
 
 

SSWAA and the Coalition to Support Grieving Students 
 
The School Social Work Association of America (SSWAA) is proud to be part of the Coalition to 

Support Grieving Students.  The coalition is a unique collaboration among the leading professional 

organizations representing educators, (including teachers, paraprofessionals, and other instructional 

staff), principals, assistant principals, superintendents, school board members, and central office 

staff, specialized instructional support personnel (including school counselors, school nurses, school 

psychologists, school social workers, and other student support personnel), and other school 

professionals who have come together with a common conviction: grieving students need the support 

and care of the school community. The Coalition’s purpose is to create and share a set of industry-

endorsed resources that will empower school communities across America in the ongoing support of 

their grieving students.  

 

Childhood bereavement is surprisingly common: one in every seven Americans loses a sibling or 

parent before turning 20, and nine out of ten children experience the death of a family member or 

friend by the time they complete high school.  Yet grieving children are vastly overlooked – both in 

society at large and in schools in particular. For better or worse, schools have a critical role to play in 

the grief journey of children who have lost a loved one.  Teachers’ and classmates’ response to a 

student’s grief can either serve as a source of support and stability during a difficult time, or as an 

additional hurdle to surmount. Moreover, grief can have a serious impact on learning – for school-

age children, bereavement can manifest itself in decreased academic performance, social withdrawal, 

and new behavioral problems. 

 

Too often the challenges of addressing a student's grief become uncomfortable for schools, whether 

due to not knowing what to say or worry about contributing to students' discomfort.  Often, the 

schools do believe a hands-off approach is better and may not recognize the need for their 

involvement.  As a result some schools do less in the interest of “giving the family privacy."  

However, students need to know they have a social network in school to support them; both caring 

friends as well as adults with whom they can share and help process their grief.    

  

Schools have not been appreciated enough for the critical connections they make for young people in 

their developing hearts and minds.  The school community represents students' place in the world and 

gives them a sense of belonging.  It is so important to recognize the powerful effects of grief on a 

student’s social, emotional and academic wellbeing.  As a result, it is critical to not only give the 

student time and space to process grief. but also to provide additional supports for students who need  

more assistance in working through their response to loss.  In addition to the school’s immediate 

response to student grief, school personnel may also need coaching regarding the serious impact of 

possible later reminders as well as anniversaries of loss that can be experienced by the student. 

 

By demonstrating support, educators have an enormous opportunity to improve outcomes for their 

students.  Unfortunately, the vast majority of school personnel feel ill-equipped for this task.  In a 

2012 survey on grief at school conducted by the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), seven in 
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ten teachers reported having at least one grieving student currently in their classrooms – yet only 7 

percent reported having had any amount of bereavement training.  Teachers desire but currently lack 

the knowledge of how to support the grieving students in their midst – the single greatest barrier 

preventing them from reaching out and offering help. 

 

Our task:  The Coalition to Support Grieving Students has come together to remedy a current gap in 

the education professions: the development of a set of resources broadly approved by leading 

professional organizations to guide educators and other school personnel in supporting and caring for 

their grieving students.  The practitioner-oriented website – grievingstudents.org – provides practical, 

accessible information for teachers, administrators, school mental health professionals, and other 

school personnel.  This user-friendly, interdisciplinary site is a major step forward in enabling 

educators to learn about the issue of childhood grief and developing an understanding of how to help.  

It captures current best practices for addressing grief at school through a dynamic multimedia 

approach. 

 

The Coalition's materials do a great job of emphasizing the importance of interventions through the 

school, creating a better awareness and understanding of how important these actions can be in 

supporting the student and their family.  The materials offer examples of what can be done to 

comfort the student and offer opportunities for the safe expression of grief.  The handout directed at 

educators is a great piece for school personnel, and the family directed piece is a great resource to 

share with parents and caregivers who are likely also suffering from grief and may not know the best 

way to address their child’s needs.  It will be supportive for them to know the school is actively 

involved in addressing this issue.   

 

School social workers often take the lead in coordinating the school’s grief response which includes 

working collaboratively with administrators and other school personnel.  School social workers also 

work collaboratively with other Specialized Instructional Support Personnel (SISP) in facilitating 

debriefing groups as well as other direct and indirect support services.  School social workers are  the 

vital link between the school, home and community.  In that role, school social workers also provide 

a “whole child” perspective and are often familiar with issues the student may be experiencing at 

home and in the community that may also impact their response to loss.  Students experiencing 

recent family losses or mental health issues may need more direct support at school but may also 

need referrals to outside mental health providers or community resources. Since school social 

workers work closely with families as well as community resources and providers, they are also very 

involved in facilitating acceptance of and access to those services.    

 

SSWAA is proud to contribute to and be part of this work, addressing a gap in resources, increasing 

awareness, and providing best practices for our members and the education community. We hope 

you will take advantage of these materials and the opportunity to be a stronger advocate for grieving 

students’ social, emotional, and academic needs.  Please visit the SSWAA website at www.sswaa.org 

for additional resources, articles, and training modules or www.grievingstudents.org. If you are 

interested in additional information, opportunities for training or hard copies of the booklets, 

“Supporting our Students after the Death of a Family Member or Friend” or “Supporting your Child 

after the Death of a Family Member or Friend” please contact Libby@sswaa.org. 

 

The Coalition for Grieving Students works in partnership with the National Center for School Crisis 

and Bereavement, led by pediatrician and childhood bereavement expert Dr. David Schonfeld.  The 

work of this group is underwritten by the New York Life Foundation, a pioneering advocate for the 

cause of childhood bereavement.   
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