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The following essay aims to critically discuss bereavement's impact on a child/children's health and development across the lifespan. It will critically analyse the support and interventions that are available for the child/children, including Group therapy, Play therapy and Cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT). In the light of these interventions being highlighted the most appropriate for the bereaved child/children to minimise the impact that bereavement can have on them immediately and later in life. The essay will first define bereavement and its impact on the children’s life as well as what might happen if the child/children do not receive the required support and when in life they may need support/interventions. Links will be made to relevant theorists and school policies on bereavement.

Bereavement "is the experience of losing someone important to us" (Mind, 2019, p.2). Also, child bereavement occurs when "a person they love dies, although they vary tremendously in how they react" (NHS, 2018, p.1). Kibble (2022) added to this by stating that child bereavement is when a child loses someone important in their life, which results in them experiencing grief. Therefore, child bereavement is when a child faces the death of a loved one; this can include parents, grandparents, siblings, friends and pets. It is paramount to mention that everyone, including children, can feel sad when someone is no longer with them. However, Childhood Bereavement Network has identified gaps in research concerning children's grief (Penny, 2020). Additionally, children grieve just like adults; however, "they show it in different ways" (Child Bereavement UK, 2023, p.1) and have very limited "ability to put feelings, thoughts and memories into words and tend to 'act out' with behaviours rather than express themselves verbally" (Child Bereavement UK, 2023, p.1). Therefore, the adults around them must support and guide them through this challenging time. 

However, the statistics on child bereavement are not positive or up to date, and no evidence indicates how many children and young people are bereaved every year (Childhood Bereavement Network, 2023). Harrison and Harrington (2001, cited in Childhood Bereavement Network, 2023) stated that 78% of children and young people between 11-16 years old said they had experienced the bereavement of someone close to them. Also, the estimated average between (2019 - 2021) in the UK highlights that around 26,900 parents pass away every year, leaving dependent children; a parent passes away every 20 minutes. This means that every year in the UK, around 46,300 dependent children from new-born to seventeen years old are left behind due to their parent/s passing away. This also means that every day 127 children are newly bereaved (Childhood Bereavement Network, 2022). Therefore, it is paramount to mention that many children are bereaved daily. Those children require support and advice to understand what has happened. They may need professional health care and make sure that their "mental health needs are met so that they can continue their development in a positive direction" (Bergman, et al., 2017, p.2) and if the children do not receive "adequate support following the death, they are at increased risk of poor outcomes in the medium to long term" (Childhood Bereavement Network, n.d., p.1). Therefore, there is an increased chance that bereavement negatively affects children later in life.

It is firstly important to know that every child is uniquely different; therefore, how they react might depend on their age and ability to understand bereavement. Some of the most common symptoms that most children might face when experiencing bereavement may include distress, anxiety, worry, sadness, isolation, low self-esteem, withdrawal, acting out behaviour, and feeling guilty (Childhood Bereavement Network, n.d.). However, recent studies have shown that "losing a loved one is one of the most stressful life events a child can have to cope with" (Revet, et al., 2020, p.2). Dowdney (2008) stated that children understand death differently according to their age. Therefore, clear, and simple language must be used when informing the child about the death to understand the situation (Child Bereavement UK, 2023). Children have the right to know what is happening in their life. Therefore, being honest with them and "not to hide the truth and not to delay the truth" (UNICEF, n.d., p.5) is important. Children under two years old do not understand death; however, they will feel the difference, especially if the person who has passed away is the main caregiver, such as mother or father (Marie Curie, 2023). This can be linked to Bowlby's theory, where he states that babies can bond an attachment with the mother as the main caregiver, but also babies have bonded with their father as well (Taylor, 2012). Therefore, when the mother is bereaved, the father must stay close to the baby to feel secure. Some of the reactions that they may face include being upset, being emotionally withdrawn if the person who died is the main caregiver, feeling insecurity and abandoned, having sleep and feeding problems, developing a mental image of the person who has passed away. At this age, babies may not be interested in their toys and food and become more withdrawn (Child Bereavement UK, 2023). However, children under two years old can be supported "by giving lots of reassurance and by keeping to normal routines as much as possible" (Child Bereavement UK, 2023, p.1). 

From the age of two-to-five, children start to use the word 'dead', and they begin to understand and be aware that it is not the same as being alive (Child Bereavement UK, 2023). However, despite not understanding that death is permanent. Therefore, due to their limited understanding, they will ask when the deceased person will return and may have many other questions to be answered. Adults must use clear language when talking to children at this age and avoid using ambiguous language such as "passed away, gone to sleep, having 'lost' someone" (Neath Port Talbot, 2020, p.52), as this might lead to confusion. Children may have difficulty getting to sleep, lose appetite, and are not interested in playing; even when children are left with familiar adults, they are anxious and concerned due to separation (Child Bereavement UK, 2023). Also, "there may be a regression in skills such as language or toilet training" (Child Bereavement UK, 2023, p.3). 
Furthermore, at primary school age, children understand that death is permanent and that, for sure, the person who has passed away will not return. Children might experience anxiety about their own and others' health and safety. Therefore, they need honest answers to their questions from the people around them, which can be developed over time. At this age, children may think that they are the cause of the death of the person who has died. Therefore, children should be reassured and comforted that they have not done anything that led to the person passing away (Child Bereavement UK, 2023). 

It is also important to acknowledge how teenagers understand death. Bereaved adolescents try to "assert their own independence and control" (Sue Ryder, 2021/2022, p.3). At this age, teenagers socialise more with their friends and find it challenging to ask for help as they try to be independent. However, teenagers do not like the sense of being different from their friends; therefore, "being bereaved can be an extremely lonely [and isolating]" (Public Health Agency, 2020, p.2). Some young people may become more withdrawn, while others may relieve their distress, act differently and cope with the "awareness of their mortality through risk-taking behaviour in an attempt to get back some control where life feels out of control" (Child Bereavement UK, 2023, p.8). Also, other young people may take on adult duties and be responsible for caring for the people around them. However, keeping to "usual boundaries of acceptable behaviour can be reassuring for bereaved young people" (Child Bereavement UK, 2023, p.8). Also, teenagers who have experienced loss at a young age may need to go through the grieving process again as they consider and plan for the future and fully comprehend the effects of living without the deceased (Child Bereavement UK, 2023).

Additionally, it is important to understand how grief may feel to children including numbness, disbelief, confusion, worries, anger, guilt, lonely, and being overwhelmed and having physical effects on them (Child Bereavement UK, 2023). For example, many bereaved children can easily become overwhelmed in the classroom therefore, those children must be given an opportunity by the class teacher to have "'time-out' of the classroom for times when they feel overwhelmed by their grief" (Child Bereavement UK, 2020, p.12). Also, for some children, bereavement can confuse them about what has happened and the changes in their life (Child Bereavement UK, 2023). 
It is also important to be aware of the different stages of grief that children can go through. The stages include Denial, Anger, Bargaining, Depression and Acceptance. A link will be made to Kubler-Ross Grief Cycle (Neath Port Talbot, 2020). Denial is when a child learns about the loss with numbed disbelief and difficulty believing that death is real (Cleveland Clinic, 2023). Anger is referred to as being angry, frustrated, anxious and self-blaming. Bargaining is when a child struggles to find meaning in death and feels guilty. Depression is when a child experiences complex emotions, including being overwhelmed, lonely, and helpless. Finally, acceptance is when the child accepts the situation and moves forward (Mind, 2023). 

Furthermore, bereavement have a significant impact on children's health and development immediately and later in their life. Moreover, what would be the effect on the children's health and development if they do not receive support and intervention? Children must receive support and intervention as soon as possible when facing bereavement as this will help them to learn to cope with the situation and learn "about common feelings and reactions to loss" (Childhood Bereavement Network, 2017, p.4). The death of someone close to the children may affect their "emotional, spiritual, physical and mental well-being, sometimes with major consequences throughout life" (Winstons Wish, n.d.). Additionally, bereavement has many negative side effects on children's health and development immediately. For example, behaviour issues, sadness, being aggressive with other children, feeling lonely, and clingy if the child/s is very young or attached to the person who had passed away. Also, many children develop "poor concentration, lack of interest and bullying" (Childhood Bereavement Network, 2017, p.1). They also felt "confusion and disbelief, followed by sadness, a longing for the dead person to return, concentration difficulties, sleeping and eating difficulties, and anger" (Dowdney, 2008, p.270), all of that which can impact changes in the child's daily routines (Dowdney, 2008). However, sticking to the child/children's routine and keeping things similar "as much as possible during difficult times like bereavement – can help children feel more secure" than changes in their daily lives (Welsh Government, n.d., p.3).

According to McLaughlin et al. (2019, p.42) being bereaved can lead to "sleep problems, anger, distress, irritability, and behavioural problems" and lack of concentration. Therefore, some physical effects children may face will be considered. One of the physical issues is sleep problems, research shows that children's "sleep patterns can become disrupted" (Balloons, 2019, p. 2) and therefore, they may take a long time to get to sleep and some children may want to stay in the adult bed and sleep with them, as children need more reassurance (Balloons, 2019). However, many children "become afraid of sleeping" (Dyregrov, 2008, p.29); as the word sleep has been described as death, often children have been told that the deceased person has gone to sleep. Another physical effect that bereaved children can develop is a lack of concentration, for some children develop concentration difficulties in school (Bergman et al., 2017, p.2). Many school-aged children have developed "school problems resulting from a decrease in the ability to concentrate because of thoughts of the deceased" (Kirwin & Hamrin, 2005, p.69). Therefore, a lack of concentration can "affect school performance" (Dyregrov et al., 2020, p.96), which can impact their future access to higher education (Dyregrov et al., 2020). 

Moreover, the death must be shared with people in contact with the children, such as school staff. They can "support the child on their return to school" (UNICEF, n.d., p.13). A link can be made to one of the school policies in the UK that highlight the support they provide to the children when the bereaved child "returns to the school routine; it is helpful to share concerns with parents so that they know how he or she is coping in school" (Felsted, 2021, p.18). School staff "are not expected to be experts on bereavement but it helps if they show they care by listening to the child" (Simon Says, 2009, p.10). Therefore, school staff can provide children "an opportunity to talk about what has happened with a familiar and trusted adult in relative peace and calm" (Bereavement UK, 2020, p.4). Referring back to Bowlby's attachment theory, "relationships are key to meeting the emotional needs of young children" (Taylor, 2012, p.19). Therefore, when a bereaved child is upset or stressed, the teacher should allow them to go somewhere quiet or to someone they feel comfortable and attached to speak to (Childhood Bereavement Network, 2017). It is important to mention that a school is often a safe place for some children to express their grief. However, "some bereaved children [have] become the target of bullying by their peers [in school]" (Barnardos, 2007, p.8). Additionally, most of the school deals very well with bullying and tries to avoid bullying from happening. 

Furthermore, most schools provide counsellors who "support all children going through a loss" (Holland, 2008, p.415). Most importantly, many schools may also support the whole family, not only the bereaved child. This can include a "listening ear or guiding them to a relevant agency for support, which will then indirectly impact the pupil" (Holland, 2008, p.415). However, research shows that the school system has failed "by ignoring or failing to acknowledge the child's trauma of losing a parent" (Martin-Hodgins, 2014, p.102). Furthermore, this resulted in confusion among bereaved children. Research indicates that "other children in the class became equally baffled, as schools indicated that discussion on the topic was not welcome" (Martin-Hodgins, 2014, p.102). Mentioning that some schools are "tackling issues of bereavement and loss successfully" is important (Martin-Hodgins, 2014, p.108). Many schoolteachers have positive awareness of bereavement and support bereaved children and their families, by sticking to school routines, communicating openly, and involving the parents in how the bereaved child should be treated in the class (Martin-Hodgins, 2014). Additionally, activities that staff undertake with the bereaved children and young people in school, include art, craft and storybooks. Storybooks are highlighted as a "wonderful way to gently introduce young children to the concept of death" (Child Bereavement UK, 2020, p.4), which can encourage them to express their feelings. Moreover, it is important to consider that the above factors are the common effects that can impact children's lives immediately after they lose a close family member or friend. However, not all children will experience the same effects as children "expression is influenced by their understanding of death, their age, sex, and verbal and cognitive abilities" (Dowdney, 2008, p.274). Therefore, every child will experience bereavement differently regardless of age and understanding. 

However, not only does bereavement affect children's lives immediately, but it can also impact their health and development later in life. While children can and do deal with the loss of a loved one, these events have been linked to a variety of consequences "that can impact negatively on a child's psychological well-being and educational achievement, both in the short-term and into adulthood" (Akerman & Statham, 2014; Melcher, Sandell, & Henriksson, 2015 cited in McManus & Paul, 2019, p.72). Many children may develop anxiety and depression; this might be resulted from not having the right support when they are bereaved, which can affect them in their adulthood. Around 22% of children who had experienced the death of parents are at risk of developing symptoms of depression by the age of 16 (Parsons, 2011). Moreover, many children have developed an increased "risk of mental disorder and suicide attempt " (Childhood Bereavement Network, 2017, p.1). Another lifelong implication of childhood bereavement is that the individual will likely suffer from illnesses such as heart disease, stroke and cancer (Buckley et al., 2012). Cancer, for example, is a lifelong illness that can greatly impact an individual's life overall; especially emotionally, being unable to believe what has happened. However, by maintaining a healthy lifestyle and taking care of oneself, the individual can reduce the risk of cancer (ASCO, 2018). Also, many bereaved children are at risk of developing mental health problems and "the death of a parent or sibling can be a potential risk for mental health issues for the first two years" (McLaughlin et al., 2019, p.8). Most of the time, children who have developed mental health problems in adulthood have experienced unexpected death, including car accidents or suicide (McLaughlin et al., 2019).

It is important to highlight that many different resources, support, and interventions are available for the child immediately when they experience bereavement. Research has indicated that the help and support available for "children immediately after a death appears to have a strong impact on their long-term mental health" (University of Cambridge, 2019, p.4). Therefore, different types of interventions and support will be considered for the bereaved children through the grieving process including Group therapy, play therapy and Cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT). However, giving and providing the right "support to a grieving child can be instrumental in ensuring they continue to thrive and feel positive about their future" (Welsh Government, n.d., p.1). 

Play therapy is one of the most effective interventions available for the bereaved child. It is a therapeutic intervention based on play and supports children through the challenging time they are facing. Play therapy "is an ideal modality in which to allow children to express their feelings and deal with their emotional problems " (Noble & Day, 2015, p.4). Therefore, play therapy uses a "natural medium of play to help children explore their feelings, express themselves and make sense of their life experiences" (Children's Bereavement Centre, 2018, p.1). Additionally, bereaved children "become silent and non-verbal" (Webb, 2011, p.135) and find it extremely challenging to express themselves and express their emotions. Therefore, such an intervention plays a significant role and helps children to use play and "creative activities as a primary medium for communication" (Children's Bereavement Centre, 2018, p.2). Play therapy is available for children aged 3 to 12 years old. The children will receive 12 free weekly sessions, receive support on how to deal with and understand their emotions (Children's Bereavement Centre, 2018). One-to-one sessions are available for children who do not feel comfortable expressing themselves with the rest of the children. Research indicates that play therapy is extremely beneficial in supporting and helping grieving children. Such interventions "make a positive difference to children's day-to-day lives and their future emotional well-being" (Ellenor, 2023, p.3). Also, there are two types of play therapists: directive and non-directive. The directive one will ask the child "to play with specific play materials and to show (with the toys) how the person died" (Webb, 2011, p.136). Whereas the non-directive one will allow the child to pick out any toy and "to self-select activities" (Webb, 2011, p.136). However, both therapists allow children to "use play materials to act out anxieties and fears" (Webb, 2011, p.136). However, play therapy appears to be beneficial in reducing "anxiety, raised self-esteem, increased resilience and more specifically such as a change in behaviour and improved relationships with family and friends" (Children's Bereavement Centre, 2018, p.4). 

Group therapy appears to be another effective intervention for bereaved children. Group therapy "is now sufficient data reported showing group therapy is as efficient and effective as individual therapy" (Burlingame, Strauss, & Joyce, 2013, cited in Dartnell, 2013, p.3). It "is the treatment of multiple patients at once by one or more healthcare providers" (Malhotra & Baker, 2022, p.1). Therefore, group therapy includes a group of children with the same experience in which they learn how to interact with others about their feelings and experience. However, children "do not like feeling different from peers and respond positively to being in the company of others experiencing similar situations" (Bacon, 1996; Glazer and Clark, 1999; Webb, 2002; cited in Ruffin & Zimmerman, 2010, p.298). To conclude, children can feel comfortable sharing the same/similar feeling with the rest of the group due to facing and feeling similar experiences. Involving in group therapy is beneficial for bereaved children and helps them to come out of their comfort zone and break down resistance by being more resilient and discussing their difficulties. It also "allows the children to distance themselves emotionally from feelings, making it safer to express powerful emotions" (Ruffin & Zimmerman, 2010, p.304) and "leads to healthy grieving and helps avoid the costs of unresolved grief as children grow to adulthood" (Full Circle, 2019, p.1). It is highlighted to reduce the "likelihood of development of complicated grief including risks of mental health problems such as major depression or anxiety" (Abuhegazy & Elkeshishi, 2017, p.151). It also helps the bereaved children rebuild their self-esteem and reduce feelings of loneliness and isolation (Ruffin & Zimmerman, 2010). Overall, group therapy has supported the children in creating a "safe environment to share feelings, concerns, and hopes, which has been identified as a need for bereaved children" (Abuhegazy & Elkeshishi, 2017, p.152). However, despite this, discussion can be extremely challenging for children involved in group therapy as it may be difficult for them to participate in the group. For instance, they can "feel angry or makes the feelings of depression worse or feel that other group members are criticising them" (NHS, n.d., p.8). Therefore, as much as group therapy can be positive and beneficial for the individual, it can also leave some negative side effects on children. 

Cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT) is another effective intervention for bereaved children. CBT "is a talking therapy that can help you manage your problems by changing the way you think and behave" (NHS, 2022, p.1). CBT has been shown to support in helping and teaching children "coping skills, managing stress reactions, recognising internal strengths, and identifying outside sources of support" (Ferow & Intern, 2019, p.6). Therefore, this has helped the children improve their communication and talk about the death they have faced (Brown, et al., 2020). It also allows the children "to express all their feelings and thoughts about the loss in any way they like" (Spuij et al., 2013, p.7). This can be linked to Skinner as his theory is recognised for using positive reinforcement and that behaviour is learned in childhood and can be shaped (Pound, 2014). Therefore, Skinner's theory can be supportive in learning positive ways of how individual thinks. 

Overall, what can be stated is that bereaved children need these interventions/support to cope and thrive, as bereavement can significantly affect their life but "with the right support, [they] are not affected negatively on a long-term basis" (Education Scotland, 2022, p.2). Additionally, all of the discussed factors can negatively impact the children's lives if the support is not received. However, despite this teachers and people around the children often say that they feel "ill-equipped to offer support to bereaved children, even avoiding intervention through fear of doing more harm than good" (University of Cambridge, 2019, p.2). Therefore, many children miss out on the support because other people feel that it will impact them negatively rather than being supportive and helping them. Moreover, as well as support from school staff, some bereaved children require support from everyone around them, including peers. Friends/peers can have a significant effect on supporting children, and lack of peer support can lead the children to feel isolated and "purposeful avoidance of peer interaction or support" and "hurtful actions from peers" (LaFreniere & Cain, 2015, p.98). However, some bereaved children do not want their peers to be informed of their bereavement as they feel depressed and confused and may not want peers to know about the death and make hurtful comments about it (LaFreniere & Cain, 2015). 
On the other hand, children are unique, and they may need support or intervention at different stages of their life. However, according to ZiSook & Shear (2009), majority of children do not require any support/interventions as they can cope with their grief without interventions. However, some children and young people may need support at an early age as this will help the children learn to manage and cope with their grief and "develop coping skills" (Child Bereavement UK, 2020, p. 4) and "strategies to manage their feelings and become strong, resilient and able to fulfil their potential into adulthood" (Child Bereavement UK, 2023, p.1). Additionally, most of the bereaved children may not require specialist mental health services, but may require support from their family, friends and school community. In schools for many bereaved children, "trusted adults who know their pupils are usually best placed to offer support" (Portsmouth City Council, 2023, p.8). However, without emotional and practical support from schools, a bereaved child would not feel secure enough to return to school. This can be linked to safety needs within Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs, who believes "need for safety is a defence mechanism against the world surrounding the child" (Godawa, 2012, p.112); therefore, feeling safe and secure is extremely important for a bereaved child before undertaking any activities. Additionally, some bereaved children will require support in their adulthood in order to be able to form a new and "enter into a relationship or get married, start university/college or a new job, or set up their own business" (Child Bereavement UK, 2023, p.7). Therefore, giving support is significant in helping them to cope and manage their life. 
To conclude, this essay has successfully defined the meaning of bereavement. The essay has critically discussed bereavement's impact on a child/children's health and development across the lifespan. It has also considered children's age and the different stages they go through when they are bereaved. It has also critically analysed the most appropriate support and interventions that are available for the child/children when they are bereaved to minimise the impact that bereavement can have on them, in the short and long term in their life. However, bereavement can have an effect if the child/children do not receive the required support/interventions when needed. Also, a link has been made to relevant theory and school policies, which are important in supporting children facing bereavement. 
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