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Introduction
Throughout the school-age years (approximately 4 to 18 years of age), young people are faced with various crises that can significantly affect development and normative task fulfilment; bereavement is one such crisis. Physical and psychosocial crises such as bereavement intensify throughout the developmental process and present complex concerns for educators. Researchers agree that young people are often seen as the ‘forgotten mourners’ in a family unit (Packman et al., 2006; Wender, 2012) and that support from ‘one good adult’ can be a significant positive factor in the mental well-being of young people (Dooley and Fitzgerald, 2012). Findings from research states that teachers play a vital role in recognising the child’s grief as well as aiding the psychosocial well-being of pupils in their care (Donnelly, 2001). While the psychological pain and processes of grief are mostly unavoidable, the behaviour of adults towards pupils who are bereaved is a major contributory factor towards what is often referred to as a healthy progress through grief (Cranwell, 2007). In Ireland, 43% of nine years olds have experienced the death of someone important to them (for example, a parent, a sibling, a grandparent or a close friend; Williams et al., 2009). However, there is an evidential gap in the empirical findings in relation to how young people are supported in the Irish school environment following bereavement (Holland, 2008; McGovern and Barry, 2010; McGovern and Tracey, 2010; Rowling and Holland, 2000; Tracey and Holland, 2008).

This chapter explores the potential role of Social, Personal, and Health Education (SPHE) as a curricular area for providing bereavement support to pupils to understand their grief experience. Pedagogically, teachers do not need to be experts in bereavement counselling in order to support a pupil who is grieving but they should be aware of how to respond appropriately and use the curricular areas to support and guide pupils in their classroom. As pupils spend one third of their lives in school, the reactions of teachers and their peers to a significant bereavement in their lives are important, as is the role of the school in ensuring that the needs of those who are bereaved are recognised and responded to in an appropriate manner. The curricular area of SPHE provides ample opportunity for the issue of death to be discussed but teachers in the current research have expressed a lack of training and guidance in the area, which has resulted in an avoidance of the topic in the classroom. This chapter provides an overview of findings from research in relation to how SPHE is currently being utilised for grief support in the teaching profession and the classroom. Qualitative data was collected from: (a) interviews with representatives (n = 7) from organisations with expertise in bereavement support, and (b) focus groups (n = 10) with primary and post-primary teachers to explore their views about how bereavement is currently tackled in the classroom.

Prevalence of Bereavement in Ireland
Currently, the Central Statistics Office (CSO) does not have statistics on the number of young people who have been bereaved in Ireland; however, the number of deaths that occur each year is known. In 2016, a total of 30,390 people died, of whom 15,499 were male and 14,891 were female (CSO, 2016). If one looks beyond these statistics to consider the young people that could be potentially bereft, this number multiplies and quickly becomes a large percentage of the population. It was estimated that, in 2011, 3,360 Irish 16 year olds had experienced the death of one or both parents, and a similar number had experienced the death of a sibling (Irish Hospice Foundation, 2012). To estimate the number of grieving young people in Ireland, McLoughlin (2012) extrapolated UK statistics and estimated that between 36,000 and 60,000 young people in Ireland have experienced bereavement. The Growing Up in Ireland (GUI) research follows the progress of two groups of children, nine year olds (n = 8,000) and nine-month-old infants (n = 10,000). The project began in 2006 and one of its aims is to examine the factors that contribute to or undermine the well-being of pupils in contemporary Irish families (Williams et al., 2009). GUI produced their first publication in 2009 from the cohort of nine year olds that showed that 43% of nine years olds had experienced the death of someone important to them (for example, a parent, a sibling, a grandparent or a close friend). 

Irish Primary and Post-Primary School Curricula
In order for support and understanding of bereavement to be developed among the bereaved and their peers who may be supporting them, the curriculum is an area where positive responses and discourses can be promoted. For example, if a teacher were to use the words ‘death’ or ‘died’ in lieu of ‘gone to asleep’, it would aid the pupil in understanding their experience (Mahon, 1993). These practical forms of support are a way in which teachers, through subjects in the curriculum, can help pupils who are grieving.  The primary school curricular area aims to promote the personal development, health and well-being of the child: 
through provision of opportunities for children within a safe environment, to name and manage their own feelings and behaviour and to cope with various kinds of change thus facilitating children to be more in control of their own lives. (INTO, 2005, p.9)

In the primary school, death (for example, bereavement and grieving) is taught through the Social, Personal, and Health Education (SPHE: Government of Ireland, 1999) curriculum under three strand units: (a) Growing and changing; (b) My Friends and Other People; and (c) Myself and Others. Throughout these strands, the general objective is to examine some factors that can affect family life; to understand that families often undergo planned or unplanned changes that may be pleasant or difficult; to begin to cope with disharmony in, or loss of, friendships; and to begin to understand that reproduction, birth, life, growth and death are all part of a life cycle. It is also possible that educators may use the curriculum in other ways to indirectly teach pupils about death (for example, Science, the life cycle; Religion, the death of Jesus), but it is up to the discretion of the teacher as to how they approach this topic and whether they discuss death directly or not. However, reports (Inspectorate Evaluation Studies, 2009) exploring SPHE in post-primary school found that there was significant difference in the quality and level of consultation to create the whole-school SPHE plan. In the curriculum, SPHE is allocated 30 minutes of teaching time per week.

In post-primary school, the junior cycle module ‘Belonging and Integrating’ deals partly with the experience of loss. The pupils identify different types of loss and recognise the personal, emotional and social consequences of each type of loss. In the senior cycle, bereavement and loss is explored at senior cycle where pupils examine different experiences and stages in bereavement and loss and discuss how to support themselves and others (NCCA, 2006). Research exploring the implementation of SPHE at post-primary level (Nic Gabhainn et al., 2007) found that parents’ expectations of SPHE were positive and that bereavement and grief were mentioned as areas that they would like addressed in the programme. Throughout the curriculum, there are further areas where bereavement and loss can be addressed in both primary and post-primary schools (for example, Biology in Science). However, the way in which this lesson is taught is up to the discretion of the teacher. With limited time available for SPHE, it is timely to explore teachers’ perspectives of SPHE when teaching the sensitive area of normative bereavement at both primary and post-primary level.

School Policy: Well-Being
In 2011, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) conducted a public consultation to discover the key priorities for primary education. The resulting report (NCCA, 2012) identified six priorities for primary education, which included well-being as one of the key areas. In 2012, Well-being in schools: Guidelines for addressing mental health promotion and suicide prevention in post-primary schools was released (DES, 2012), and in 2015, Well-being in Primary Schools (DES, 2015) was launched. In relation to the guidelines in both sectors, bereavement is mentioned on two occasions. For primary schools, the first mention of bereavement indicates how topics such as bereavement should not ‘…be treated in isolation, but rather in the context of the overall SPHE curriculum’ (DES, 2015, p.43). The second mention of bereavement states that a small intervention support group should be put in place for pupils who are bereaved (DES, 2015). In the post-primary school guidelines, bereavement is mentioned in relation to training that should be delivered by personnel who have availed of professional development (DES, 2012). The second mention refers again to a small group support that should be offered in schools (DES, 2012). While these guidelines are an indication that the DES is acknowledging the role of the educator in the overall well-being of pupils, the lack of training and guidelines mean that imminent implementation of these recommendations is unlikely. Daly et al. (2017) state that when the NCCA published proposals in 2015 in relation to new ‘Education about Religions and Beliefs’, a key finding that emerged was the emphasis that teachers placed on SPHE and the need for more time to be given to this subject area. In 2016, the NCCA published proposals in which they began the process of redeveloping the whole primary school curriculum in Ireland (Daly et al., 2017), which will have implications for SPHE and the area of bereavement. With such an emphasis and the increased discourse around well-being, it is both timely and necessary to put forward a strong argument for why bereavement support is required in schools in order to aid educators in their support of pupils who may be grieving.

The Impact of Bereavement on Pupils
Findings from research suggest that there are common reactions expressed by young people following bereavement, which are generally considered to be normal in the first two years after a death (Kaplow, Layne, Pynoos, Cohen and Lieberman, 2012). Young people can be at an increased risk of impaired academic attainment (Abdelnoor and Hollins, 2004; Capewell, 1999; Dowdney, 1999; Mallon, 2011; Rowling, 2003); combined with physical (Lloyd-Williams, Wilkinson, and Lloyd-Williams, 1998; Worden and Silverman, 1996); psychological (Dowdney, 1999); social and behavioural issues (Dowdney, 1999; Kaplow et al., 2012; Mallon, 2011); elevated levels of depression (Melhem, Walker, Moritz and Brent, 2008; Worden and Silverman, 1996); generalised anxiety (Kranzler et al., 1990); separation anxiety (Kaplow et al., 2012); post-traumatic stress (Melhem et al., 2008) and significant adverse consequences for psychosocial development, especially the onset of mood disorders in late adolescence and young adulthood (Breier, Kelsoe, Kirwin, Beller, Wolkowitz and Pickar, 1988; Tennant, 1988; Kendler, Neale, Kessler, Heath and Eaves, 1992; Kessler and Magee, 1993). Stroebe et al. (2001) characterise the responses of grief into the following four categories: (a) affective responses (for example, depression, despair, anxiety); (b) behavioural responses (for example, crying, fatigue, social withdrawal); (c) cognitive responses (for example, problems with concentration); and (d) physiological and somatic responses (for example, loss of appetite, sleeping problems, susceptibility to illness). Common reactions to childhood bereavement, as observed by Capewell (1999), which may subsequently affect a bereaved pupil in the classroom environment include: acting rebellious; substance abuse; psychosomatic complaints; changes in behaviour; performance decline; eating problems; specific fears triggered by reminders of the trauma; overwhelming emotions and a foreshortened future. These negative outcomes call for appropriate care, training, and support from both the school and its staff. Furthermore, pupils may experience a lack of concentration (Dowdney, 1999), poor school attendance (Black, 1978) and distress when memories of their dead parent are evoked in school (Silverman and Worden, 1992). Furthermore, lower self-worth may cause a young person to be less interested or involved in esteem-building activities, which include academic performance (Worden, 1996). Silverman and Worden (1996) suggest that young people with greater levels of affective distress outside the school are more likely to have poorer performance in school.  

Academic achievement is an important determinant for quality of life, future income and personal success which, cumulatively, provides an indirect measure of well-being over time (Abdelnoor and Hollins, 2004). Silverman and Worden (1993) reported that one year following bereavement, an equal number of participants felt that their school work had improved as had deteriorated, suggesting that the reaction to school and work may not be a simple one. Children bereaved at the age of 12 scored an average of 1.3 grades below their controls. Employment of the surviving parent was another significant factor. Where the surviving parent was not working, there was an average deficit of 1.8 grade points when compared to those whose surviving parent was employed (Abdelnoor and Hollins, 2004). Pupil achievement rates are multidimensional, and one aspect of this is how parents support children (for example, homework). Research suggests that the effect of bereavement may be prolonged and that intermittent support could be needed throughout the school years, and perhaps even in tertiary education (Abdelnoor and Hollins, 2004). A criticism of the assessment of the impact of bereavement on academic performance has been presented by Dowdney (1999), who states that few studies use standardised instruments to measure academic performance, and instead use measures that are less reliable.  

Silverman and Worden (1992) carried out research where the parents were living together at the time of the death and the surviving children in the family were aged 6–17 years. Their sample consisted of 70 families, with 125 children (65 boys, 60 girls) aged 6–17 who were attending the first through twelfth grades. 74% had lost a father and 26% had lost a mother. Results suggested that when a mother died after a long illness, children were more likely to be sent back to school the day after the funeral.  22% of the children thought that their school performance had changed for the worse since the death, and 18% thought that their work had improved. Silverman and Worden (1992) noted that the inability to function in school was one area in which the impact of the death could be seen concretely. In spite of the loss, most of the children (71%, n = 89) reported that they retained the ability to deal effectively with school. They note that some of the young people were sad and somewhat confused, but most were carrying on by going to school and by maintaining relationships with friends and family.

Overall, the research indicates that bereavement has a negative impact on young people, which may lead to problems in later life (for example, Kessler and Magee, 1993).  However, Harrington and Harrison (1999) question how much evidence exists to support the assumption that bereavement has a negative impact, as well as asserting that little systematic research has been conducted among young people who experienced the death of an immediate relative. Harrington and Harrison (1999) state that many of the current assumptions about the impact of bereavement on young people are unproven and that existing data suggests that it is not a major risk factor for mental and behavioural disorder in either childhood or adult life. Furthermore, Silverman and Worden (1992) note that while bereavement is a significant event, most children cope surprisingly well with this trauma and do not show serious symptoms (e.g., depression) or dysfunctional behaviour. From an epidemiological perspective, bereavement does not appear to be a major risk factor for mental disorder in children (Harrington and Harrison, 1999), with data suggesting that sadness, crying and withdrawal occur in less than 50% of cases (Van Eerdewegh et al., 1985; Gersten, Beals and Kallgren, 1991). Earlier research is considered to have methodological flaws and researchers have suggested that the inconsistency in the bereavement literature is due to the heterogeneity of bereavement experience and methodological variation (Coffino, 2009). There are few studies reporting empirical evidence of outcomes, especially outcomes in the longer term or outcomes for bereaved pupils compared with those for the non-bereaved from similar backgrounds and circumstances (Akerman and Statham, 2014). Much of the evidence points to strong family support (Harrington and Harrison, 1999) or indeed the support of ‘one good adult’ (Dooley and Fitzgerald, 2012). In a study of youth mental health in Ireland, Dooley and Fitzgerald (2012) sampled 14,306 Irish adolescents and young adults aged between 12 and 25 years and found that ‘one good adult’ was important in the mental well-being of these young people. For young people, a teacher may be the only ‘one good adult’ in their lives. At times, the teacher can be the ‘one good adult’ in the life of a child, and with well-being high on the agenda in the education sector in Ireland, it is both timely and appropriate to explore both organisational support available to schools and teacher perspectives of how they approach SPHE in relation to bereavement.  

Methodology
The current research presented in this chapter is part of a larger study. The data from two (of the four) studies is presented. Part one of the research involved qualitative research in the form of semi-structured interviews with seven participants (male, n = 1; female, n = 7) who were representatives from organisations in Ireland with a remit in the area of bereavement support for young people. The table below provides an overview of participant information and their role within their organisation:

Table 1: Semi-structured participant information
	Pseudonym
	Participant information 
	Role

	Participant A
	Female, member of charity for over 20 years 

	Northern Ireland charity for bereaved people

	Participant B
	Female, founder and counselling therapist

	Local support service for school-aged young people affected by loss through death, separation or divorce


	Participant C
	Female, Director of Support Service
	National charity peer support service for school-aged children and young people affected by loss through death, separation or divorce



	Participant D
	Female, Head of Education and Research
	National charity supporting areas of dying, death and bereavement

	Participant E
	Male, Chaplain
	University Chaplain

	Participant F
	Female, Head of Education and Research and Professional Development
	Providing services for communities and individuals experiencing death, dying and bereavement


	Participant G
	Female, Chair of committee

	National organisation providing support to those working with young people affected by grief



Part two of the research involved focus groups (n = 10) that took place with primary school (PS: n = 5) and post-primary school (PPS: n = 5) teachers across seven different counties in Ireland in DEIS, non-DEIS, rural and urban settings. The table below provides an overview of the type of schools taking part, their religious ethos and location as well as the role of the participants and the length of the focus group. The final column in the table provides information as to how the schools were selected to take part in the focus group:  

Table 2. Focus group participant information
	School Number
	Stage of School
	Type
	Religious Ethos
	Location
	Roles
	Source

	1.
	PS
	Non-DEIS
	Non-secular
	Rural
	Four mainstream teachers

	Sourced from questionnaire previously sent to schools

	2.
	PS
	Non-DEIS
	Non-secular
	Suburban
	Four  mainstream teachers

	Sourced from questionnaire previously sent to schools

	3.
	PS
	DEIS 1
	Non-secular
	Urban
	Four mainstream teachers

	Sourced from researchers’ contacts

	4.
	PS
	Non-DEIS
	Non-secular
	Rural
	Five mainstream teachers

	Sourced from questionnaire previously sent to schools

	5.
	PS
	DEIS 1
	Non-secular
	Urban
	Six mainstream teachers
	Sourced from researchers’ contacts

	6.
	PPS
	DEIS 1
	Secular
	Suburban
	One guidance counsellor

One chaplain

Five mainstream teachers
	Sourced from questionnaire previously sent to schools


	7.
	PPS
	Non-DEIS
	Non-secular
	Urban
	One guidance counsellor 

Three mainstream teachers
	Sourced from researchers’ contacts

	8.
	PPS
	Non-DEIS
	Non-secular
	Rural
	One chaplain

Three mainstream teachers

	Sourced from researchers’ contacts

	9.
	PPS
	Non-DEIS
	Secular
	Rural
	One chaplain

One guidance counsellor 

	Sourced from questionnaire previously sent to schools


	10.
	PPS
	Non-DEIS
	Secular
	Suburban
	One chaplain

Three mainstream teachers
	Sourced from researchers’ contacts



All focus groups took place within school settings (with the shortest focus group lasting 28 minutes, and the longest lasting 42 minutes, with a mean time of 26 minutes, on average, for each focus group). The research was guided by the ethical principles and protocols of the British Psychological Society, the Psychological Society of Ireland and the British Educational Research Association. Ethical approval was granted from the School of Education, Trinity College Dublin. All participants have been provided with pseudonyms to protect their identities and the identities of their schools.  

Findings: Interviews with Representatives from Organisations
The data from the interviews in relation to bereavement and the SPHE curriculum is presented. All participants in the focus groups agreed that bereavement has an impact on the pupil in school. Participant A stated that school can often feel like a safe environment for pupils and it is regularly the place where grief manifests: ‘…it erupts in the school, that’s where they feel safe.’ (Participant B). Participant C notes how grief can impact on a pupil’s academic attainment following bereavement:   
children … who are experiencing bereavement or loss … they are almost knocked sideways … it impacts highly on their thinking skills and on their whole concentration and their energy levels, so … how can that be managed in a school environment? (Participant C)

Participant G said that there is room to teach about bereavement and loss because currently it is being avoided in the school curriculum, and uses an example of replacing the ‘goldfish’ rather than using the opportunity to talk about the death of the goldfish to illustrate her point:
I always say don’t replace a goldfish, you know we seek out when the fish dies on Friday to replace it so the children don’t know on Monday, but actually, if we were working quite naturally and saying: “well the goldfish has died” and looking around the ritual of loss (Participant G)

Participant G noted that it is important that school staff work as a team and do not feel under pressure to come up with solutions on their own: 
I think that is the key piece - that they don’t feel ‘oh gosh I had come up with all of the answers’ and the other piece that they are not alone in the work that they should be able to have a team around them that can be supportive of them within the school (Participant G)

In terms of young people who have been bereaved, Participant G noted that it was particularly important to be aware of pupils in the school community who have experienced similar losses in the past, as a new loss or a fellow pupil’s loss could ‘stir up the loss for them’. Participants agreed that bereavement would undoubtedly have an effect within the classroom ‘…when a child is going through any kind of difficult emotional journey, it will reflect on how they are in the classroom, you know, their behaviour…’ (Participant A). Participant C noted how bereavement can have an impact on a young person within the school environment and how important it is that teachers have an understanding as to why a pupil may be acting in an unusual manner: 
I have seen children who were very socially adapted and then following some significant loss in their lives, their behaviour changes, and that wouldn’t be met with anger or with impatience, that it would be met with understanding because behind all of that, that is a child struggling to tell you that they don’t know what’s going on for them, they can’t get those feelings out because children don’t have the language (Participant C)

Acknowledging that a pupil has experienced bereavement is very important to young people: ‘…acknowledging for a child that life, you know, that something has gone wrong for them, or that they are struggling’ (Participant C). However, as teachers lack confidence, they often do not acknowledge the loss, for fear of making things worse: 
Many teachers are terrified of saying something that is going to do more damage. Part of that is because they are not trained. Perhaps they have never had the experience of loss themselves, and so, part of not responding is that they have a fear of doing more damage (Participant A)  

As a result, grief is very much ‘hidden’ in schools: ‘it is very much hidden because there is no process in schools…’ (Participant C). Participant C indicated that school staff want to be told what to do and what to say when a pupil experiences bereavement: 
…the kind of calls that we get from teachers and principals is generally around children where a bereavement is anticipated or has happened or that child is returning to school…in particular, they will say things like ‘Just tell me the words to say — what am I supposed to do?’ (Participant C)

For changes to be made, things need to emerge from ‘the top’, with national agencies and organisations providing the support, training, and resources that are needed:
…it needs to come from the top, it needs to come from … a Department level, at the curriculum level … it is in the SPHE curriculum…there are no supports there for teachers to actually…address that [bereavement] (Participant C)

Representatives believed that for changes to be made, and support provided, that guidance needed to come from the ‘top’ (i.e., the Government; Department of Education and Skills). However, many feel that there is no opportunity for such resources to be developed:
…it’s a closed door at the moment and it’s not out of lack of concern, I would think, I think it is out of lack of knowledge and understanding and also defining what is the role of the school, is it the academic? Of course it is the academic, but it is wider, children are coming to school with more than just the bags on their back … it’s looking at the whole child and recognising that some children are in very difficult circumstances and the fact that they even get to school … (Participant C)

It was stated that dealing with grief needs to be developed further in the curriculum, perhaps through Social, Personal, and Health Education (SPHE). At the moment, there is a small part of the SPHE curriculum that deals with loss, but it was noted that ‘…like any other profession … there are people who will do the grief bit and other people who will say “let me teach my English French and Irish” or whatever’ (Participant G). One participant stated that it was important to incorporate this topic naturally into the curriculum so that it is not avoided: ‘…to discuss a topic that is very naturally part of the curriculum in a way in SPHE … where we talk about life skills. Doing nothing is like avoiding the elephant in the room’ (Participant G). 

Findings: Focus Groups: Bereavement and the SPHE Curriculum 
The findings from the focus groups with primary school teachers are presented; the two major themes were bereavement and the SPHE curriculum. The teachers reported that bereavement was not a topic in the SPHE curriculum: ‘…it is not on the programmes at all is it? I don’t think I’ve dealt with it at all. It might come up if you are doing a book with the older classes’ (Chloe, PS2). Emily (PS2) agreed, stating: ‘I certainly have not come across it before’. Olivia describes her experience of using the Alive-O religion programme to discuss the issue of bereavement:
…you have to write a list of people you know who have died, it is literally like a headstone…I always skip over the page because I don’t know how to deal with this. I did it one year, and children put down the goldfish and their dogs, which is fair enough, but I didn’t know if that was disrespectful. So now, I just skip over the page (Olivia, PS2)

In terms of curricular support, some post-primary school teachers mentioned that while SPHE provided the opportunity to discuss death, often it was not taught by an educator with expertise in this subject due to timetable constraints in schools:
 …people are just slotted in and it doesn’t work, really you do need SPHE teachers who want to teach it instead of me just finding it on my timetable because I have a class that needs to be filled. (Lynn, PPS7) 
 
Another teacher in the same focus group agreed, and stated that she was given the SPHE subject to teach and she had no expertise in this area:
I remember when I had [to teach SPHE], it was a book-based thing so as far as I was concerned … we were reading, reading, reading. I had no feel for it, and if I had no feel for it, it was just English really to my class. It was a waste of time. (Claire, PPS7)

Overall, there was a lack of confidence among teachers when exploring sensitive issues relating to death with their pupils, even amongst post-primary schools that had a system in place (e.g., pastoral care team, chaplain, guidance counsellor). Participants reported that more support was needed in relation to speaking to pupils about bereavement; this was emphasised by one participant:
I would feel that I am walking on egg shells inside and I would like training in relation to how you would go about that and be sensitive but yet carry on with the class. (Stephen, PPS7)

Discussion
In the interviews with representatives from organisations, participants felt that teachers lacked confidence due to their lack of training. This supports much research that highlights that teachers feel inadequate when supporting students (for example, Papadatou, Metallinou, Hatzichristou and Pavlidi, 2002). As a result, they are afraid to approach young people regarding bereavement; therefore, many pupils do not receive acknowledgement of the death. Furthermore, there are no directives from governmental agencies to identify the role of the teacher or provide them with guidelines of best practice in the area of bereavement support for pupils. Many participants from the stakeholder interviews believed that teachers are anxious about making things worse for the pupil by mentioning the death, and therefore, the subject is avoided in the classroom context. One participant also mentioned an example of when a teacher, in trying to provide support to a bereaved pupil, had been using therapeutic books (for example, books used by trained counsellors in a therapeutic setting with children who are bereaved) as a guide to provide support. This was noted as dangerous, as teachers do not have a remit for providing therapeutic support and, therefore, could cause harm to a pupil. It was stated that this lack of a definitive role for teachers can cause confusion as to the correct approach required when a pupil is bereaved. Cranwell (2007) states that bereavement resources should be part of the ‘toolkits’ for all resources, but the current research extends this by stating that all resources that are used by teachers must be appropriate to their role. 

The focus group data indicated that all schools believed that educators should provide support; however, there was uncertainty in relation to what kind of support would be most appropriate. This supports research carried out by Holland (2008), which stated 84% of schools in his study rated the area of bereavement as important or very important. However, most of the participants stated that they relied on personal intuition when supporting pupils who were bereaved. This is a concern for vulnerable pupils, as support can be coloured by a teacher’s bias and previous experience. What is evident is that a consistent approach is required. In many of the focus groups, there was at least one or two participants who felt that they did not have the appropriate qualifications to be part of the conversation with the researcher, or with pupils. This extends research by Mahon et al. (1999), which found that only one-third of teachers felt qualified to discuss death with pupils, with many teachers indicating that they were interested in receiving additional training in order to help pupils through the grieving process. Other than the critical incident policy, most participants were unaware of whether or not they had a bereavement policy in their school. Overall, participants lacked confidence in relation to how to support pupils, with most opting not to acknowledge the death for fear of causing more distress to the pupil. This is in line with previous research that found there is almost a total absence of support from school personnel with regard to bereavement support (Hogan and DeSantis, 1994; Patterson and Rangganadhan, 2010).   

Participants in the focus groups identified appropriate training for bereavement support was lacking, particularly in primary schools. This extends research by Holland (2008), which revealed a ‘training gap’; loss and bereavement were rated highly in importance but schools lacked the skills necessary to support their pupils, and 58% of schools continued to report that more training was needed in the area of childhood bereavement. Similarly, Wass, Miller and Thornton (1990) found that many teachers in the US had received little or no training in grief support. This supports the current research, which found that teachers in Ireland require further training in the area of bereavement support. Furthermore, many other studies have highlighted the necessity for further training in the area of bereavement support for teachers (Lowton and Higginson, 2003; Mahon, Goldberg and Washington, 1999; Reid and Dixon, 1999; Rowling and Holland, 2000; Shipman, Kraus and Monroe, 2001; Wass, Miller and Thornton, 1990). Some form of training is essential to raise awareness among practitioners about how to respond when a pupil has experienced bereavement and how to recognise and refer for outreach and specialist support when young people display high levels of distress (Akerman and Statham, 2014). Participants felt that it would be most helpful if there was a link between support services and the school so that experts could advise teachers as to the correct approach in supporting the pupil in the classroom. Research by Shipman, Kraus and Monroe (2001) indicates that 56% of teachers in the UK feel inadequate in supporting young people who have been bereaved.  This research supports this view and finds that training and guidance is not only needed, but is essential to the overall well-being of pupils.  
	
Holland et al. (2005) state that there can often be a temptation to focus on the academic content of the curriculum and to avoid the potentially more difficult emotional aspects of education. The findings of the current research support this view and found that teachers who participated in the focus groups felt ill-equipped, untrained and lacking in confidence with regard to issues relating to grief and bereavement in the classroom. Opportunities for discussion of these issues arise naturally during most subjects in the curriculum but the lack of confidence expressed by teachers in this research has led to evasion of the subject of death among pupils. Jackson and Colwell (2014) state that there is no prescribed way to teach about death and loss as a separate subject but it should instead be discussed naturally within almost all areas of the curriculum, particularly SPHE. The subject and topic of death is already present in the curriculum and there should be acknowledgement of this area, rather than avoidance (Jackson and Colwell, 2014).  

Conclusion
With the growing discourse in relation to well-being in the classroom, one possible way to improve this is by empowering educators to have open and honest discussions with pupils about emotionally challenging topics such as bereavement. In order to do this, additional resources and training for educators is required in order to support young people bereaved under normative circumstances. Training provides information, builds skills and establishes norms about what teachers can and should do to support grieving students. The more educators understand and acquire vital skills relating to supporting young people, the greater their confidence when confronted with students who are bereaved. Furthermore, clear guidelines and information to formally state the role of the teacher in supporting pupils is needed, both at a national and international level. It is of social, pedagogical, and national interest to optimise the bereavement provision available to young people in order to minimise long-term difficulties (for example, National Advisory Committee on Drugs, 2009). In Ireland, more support and guidelines are needed from the DES as a large proportion of respondents stated that further support is needed in their schools, as there is a lack of policy, teacher-training and clear boundaries as to the role of the teacher. The Irish Childhood Bereavement Network (ICBN), established in 2012, created a sub-committee dedicated to providing information to schools about bereavement, of which the first author, Dr Lynam, is a member. On the ICBN website (www.childhoodbereavement.ie), there is a dedicated section on ‘Teachers’ Resources’ which provides information in relation to, for example, pictures books about death and bereavement, information sheets about dealing with special occasions and information about self-care for teachers.  

Acknowledgement of this research will raise awareness of the issue of potential barriers to education and show how bereavement and grief issues may affect a young person in the school environment. An overview of the literature regarding the different approaches and formal training available internationally indicates the need for consistency and robust procedures and policies to be developed both nationally and internationally. At an international level, it is clear that different countries approach well-being support in different ways (O’Neill, 2017). More research is needed to assess the best way to support pupils in order to provide consistent training for teachers and appropriate support for pupils. Small interventions could potentially make a significant difference to the way pupils experience bereavement and all teachers need some form of training in handling bereavement, as this is an inevitable part of school life.

It is clear from this exploratory study that future research needs to investigate bereavement support and provision that involves the school, the teacher, the pupil, and the home in order to find a robust international approach to bereavement support in schools. Bereavement support can no longer be segregated to the home environment as educators are aware that the role of the school involves more than academic instruction:  ‘…what is the role of the school, is it the academic? Of course it is the academic, but it is wider…children are coming to school with more than just the bags on their back…’ (Participant C, Study Two). Again, there is nothing here about including discussions of death with children in SPHE. 


References
Abdelnoor, A. and Hollins, S. (2004) ‘The effect of childhood bereavement on secondary school performance’, Educational Psychology in Practice, 20(1), pp.43-54. 
 
Akerman, R. and Statham, J. (2014) Bereavement in childhood: The impact of psychological and educational outcomes and the effectiveness of support services. [Online]. Available at: http://www.cwrc.ac.uk/resources/documents/Revised_Childhood_Bereavement_review_2014a.pdf (Accessed 28th February, 2018).

Black, D. (1978) ‘Annotation: The bereaved child’, Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 19(3), pp.287-292. 

Breier, A., Kelsoe, J.R., Kirwin, P.D., Beller, S.A., Wolkowitz, O.M. and Pickar, D. (1988) ‘Early parental loss and development of adult psychopathology’, Archives of General Psychiatry, 45(11), pp.987-993. 

Capewell, E. (1999) ‘Disaster: How can schools respond?’ in Barnard, P., Morland, I. and Nagy, J. (Eds.) Children bereavement and trauma: Nurturing resilience (pp.31-39). London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.

Central Statistics Office [CSO] (2016) Census of Populations 2016 – Profile 4 Households and Families. [Online]. Available at: http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cp4hf/cp4hf/ms/ (Accessed 28th February, 2018).  

Christ, G.H., Siegel, K. and Christ, A.E. (2002) ‘Adolescent grief: It never really hit me... until it actually happened’, JAMA, 288(10), pp.1269-1278. 

Cranwell, B. (2007) Bereaved children’s perspectives on what helps and hinders their grieving. Sheffield: Child Bereavement Charity Project and Sheffield Hallam University.   

Daly, M., Halbert, G. and Ó Cadhain, C. (2017) Ireland: Well-being in Irish Education — Towards a Common understanding. [Online]. Available at: http://www.cidree.org/publications/yearbook-2017/ (Accessed 28th February, 2018).

Department of Education and Skills (2012) Well-being in schools: Guidelines for addressing mental health promotion and suicide prevention in post-primary schools. Dublin: The Stationary Office.

Department of Education and Skills (2015). Well-being in primary schools: Guidelines for mental health promotion. [Online]. Available at: https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/Well-Being-in-Primary-Schools-Guidelines-for-Mental-Health-Promotion.pdf (Accessed 28th February, 2018).

Donnelly, P. (2001) Someone to talk to: A handbook on childhood bereavement. Dublin: The National Children’s Resource Centre. 

Dooley, B. and Fitzgerald, A. (2012) My world survey: National study of youth mental health in Ireland. [Online]. Available at: http://researchrepository.ucd.ie/bitstream/handle/10197/4286/My_World_Survey_2012_Online(4).pdf?sequence=1 (Accessed 28th February, 2018). 

Dowdney, L. (1999) ‘Childhood bereavement following parental death’, Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 41(7), pp.819-830. 

Government of Ireland (1999) Primary school curriculum: SPHE. Dublin: The Stationary Office.

Hogan, N.S. and DeSantis, L. (1994) ‘Things that help and hinder adolescent sibling bereavement’, Western Journal of Nursing Research, 16(2), pp.132–153. 

Holland, J. (1993) ‘Child bereavement in Humberside primary schools’, Educational Research, 35(3), pp.289–297. 

Holland, J. (2008) ‘How schools can support children who experience loss and death’, British Journal of Guidance and Counselling, 36(4), pp.411-424. 

Hogan, D.M., Halpenny, A.M. and Greene, S. (2003) Change and continuity after 
parental separation: Children’s experiences of family transitions in Ireland. Childhood 10(2), pp.163–80.

Holland, J., Stitt, C., Dance, R. and McManus, N. (2005) Lost for words: Loss and bereavement awareness training. UK: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.  

Hogan, N.S. and DeSantis, L. (1994) ‘Things that help and hinder adolescent sibling bereavement’, Western Journal of Nursing Research, 16(2), pp.132–153. 

Irish Hospice Foundation (2012) Minister for children and youth affairs launches Irish childhood bereavement network. [Online]. Available at: https://www.google.ie/search?q=Minister+for+children+and+youth+affairs+launches+Irish+childhood+bereavement+network.&oq=Minister+for+children+and+youth+affairs+launches+Irish+childhood+bereavement+network.&aqs=chrome..69i57.13335j1j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8 (Accessed 28 February 2018).
    
Jackson, M. and Colwell, J. (2014) A teacher’s handbook of death. UK: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.

Kaplow, J.B., Layne, C.M., Pynoos, R.S., Cohen, J. and Lieberman, A. (2012) ‘DSM-V diagnostic criteria for bereavement-related disorders in children and adolescents: Developmental considerations’, Psychiatry, 75, pp.243-266. 

Kelly, J.B. and Emery, R.E. (2003) ‘Children’s adjustment following divorce: Risk and 
resilience perspectives’, Family Relations, 52: pp.352–62.

Kendler, K.S., Neale, M.C., Kessler, R.C., Heath, A.C. and Eaves, L. J. (1992) ‘Childhood parental loss and adult psychopathology in women: A twin study perspective’, Archives of General Psychiatry, 49(2), pp.109-116. 

Kessler, R.C. and Magee, W.J. (1993) ‘Childhood adversities and adult depression: Basic patterns of association in a US national survey’, Psychological Medicine, 23(3), pp.679-690. 

Kranzler, E.M., Shaffer, D., Wasserman, G. and Davies, M. (1990) ‘Early childhood bereavement’, Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 29(4), pp.513-520. 

Lloyd-Williams, M., Wilkinson, C. and Lloyd-Williams, F. (1998) ‘Do bereaved children consult the primary health care team more frequently?’ European Journal of Cancer Care, 7(2), pp.120-124. 

Lowton, K. and Higginson, I.J. (2003) ‘Managing bereavement in the classroom: A conspiracy of silence?’, Death Studies, 27(8), pp.717-741. 

Mahon, M.M. (1993) ‘Children’s concept of death and sibling death from trauma’, Journal of Pediatric Nursing, 8(5), pp.335–344. [Online]. Available at: http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/8271155 (Accessed 28th February, 2018).

Mahon, M., Goldberg, L.R. and Washington, S.K. (1999) ‘Discussing death in the classroom: Beliefs and experiences of educators and education students’, OMEGA: The Journal of Death and Dying, 39(2), pp.99–121. 

Mallon, B. (2011) Working with bereaved children and young people. London: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

Melhem, N.M., Walker, M., Moritz, G. & Brent, D.A. (2008) ‘Antecedents and sequelae of sudden parental death in offspring and surviving caregivers’, Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine, 162(5), pp.403-410. 

McGovern, M. and Barry, M.M. (2010) ‘Death education: Knowledge, attitudes, and perspectives of Irish parents and teachers’, Death Studies, 24(4), pp.325-333. 

McGovern, M. and Tracey, A. (2010) ‘A comparative examination of schools’ responses to bereavement and the associated needs of the school community in Galway, West of Ireland and Derry, Northern Ireland’, Pastoral Care in Education, 28(3), pp.235-252. 

McLoughlin, K. (2012) Establishing a children’s bereavement support network in Ireland: A scoping study. Dublin: Irish Hospice Foundation.

National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (2012) ‘Priorities for Primary Education? Report on Responses to ‘Have your say’’. [Online]. Available at: https://www.ncca.ie/media/2273/priorities-for-primary-education.pdf (Accessed 28th February, 2018).

Nic Gabhainn, S., Barry, M., O’Higgins, S., Galvin, M. and Kennedy, C. (2007) ‘The implementation of SPHE at post-primary school level: A case study approach’. [Online]. Available at: http://www.nuigalway.ie/hbsc/documents/nuig__sphe_evaluation_full_report_english.pdf (Accessed 28 February 2018).

O’Neill, H. (Ed.) (2017) ‘Wellbeing in our schools: International Perspectives’, CIDREE Yearbook 2017. Dublin: National Council for Curriculum and Assessment.

Packman, W., Horsley, H., Davies, B. and Kramer, R. (2006) ‘Sibling bereavement and continuing bonds’, Death Studies, 30(9), pp.817-841.

Patterson, P. and Rangganadhan, A. (2010) ‘Losing a parent to cancer: A preliminary investigation into the needs of adolescents and young adults’, Palliative and Supportive Care, 8(3), pp.255-265. 

Rowling, L. (1995) ‘The disenfranchised grief of teachers’, Omega Journal of Death and Dying, 31(4), pp.317-329. 

Rowling, L. (2003) Grief in School Communities: Effective Support Strategies. Buckingham: Open University Press.

Rowling, L. and Holland, J. (2000) ‘Grief and school communities: The impact of social context, a comparison between Australia and England’, 24(1), pp.35-50. 

Shipman, C., Kraus, F. and Monroe, B. (2001) ‘Responding to the needs of schools in supporting bereaved children’, Bereavement Care, 20(1), pp.6-7. 

Silverman, P.R. and Worden, J.W. (1992) Children’s reactions to the death of a parent.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Stroebe, M.S., Hansson, R.O., Stroebe, W. and Schut, H. (2001) ‘Future directions for bereavement research’ in Schut, H. (Ed.), Handbook of bereavement research: Consequences, coping, and care, pp.741-766. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. 

Tennant, C. (1988) ‘Parental loss in childhood: Its effect in adult life’, Archives of General Psychiatry, 45(11), pp.1045-1050. 

Tracey, A. & Holland, J. (2008) ‘A comparative study of the child bereavement and loss responses and needs of schools in Hull, Yorkshire and Derry/Londonderry, Northern Ireland’, Pastoral Care in Education, 26(4), pp.253-266. 

Van Eerdewegh, M.M., Clayton, P.J. and Van Eerdewegh, P. (1985) ‘The bereaved child: Variables influencing early psychopathology’, The British Journal of Psychiatry, 147(2), pp.188-194. 

Wass, H., Miller, D.M. and Thornton, G. (1990) ‘Death education and grief/suicide intervention in the public schools’, Death Studies, 14(3), pp.253-268. 

Wender, E (2012) ‘Supporting the family after the death of a child’, Pediatrics, 130(6), pp.1164-1169. 

Williams, J., Greene, S., Harris, E., Layte, R., McCoy, S., McCrory, C. and Murray, A. (2009) Growing up in Ireland: The lives of 9-year-olds. Ireland: The Stationary Office/Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs. 

Worden, J.W. (1996) Children and grief: when a parent dies. NY: Guildford Press.

Worden, J.W. and Silverman, P.R. (1996) ‘Parental death and the adjustment of school-age children’, OMEGA, Journal of Death and Dying, 33(2), pp.99-102. 




1

