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Abstract 
Teachers regularly encounter students who have experienced a significant human loss through bereavement.  Research has shown that teachers are increasingly aware of the impact that bereavement and loss has on students’ academic performance and their overall social and emotional wellbeing.  There is, however, a paucity of empirically-based research exploring such issues within an Irish context.  The research outlined in this paper documents the approach and response of primary and post-primary schools regarding policy and provision of support to students who have experienced bereavement.  The Bereavement Audit Survey was administered to a representative sample of primary and post-primary schools (N = 1,474).  From the first 200 questionnaires returned, preliminary analyses demonstrate that schools are positive, supportive, and proactive whilst also indicating the desire for further support in terms of policy, curricula materials, practice direction, staff support, and Continual Professional Development programmes.












Introduction
Teachers, and all members of the school community, regularly encounter students who have experienced a significant human loss through bereavement.  Research highlights that teachers are increasingly aware of the impact that a significant bereavement has on students’ academic performance and their overall social and emotional well-being (Abdelnoor & Hollins, 2004; Lloyd-Williams, Wilkinson, & Lloyd-Williams, 1998; Mallon, 2011; Worden & Silverman, 1996).  There is no data available in Ireland to indicate the number of young people who have experienced a significant human bereavement.  However, McLoughlin (2012) has estimated, extrapolating United Kingdom (UK) statistics, that bereavement affects between 36,000 and 60,000 Irish school children.
Young people who experience bereavement are at an increased risk of impaired educational attainment, physical, psychological, social, and behavioural issues.  The most common outcomes following bereavement include: acting rebellious, substance abuse, psychosomatic complaints, changes in behaviour, performance decline, eating disorders, specific fears triggered by reminders of the trauma, overwhelming emotions, and a foreshortened future (Capewell, 1999; Kastenbaum, 1997; Mallon, 2011; Webb, 2002).
In Irish schools, the Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE) curriculum is designed to enable students to develop skills for self-fulfilment, living in communities, promotion of self-esteem and self-confidence, enabling them to develop a framework for responsible decision-making, provide opportunities for reflection and discussion, and promote physical, mental and emotional health and well-being (SPHE Support Service, 2009).  Within this, there are obvious opportunities to introduce the concepts of bereavement and grief with differentiated emphasis on issues pertaining to cultural and religious sensitivities.  In their report on consultation regarding the SPHE curriculum framework for senior cycle, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA, 2006) reported that students wanted to understand the stages of bereavement and loss, including how they might support themselves and each other in times of bereavement and loss.  Many schools also opt to run well-known peer-support programmes (e.g., Rainbows, Seedlings, Seasons for Growth) to assist students experiencing a significant loss in their lives through a death, separation, divorce or difficult transition in their family.  An element of the present research was to explore the extent to which bereavement support is incorporated into the school environment through peer-support programmes and curricula integration. 

Operationally Defining the Area
The field of thanatology (the academic study of death) has been richly informed by researchers and practitioners from many disciplines.  Thus, the intricacies of bereavement and grief are mirrored by the myriad of definitions accompanying them.  Bereavement itself refers to the status of the individual who has suffered a loss, and who may be experiencing psychological, social, and / or physical stress because a meaningful relationship has ended (Kastenbaum, 1997).  The grieving process is not isolated to the experience of loss through death; grief can be triggered by many different forms of loss, for example: the loss of a pet; moving to a new home; the loss of a friendship through bullying; and the loss of a job.  Therefore, it is important to operationally define the term bereavement, which, for this research, is restricted to the loss of a significant human relationship through death. 

Research: Bereavement and Grief
Internationally, progress has been made to understand the short- and long-term effects that a significant bereavement can have on the psychological, social, emotional, and behavioural life of a young person.  In the important longitudinal Harvard Bereavement Study, Worden and Silverman (1996) found that two years after a death, one quarter of the children were admonished for not showing enough grief, while another quarter were told that they should have finished grieving.  There was also a notably sized group of bereaved children who showed serious behavioural and emotional problems at one year (19%) and at two years (21%) after the bereavement.  Worden and Silverman (1996) reported that, overall, the study found that bereaved young people showed higher levels of social withdrawal, anxiety, and social problems, as well as lower self-esteem.
In the UK, Holland (2008) found that 84% of schools in his study rated the area of bereavement as “important” or “very important” and the overall rating was an 82% priority, a figure which has remained constant over 10 years in his research.  Although bereavement is a family issue, Holland (2008) found that it can potentially affect children when they are at school.  Thus, schools are in a potentially unique position to help students who are grieving.  However, although research indicates that teachers rate the area of bereavement as a priority, there is evidence confirming that they continue to emphasise that they lack the skills necessary to deal with these situations when they arise (Holland, 2008).
In Ireland, whilst there is useful research literature regarding bereavement and grief issues among young people from a clinical perspective (e.g., Carroll, 2010; Keegan, Kunin, & McGee, 2000; Malone, Quinlivan, McGuinness, McNicholas, & Kelleher, 2012; Petrus Consulting, 2008).  Empirically-based studies from an educational perspective have been sparse (e.g., McGovern & Barry, 2010; McGovern & Tracey, 2010; Tracey & Holland, 2008).  Indeed, even when the policy documentation regarding bereavement in the Irish school context is explored, it becomes evident that the focus is upon the more “critical” aspects of bereavement and grief, with an obvious absence of directions regarding what could be termed “normative” bereavement and grief (O’Brien & Mc Guckin, 2013).  From the research conducted in the school sector, it has been found that schools regard the issue of bereavement and grief as a high priority (McGovern & Tracey, 2010) and that training for teachers, pupils, and parents could help to develop a deeper understanding of the effects that bereavement can have on young people, so that responses may be timely and appropriate (Tracey & Holland, 2008).  McGovern and Tracey (2010) found that 83% of schools in Galway (n = 38) indicated that bereavement and loss had not been addressed in their policy documents, which compared to the better percentage of 35% of schools from Derry (n = 35).  Schools on both sides of the border indicated that they needed help to develop a bereavement policy, either within their policy document, or their critical incidents policy.  In relation to attitudes, McGovern and Barry (2010) found that both teachers and parents are dealing with young people’s loss and grief on a regular basis and that their attitudes are generally positive and compare favourably with those reported in previous North American studies.  Both parents and teachers reported high levels of understanding of the possibility of a young person’s unresolved grief leading to problems in adulthood.  Interestingly both parents and teachers, particularly men, reported being uncomfortable discussing the topic of death with young people.
Whilst we have important information from the longitudinal work of the Harvard Bereavement Study (Worden & Silverman, 1996) and UK research (e.g., Holland, 2008), it is evident that while there has been some useful research findings from Ireland (Dowling, Kiernan, Guerin, 2007; McGovern & Barry, 2010; McGovern & Tracey, 2010; Tracey & Holland, 2008), what is required is a well-planned, theoretically, and methodologically robust research programme to explore the salient issues regarding bereavement and grief within the Irish school context.  The current research represents the first phase of such a research programme, which endeavours to provide a comprehensive research informed overview of the location, nature, and extent of service provision for children who are bereaved, with a view to informing policy and practice so as to enhance experiences and outcomes.  The findings from the research programme will also inform the mapping and development of a programme of study for Initial Teacher Education and Continuous Professional Development courses for educators (each aligned to the National Framework of Qualifications). 
The research presented here documents the approach and response of Irish schools regarding their policy and support for students who have experienced a significant human bereavement.  In doing so, the paper reports upon preliminary results from the Bereavement Audit Survey (N = 1,474) of primary (n = 723: 21.9% of all primary schools) and post-primary (n = 751: all voluntary secondary schools [including vocational schools and community colleges community and comprehensive schools]) that explored the issues related to policy, educational attainment, physical and psychological well-being, guidance, programmes, and confidence and competence among staff when supporting students who have experienced bereavement.  














Methodology

Questionnaire Development
In the absence of an appropriate research instrument, a Bereavement Audit Questionnaire (based on Mc Guckin & Lewis, 2008) was developed for the study.  The content of the instrument was derived from a review of the literature and incorporated the views of educational experts and practitioners.
To explore issues relating to validity (e.g., face, content, construct), two pilot studies were conducted among respondents who volunteered to participate.  Study one was conducted among a sample of 50 students enrolled on a Masters in Education programme at Trinity College Dublin, Ireland.  Study two was conducted with a sample of 15 school principals known to the researchers (primary: 9; post-primary: 6).
The results of the pilot studies determined that changes were required in relation to the sequence of questions so as to ensure that respondents did not have to answer “no” repeatedly if they did not have a policy in place.  Terminology such as “secular / non-secular” and “statutory / non-statutory” were changed to ensure that the language was more comprehensible.  The overall amendments to the questionnaire included rephrasing a number of questions for clarity and combining questions which appeared to be seeking similar information.  Information collected during the pilot survey was not included in the final data set of the study, nor were the volunteer schools included in the participant group.
The final version of the questionnaire consisted of 31 items within six themed areas: (a) background information, (b) about your school, (c) about your staff, (d) about your students, (e) other information, and (f) request for further information.  Across these thematic areas, content explored (a) government directives (e.g., “Do you receive any directives from the Department of Education and Skills regarding bereavement?”), (b) policy (e.g., “Do you have a bereavement policy in your school?”), (c) programmes used (e.g., “Does your school use any of the following peer support programmes to assist students who are grieving a death, separation or other painful transition?”), (d) staff training (e.g., “Has anyone in your school received training in the area of bereavement / loss in childhood?”), (e) religious ethos (e.g., “Do you feel that the religious ethos of the school [if you have one] plays a part in how your staff deal with bereavement?”), (f) educational attainment (e.g., “From your experience, does bereavement impact negatively on educational attainment?”), (g) school curriculum (e.g., “Is the area of bereavement addressed in your school curriculum? [e.g., S.P.H.E.]”), and (h) support from outside services (e.g., “Do you seek help from an outside service when a student has been bereaved at your school? [e.g., Barnardos]”).  
Each section consisted of a mix of question types, including questions based on Likert rating scales, multiple choice questions, and open ended questions.  Respondents were also provided with the opportunity to provide qualitative responses to most questions, thus enabling emerging themes to be viewed from a number of different perspectives, and allowing respondents the opportunity to provide individual opinions and perspectives in their own words.  Where appropriate, thematic analyses are presented.

Ethical Procedures
Ethical approval for the study was granted by the Ethics Committee of the School of Education, Trinity College Dublin, Ireland.  All schools invited to take part in the survey were informed that they would not be identified individually, and that all data collected would be aggregated for the purpose of analysis and reporting.  



Sampling and Procedure
The survey was administered in Spring, 2013, to a representative sample of primary schools (n = 723: 21.9% of all primary schools [N = 3,300]) and all post-primary schools (N = 722) in the Republic of Ireland.  The primary school sample was drawn by random selection from the list of primary schools (including disadvantaged schools [n = 665] and special schools [n = 141]) made available by the Department of Education and Skills (2013a, b).  Sampling for the primary school sample reflected proportional weightings to reflect (a) enrolment numbers, (b) location of school by geographical county; (c) classification of disadvantage, and (d) school type (i.e., National School, Educate Together school, Gael Scoileanna).
Whilst the questionnaire was completed and returned anonymously, each principal was also given the opportunity to reply separately if they were willing to take part in follow-up research examining the nature, incidence, and correlates of bereavement and grief in the Irish school system.
Data and analyses are presented in relation to the first 200 returned questionnaires (field work is still on-going).  Sixteen completed questionnaires were received from the primary sector (interim achieved rate of 2.21%) and 176 were received from the post-primary sector (interim achieved rate of 24.38%).  The higher rate of response from the post-primary sector is due to the staged approach adopted by the researchers, the post-primary questionnaires being deployed first.  In terms of willingness to participate in future research, 40 respondents out of 200 replied in the affirmative.





Results
Results are presented in relation to the three central thematic areas of the Survey (i.e., About your School; About your Staff; About your Students).  As well as providing the quantitative data regarding the responses received, pertinent quotes identified through thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) are provided.  Due to the unequal numbers of responding primary and post-primary schools, all data analysed is presented without distinction to the two sectors. 

About Your School
In relation to the approach adopted by the school regarding policy and support for students, it was interesting that almost two-thirds of schools (63.6%, n = 124) rated the area of bereavement in terms of priorities of importance as either important or very important. However, whilst more than three-quarters of schools (75.9%, n = 145) reported that they did not have a bereavement policy in place.  Interestingly, seven out of ten schools (69.7%, n = 106) reported that either they would not consider implementing one, or that they were unsure about whether or not they would implement one.  Almost three quarters of schools (72.4%, n = 142) reported that they had not received any directives from the Department of Education and Skills, which may be indicative the high number of schools without a bereavement policy.  Considering that nearly one-fifth (16.8%, n = 33) of schools were unsure if they had received any directives, it poses the question of how equipped schools are at supporting young people who have experienced a significant human bereavement.  Only one third (32.5%, n = 62) of schools had a formal procedure in place, with nearly two fifths (38.7%, n = 74) of schools using an “after the event” approach to supporting the bereft.  One school indicated that they would “Wait for the child to initiate the approach” (Respondent Number ??), while some schools (n = 8) indicated that the bereavement is “Treated sensitively on a case-by-case basis . . . ” (Respondent Number 22).  
More than half of the schools (63%, n = 124) reported that they had a support programme in place to help deal with the area of loss.  The programmes included the well-known Rainbows, Spectrum, Seedlings, and Seasons for Growth.  While many schools had a positive response toward these programmes and reported that they were helpful, many of the post-primary schools indicated otherwise:

“The programme is helpful.  The most difficult part is getting a cohesive group of students to commit to it.  It does offer a safe environment to address the emotions & changes that are part of the grieving experience.  It is therapeutic & also builds bonds of fellowship among students.” (Respondent Number 63). 

More than half of schools (55.2%, n = 106) indicated that they had received information and support from organisations other than the Department of Education and Skills (e.g., Barnardos, Health Service Executive, Institute of Guidance Counsellors, National Educational Psychological Service, Rainbows).  It was interesting that more than half of schools (53.7%, n = 101) had actively sought this help from outside services (e.g., Barnardos, Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services, National Educational Psychological Service, Health Service Executive, Rainbows, Samaritans).  This raises the issue of working to a common set of standards, as schools may be receiving contradictory information, thus schools across the country could be providing students with a varying range of support, including support that is not evidence informed or externally validated for its accuracy. 

About Your Staff
More than two thirds of schools (67.8%, n = 135) indicated that their staff had received training in the area of bereavement and loss. When asked to specify the provider of this training, the majority indicated that it was provided by services such as Rainbows, Seedlings, and Seasons for Growth. The remaining schools noted that, through their educational and professional training, Guidance Counsellors, Chaplains, and Religion teachers were qualified to deal with these areas. When asked to specify what form of support would be useful to schools, respondents indicated that, for example:

“A programme to train teachers how to cope with bereavement situation and educate teachers on where we can get help & advice. . . ” (Respondent Number 184)

or perhaps a: 

“Module that could be covered with classes – cross curricular – to include all ‘loss’, allow students to discuss, share experiences. . . ” (Respondent Number 25)

More than 147 schools reported that another area of loss that may affect aspects of a student’s development is that of marital breakdown:

“I feel quite strongly about the issue of parental sep[a]ration and the traumatic effects it has on young people. There is support after a death but not a lot after sep[a]ration and then there are the access arrangements etc[.] to be dealt with.” (Respondent Number 46)

About Your Students
It was necessary to establish whether schools felt that bereavement was an issue that may impact on educational outcomes.  Over two-thirds of schools (67.9%, n = 129) responded that they were of the opinion that bereavement was a factor that did have an impact in relation to the educational attainment of their students.  Nine out of ten schools (91.4%, n = 181) felt that bereavement was an issue to be dealt with in school, as opposed to it being an isolated occurrence to be dealt with “at home” by the family.  It is a positive outcome that schools recognise the issue of bereavement cannot be divorced from the school environment, and that the school community has a role to play in grief support. 
Almost eight out of ten schools (77.5%, n = 148) expressed that they needed further support in the area of bereavement and loss.  Forms of support indicated to be of interest to schools included a: “Module that could be covered in classes – cross curricular – to include all ‘loss’, allow students to discuss, share experiences . . . ”.; “A member within staff trained specifically to deal with bere[avement] / sep[aration] issues of student.”; “Whole staff training”; or perhaps “… a workshop on grief / loss could be useful for the entire staff . . . ”.  It was interesting to note that while schools already have a Social, Personal, and Health Education Programme (SPHE), which has a strand area that deals with the issue of loss, almost nine out of ten schools (87.6%, n = 170) still felt that a ‘Life Skills Programme’, which could involve coping with bereavement, would be beneficial for students. This could leave one to surmise that perhaps there is a need for the development of more practical resources and training for more adequate and standardised bereavement support within schools.






Discussion
This paper has asserted that there is a distinct lack of empirical knowledge about the nature and effects of bereavement and grief among children and young people in Irish schools.  Whilst most knowledge thus far has been gained from clinical research, with the notable exception of work by McGovern and Tracey (2010), McGovern and Barry (2010), and Tracey and Holland (2008), there is a need to supplement this body of knowledge with the results of theoretically planned and educationally focused research.  For the most part, what is known about, or planned for, in the field of Irish education regarding bereavement and grief has a distinct focus on “critical incidents” as opposed to more “normative” bereavements and the ensuing grief responses that are more typical (e.g., DES, 2007).
Proposed here is the need for a well-planned and theoretically informed schedule of research that can ascertain how bereavement and grief is understood and experienced in Irish school settings.  Presented here are preliminary results from the first phase of such a research programme: the Bereavement Audit Survey.  The survey, following the approach of Mc Guckin and Lewis (2008) explored the approach and response of a representative sample of primary and post-primary schools regarding the policy and provision of support to students who have experienced bereavement.  Such issues were explored in relation to thematic areas which incorporated elements relating to policy, educational attainment, physical and psychological well-being, guidance, programmes, and confidence and competence among staff when supporting students who have experienced bereavement.
Overall, the research has shown that schools are positive, supportive, and proactive whilst also indicating the desire for further support in terms of policy, curricula materials, practice direction, staff support, and Continual Professional Development programmes.
Schools have reported their awareness that bereavement has an impact on education and that it is an issue for the school community as a whole in planning to support a young person through the grieving process.  Just as we have “Whole School Approaches” to issues such as bully/victim problems (Farrington & Ttofi, 2009) it should not be difficult to develop and implement such an approach to bereavement and grief.  The direct lack of directives and policy support from the Department of Education and Skills relating to the area of bereavement and loss support is noted, and while there are guidelines available to support schools dealing with traumatic circumstances (Responding to Critical Incidences – Guidelines for Schools: DES, 2007), there is a dearth of information focusing on “normative” bereavement (e.g., through terminal illness, natural causes).
Of particular interest was the finding that while schools recognise the potential impact of bereavement on young people, the majority of respondents reported that they would not implement a bereavement policy.  This was in direct contrast to the large proportion of respondents who said they believed that further support is needed in their schools.  This would suggest that, while schools recognise that bereavement is an important issue, perhaps policy development and formalisation is not the most beneficial way in which to progress this area.  
Also of interest was the finding that the majority of respondents recognised the importance of the role of both the Guidance Counsellor and the School Chaplain:

“Guidance & chaplaincy counselling support is a help to students to normalise the event & see hope at the end of the process.” (Respondent Number 86)

The counselling component of the Guidance Counsellors’ role has been recognised as a key part of the development of the student, in that it enables them to develop coping strategies to deal with stress, personal and social issues, and any challenges that life may present (DES, 2005).  Respondents also reported that the role of the Chaplain is central to the support of young people and their families in the school community.  While all post-primary schools have Guidance Counsellors, not all schools would have a Chaplain. Considering the recent impact of Budget 2012 to the frontline allocation of professionally qualified Guidance Counsellors in Irish second-level schools (Mc Guckin & O’Brien, 2013), it was not surprising that many respondents noted that:

“The loss of guidance on [their] allocation has hit the support for students and families directly.” (Respondent 116).  

The reduction in allocation of hours for Guidance Counsellors directly affects their ability to provide adequate support:

“Guidance Counsellor in school needs time to liaise with staff members, student council and students needs time for one-to-one counselling. Because of government cut backs less time for one-to-one counselling including bereavement counselling.” (Respondent Number 49)
  
In many cases, these roles were central to the support and care of students.  This is interesting when we consider the impact of Budget 2012 and the ensuing impact on the Guidance and Counselling service in schools (Mc Guckin & O’Brien, 2013).  Through the Budget, the ex-quota provision of Guidance Counsellors in post-primary schools was removed, with the provision of guidance and counselling to be planned and managed by school principals from within their staffing allocation.  Recent research by the Institute of Guidance Counsellors (IGC) has reported a 51.4% reduction in the amount of one-to-one counselling and support available to post-primary pupils (IGC, 2013).  
In the absence of directives from the Department of Education and Skills, many schools report that they are actively seeking advice, resources, and support from outside agencies and services.  This is a clear indication that the issue of bereavement and loss is one which schools feel they need more support in.  While it is positive that schools are proactive in their approach to other organisations and services, the concern remains that there is no unified set of resources and supports available to schools – especially resources that are the research informed and represent the best knowledge available, both nationally and internationally.  When responding to such personally upsetting circumstances, it is incumbent upon all in the educational community to ensure that resources, supports, and training programmes are robust and certified, and not just the result of good intentions.   
Considering the impact of the global financial crisis, it was not surprising to find that the majority of respondents indicated that other areas of personal loss are of concern for schools – particularly those of separation and divorce.  Schools are generally notified if a bereavement occurs; in this way they can work with the community to provide support.  However, separation and divorce can be a private issue within families, and schools are often unaware if a student is undergoing a major change in their family unit.
Thus, from this preliminary analysis of the first 200 to the survey,  it can be concluded that, meaningful, robust and  empirically based research is needed to provide a deeper understanding of bereavement support and provision in an Irish school context.  Previous research in Ireland that has explored bereavement and grief in an educational context (Mc Govern & Tracey, 2010; Tracey & Holland, 2008) has been supported and extended by the current research.
Mc Guckin and Lewis (2008) have argued for the importance of conducting audit studies such as this so as to explore the existing knowledge and attitudes towards the topic under investigation.  Such an approach proves it’s utility in, for example, helping to understand the current practices in the school system – especially in a climate of evidence-informed practice whereby such research can provide a baseline from which the effectiveness, or otherwise, of new policies and directives can be assessed.  
The results presented here are positive and welcome.   They demonstrate that in the absence of clear advice and support, Irish schools are being proactive and supportive of the students in their care.  This bodes well for the current and future health and well-being of these students, with an increased opportunity to engage with their studies in a supportive and caring atmosphere (DES, 2013c).  However, caution also needs to be exercised in relation to the interpretation and extrapolation of these results, in that it could also be argued that the results are not representative of schools across the country, due to the fact that participating schools in the present sample were self-selected, thereby potentially representing only those schools with a positive and proactive approach to such matters (Mc Guckin & Lewis, 2008).
As the current research programme was conducted independently of either the Department of Education and Skills or the trade unions, it could be argued that without any potential punitive measure in relation to non-completion of the questionnaire, some principals may have felt less than compelled to either participate in or provide further feedback in this research, especially if they had undertaken little work in this area. Thus, it is entirely possible that the responses reported upon in the current research are from those schools that operated a positive and child-centred pastoral care ethos that extended to the protection of children from the effects of bereavement and grief.
These results also provide a robust evidence informed baseline for the remaining phases of the research programme.  Considering that the present research was conducted during a time period when the school system in Ireland was bereft of strong directives in relation to the management of bereavement and grief issues, it would be worthwhile to pose the same questions after the implementation of the planned programme of research.  Such evaluative research, utilising the findings of the present research as a baseline, could truly ascertain the efficacy of the research and anticipated set of resources and supports for schools in this important area.
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