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COMMUNICATING ABOUT LOSS WITH CHILDREN OR YOUNG PEOPLE  
WHO HAVE ADDITIONAL NEEDS  

 

We should give special thought to those children and young people with additional needs and 
be prepared to offer specific support for certain key groups, which are set out below.  There 
are some particular challenges for children and young people with additional needs that we 
should be aware of: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this section you will find guidance relating to: 

 Needs in learning or understanding 

 Needs in verbal expression 

 Needs in understanding the emotions and interactions of others 

 Needs arising from vision or hearing loss 

 

 

 

 
 

  

 Children of young people with additional needs may be more likely to have lost someone on 
whom they are highly dependent; 

 Other people may not appreciate the importance of discussing the death with them and so 
they may not have the opportunity to clarify misunderstandings; 

 Others may try to protect them by not openly expressing or talking about their own grief with 
them or in front of them. Seeing others who are grieving can be helpful for all children and 
young people to understand their own feelings. 
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Some children and young people may have more difficulty 
in understanding about loss, including the death of a loved 
one than others of a similar age but this does not mean 
that they do not experience feelings of grief and loss.  
They may have difficulty in understanding language (a 
receptive language difficulty) or in understanding ideas 
and concepts (a learning difficulty).   

These needs can be very significant when talking about a difficult topic such as a loss or the death of 
a loved one.  It will be rea
and their language ability when trying to talk about difficult ideas.  Follow the guidance for the 
appropriate developmental age in terms of understanding death and consider the following specific 
ideas for helping manage things on the next page: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To be a good communicator with children or young people with needs in learning or understanding 
you need to: 
 

  
 Avoid jargon or long words that might be hard to understand.  
 Be prepared to use different communication tools, for example pictures, photos or real objects 

to support what you are saying. 
 Follow the lead of the person you're communicating with. 
 Go at the pace of the person you're communicating with.  
 Check you have understood what they have said and that they understand what you have 

 
 Everybody is unique, so take the time to ask the person you're communicating with what works 

best for them. 

Needs in learning or understanding 

 
(An Adult with learning difficulties 

talking about what happened when 
they were younger). 
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Avoid major changes in daily routines or environments if possible. Try and keep as many other things 
the same as possible to minimise the feelings of loss. 

Think about who needs to share the sad news  someone with a supportive relationship and who can 
communicate well is best. 

Think about where you inform the child or young person of sad news. If possible it is best to hear it in 
a calm, comforting environment but there is also the chance a favourite place could become 
associated with sad news, so bear this in mind. 

Give the child or young person one piece of information at a time so that they gradually build up the 
details about what has happened, rather than overwhelming them with all of the details at once. 

explain about death and what has happened. 

Use a range of resources and approaches to help the child understand what is happening such as 
drawings, puppets, small world play. Include a photograph of the person if they have died or include 
objects, belongings or photos of activities that they associated with the person. 

Be honest about what has happened 

Allow plenty of processing time; this may be much longer than you might expect.  Be prepared to 
repeat the information again if the child or young person needs it. 

Provide additional support to help them understand that they will not see the person again. 

Allow them space and time to grieve. 

Keep conversations short but let them know they can talk to you whenever they need to. Encourage 
questions. 
Encourage times to play and just be themselves 

Share story books about death and loss. 
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in 
explain it in the best possible 

  -  A young person with 
expressive communication 

difficulties. 

 

 

Children and young people who have needs in expressing  
themselves verbally, perhaps because they are reluctant talkers  
or because they have a speech or expressive language difficulty,  

 
 They can also feel these 

strong  
 

also likely to include sadness, shock and grief and the situation may be even harder for them.  It may 
 

 feelings of self-
esteem and cause them anxiety; it could also lead to them avoiding social interactions. Consider the 
following strategies to support this group: 

For children or young people with 
Alternative and Augmentative 
Communication (AAC) needs, use 
appropriate strategies to support the 
conversation with them.  For example: 

When they are angry, show them the 
symbol/picture/sign (whatever their 
preferred mode of communication is) for 

 
a photo of the person who has died.  You 

You are angry because 

  

When they are crying or sad, follow the 
same approach. Show them the 

symbol/picture/sign (whatever th
You are sad, because 

 

Needs in verbal expression 

 Support their confidence 

 
communicate so easily 

 Listen carefully to them 

 Support them to do tasks for themselves, especially with 
other people 

 Use non-verbal ways of sharing feelings and ideas such 
as looking at photos or objects as detailed in the 
previous section 

 Be aware of any speech or communication strategies 
that you have been given to support the child or young 
people previously and be prepared to go back to 
strategies that helped them before in order to build back 
up to where they were. 
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indirect story approaches, for example using animals or objects in nature to provide a gentle way of 
introducing the topic of death and dying. This is really helpful for many children or young people.  
However, for children with needs understanding the emotions and interactions of others, including 
those with a diagnosis of autism spectrum condition (ASC), understanding metaphors and indirect 
stories is really difficult and can be very confusing.  

So how can adults help children and young people best manage these difficult situations?  Here are 
some suggestions: 

Recognise that the strategies you use every day to support a child or young person with needs in 
understanding the emotions and interactions of others can also help to guide them through the death of 
a loved one and the grief that may follow. Think about how you prepare your child for any change in 
routine, new experience, 
feelings. These strategies will also help them understand about death and about the emotions they feel 
or other people may feel such, for example sadness and grief. 

When talking 

are trying to tell them. 

Where it is possible to anticipate the loss (as opposed to a sudden death), it can be helpful to talk with 
the child or young person as it is happening; this will prepare them for the eventuality of death. Use 
language that is open, honest and concrete as this will really help a child with needs in understanding 
emotions and interactions to cope as well as they can. 

Understand that a child or young person may appear to regress in their development or behaviour for a 
while and this is quite usual.  With support they will resume their usual patterns of behaving and 
interacting. 

Consider the emotional and sensory challenges that will emerge when someone has died.  Reading the 
emotions and social cues of others can be really hard for this group. Prepare the child or young person 
for the range of emotions they might see, for example people cry as a way to express their sadness 
about the death and they laugh when sharing a funny memory.  Let the child or young person know that 
other people might want to give them hugs as a way to offer comfort, and try to make a plan with your 

Needs in understanding the emotions and interactions of others 
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child so they can take a sensory break if they need it. 

Repeat the ways in which your child is safe. Show them safety strategies and explain that those are 
meant to protect everyone.   

media use 

It is ok to show your own emotions appropriately but it is helpful to label your feelings and those of 
other people, for example saying: I am crying because I feel sad. I feel sad because grandma died and 

 

Ask for support if you are struggling. For example, if a child or young person is constantly asking or 
talking about the deceased and you are finding this difficult. 

Social Stories and Comic Strip Conversations can be helpful for children and young people with needs 
in understanding emotions and interactions.  See work by Carole Gray on the National Autistic Society 
website 

We can use scripts for example: 
- Something very sad happened and (name) died. When a person dies the body stops working. 

(name/s) is/are sad be
 

-  
- When I think of sad things I can (insert preferred activities that the child likes to do that will help 

them feel better).  
- I will feel better after some time goes by. 
- I am safe because (insert things that help the child feel safe at home or school). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary of advice for supporting children and young people with needs understanding 
emotions and interactions: 

 

 Be literal! 
 Explain other people s emotions 
 Grief is different for everyone 
 Involve the child or young person in what is going on 

 Allow time 
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Those supporting children with needs arising from vision or hearing loss may also follow the advice 
given above in the previous sections especially those on needs arising from difficulties in 
understanding and expressing ourselves.  However you will need to use appropriate communication 
strategies as advised for the child or young person. 

Consider the importance of all the senses in helping a child or young person to understand (for 
example having a piece of clothing/perfume that smells of the other person, putting on recordings of 
their favourite songs, making some of their favourite food or looking at pictures or photos about their 
favourite things. 

Ensure wherever possible that the child or young person has communication partners or networks 
available i.e. That they are still supported by people who can communicate with them. If for any 
reason this is not possible even temporarily then follow good communication guidance, such as: 

 Depending on the 

their name etc.  

Identify yourself clearly 

Think about your seated or standing position for communication. 

Try to make a connection. This might be by offering a hand to a visually impaired child or young person 
or respectfully mirroring the movements or expressions of a hearing impaired child or young person.  

Be aware that communicating can be hard work. Take regular communication breaks 

Be aware of the environment and adapt the conditions to suit the individual you are communicating 
with. This will be different for different people, but may include avoiding noisy places with excessive 
background noise or environments that are visually busy or have poor lighting/overly glaring light, as 
these can make it difficult to concentrate when communicating. 
 

information in talking generally with a deaf child.  Please see their webpage, Communicating with a 
Deaf Child, for full details   
https://www.ndcs.org.uk/information-and-support/being-deaf-friendly/communicating-with-a-deaf-
child/   

 

Needs arising from vision or hearing loss 
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Sources of information and support: 
 
We would like to thank the following organisations for information in preparing this 
guidance; please see the following for more information: 
 
 Child Bereavement  UK https://www.childbereavementuk.org/supporting-a-

bereaved-child-with-autism-spectrum-disorder 
 SENSE https://www.sense.org.uk/get-support/information-and-

advice/communication/tips-for-meaningful-communication/ 
 National Autistic Society https://www.autism.org.uk/about/family-

life/bereavement.aspx  
 https://www.ndcs.org.uk/information-and-

support/being-deaf-friendly/communicating-with-a-deaf-child/   
 Selective Mutism Information and Research Association (SMIRA) 

http://www.selectivemutism.org.uk/   
 MENCAP https://www.mencap.org.uk/  
 AFASIC https://www.afasic.org.uk/ 

 

 

 

 

 


