Stages of Grief
Talking with Your Grieving Student


1. Shock
· In an instant our world has changed.
· We may have known it was possible, but that doesn’t mean we are prepared.
· “How can this be?”
· “How did this happen?”
· “Why?”
· Stunned
· Our heart has been hit and our soul is shaking.
· It’s literally hard for our brain to comprehend the situation.

To Parents:
· We may want to fix things and protect our teenager, but accepting them where they are can let them know I understand this is hard.  



2. Denial
· This cannot be true
· NATURAL response to loss
· It can also be a natural protection…protecting us from the full weight of the loss.
· Our brain is having a hard time comprehending the situation.
· Acceptance takes TIME and has to occur on a lot of levels and in small increments.
· Our heart trying to protect us, and the heart has to slowly process through the situation.
· We will deny what we are not prepared to accept.
· In this stage, we may say we are “fine,” because we really don’t know what else to say, or because we want to be fine, but we are in a lot of pain and confusion.

To Parents:
· Listen.  Our two ears are the best ministry tool God gave us.  Most people are not good listeners.  It’s something we have to learn to do.


3. Sadness
· We usually don’t like to be sad.
· And it can be hard for those around us to see us sad.
· Grief is emotional, and sadness is one of the first emotions we experience.
· Based on the situation, how could we not be sad?
· A teenager’s world is already changing…mentally, emotionally, relationally, physically…then add something like this.
· Our world and culture likes people to be happy, but sometimes we need to simply be sad.
· My story of recoiling from being busy.

To Parents:
· Realize sadness is normal.
· Listen
· Simply love your teenager where they are
· Resist making it about you.

4. Anger
· Another NATURAL response to loss.
· Powerful and can be frightening
· Can be tricky to handle
· People will try to deny and stuff their anger
· This can lead to mental, emotional, and physical issues
· Some explode
· This can put people, animals, and property in danger
· What do I do with it???
· Acknowledge it
· Is there something triggering it?
· Express and release
· Bat
· Find something to throw
· Write/Journal
· Sometimes our anger can accumulate or stack and be added to other issues we are angry about.
· Sometimes, as teenagers and all the changes with hormones, we are just angry.

To Parents:
· Remember anger is normal and natural
· How does the family normally handle anger?  
· Healthy
· Not so healthy
· We may realize unresolved anger issues in our own lives.
· Give permission to be angry in healthy ways
· Maybe process together


5. Fear
· We don’t like for our world to feel out-of-control
· Fear is the motivator when we try to control things and people around us.
· Part of being a teenager
· Feeling not good enough, smart enough, pretty enough, handsome enough, athletic enough, popular enough, etc.
· Teenagers can feel invincible and indestructible
· Then SOMETHING HAPPENS and there’s a reality check
· NATURAL part of grief
· We feel helpless
· We feel less safe than we did before the loss
· “If this happened, what else can happen?”
· Our imagination can go wild
· It’s not the avoidance of fear, but how we handle it that makes all the difference.
· Possible vs Probable

To Parents:
· Acknowledge that fear is normal
· Let it be okay that teens are afraid.
· Identify what is fearful
· Work to release it
· Talk and listen


6. Loneliness
· We fear being alone, rejected, left behind
· By its nature, grief is lonely
· We may have to admit that
· No one can completely understand how you are experiencing your loss.  If it’s the death of a loved one, everyone in the family had a relationship with person, but your relationship with them was unique to you.
· Can be what’s called a “Catch 22”
· The loss makes me lonely, so I isolate
· As I isolate, I get more lonely
· Beware of isolating too much
· On the flipside…sometimes we may keep ourselves to busy that we are afraid of processing through the loneliness in a healthy way.

To Parents:
· Acknowledge grief is lonely
· As part of being a teenager, they can routinely struggle with loneliness, and the grief and loss can deepen that
· Accept it is beyond your power to make your teen feel better.
· Most powerful thing:  Show up, just be there


7. Confusion
· As you deal with grief, you can be totally confused about what you need.
· Grief requires space
· Balance of time alone and time with people (who are positive influences)
· It can be a delicate balance
· Common signals:  slumped shoulders, turned heads, eye rolls, defiant stares and stances, don’t get too close, don’t go too far, I’m good, don’t mess with me, you don’t understand me.
· Summed up:  “Leave me alone.  But don’t go too far.”
· It can be confusing for everyone!
· 

To Parents:
· What our teen seems to be communicating may not be what they are actually saying.  “Go away,” may actually be, “Give me space, but don’t go too far because I really need you right now.”
· Teens who are hurting, like many people, can be erratic and somewhat unpredictable
· Be careful about making it about you.
· A network of people, other than just you, can be very helpful



8. Feeling Crazy
· This is a normal feeling
· Our life can feel like it’s moving in slow motion
· We might not feel like ourselves
· There’s shock, denial, anger, anxiety, fear, sadness, depression, sometimes all within a short period of time

To Parents:
· Grieving people, especially teenagers, usually feel crazy at some point.
· Remember that the teen is being intensely challenged by an extremely difficult and crazy situation.
· Helping a grieving teen can take a team of people.  You can’t meet all the needs.


9. Guilt
· Guilt is common
· People, including teens and children, can see themselves as being responsible for things that are beyond their control, and in some way blame themselves.
· Somewhere in us seems to be the need to place blame somewhere.  Someone must be responsible.
· Guilt causes us to live in a world of “what ifs” and “if onlys”.  I should have…
· We feel we should be able to ward of disasters and catastrophes.
· If left to roam in our mind, guilt will imprison us.
· Guilt leads to anger
· Guilt is common in grief, but if it sinks its talons in deep enough, it can greatly complicate and hinder recovery, adjustment, and healing.

To Parents:
· Guilt is common, even when grief is not present
· It’s common in teens
· Sometimes we need to assess where we may be harboring feelings of guilt.


10. Physical Symptoms
· Physical, spiritual, emotional/mental…all connected
· We carry our grief in physical ways – headaches, tense muscles, stomach issues, heart palpitations, trembling, etc.
· Grief is a form of stress
· Over time, stress can suppress our immune system, so our defenses are down and we get sick easier.
To Parents:
· Be aware that grief can have physical symptoms
· Know that unknown physical symptoms can be alarming to a teen
· Realize that symptoms are not imaginary.

What to do:
· Good nutrition
· Hydration
· Exercise
· Health Professionals


11. Depression
· Normal part of grief
· Grief raises some hard questions
· Why?
· Why him…her…us…now?
· Why did they…
· Why didn’t they…
· Why didn’t I…
· “We sigh.  Our shoulders slump.  Our feelers shut down.  We go internal.  We begin wondering about many things.  The incessant questioning is exhausting.  Finally, we’ve got nothing left.  We power down.  We shut off.  We quit.  “Whatever.”
· Even if we say whatever, down deep inside we usually really care.
· Most depression is temporary.
· As we process through the grief, in time, the extreme heaviness will begin to lift.

What to Do:
· Intentionally get out among people
· Reach out and help someone
· Talk to someone you trust
· Write it out in a journal or letters

To Parents:
· Some temporary depression is natural and common
· Simply love your teen
· Be aware of your own triggers
· Involve others.  Don’t feel you have to do this by yourself.

Professional Help Might Be Needed If:
· Not getting out of bed
· Isolate from people and activities
· Addiction or self-medicating
· Non-functional in daily life
· Thoughts of harming self
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