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If you have lost a loved one and are now caring for the children who were left 

behind, you may be overwhelmed with all the changes and unexpected issues you 

are now facing. If you are like most people, you probably don’t feel prepared for 

what lies ahead. You’re struggling to parent children who are grieving, while still 
overwhelmed with your own grief.  

 

The purpose of this booklet is to break down an overwhelming situation into a list 

of the most common issues grieving caregivers experience and offer some helpful 

tips for getting through this difficult time. You still may want to seek grief 

counseling, a parent support group, or even attend a parenting class or for 

additional information, skill-building, and support. Please contact your local 

hospice or HelpLine (Dial 2-1-1 in most cities) for grief counseling and consider 
Parents Toolshop® for parenting information. We’d be honored to support you 

during this time.  
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Introduction  
 

I’m Jody Johnston Pawel, a Licensed Social Worker, Certified Family Life 

Educator and author of The Parent’s Toolshop® book and parent education 
curriculum. 

 

I’m not a grief expert. I am a parenting expert, who has witnessed in my extended 

family the effects of parenting children after they have lost one of their parents. 

I’d like to tell you my family’s story, but have changed the names to protect their 

privacy. 

 
My mother-in-law married a terrific guy after her divorce, who I’ll call Rick. He 

was an ex-cop who had been happily married to a vibrant red-head named Betty 

Sue, who had died in her early 40’s of breast cancer. It was a profoundly painful 

and difficult loss for Rick and his three children, an older boy and two girls. 

Although his older children were adults when their mother died, his youngest 

daughter, Tammy, was barely eighteen-years-old. 

 

It took many years for Rick to welcome love into his life again, but ten years later, 
Rick’s children became my step-siblings. Tammy and her husband, Mitch, had a 

daughter, Carrie, just a few years younger than my daughter. 

 

On the outside, some people might have thought Tammy and Mitch were hippies 

of sorts. They loved tie-dye t-shirts and the Grateful Dead. But Tammy was 

mostly a stay-at-home mom like me, who cared deeply about her children. She 

often shared with me how determined she was to be the kind of amazing mother 

her own mother had been to her.  
 

About five years after joining our family, when her second child, Kevin, was 

about two-years-old, Tammy was diagnosed with melanoma. She was only 28-

years-old. She’d neglected to get a suspicious mole examined and when she 

finally did, only a few short months later, it was too late. The cancer had already 

spread throughout her body.  

 
My family is a rather positive, optimistic clan, but cancer was the most dreaded 

word in Tammy’s world, and her family’s. They all were riddled with fear and 

Tammy resigned herself almost immediately to the idea that she would not live to 

see her children grow up. 
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Tammy’s husband, Mitch, was a social worker, like me, but in a different type of 

job. He was angry with Tammy for not getting her mole checked sooner. He 

openly blamed her for getting cancer and complained in front of the children that 

her medical care was too expensive and inconvenient. And probably because he 

loved her so much, he resented Tammy for getting a disease that could take her 

from them much too early.  

 

As a social worker, I understood the stages of grief and knew this anger was 
normal, but it concerned me (and others) when the children would repeat these 

critical remarks about their mother while she sitting right next to them. 

 

Tammy was brave to the end. When we visited her at the hospice center, her 

children were by her side, looking lost and dazed. Her husband was still angry and 

refused to take advantage of any counseling services, for him or the children, 

saying they didn’t need it because he was a social worker. 
 

At the funeral, Mitch and Tammy’s friends wore tie-dye t-shirts and played 

Grateful Dead music. When the funeral director read his standard eulogy, he used 

Carrie’s name instead of Tammy’s whenever referring to the deceased. The first 

time everyone noticed and hoped it was an oversight. The second time, we waited 

for Mitch to speak up. He didn’t. The third time, her father spoke up and corrected 

him.  

 
The funeral director apologized, but it was too late. The error had hurt and 

angered her loved ones. Others were concerned it could have traumatized Carrie, 

Tammy’s six-year-old daughter. Everyone’s horror and anger overshadowed what 

was supposed to be a caring tribute to Tammy and the good life she had led. 

 

Many people were concerned about the children losing their mother at such an 

early age. Mitch was stoic, insisting they’d be fine. He rebuffed offers of home-
cooked meals, household assistance, and invitations to outings with the children. 

He was proud and determined to go it alone. He’d attend an occasional family get-

together with the children and we could see they all were trying to do the best they 

could, but we were still concerned.  

 

Tammy was the parent who paid attention to structure, routines, and the children’s 

emotional needs. Mitch was very laid back. He made sure the children’s basic 
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needs were met and didn’t neglect them in any way. We weren’t sure how much 
the children were allowed to grieve, because we knew how painful it must have 

been for both them and Mitch to face. 

 

We did what we could to be there for the children, but if anyone expressed any 

concerns to Mitch, he would get defensive and cut himself off from Tammy’s 

family. As the children grew older, we wondered if this loss would have profound 

effects on the children’s emotional well-being. 

 
It’s been 15 years since Tammy died. Kevin was only two and he has managed to 

keep himself on track, get good grades, and survive and thrive through what had 

to have been a less-than-storybook-perfect childhood. 

 

Carrie was six when Tammy died. She was always the odd-girl-out in this family 

of men. Mitch didn’t date and Carrie really had no consistent adult female role 

model. In her teens, Carrie went through her Gothic phase, dying her red hair 
black and becoming surly. It was a typical phase many teens in that era went 

through, so we tried not to worry. 

 

As the children neared graduation, Mitch started dating a woman from work 

named Patty. She told us she could see the effects of the children’s loss and was 

trying to bond with the children. She hoped to instill some values and life skills in 

them, but the children were older teens at that point, so her influence was probably 

too little too late.  
 

As Patty tried to re-introduce structure to the home, Carrie became increasingly 

rebellious.  She got decent grades and eventually graduated. Then she started 

dating a man who was into drugs. When her behavior got even worse, Patty and 

Mitch eventually kicked Carrie out of their house. 

 

Carrie and her boyfriend struggled financially and called family members for 
money. They usually spent it on drugs, so relatives stopped helping. When Carrie 

got pregnant, the baby was removed by child protective services shortly 

afterwards, due to Carrie’s drug use and neglect of the baby. 

 

As I was told this news, I could see family members mostly shaking their heads, 

almost as though they saw this coming for years. It was like a bad train wreck they 

thought could happen but hoped never would. No one blamed Tammy or Mitch or 
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even the circumstances. We all know there are good kids who have good parents 
who can fall in with a bad crowd or make bad decisions. It was impossible, 

however, not to wonder “What if Tammy had never died? How might her children 

be different today?”  

 

We all know the “what if” game gets us nowhere and no one want to judge Mitch. 

We all question how we would have handled the same situation. What we do 

know is one child didn’t have the same problems his sister did. So what was the 

difference? Was it that Kevin was too young to remember? Or was it because 
Kevin was a boy? Or maybe Carrie’s problems didn’t have anything to do with 

losing her mother --- but it seems more likely that such a significant loss probably 

played some role in Carrie’s life. 

 

Hindsight is always 20-20, and when we couple that with what we know about 

grief and parenting, we know there are things caregivers can do to help children 

successfully navigate through a difficult loss. Those are the things I would like to 
share with you today.  

 

If you are open to considering these ideas, you may be able to avoid some of the 

common pitfalls parents and caregivers can fall into when parenting children who 

have lost of a loved one.   
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1. Deal Openly With Grief and Loss   
 

When you expect a loss of a loved one, usually through prolonged 

illness, you may have time to express love, complete unfinished business 

and say goodbye to your loved one. Although still a difficult loss, you 

may have had an opportunity to make plans and prepare the children. 

 

When an unexpected loss occurs, there usually is no opportunity to say 

goodbye. You must simultaneously cope with your sudden loss, help the 

children through their loss, and quickly adjust to being a single parent, a 

new parent or being a parent again (caregiver grandparents).  

 

When a loved one dies, your family loses many things simultaneously --
- a parent, spouse, adult child or sibling, and the loss of dreams you had 

for your departed family member.  

 

a. Grief And Loss Issues Affect Both Adults And Children.  
 

Adults and children usually experience an initial grief period, during the 

transition of adjusting to life without the family member. Then, there can 

be recurring grief, from missing the absent parent or as daily reminders of 

their loss occur. (Such as holidays, birthdays, special events, and 

particularly challenging or stressful days.) 

 

Deal with your grief and other feelings in healthy ways.  Otherwise, you 

could become so overwhelmed by your own pain or anger that you will 

be unavailable to the children.  

 

Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, who wrote the book On Death and Dying (1969)
i
, 

outlines five stages of grief. Adults and children may not experience 

these stages in one fluid order and may go through some of the stages 

more than once. Each stage serves a purpose in coming to accept a loss 

(any loss, not just death) and move on to live a rich, full life. 
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1. Denial – The "No, not me" stage is disbelief that this event has 

happened. Even if a loss is anticipated (prolonged illness, divorce, 

downsizing), there can still be disbelief it actually happened. Playing 

the “If I, could’ve, should’ve” game in your mind or wishing it 

weren’t true only delays moving through this step. As hard as it is to 

accept, it is, unfortunately, true. 

 

2. Anger/Resentment – The "Why me?" stage may bring anger with the 

other person for causing the situation or for causing you or the 

children pain. Even if you rationally know it wasn’t intentional, this is 

a common feeling, so don’t compound it by feeling guilty about your 

anger. Acknowledge it, give yourself permission to be angry, and 

express it in healthy ways, so you can release it and move on. 

 

3. Bargaining – The "If I do this, you’ll do that" stage brings attempts to 

negotiate or change the situation. There may even be bargaining with 

God. With a loss that is final, there is no deal that can reverse what is. 

You can acknowledge the unfairness of the situation, without blaming 

anyone. 

 

4. Depression- The "It’s really happened" stage is the realization that the 

situation isn’t going to change. There is nothing that can reverse the 

loss. This can bring on depression, which can be difficult to move 

beyond. Doing something normal and productive can help you start to 

move on. 

 

5. Acceptance – The "This is what happened and this is what I can learn 

from it" stage brings closure and life begins to move forward.  

 

b. Children Often Go Through The Same Stages Of Grief  
 

Anyone who is old enough to love is old enough to grieve. 

 

Research shows that children who experience loss often exhibit some sort 

of symptoms, ranging from difficulty in school and trouble with peers, to 
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depression and running away from home. Experts say the key to helping a 

child weather a loss is to understand what the child feels and needs during 

this time.
ii
 

 

Many children blame themselves for their loss, even though this doesn’t 

seem rational to adults. Early in the loss process, expect that children may 

respond by regressing to earlier childhood behaviors, exhibiting 

aggressiveness, poor school performance, moodiness and even physical 

illness or pain. 

 

Deal openly with children’s grief and other feelings.  
 

If you don’t let children talk about the family's situation or their pain, it 

cuts them off from friends and family, which leaves them to fend for 

themselves in resolving their emotional pain and confusion. 

  
• Listen quietly and don't force children to talk. The best way to get 

children talking is to be a good listener. 

• Help children express their feelings. Listen to what they say and then 

model for them how to state feelings directly and appropriately.  

• Let children know: 

• They are always loved and accepted, regardless of how they feel or 

behave. 

• However they feel is O.K.  

• Their loss is not their fault. 

• It is normal for them to want the absent parent in their life again and 

feel sad that’s not possible.  

• Reassure children of your commitment to protect and provide for 

them. 

 

Answer Children’s Questions Honestly and Sensitively:  
 

If you try to protect the children by covering up what’s going on, children 

can tell something is wrong. If they don’t know the truth, they’ll often 

come to their own (often incorrect) conclusions, which are often more 

damaging than the truth would be.  
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• Answer children’s questions honestly. Give simple straightforward 

answers they can understand, without blaming anyone.  

• Only answer the questions they ask. Give children the information 

they need to understand what’s going on, but they don’t need to know 

every detail. Be brief and let them ask more questions.  

• Avoid using euphemisms for death can be confusing. Saying 

something like, "Mommy went to sleep and didn't wake up" can cause 

confusion and stress for children. 

• You can share that you are sad, too, to show you understand and 

encourage the children to express their feelings. It’s important, 

though, that you show that you are not stuck in depression. Children 

will be so worried about you that they won’t share their own feelings, 

for fear of burdening you.   
 

c. A Child’s Play Is Therapy 
 

When people see children playing at a funeral, they often say, "It must 

not really bother them. They just keep playing like nothing has happened 

at all.” Children can handle intense emotion for only brief periods, so 

they might grieve intensely and then move on to something else (e.g., 

play) fairly quickly. This is because play is a powerful catalyst in the 

healing process for children. Children’s play often is the way they process 

the loss—what looks like fun play may be their way of reclaiming some 

sense of normalcy in their lives. 
 

How can you help? 

• Help child find a memory item or security item that will help the 

child feel connected to the person they have lost.  

• Leave photographs (in non-breakable) frames at eye level that they 

can pick up and carry around 

• Help them make a special scrapbook that is their very own: 

o It can cover the child's life story - remember the past, 

acknowledge many losses, and perhaps celebrate new 

beginnings. 
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o It will serve as a tool to remember special stories as they get 

older and memories fade.  

o They love people looking at their scrapbook and hearing 

special stories, such as "Mommy loved rocking you. She 

called you 'baby Sweet Pea'." 

 

 

2. Successfully Adjust To Being A Parent, A Single Parent 

Or A Parent Again. 
 

 a. Stress and Anger Management   
 

Parenting through grief is stressful, but avoid taking out your stress on 
the children, because they are easy targets. 

 

Make the family your highest priority. Be willing to sacrifice time, 

money and energy for the sake of your children — but don’t ignore your 

own needs. 

Your children rely on you, so you need to take care of yourself. Pay 

special attention to diet, exercise, stress management, and getting a good 

night's sleep. Learn relaxation, yoga, meditation, visualization, and other 

healthy coping skills that allow you to relieve stress and tension.  

 

When problems arise, focus on solutions and use healthy problem-

solving skills:  
• Reflect on what is happening. Learn from it.  

• Weigh your options. 

• Get feedback from your support network. 

• Plan a course of action (act, don't react).  

• Implement your plan.  

• Make changes/corrections, if necessary.  
  

 b. Household Management   
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You may be hesitant to ask children to help, because you don’t want to 

burden the children at a time when the loss is already weighing on them. 

It is wise not to overload children with additional responsibilities, but 

children are aware this is a difficult time for you, too, and feel good about 

themselves when they are able to help. It is also helpful for anyone who is 

grieving to be involved in productive activities. Too much down time or 

alone time can result in boredom or dwelling on losses. Instead, refocus 

on the blessings that are still in your lives and feel grateful for them.  

 

Avoid unhealthy, inappropriate role reversals, such as telling a boy he is 

“the man of the house” or expecting an older sibling to take on parenting 

duties while you are at work. Children who experience loss often grow up 

quickly. They are often very mature because of their extra respon-

sibilities, but these household responsibilities shouldn’t deprive them of a 

healthy childhood. Let children have opportunities to just be children. 

 c. Time-Management   
 

You may frequently feel overwhelmed by the responsibilities, tasks, and 

emotional overload of raising children. There never seems to be enough 

time (or money) to meet all the demands of work, home, and family. As a 

result, you need better-than-average organizational skills to balance work 

and family — and know how to delegate or ask for help when necessary. 

Some of these skills include:   
• Have regular consistent routines 

• Know how to set priorities and be willing to postpone or release low-

priority issues 

• Learn how to juggle multiple “projects,” including balancing home 

and work — and effectively managing projects in each arena.  

• Use lists, reminders and “systems” for getting things done  
 

Establish schedules and predictable routines, but don’t be rigid and 

inflexible. If you work outside the home, you and your children may 

experience additional stress. To stay balanced, make a healthy transition 

from work to home:  
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• After work spend the first few minutes at home connecting with 

children. Sit together and talk. Let them feel your love and concern for 

them.  

• Allow each person to have some alone- or down-time, if only 10-15 

minutes 

• Then, work together to prepare dinner.  

• After dinner, be available to the children. Make that time special, 

even if the focus is on homework. Don't use this time for lectures or 

criticism; use it for bonding and building your child's self-esteem.  

• Let children help prepare for morning. Preplanning and organization 

takes some of the frenzy out of morning routines.  

• Make bedtime the most special time of the day, so the last moments 

before they drift off are enjoyable.  

• After the children are in bed, take some time for yourself, whether it’s 

a bath, reading, or unwinding. You can certainly get some extra work 

done around the house, but don’t exhaust yourself to the point you 

collapse in bed. Do something good for yourself before you retire for 

the night.   
 

 d. Financial Stress  
 

Unless you are the heir to a fortune, you probably have fewer financial 

resources or more financial responsibilities than before. So you want to 

learn as much as you can about good budgeting and cost-cutting tips. The 

biggest budget buster is probably fast food and entertainment, so you 

need to be willing to cut back, but not necessarily sacrifice all of these 

luxuries.  

 

Avoid buying things to cheer up grieving children. It may be tempting to 

buy a toy or treat for a grieving child. That won’t take away their pain, it 

just distracts them from it for a while, so this Band-Aid approach will get 

very expensive very quickly. A hug, listening ear, or just quiet time 

together will do far more to ease the child’s emotional pain than things. 
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You may need to return to the work force at a time when you and your 
children are still feeling intense loss. You may need to leave the children 

with caretakers and be away from home more than before, to provide for 

the family’s financial needs. This leaves you unavailable at a time when 

your children have greater emotional needs than ever before. This 

transitional period is the time when close extended family and friends can 

best assist you and the children. 

 
Home-based businesses are a viable option today. These do not have to 

be high-financed entrepreneur ventures. Many employers are open to 

home-based workers and pay well enough to support a family. Working 

from home has many emotional benefits for both parents and children. 

Although it brings its own unique logistical challenges, working from 

home also allows for more flexible scheduling and you are more available 

to children. There’s less stress because you avoid daily separations and 

the costs, coordination and separation issues child care brings. 

 

A family-friendly employer is a must when parenting after a loss. 
Although changing jobs at a time like this can add extra stress, it may be 

worth the move, if you could better meet your family’s needs with:  
• A college degree (which commands higher pay than a high school 

diploma). 

• A profession with flexible hours that allows you to take time off for 

children’s needs.  

• A boss who is family-friendly, understands things like children being 

sick and is flexible in allowing comp. time or work-at-home options.  
 

Line up your financial-emergency resources. Although a savings buffer 

is almost a laughable concept for many families, you need that buffer the 

most now. Even keeping a stock of extra food in the pantry at all times 

can be a lifesaver, if there is a crisis or temporary loss of income.  

 

Have long-term financial planning in place. You need to have your 

affairs (insurance, wills, etc.) in order. If you were to unexpectedly die or 

become permanently disabled, you want to know the children will be well 

cared for. Such planning also eases children’s stress about what would 
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happen if they lost their remaining parent or caregiver — a common fear 

of many children who have already lost a parent. 

 

3. Regain and Maintain Balance   
 

After the loss of a loved one, it can seem as though your whole world has 

been turned upside-down. Regaining a sense of balance and normalcy can 

help you and the children move through the grieving process and move 

forward in life. Don’t worry, you aren’t forgetting or dishonoring your lost 

loved one by moving on. In fact, by moving on, you can better honor your 

loved one by raising their child in a way that would make them proud. 

 

There are three major parenting “styles”:  

• Over-controlling – adults use power or perfectionism to control,  

• Under-controlling – adults avoid responsibility or are over-indulgent  

• Balanced – adults are mutually respectful and accountable, teach 

children the life skills they need.  

 

Parenting through grief is demanding, so it’s easy to fall into a habit of being 

too permissive. There are several reasons this happens:  
• It’s often easier to stretch or ignore children’s boundaries because you 

don’t have the time or patience to enforce them.  

• You may feel guilty about not having enough time for the children or 

feel sorry for children who have suffered a profound loss. These 

feelings of guilt can lead to: 

o Difficulty in setting limits for the children.  

o Overcompensating and coddling children, shielding them from 

life’s realities. 

o Denying your own needs.  
 

Permissive parenting that avoids responsibility – where both you and 

children are not being responsible and accountable --- can leave children 

feeling abandoned. When you set reasonable limits, children know you love 

them and care about them. 
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Permissive parenting that is over-indulgent teaches children that the world 

revolves around them. They develop an attitude of entitlement and expect to 

get their way all the time. This does not prepare children for real life. If the 

indulgence is material, in an effort to make up for what children have lost or 

as a substitute for spending time with them, children may become 

manipulative, playing up their loss for “pity gifts.” 

 

Having a Balanced parenting style is quite possibly one of the most 

important gifts you can give the child you are raising. Imbalanced parenting 

styles may be easier to use, which can help you get through a crisis,  but they 

all have negative long-term side-effects. Instead, learn the skills to get and 

maintain a balanced style and every challenge that comes your way will 

become a learning opportunity for both you and the children. 

 

4. Use Consistent Parenting  
 

Children need stability and security. While this is important for all 

children, it is especially crucial for children who suffer a loss of stability 

due to the loss of a parent.  

 

Be clear about family roles. If children are allowed to make adult 

decisions, such as where to live or daily decisions parents usually make, 

such as what to buy or what the child’s schedule should be, children may 

have difficulty functioning elsewhere, because they expect to always get 

their way. 

 

It is important for children to have a say, but they need to understand that 

ultimately there are some decisions that adults need to make. Reassure 

them that you will consider their opinion and preferences and will try to 

make a decision that is ultimately in their best interests.  

 

When children are treated as a substitute spouse or best friend, it makes it 

hard for them to leave home when they are ready. Children need to be 

children. Growing up too fast can deprive them of experiences that hold 

important developmental lessons. They need to know you are capable of 
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living your own life, you aren’t dependent on them for your happiness, 

and that you will be proud, not sorry, when they grow up.      

 

a. Use Effective Parenting Skills  
 

You will want to use effective parenting skills that empower you and the 

children. You need to know the universal skills all parents need to use, as 

well as special tips for grieving caregivers. These skills need to be part of 

a plan you consistently follow. (The Parent’s Toolshop
®iii

 is one resource 

that teaches all these.) 

 

You want to have good listening skills, to encourage clear and open 

expression of thoughts and feelings and to develop honest and trusting 

relationships.  

 

You will want to set reasonable limits with clear expectations and 

guidelines for behavior. Some children are more likely to misbehave for 

the caregiver they spend the most time with and who does most of the 

disciplining and routine day to day activities. It may be hard, but try not 

to take it personally.  

 

It is often easier for children to behave better when doing lots of fun 

things, so it’s tempting to avoid holding children responsible. Real life 

isn’t all play and it is a disservice not to prepare children for it.  

 

b. Use Discipline instead of Punishment 
 

You may feel guilty when discipline issues arise, because you realize the 

child is going through a rough time. You may be tempted to excuse the 

child’s behavior or not discipline during the grief process. This is 

understandable if you believe that in order to discipline you have to be the 

“bad guy.” Effective discipline, however, can actually feel good for the 

adult when it’s used to teach children. Children actually feel cared for and 

supported. So learn how to use objective, consistent discipline and follow 

through, even when it’s difficult or inconvenient. 
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The Difference Between Discipline and Punishment: 
 

•   Discipline helps children learn from mistakes. It holds them 

accountable and focuses on solutions.  

•   Punishment imposes suffering for mistakes, whether physical or 

emotional. It includes blame and/or shame and the adult doing something 

to the child. 

 

The Lesson of Discipline 
•   Children are responsible for controlling their own behavior and will be 

held accountable for their poor behavior choices. 

 

To be “Discipline” it must meet 4 R’s:
iv
  

•   It is Revealed ahead of time, whenever possible.  

•   It is Respectful to both you and the child and your words and delivery 

are respectfully. 

•   It is logically Related to the misbehavior. If it’s not obvious, state the 

logical connection. 

•   It is Reasonable. The time and extent should be the least restrictive, 

giving children a chance to apply what they learned as soon as possible. If 

they misbehave again, you can increase the time/extent, but it still needs 

to be reasonable. 

 

Language of Discipline 
Before the need for discipline arises, say: 

 “You can (+ behavior) because (+ value/outcome). If you were to (- 

behavior) it could (reason). 

----------------- 

When presenting discipline, say: 

If you choose to (- behavior), I’ll know you’ve decided (the discipline. 

(Instead of “I’ll take it away,” say “to give it up.”) until (when — as 

soon as possible).  

------------------ 

If they protest, say: 
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You’ll have another chance (when — as soon as possible) to show me 

you can (+ behavior).” 

 

Discipline Tools 
•   Show children how to make amends. (i.e., If they spill it they clean it 

up.)  

•   Offer choices within your bottom-line limits. Your bottom line is 

safety, health, rights, rules, values, etc. Alter the focus of the choices as 

issues shift. (i.e., First choice might be, “Behave or I’ll know you’ve 

decided to leave to calm down.” If they don’t calm down, second choice 

is, “I can see you’ve decided to calm down somewhere else. Do you want 

to walk outside on your own or hold my hand?”) 

•   Take action. Decide what you will do, not what you will make children 

do.  

•   Allow natural consequences. They will happen if you do nothing. Only 

use them if they are safe.  

•   Apply restrictions that are logically related to an abuse of a privilege. 

Don’t restrict responsibilities or privileges children earned.  

•   Use problem solving to prevent, reveal, or decide discipline. 

•   Use self-control time-outs that teach anger and stress management.  

 •   They can be wherever the child calms down best. 

 •   Allow children to do activities that are calming or release their 

angry energy in healthy ways.  

 •   They only last until child has calmed down. No timers or it turns it 

into a power play/struggle. 

 

c. Hold Regular Family Councils  
 

Family councils provide a regular time each week to bond as a family, 

teach children communication, decision-making and problem-solving 

skills. Family councils allow you to get to know each other on a deeper 

level. When you listen to the children’s opinions and involve them in 

making decisions that affect them, you can avoid many problems. When 

problems do arise, you can involve children in solving them.  
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5.  Build a Support System 

 

a.  Aloneness 
 

Being Everything to Everyone — Coping Alone 
 

If the person you lost was your spouse, the biggest issue you may 

experience is the impact of parenting alone. When you are tired or sick, 

you are alone. After the first few weeks, family and friends who were 

initially attentive and supportive will need to resume their routines. This 

doesn’t mean they don’t care.  

 

Then there are the people you thought were friends who are so 

uncomfortable and unsure of what to say and do that they withdraw, 

leaving you alone. The impact of such sudden, major changes in your 

support system can be pressing — and de-pressing. 

 

Even when you are surrounded by people, you may feel alone. If you are 

now a single parent, you no longer have someone to “bounce” ideas off, 

to vent to, to pick up the slack, or to give you feedback. You probably 

feel that you must not only be “all” for the children (mother, father, 

chauffeur, cook, nurse, counselor, etc.) but also for yourself (encourager, 

problem-solver, etc.). Truth is, you don’t. There are many people who are 

willing to support you, if they know what you need.  

 

 Filling the Void  

 
Children take a lot of energy and when children are grieving, you have to 

give even more of yourself at a time when you are grieving yourself. So 

who “fills your cup”? 

 

First of all, make time for yourself. I’m sure you’ll say you don’t have 

enough time as it is. You are right, there are more demands on you than 

ever. So if you don’t take care of yourself, you won’t handle those 
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demands as well. It is more important than ever to have quiet time to 

yourself, whether it involves getting up a half hour before the children or 

after they go to bed. Also, get involved in at least one activity just for 

you. It could be an exercise class with day care provided or taking a daily 

walk in the park while the children are in school. Give yourself time to 

recharge and do things that you enjoy. This fills your cup so the demands 

don’t drain you. 

 

If you are suddenly a single parent and believe children need both a 

father and mother to adequately provide for them, you may be tempted to 

remarry too early — or for the wrong reasons. Instead, find healthy role 

models to spend quality time with your children, to give them another 

perspective of relationships. You can look to:  
• friends and family members 

• church/social groups 

• Big Brothers/Sisters  
 

Children who have lost a parent can benefit from having positive role 

models. The stability and quality of role models are more important than 

the gender, type or source of relationship. Be cautious and conscious 

about what type of role modeling the children are seeing. Avoid exposing 

children to “toxic” or dysfunctional people and relationships (just about 

every extended family has these) and make extra efforts for children to be 

around positive role models. 

 
Get together with other families socially — on a regular and frequent basis. 

It can provide positive role models, even if a child doesn’t have a one-on-

one daily relationship with one individual. The children will benefit from 

seeing healthy family interactions and relationships. 

 

 b. Lack of Support  
 

Be careful not to treat children as peers or depend on children for 
social and psychological support. They look to adults for this support 

and may feel burdened or scared if they think you “can’t handle” the 

stress of parenting. 
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Being responsible means getting healthy support — even professional 

help — when needed. You want to develop a reliable support system, but 

be selective. Choose people who are encouraging and supportive to you 

and your children. This shows children it’s okay to talk to others about 

their feelings and ask for help — and where they could go to find 

additional support if they need it. 

 

If you don’t know where to find resources or how to access them, 
contact your local United Way referral service (Call 2-1-1 in most cities), 

find support groups and access internet resources such as articles and 

discussion groups (try Meetup.com).  

 

You may rely on extended family and friends for emergency support 
(financial, resource) and day-to-day emotional support, but unless these 

people are also grieving caregivers, they probably can’t fully understand 

the related issues and feelings. This is why it’s important to network with 

other grieving caregivers, who truly “get” what parenting through grief is 

like. Once you have successfully navigated your grief, stay involved to 

support those who come after you. Giving to others will fill your cup to 

overflowing! 

 

 c. Family Self-Esteem  
 

Tend to your self-esteem issues so you will have enough reserves to take 

care of your children’s self-esteem. Children look to their caregivers for 

their sense of worth. By maintaining your own self-esteem, you serve as a 

role model for how children can care for themselves and their own esteem 

issues. Whatever financial or material resources you have, your inner 

resources are what matter most to surviving and thriving through the grief 

while parenting children. Here are a few suggestions:   
• Do one self-nurturing activity each week.  

• Focus on your strengths. 

• Use positive, encouraging self-talk and visualize meeting your goals.   
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Build the children’s self-esteem:  
• Give five compliments to every request or criticism. Be specific and 

describe the positive behavior you see, and the internal qualities the 

child demonstrates.  

• Offer children encouragement and reassurance. Be there to listen to 

their troubles, joys, and detailed stories. Get to know and understand 

each child. Laugh together and have fun simply sharing their 

company. 

• Spend daily one-on-one time with each child. Make sure the time is 

positive and enjoyable.  Hire a sitter, trade sitting with a friend, or 

schedule a date when the other child is participating in another 

activity.   
 

Maintain a positive attitude. You can learn to do just about anything you 

put your mind to! The lessons you learn as you work through your and 

the children’s grief are opportunities for personal development. You and 

the children can get through this difficult time as stronger people --- not a 

hard and calloused “strong,” but a deep sense of inner strength, 

confidence and positive self-esteem. 

 

 

6. Know When To Seek Counseling 
 
If you are having difficulties coping with all these issues or see any of the 

following warning signs of excessive stress
iv

 in the children, please seek 

professional counseling:  
• A sudden, dramatic increase or decrease in effort at school. 

• Uncharacteristic, sudden changes in attitude, such as irritability, lack 

of enthusiasm, or being easily distracted from tasks. 

• Withdrawal or emotional/behavioral outbursts. 

• Recurrent complaints of tiredness, illness, stomachaches, or 

headaches. 

• Sudden changes in sleeping and eating habits. 

• Drug use or abuse. 

• Unexplained increase in allergic/asthmatic attacks. 
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• Avoidance of school or tests by direct refusal or convenient illnesses. 

• Excessive eating, nail biting, or stuttering. 

 

If you see these symptoms, please contact a therapist who specializes in 

working with children. They all will have training and knowledge about 

the grief process and can help your children on a deeper level than you 

may be able to. You can find them by calling The United Way (dial 2-1-

1), online, or by contacting your local hospice for a grief support group. 
 

We saw many of these warning signs in Carrie and Mitch, but Mitch didn’t 

want to accept our support. I hope that you will take what you’ve learned 

here to work through your grief and help the children you care for to do the 

same.  
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RESOURCES 
 

• Books for children that can facilitate family conversation and sharing of feelings:  

o Brown’s When Dinosaurs Die: A Guide to Understanding Death,  

o Jim’s Dog Muffins by Cohen,  

o Molly’s Rosebush: A Concept Book by Cohn,  

o Harry’s Mom by Porte (specifically about a mom’s death),  

o E.B. White’s Charlotte’s Web. 

• Healing After Loss: Daily Meditations For Working Through Grief, by Martha Whitmore 

Hickman.  

• Raising An Emotionally Healthy Child When a Parent is Sick, by Paula K. Rauch, M.D. 

• Life & Loss A Guide To Help Grieving Children, by Linda Goodman. Contains activities for 

children and an excellent resource section. 

• The Experience of Grief, Reluctant Learning and Forced Growth, by Britton Wood, Ph.D., 

LMFT, CFLE  

• Lifetimes: The Beautiful Way To Explain Death To Children, by Mellonie.    

• Widowed Persons Service is a self-help organization for men and women who are widowed. Find a 

local group by calling (616) 538-0101 or by writing to this address:  Widowed Persons Service, 

4270 Chicago Dr. S.W., Grandville, MI 49418  

 

REFERENCES 
                                                        
i
 “Suddenly Single? The 5 Stages of Grief,” Adapted from Elizabeth Kubler-Ross, 'On Death and 

Dying,' http://www.singleparentcentral.com/sparticlegrief.htm 
ii
 “Helping Your Child Survive Your Divorce ,” Ellen Butterfield, 

http://www.makinglemonade.com/newchildren/read_it_4a.html (files "a" through "h") 
iii

 The Parent’s Toolshop: The Universal Blueprint for Building a Healthy Family, Jody Johnston 

Pawel, LSW, CFLE, ©2000, Ambris Publishing, http://www.ParentsToolshop.com 
iv

Positive Discipline, Jane Nelsen, © 2006, Random House, NY, NY. www.PositiveDiscipline.com  


