
 

 

 
Ralph Allen School 

Bereavement Procedure 
 
 

Ralph Allen School is committed to supporting our students and staff who face bereavement. We 

are aware that statistically the equivalent of every classroom in the UK contains at least one child 

who has lost a parent or sibling (report, by the Cambridge University faculty of education for 

the Winston’s Wish charity*, found that more than 45,000 children under 18 in the UK lose a parent 

or sibling every year, Guardian 2019).  

 

We recognise the complex nature of mourning, that the trauma of such events often has far-

reaching consequences over time, and can affect attitude, performance and the ability to cope 

with school and life in general.  It is, therefore, important for the school to have clear supportive 

strategies in place for our students and staff.  

 

In the sad case of a bereavement in our school community the pastoral team, including student 

support, Leadership Team, Heads of House and Tutors, will all have a role to play in supporting our 

students and staff.  

The following policy provides a checklist of procedures to follow to ensure we support them in the 

most effective way possible. We will also offer students and staff any bereavement counselling 

support they may require.  

  

Additional context for 2020/21  

From 20 March 2020, parents were asked to keep their children at home, wherever possible, and for 

schools to remain open only for those children of workers critical to the COVID-19 response and for 

vulnerable students. This has been followed by a phased return to school for some students. 

The coronavirus outbreak has been labelled a pandemic by the World Health Organization (WHO). 

This is a time of great uncertainty and potential anxiety for all teachers and students due the huge 

change in circumstances, the loss of daily contact and the pressures of social distancing. It is 

possible that in these uncertain times some members of our school community will be affected by 

bereavement in their family.  

 

Ralph Allen School acknowledges that being cut off from family, friends and communities because 

of the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic is difficult for everyone, but especially for children, young 

people and families who are grieving for a loved one. It is, therefore, important for the school to 

have clear supportive strategies in place for our students and staff. 
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* Winston’s Wish is a charity supporting children and young people after the death of a parent or sibling.  

www.winstonswish.org   

http://www.winstonswish.org/


 

 

1. Supporting Bereaved Students during school closure 

 

Leadership Team makes contact with the family to: 

 acknowledge what has happened 

 express support 

 discuss how to share the news with the rest of the school community, if appropriate 

 check if the family want their contact information shared. 

 

Example email/letter: 

Dear Mr and Mrs .... 

Mr ...passed on your sad news to us and we wanted to send our sincere condolences from 

all of us at Ralph Allen School. 

We would also like to offer.... and your family support during this difficult time. Our school 

counsellor is offering some online counselling which is free to you and your family. Please ask 

the school for contact details. Off the Record are also offering confidential support for 

young people during this time www.offtherecord-banes.co.uk. 

There are some useful addresses and contact details of some other support groups in the 

wellbeing section of our school website. 

......might not be ready for any intervention or support at the moment, but we wanted to let 

you know what is available. 

Please let us know if there is anything we can do to further support...... 

We would like to ask your advice on how to share this sad news with our wider school 

community and we welcome your thoughts on this.  

We are thinking of you and your family. 

Kind regards, 

Name Assistant Headteacher – Wellbeing 

 

Leadership Team shares the information with rest of staff and, where possible, follows family choice 

on how this news is shared more widely with a) the child’s peers and b) the rest of the school if 

appropriate. (There are a few exceptions, for example, when the death is known about and 

already widely discussed within the school community.) 

 

Headteacher shares information with the governors. 

 

Leadership Team (or tutor/class teacher or head of house) makes contact with the young person 

through a written card or letter to acknowledge what has happened and express support. 

 

One (or two) contacts are agreed with the family to liaise with them and the child. This may be the 

Headteacher and class teacher, or a less obvious supporter requested by the child. 

 

The information is shared with the school community, as agreed with the family. We might send a 

simple form of words that parents can share with their children. For example: 

“We have some sad news to share. We heard today that the [relationship e.g. father] of 

[name] in Year [X] has died. S/he died suddenly/had been ill for a long time. We are in 

touch with the family and have expressed our sadness and our support. The family would 

appreciate any condolences which can be sent to [contact details]/At the moment, the 

family would prefer some time to absorb what has happened but will appreciate your 

condolences in a while. If you have concerns about your child, contact their class 

teacher/tutor. “ 

 

The impact of this news on any other students in the school who have been bereaved or whose 

relative is seriously ill should be considered and direct contact made by their class teacher/tutor. 

Pastoral Team to coordinate this. 

 

Check in on staff response. Any death affecting a student can trigger other remembered griefs 

and, at this time of crisis, a sense of helplessness in not being able to respond as wished. HR team to 

coordinate this. 

 

When schools re-open the Pastoral Team (Leadership Team, Heads of House, Student Services) to 

coordinate the support needs of bereaved students in planning their return to the classroom. 

 



 

 

2. Supporting Bereaved Staff during school closure 

 

Leadership Team/ HR makes contact to: 

 acknowledge what has happened 

 express support 

 discuss how to share the news with the rest of the school community, if appropriate 

 check if family want their contact information shared 

 Send card/flowers to the staff member expressing school condolences. 

 

Leadership Team shares the information with rest of staff, if appropriate and, where possible, follows 

family choice on how this news is shared more widely with rest of the school. 

 

Headteacher shares information with the governors. 

 

One (or two) contacts are agreed with the family and staff to liaise with them.  

 

The impact of this news on any other staff / students in the school who have been bereaved or 

whose relative is seriously ill should be considered and direct contact made by their class 

teacher/tutor. Pastoral Team to coordinate this. 

 

Check in on staff response. Any death affecting a staff member can trigger other remembered 

griefs and, at this time of crisis, a sense of helplessness in not being able to respond as wished. HR 

team to coordinate this. 

 

When schools re-open the Pastoral Team (Leadership team, Heads of House, Student services) to 

coordinate the support needs of bereaved staff in planning their return to the classroom. 

 

 

3. Supporting Bereaved Students and Staff in term time 

 

On their return to school, we need to: 

 

 ask grieving students and staff what they need (Pastoral Team and HR) 

 ensure that grieving students and staff know it is OK to grieve 

 provide grieving students and staff with a safe place in school, ideally with a close friend  

 inform staff that grieving students should not be left isolated. “Grieving students do not want to 

be pitied or treated as different.  They want people to be aware and remain aware of what 

they have been, and are, going through” Winston’s Wish.   

 recognise that school work may not be a priority for a grieving person (Staff reminded in briefing 

by LT) 

 inform staff that it is OK just to listen; the importance of simply ‘being there’ cannot be 

overestimated 

 remember that school can be seen as a sanctuary from the chaos and grief at home 

 be aware of the anniversary of a death and know that this will always be a painful time, which 

calls for extra sensitivity.   (Pastoral Teams/ Heads of House / Tutors could alert staff to such 

dates.) 

 Enable other students in school to behave appropriately by: 

 ensuring that Tutor Programmes are adapted to react to bereavement: we must be 

aware of the fears of other students when a child loses a close family member; they are 

reminded that their own family is not immortal 

 use Tutor Programmes to avert the danger of children making cruel remarks to a 

bereaved child 

 in Assembly or tutor time make a formal announcement and provide a time of respect; 

we should avoid students hearing of a death through gossip and rumour 

 in the case of a student or recent ex-student’s death, holding a memorial service in school 

for the affected year groups. 

 

 

 

 
  



 

 

4. Death within the school community (a student or staff member) 

 

Advice from Winston’s Wish is that adults and children benefit from being kept informed of a death. 

Rumour and gossip can be very damaging and can lead to both young and old developing the 

attitude that the death is not a topic to talk about.  

Children and young people have a healthy curiosity and if they are not informed of the 

circumstances, or feel they are unable to ask questions, their normal grief process can be affected. 

 

Guidelines when informing staff and governors: 

 

Arrange a staff meeting as soon as practicable. Identify absent staff. 

 

If a death has occurred in a holiday period, make sure that all staff are informed.  

 

Tell the story of what happened leading up to the death. 

 

Give a factual explanation of how the death occurred. 

 

Be prepared for obvious upset and feelings of anger/guilt. People may connect the incident to 

their own personal experience of bereavement, so feelings about past bereavements may need to 

be discussed. This is perfectly natural. 

 

To enable absent staff to feel part of a caring team, arrangements should be made to inform them 

over the telephone if a personal visit is impractical. Consider the relationship between the absent 

colleague or student and the deceased. 

 

For a death that may attract media coverage (e.g. if the member of staff or the student was a 

well-known personality or died tragically), identify a nominated spokesperson (e.g. Headteacher, 

Chair of Governors) to provide a ‘news statement’ at an agreed time, as a way of dealing with 

media intrusion. Liaison with the individual’s family is essential, prior to reporting information to the 

media, in order to respect their privacy and wishes. Establish good lines of communication with all 

relevant parties; this will always include family and staff; in other cases, it may involve 

communication with emergency services, health, the Educational Psychology service, Social Care, 

and other support services. 

 

Provide details of someone who can be available to talk things through with a member of staff, a 

family member or a child if they are finding the situation particularly hard. This person could advise 

the family of support services available if required. 

 

 

 

Informing Children and Young People 

 

People often think that children do not grieve, but even very young children will want to know what 

happened, how it happened, why it happened and perhaps most importantly of all, what 

happens next? 

 

Nominate staff to prepare a letter to parents and carers (example letters at the end of this 

document). 

 

Provide staff with a script about what has happened so that consistent information is given to all 

students. Include where possible some answers to difficult questions that staff may be asked by 

students, to prevent them needing to think of appropriate responses on the spot. Encourage 

everyone to consider how to meet their own support needs and take care of themselves; this may 

be from friends, family, support services and/or buddying up with other members of staff. Provide 

contact details for support in your local area. 

 

Trained and experienced practitioners are available on the Winston’s Wish Freephone National 

Helpline (08088 020 021) should we want to check out ideas throughout the day. 

 

 



 

 

Identify those students who had a long-term and/or close relationship with the deceased to be told 

together as a separate group. Where possible inform all students in the smallest group practicable. 

Class or tutor groups are ideal. 

 

Take account of students with specific needs including: students with past history of loss; students 

with a learning disability and students who have difficulty managing their emotions or behaviour. 

 

Experience has shown that it is more beneficial if all students are informed. 

 

It is always a shock when a death occurs in a school even if it may have been anticipated. In the 

eyes of the students, teachers are part of the fittings and fixtures in school and are not expected to 

die. Children expect to live forever, and so a fellow student dying whilst still young enough to 

attend school can also feel quite shocking. 

 

Provide staff with guidelines on how to inform students. For example: 

“I’ve got some really sad news to tell you today that might upset you. I know most of you will have 

heard of cancer, and know that sometimes people with cancer get better, but other times people 

die from it. Mrs Smith, the Geography teacher and tutor, has been ill with cancer for a long time. I 

have to tell you that Mrs Smith died yesterday in hospital”. 

“Sometimes people have accidents at work, at home, at school or on the road. People may be 

hurt or injured in the accident and they may have to go to hospital for treatment. Sadly, there are 

some accidents that cause people to die. I have some really sad news to tell you that might upset 

you. Yesterday Stephen, who is in Year 8, was in an accident and he was so badly injured that he 

died”. 

 

Refer to the person’s name naturally, “Mrs Smith died from cancer”. 

 

Children and young people will appreciate time to verbalise their feelings and fears. Allow space 

for “If only’s...” to be acknowledged. 

 

Discussion – allow students to share their own experiences of death, eg. “When my pet/my gran 

died” etc. Be honest about your own feelings and experiences, and talk openly about the 

relationship that you had with the person. 

 

Answer students’ questions factually. Avoid using euphemisms like ‘passed away’, or ‘lost’ etc. Use 

the words dead, died and death to avoid confusion for students. 

 

Be prepared for students to say or do the unexpected; experience has shown some responses or 

apparent lack of response may be upsetting for adults. No apparent response does not mean that 

a child does not care. Plan and arrange how the school will collectively acknowledge the loss and 

remember the person, for instance with an assembly, memory book, and maybe in time a 

permanent memorial (garden, tree, bench, award...). 

 

Winston’s Wish “Our Guide to supporting grieving children and young people in education” has 

some notes on school assemblies. 

 

It is natural that students may be upset and/or need time to process information; make sure there is 

a quiet space for them to go to, and that support is available for them both immediately 

afterwards and in the days that follow. 

 

 

 

Informing Parents of the Death of a Student or staff member 

 

It is vital that parents and carers are provided with information as soon as possible after the death 

of a student or staff member so that they can support their children and help them make sense of 

what has happened. 

 

There are two examples of a letter to parents below. Combine RAS text and email systems for 

informing parents, for instance texting parents to let them know that they have been sent a letter 

by email  



 

 

 

Dear Parents 

Your child’s class teacher had the sad task of informing the students of the tragic death of 

<Name>, who has been a teacher at this school for years. Our thoughts are with <Name‘s> family 

at this time and in an effort to try and respond to his/her death in a positive manner, all students 

have been informed. The students were told that <Name> died from an asthma attack on <Date>. 

A number of students have been identified as being asthmatic and <Name>, the School Nurse has 

today reassured them that it is unusual for a person to die from asthma. When someone dies, their 

family and friends have lots of feelings - sadness, anger, and confusion - which are all normal. The 

students have been told that their teachers are willing to try and answer their questions at school, 

but I have made available some information which may help you to answer your child’s questions 

as they arise. You can obtain this from the school office. 

Yours faithfully 

<Name> Headteacher 

 

 

Dear Parents 

Your child’s tutor had the sad task of informing the students of the death of <Name>, a student in 

<Year>.  They were told that <name> died from cancer.and that sometimes people who have 

cancer can get better, but other times people die from it. <Name> had been ill with cancer for a 

long time and died at home yesterday.  When someone dies, their family and friends have lots of 

feelings of sadness, anger, and confusion - these are all normal. The students have been told that 

their teachers are willing to try and answer their questions at school, but I have made available 

some information, which may help you to answer your child’s questions as they arise.  You can 

obtain this from the school office. 

Yours faithfully 

<Name> Headteacher 
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