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Introduction  

 In our western culture most of us are not comfortable tackling the subject 

of grief and loss. It’s not because we aren’t caring and compassionate humans, 

nor is it because we don’t have a desire to walk with the broken and those who 

are hurting. It’s because we don’t have a clear understanding of what grief and 

loss is or how to show up for someone who is walking through the grieving 

process. I can’t pretend to have all the answers but I have counseled many people 

who themselves have struggled to know what was “normal” and what was not as 

they grieved over a loss. What I found is that their process of grieving was largely 

rooted in how others expected them to grieve and how they witnessed those 

around them grieving.  

 To help client’s through the process of grief and loss I took them back the 

first time they could remember grieving a loss. It could have been the loss of their 

goldfish as a child, the moving away of a close friend, changing a school, or a 

death in the family. I then asked them to remember things others said or did 

while they were grieving. Did someone create a safe place for them to express the 

heaviness of their grief or did they attempt to hurry it along or worse completely 

disregard it? Most clients who struggled through the grieving process had 

negative memories of what others did or said to influence the process. As I met 

with client’s it forced me to identify my own beliefs about grief and loss as to not 

project my personal views onto my clients.  

What are my beliefs on grief and loss 

 From a very young age I was taught that emotions were not something that 

were welcomed or expressed. As I began to think back through my own childhood 

I remembered the passing of my great grandmother when I was in elementary 

school. I loved her and always enjoyed hearing her stories. She’d always give us 

little trinkets when we’d visit. Once it was an embroidered handkerchief with the 

letter M etched into it another time a pendent with a cross on it but it was the 

stories that went with it that mattered most. When she passed away my parents 

shared very little information with us, they sent my siblings and I to a babysitter 

the day of the funeral and never spoke about her again. When my maternal 

grandmother passed away years later my mom secluded herself to cry and 

abruptly left the service when tears began to stream down her face. Without 

intentionally meaning to my mom showed me that grief was not welcomed. It 
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was shameful and should be avoided or done in secret. Many years later as my 

paternal grandmother was dying another message was imparted into me. I was 

frantically gathering my belongings to head out the door in hopes to make it to 

the hospital before she passed away. During this time I was critiqued for my 

behavior and told to “calm down”.  

 I not sure either of these people intended to reprogram the way I dealt 

with grief or loss but regardless of their intent that’s exactly what happened. I 

began to hide my feelings and fed my internal dialog with “you’re overreacting” 

or “calm down, you’re out of control”. My ideas of how grief and loss should be 

dealt with seeped over into the work I did with my clients. I found myself pulling 

them into areas they weren’t ready to enter. I attempted to speed up their 

process because subconsciously I believed that was how we healed. I was wrong.  

It’s important that each individual person is allowed to naturally make their way 

through the stages of grief and it will look different for each person.  

Stages of grief and loss 

 There are 5 stages of grief and as mentioned above each child will visit 

these stages in their own time and in their own way. There is no set time for the 

grieving process and there is no set time to spend in each stage. Kids can also get 

stuck in a stage of grief “anger” and be unable to move through the process.  

1. Shock / denial – a child might say my mom/dad will be here soon to get me 

or I won’t be here long 

2. Anger – often in children this manifests through externalized behavior 

3. Bargaining – If I can just go home I’ll be good. I’ll do my chores and won’t 

fight with my siblings.  

4. Despair / Depression – isolation from others, crying, this can also present 

as anger 

5. Acceptance / Understanding / Resolution – This might look like settling 

into the family. Adapting to the rules or structure within the family  

 

Four different kinds of loss 

 Often when we think of grief or loss we automatically think of the death of 

loved one. However, grief and loss come in many different forms, some we may 

not have even considered. When a child is removed from their biological family 
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regardless of the trauma they may have endured they are still grieve that loss. 

There are four different loses that a child is likely experiencing, maybe even prior 

to coming into your home.  

1. Lose of a relationship – this could be mom, dad, or siblings. But it could 

also be a favorite teacher, a lunch lady or a neighborhood friend.  

2. Loss of safety – it’s likely by the time that a child comes into care that their 

physical, emotional, spiritual or mental safety has been compromised. 

While the child may not be able to verbalize this loss their bodies will likely 

still be responding to it.  

3. Loss of autonomy / control – when a child is victimized one of the first 

things they experience is a loss of control. When they are removed from 

their families regardless of the level of dysfunction they almost always 

would choose to be with their family then without them. They feel that 

their fate rests in the hands of others which often creates oppositional 

behavior in the child as they attempt to regain some form of control.  

4. Loss of identity or a role – maybe in their home they were the oldest but 

now they come into a new home where they are the youngest. It’s possible 

their siblings were placed in other homes and the role of sister or brother 

seems to have been stripped from them.  

Some other forms of loss the child might be experiencing include, extended family 

members, their home, pets, their bedroom, belongings, schools, teachers, friends, 

neighborhood, culture, or routines.    

Complicated Grief or Traumatic Grief  

 Complicated Grief “is the term used to describe unresolved, chronic grief, 

or grief that is delayed. It has been described as an ongoing, heightened state of 

mourning. The symptoms of “normal” grief and complicated grief are similar in 

the beginning. However, while normal grief symptoms begin to ease and slowly 

subside, the symptoms of complicated grief linger and get worse”. Grief can also 

become “complicated” when we unresolved feelings get blended into our grief, 

for example un-forgiveness, guilt or bitterness.  

 Traumatic Grief is a relatively new term used to describe a grieving process 

that often mimics PTSD symptoms that are specifically related to the loss itself. 

For example in PTSD hypervigilance is scanning the environment for potential 
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threat while in traumatic grief an individual might scan the environment for any 

sign of their parent/caregiver or other loss. The child might ruminate on their loss 

and find it difficult to think about anything else. Psychology Today defines 

traumatic grief in this way “an abrupt, unexpected loss”. Which usually fits the 

description for most children who enter into care. They may have little to no time 

to process or prepare before being removed which can be an extremely traumatic 

experience.  

 

Ways to offer support  

• Identify your own thoughts surrounding grief and loss 

• Validate the child’s feelings 

• Normalize the child’s feelings 

• Create a dialog about their loss “it must be really hard to not be able 

to be with mom, dad, siblings” 

• Try to incorporate some of their favorite things into your home 

(favorite foods, comfort items, blankets, toys etc.)  

• Find books / cartoons / TV shows that help explain foster care. In 

2019 Sesame Street introduced a character that is in foster care and 

videos can be viewed on YouTube. Amazon offers a good selection of 

books for young kids on foster care 

• Discipline don’t punish poor behavior 

• Young children may need help naming their emotions. Offering 

options could help them verbally express their feelings 

• Respect the grieving process 

• Talk to a licensed counselor  

• Listen more than you talk  

• Accept and expect mood swings  

• Help the child link their thoughts, feeling and behavior  
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Survey 

 

1. What are some things you enjoyed about this training?  

 

 

 

2. What are some topics you’d like to see us cover in our upcoming trainings? 

 

 

 

3. What areas of support do you need as a foster parent that are not currently 

being met?  

 

 

 

4. How can we improve our training process?  
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