How To Help Your Children

Excerpt from We Were Gonna Have A Baby, But We Had An Angel Instead
story by Pat Schwiebert < illustrated by Taylor Bills

Even asyou grieve because of the death of your baby, you will aso need to help your other children confront and
managetheir own grief over thelossof asibling. Reading thisbook with your other children can be oneway of
beginning thisprocess. We offer thefollowing additiona suggestionsto help youto help them.

Childrenare not miniatureadults. Your children will not grievein quitethe sameway that you will grieve. For example:

Children arelesslikely to experience continual and intensegrief reactions. Itisnot unusual to seechildren acting
out grief one minuteand then playing happily the next minute. Thisdoesnot meanthey are“over it”. Children’s
minds seem to haveaway of protecting them from what istoo powerful to handleall at once.

Ontheother hand, theoveral processof activegrieving may last longer for achildthanfor anadult. As
children mature they will ask more sophi sticated questions about the baby who died and put that new
informationintotheir growing understanding of death.

Small children are not capable of abstract thinking and so will respond with directnessto what they experience.
They arelooking for factsto help them understand death. At the sametime, children’squestionsand fearsare
not always put into words. They will tend to act out their anger, fears, denial, wishful thinking and other
manifestationsof grief. Watching your children at play will giveyou good cluesabout how they aredealing with
theloss.

Children arerepetitiveintheir grief. They may ask the same questions over and over, sometimesbecause they
want adifferent answer and sometimesbecausethey just don’t understand. Children’srepeated questionsare
ther attemptsto takein the meaning of thefamily’sloss.

Childrengrieveaspart of afamily, and they want tofed included inthefamily’sexperience of loss. Evenwith
very small children it doesno good totry to protect them by pretending that nothing iswrong. They will sense
your anguish. What children need to know now isthat death isnot ataboo subject inyour family. Your
willingnessto discussthiswith them reassuresthemthat “we can talk about anything.” Speak openly about
what has happened, but don’ t burden them with more information than they need. Give short, direct answersto
their questions. And keep in mind that overheard tel ephone conversations and whispered exchanges may
confusethem.

Givethem choices. If they want to seethe baby, explain ahead of timewhat they will see. If they want to beat
thememoria gathering, explainwhat will happen. If they don’t want to do thesethings, givethem other waysto
feel included such aschoosing one of their toysto be sent with the baby for cremation or burial, or making
cookiesfor thememorial gathering.

Children do not see death as permanent, so you may hear them ask later, “When can | play with the baby” or
“Isthe baby through being dead yet?’ Becausethey can’t grasp that adead body istotally nonfunctioning they
may wonder if thebaby iscold or hungry. And they don’t understand that sooner or later death happensto
everyone.

Very young children will bemore upset by thedisruptionsin their family environment and feeling that their needs
arenot being met. They may react negatively to changesin the home caused by death likeinterruption of daily
routine, such asthe constant stream of visitors, their parents’ sadness, and thefocus of attention away from
them.



How To Help Your Children (cont.)

Let your children know that the baby won’t beintheir daily life, but that they can still remember thebaby. Explainas
best you can what caused the baby to die, e.g. the baby’ sbody wastoo small, his stcomach was not big enough, her
lungshadn’t learned how to breathe, the baby’sbody couldn’t befixed, etc.. Explain also that peoplewho are dead
cannot see, eat, breathe, play, or feel pain.

Assurethechildren that nothing they did caused thebaby todie. Explainthat everyoneeseinthefamily isokay and
that they are sad, but not sick.

Asparents, wedon't haveto haveall theanswers. When childrenask * why’ it isokay for parentsto answer, “Wewish
weknew. Butwedon't”. Rephrasingtheir questionsand asking for their opinionsmay help them tell you what they are
thinking. Their answersmay surpriseyoul.

You may want to takeyour other children for awalk inyour neighborhood and ook for examplesto help you explain
death to your child—likeleavesfaling from atree, rosebudsthat don’t open, adead bird lying ontheground, anegg
that hasfallenfromitsnest.

L et them know that some people are sad on theinside and otherswill be sad on the outside and will show their sadness
by crying. Reassurethem when they seeyou cry that you are crying because you missthe baby, not because of their
behavior. Sharehugs. Read booksthat will help themto project their feelingsonto the story characters.

Thingsyou can dotoremember the baby.

* Light acandlefor the baby on special days * Plant atree or abush

* Celebrate the baby’slife no matter how short » Take apicture of the child with the baby
» Make amemory box or scrapbook * Draw pictures of the family

* Givethe child agift from the baby » Make aclay model of the baby

» Haveyour children write astory about the baby.

Finally, take care of yourselves. Accept offersof help. Make surethereare other adultswho can bewith your children
when you are not emotionally availableto them. Trust that no oneisever too young to deal with thehard partsof life. It
would beniceif wecould protect our childrenfromall of this, but we are not trusting their innate wisdom if we deny
them the opportunity to sharethistimewith them.

For additional information about thistitle weinviteyouto go to www.griefwatch.com or, cal usat 503-284-7426
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