
Just coulen't set it throuzh my head that he was dead, *hat
henneCy saic kept goln, over and over in =y mind, I Just kent
saying, "You'rc not dead} You can't be dead}"” .y ‘iom said it
was fust like a membsr of the family had died. I think Sirhan
should be killed - a 1life for a life, iuriny school 1 Just started
starin, at the american fls;, The Battle Hymn of the R:publiec
pops into my heac all the time., It's not till a person dies that
you roaliz: how good he was., Last nigzht I was readin, in the
encvelopedia about John Kennedy and Hobert Kennedy. They were
bot~ ¢reat Americans,"
'low were other children affected by this tragedy? Three
months after the assassination I talked to lleyeoar-old Catherine
about it, She saild, "I was in the firth grade, ‘e had elections
in our current evonts class and Bobby rennedy won, Later, at
1:30 A.M, llobby Xennedy was shot., .ie was in a very serious condition,

If he would have lived thers =ould have been somethin, wrong with him,

It was very sad, Our teacher didn't want to talk about it.
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ieither did the class, inen, aftsr 2his death, they :ad three

cays of the funeral, Ihe family w23 there and sll the rolatives,
and other pedple, iherz wers s> many 2ecpl: tiere - it was tventy
bvlocks lon:. !t was the worst tra: edy sinc:z nis broinar died.
That's why elections wero nostponeu to eptember.”

"ve class nac been atchiny whst was hapnenin; on V. The
man who snot him was part #exican enc part -panish, e was in
the hall where 3lo+bv was talkin . ‘e entere. tne kitcaen anc
hes saw the guaro and Kennedy ralk out. :'@ shot four of the (uards
and he shot Kennedy; two bullets in hack of the heud - two
bullets on the side of ~+1is neck - one hullet on his left arm.
Some man saw him shoot them anc the police immediately rushed
in, captured the man, and Kennécy's wife was lmmediately called.
Then the ambulance came anc¢ they took Kennecy to the nearest
hospital. Four guards took care of the man who shot him -
Sirtar ..irhan., The orowd triec to rip -irhan apart - tore off
his coat. rhey forced him into the police car and drove away,”

I said, "io you think teachers should talk about 1t?"

She answerea, "They could talk about it hut shouldé not
rub it in. It's sad. lon't rub it in, .on't talk about it.
About two weeks ago 3Sirhan's brother was in court and s ¢irl
shot him. He was wounded."

Catherine's seven-year-old sistor sald, "Lobby Kennedy -

he was the oresident. Someons shot him - a man with black curly

hair,"
fese conversaiions roveal the distorted way children interpret

what they see on TV and how they ahsorb tha concern and disquietude
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of' the adults around them. It shows the influencs of the teacher
wino cicn't want to talk about the deatn. !lisither did the class
want to discuss it, althou h talkin ahout 1t wvould 2avs helped
the chil-ren lesrn to face the f#ct of death, in a situstion

tiat was tragic, vt not as close to them s= a memher of thelr
family would be. Tha younger child was much more econfusec t-an
ner czister. >he nad va,u2, dlstortec 1deas ahout what nappened.
-ut she did absorh a vivid picture of killin. and violence by
watchin, TV,

iobert ‘artz (9), an entaropolo:ist, savs that -hertham
nas labeled the murder of famous peonle "maznicide,” lertz says,
"In tribal socleties unexpect:d death of a young ano important
citizen seems to snhake the community's faith in its own power
of survival. Intensified mournin: rituals result,”

1 suppose that the leader represents the protective father
fi:ure and the trihe suddenly feels unprotectsc and vulnerable.
This is aleo the way a child feels who suddenly lose: a father
and has no one to turn to for ;uldance, support, and protection,
~e feels alone and nelpless, as if the bottom has been pulled
out from under him, -..."son (10, says, "Children think their
parents are all-powsrf . and are confused when their parents
cannot meet a crisis with complete mast:ry." At such a time it

1s no wonder that a child feels dJdeserted and unprotected in a

frirﬁtaning world. Jur ochildren today feel closer to leaders and

identify with them, besause they know how they ook from sesing

them on television,
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AL PAad NTS CAN Lo

oW can we best help childrsn deal witn ths problem of death?
e must help parents understanc children's concepts of deatn,
in secordance :1th their a, e and develooment. <Their experience
with the idea of death should start early with casual remarks
about dead flovers, insscts, hirds, They shoulc ; o throu; o
the ceremony of huryin; dead hir.s and pets.

I'he onild siould be told that death is final and that t:e
cead boay cannot feel anytnin; . e should participats in the
funeral and mournin; rites of parents, siblings, and relatives.
sorrow must be shared but the child snould not be forcec to
view the body, and if he 1is afraia, 2e snould not be forced
to attenc the funeral. But usually children over six years
of a;e uo want to attend the funeral and should bhe encouraged
to do so, It helps the cnild know definitely what has become of
the body ana where it 1s burie., so that he does not nave false
fantasies of whers the body reually is. At the funeral he senses
the sadness hut he also ahsorhs the spiritual admosphere.

The child should be encourayed to ask questions and to talk
freely, in & normal and natural way ahout death, and about the
dead person's life., ‘e must he told the differonce betweesn sleep
and deatn, if hie has fears that he or his parents mi,ht die, he
must he reassured that he and his parents are in ; ood health and
expect to live a long 1ife. Children should absordb from their
parents the hasic truth that death is part of 1ife and must be

accepted as a reality with which all human bein, s must deal.
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SUMMARY

Children's concepts of death jrow with their : e and develop-
ment. 'he toree~year=-olc be; ins to notice that livin, thins
move and make sounds, The five-year-old thinks that 1ife and
deat: are reversatle, tut the sii-yeur-sld knows that ceat~ 1is
final an¢ brin; s sorrow. Children from ei;"t throu; n ten ars
intere<ted in the causes of death and what happens after death.
Adolescents think of deatn and what happens after deatn: as fear-
some yet fascinatin , since they are very muci aware of the life
producin; potentialities in taeir own rodies.

Children's reactions to an experience with death are ,reatly
influenced h- parental attitudes. [he ceaths of public fi; ures
by assassinstion and the vivid I'/ descriptions of the funeral
uoset most chiléren but proved especially traumatic to emotionally
disturhed children. Psrents can best help children deal with
céeath by not makin, 1t a taboo subject; by explainin: to the
child that deuth is final, by not sendin. him away during the
mournin; periods, and encoura;in; him to participate in the
funeral rites of parents, siblings, and other relatives, and
by talkin, freely ab ut the dead person. Children should ahsorb
from their parents the basic truth that desth ia psrt of 1life

and must he ac:epted as a reality.
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