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Background 

 
The pandemic shone a light on the need for wide-ranging improvements in the support that is available for 
people experiencing bereavement, including children and young people (1,2). Childhood bereavement 
increases the risk of adverse health, psychological and social  outcomes (3-7). Having the right informal and 
formal support available is vital for promoting resilience and mitigating these risks (7). Schools, colleges 
and universities are essential communities for bereaved children and young people, enabling emotional 
support from peers, teachers and more specialist services if needed (1, 8-14). However, a number of 
weaknesses with school-based support have been identified, including lack of awareness and 
understanding of grief and how to support students (1,12,13) as well as poor communication and 
information sharing, inflexible systems and variable access to specialist support (1). In a recent consultation 
by the UK Commission on Bereavement (UKCB), just under half of children and young people (49%; 
n=32/65) felt not at all or only a little supported by their school or college (1). The UKCB recommended the 
implementation of a bereavement policy, staff training, and a process for supporting a bereaved child or 
young person and their family in all educational settings (1). 
 
There is also growing recognition of the potential benefits of including grief education in schools. The UKCB 
called for all education settings to provide age-appropriate opportunities for children and young people to 
learn about coping with death and bereavement (1). This is echoed in a recent review which reported the 
benefits of learning about grief, death and loss at school for both bereaved young people and those who 
are yet to experience a bereavement (15). Normalising and destigmatising grief and bereavement in the 
younger generations could also contribute to more compassionate societies longer term (15,16), 
addressing well-documented inadequacies with the informal support perceived by bereaved people within 
their social networks, and its negative consequences for long term grief outcomes (17-20). Likely reflecting 
these concerns, recent surveys of children and adults have demonstrated support for grief education 
among children and adults, whilst also acknowledging some of the challenges and sensitivities in delivering 
such topics (1,15,21).  
 
This report further explores public and parental attitudes to grief education, and parental perceptions of 
support received by their bereaved children at school or other education settings.  

 
Methods 

 
Marie Curie recently commissioned a large population-wide survey on public attitudes to death, dying and 
bereavement in the UK (PADDUK 2024) to follow up on a similar survey in 2021 (22). This new survey 
included a series of questions capturing the public’s views on including learning about grief and 
bereavement in the school curriculum. A sub-set of questions further explored the prevalence of childhood 
bereavement among the survey participants who identified as parents/guardians of children up to the age 
of 25 and how well supported parents/guardians felt their child was in their educational setting at the time 
of their bereavement.   
 
The research team at the Marie Curie Research Centre at Cardiff University developed the questions in 
close collaboration with stakeholders in the field of grief education and childhood bereavement. A 
commercial market research company (Opinium) was then commissioned to put the question to a large 
nationally representative sample of 10500 adults living in the UK (representative for age, gender and UK 
region), using their panel of registered research participants. Respondents were asked to express their 

https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/marie-curie-research-centre
https://www.opinium.com/


4 | P a g e  
 

views using 5-point scales ranging from e.g. ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’, alongside closed ‘yes/no’ 
-type of questions and a small number of open-ended questions to invite free-text comments.1  
 
Findings from the descriptive analysis of the data are reported below, with quotes from participants’ free 
text comments for illustration.  

 
Findings 

 
Survey participants 
 
The 10500 survey participants were recruited from Opinium’s research panel so as to reflect the UK 
population with regards to age, gender and UK region: 51% of survey respondents were women (n=5406) 
and 48% (n=5063) were men. 28% were aged between 18-34 years (n=2900), 33% were between 35 and 
54 years of age (n=3485) and 39% were 55 and older (n=4415). Most respondents (82%; n=8561) lived in 
England as the largest and most populated UK nation, 10% in Scotland (n=1076), 5% in Wales (n=489) and 
just under 4% in Northern Ireland (n=374). The UK wide results reported below were very similar across all 
four nations; breakdowns of these results for individual nations can be accessed here: [UK nations report]. 
 
Across all respondents, about one in ten self-identified as being from an ethnic minority background (12%; 
n=1312).  
 
44% (n=4590) identified as parents or guardians of a child/children up to the age of 25 years: 28% had 
children under the age of four (n=1285), 42% (n=1945) and 40% (n=1822), respectively, had children of 
primary and secondary school age, and a further 27% (n=1251) had older children aged between 18 and 25 
years.  
 
The bereavement and support experiences of children and young people 
 
Just over half of parents/guardians (53%; n=2432) indicated that their child/children had experienced the 
death of a person close to them. Most commonly, children had lost a grandparent (61%; n=1489), other 
family members (23%; n=571) or a friend (16%, n=400). Eight percent had experienced the loss of a parent 
(n=195), another eight percent the loss of a sibling (n=183). About one in six children (16%; n=388) had 
experienced more than one bereavement. 
 
Nearly half (44%; n=1076) of the bereaved children were of primary school age (i.e. 4-11 years) when they 
experienced a close bereavement while about a third (31%; n=765) experienced a death at secondary 
school age.2 
 
Parents of bereaved children were asked how well they felt their child was supported in their educational 
institution (e.g. nursery/school/college or university) at the time of their bereavement (see Fig. 1).  
 
 
 

 
1 For the purpose of this report, responses of ‘strongly agree’ and ‘agree’ were grouped into ‘agree’ and responses 
of ‘strongly disagree’ and ‘disagree’ were grouped into ‘disagree’.  
2 Parents respondents with more than one child were asked to respond to questions with their oldest child’s 
experiences in mind. 

https://www.mariecurie.org.uk/globalassets/media/documents/policy/policy-publications/2024/grief-education_uknations_charts_v5_22.02.24_final.pdf


5 | P a g e  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1: Parents' perceived supportiveness of teaching staff and peers at the time of their child's 
bereavement (parent respondents with bereaved children: n=2432) 

 
 
 
Attitudes to grief education in schools 
 
Survey participants were asked to what extent they agreed that learning about grief and bereavement 
should be included in the school curriculum. Although many agreed, attitudes varied depending on 
children’s age with the highest level of agreement for older age-groups. Respondents who were parents of 
children aged under 25 were more likely to be supportive, in particular those whose child had experienced 
a bereavement (Figure 2):   
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4%

Supportive 

Neither supportive nor unsupportive 

Unsupportive 

They didn’t need this support. 

Not relevant (child not in education setting at the time)  

Don’t know 

Peers 

• Over half rated teaching staff as supportive 
(53%). 
 

• About a fifth (21%) felt that teachers were 
neither supportive nor unsupportive.  
 

• One in ten felt that teachers were unsupportive 
at the time of their child’s bereavement. 
 

• Interestingly, parents perceived their child’s 
peers as somewhat more supportive than their 
teachers (58% vs. 53%). Only 7% indicated that 
peers had been unsupportive. 

“Not much support other than 
they could leave the class if 
needed. Nothing around death or 
bereavement was offered and it 
should have been.” 

 

“The support my daughter received 
from her school was good. We 

received timely updates from the 
school and they were flexible when 

we asked.” 

 

PADDUK parent respondent  

PADDUK parent respondent  

Teaching staff 
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Fig. 2:  Respondents’ attitude towards including learning about bereavement and grief in the    
school curriculum for different age groups in primary and secondary schools (overall    
sample: n=10500; parent participants: n=4590; parents of bereaved children: n=2432).   

 
 
 
 
 

• For younger primary school children (i.e. 4-7 
years of age), a quarter of all respondents 
favoured including grief education in the 
curriculum, whilst half of respondents 
disagreed. Amongst parents, 37% agreed, 
whilst 40% disagreed. 
 

• For older primary school children (i.e. 8-11 
years), 45% of respondents were in favour of 
inclusion, whilst 29% disagreed. Amongst 
parents, over half (54%) agreed and 22% 
disagreed.  

 

• For secondary school-aged children (12-16 
years), 67% of respondents (72% of parents) 
agreed and 12% of respondents (10% of 
parents) disagreed.  

 

“A lot of children experience 
bereavement and I think if it is 
openly talked about at school it 
will help them to cope. It will also, 
hopefully, encourage them to ask 
for help and report a lack of 
support at home.” 

 

“I don't think it is appropriate to 
teach very young children about 
bereavement, I feel it could make 
them overly anxious about their 
parents dying…”  
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The perceived benefits of learning about grief and bereavement at school 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 3:  Respondents’ attitudes towards potential benefits of including learning about grief and 
bereavement as part of the school curriculum in primary vs. secondary schools (n=10500). 

The majority of respondents appreciated the range of 
potential benefits that learning about grief and 
bereavement as part of the school curriculum could have, 
particularly in secondary schools (see Fig. 3).  
 

• Most agreed that grief education could improve the 
support for bereaved children by fostering more 
understanding and compassionate school 
environments (55% primary vs 73% secondary) and 
providing an opportunity for bereaved children to 
reach out for support and talk about their feelings 
(61% vs 76%).  

 

• There was also majority agreement that learning about 
grief and bereavement at school could help children 
cope with future bereavements (55% vs. 74%), enable 
them to better understand and support their bereaved 
friends (53% vs. 74%) and generally contribute to 
greater understanding for grieving people (53% vs. 
74%). 

 
PADDUK parent respondent  

55%

74%

24%

17%

16%

6%

5%

3%

Primary

SecondaryIt
em

 1

61%

76%

22%

16%

13%

5%

5%

3%

Primary

SecondaryIt
em

 2

53%

74%

25%

17%

17%

6%

5%

3%

Primary

SecondaryIt
em

 3

55%

73%

25%

18%

15%

6%

6%

3%

Primary

SecondaryIt
em

 4

53%

74%

25%

17%

16%

6%

5%

3%

Primary

SecondaryIt
em

 5

Could help children/young people to 
understand grief and cope with 
future bereavement. 

Could offer bereaved children an 
opportunity to seek support, or a 
safe environment to talk about their 
feelings about bereavement. 

Could help children to better 
support bereaved friends (e.g. by 
enabling peer to peer discussions 
about grief). 

Could help foster more supportive 
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Could contribute to greater societal 
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“My daughter lost her 

grandmother when she was quite 

young and it wasn’t until she 

turned about 5 she started asking 

more questions but then didn’t 

really ask anymore. She is now 8 

and has so many questions and 

sometimes gets upset missing her 

grandmother. Some of her peers 

have said to her I don’t understand 

why you are upset, it’s silly being 

upset which makes her even more 

upset. I think if this teaching was 

done in schools, then this maybe 

would not have happened.” 
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Concerns about learning about grief and bereavement at school 
 
However, just over 40% of respondents felt that conversations about grief and bereavement were not 
needed in primary schools and should instead be left to children’s families (32% for secondary schools). 
About a quarter of respondents (25% for primary schools, 26% for secondary schools) considered grief 
education unnecessary as they felt children are naturally able to cope with bereavement.  
 
More than half of respondents (58%; n=6122) were concerned that engaging with this sensitive topic could 
be upsetting and distressing for primary school children (45% for secondary schools). 
 
For both types of schools, the vast majority of respondents (79% and 82%, respectively) agreed that 
appropriate training for teachers and other staff is key to ensure that the topic of grief and bereavement is 
engaged with sensitively and that staff have the necessary skills to have supportive conversations with 
bereaved children.  
 

Conclusions 

 
The results from this large, national survey demonstrate overall public and parental support for including 
grief education in the school curriculum for older primary-aged and secondary-school students, with mixed 
views on its appropriateness for the youngest primary-school children. Relatedly, and in line with previous 
research (1,12,13), results also demonstrate inadequacies in how well supported bereaved children and 
young people feel at school and amongst their peers, with a substantial minority of parents reporting  that 
their child was not well supported by teachers or peers in their education settings. The importance of these 
settings was further confirmed in our finding that just over a half of children described had experienced a 
close bereavement, most commonly when they were at primary school, with only 7% of their parents 
feeling that support from teachers was not needed. This underlines the need for bereavement policies, 
staff training, and a process for supporting a bereaved child or young person and their family in educational 
settings (1). 
 
As argued elsewhere (1,14,15), most participants recognised the potential benefits of grief education for 
enabling bereaved children and young people to better cope with current or future bereavements and for 
improving the support available to them from peers and schools. The potential for grief education to equip 
all students to better support people experiencing bereavement, in turn contributing to more 
compassionate, grief-literate communities was also well recognised. Although concerns over the potential 
for grief education to cause distress to children and young people were commonly reported, so too was 
the need for appropriate training to mitigate these risks and ensure that the topic is engaged with 
sensitively and that staff have the necessary skills to have supportive conversations with bereaved children.  
 

Implications 

 
These findings are timely and well-placed to inform the expected consultation due on the relationships, sex 
and health education (RSHE) curriculum in England, the implementation of grief and bereavement training 
in schools in Northern Ireland and the new child bereavement support pathway that is being developed in 
Wales (2). 
 
The views of parent-participants in particular lend support to the recommendations of the UKCB (1), the 
Scottish Childhood Bereavement Project (21) and Dawson et al (15) that discussions of grief, death and loss 
should be included in (at least older) primary and secondary school curriculums. 
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This could  be achieved through integration into relationships, sex and health education (RSHE) in England; 
the health and wellbeing curriculum areas in Wales and Scotland; and personal development education in 
Northern Ireland (15). Cross-curricula approaches and wider school initiatives could also be used to help 
learners explore different personal, religious, and cultural responses to bereavement (15).  
 
Effective training for teachers and other school staff on how to conduct conversations about grief, death 
and loss, and integrate these topics into their teaching will be critical to the successful implementation of 
such initiatives. The wealth of resources and expertise which already exists in the UK should also be made 
easily accessible to schools to support this programme of work (15).  
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