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Welcome to Mom Enough. 

[Background Music] With your co-hosts, developmental psychologist, Dr. Marti Erickson and 
Erin Erickson, maternal child health specialist. Brought to you through a partnership with the 
Minnesota Department of Education and Working Family Resource Center. Content copyrighted 
by Marti and Erin Erickson, all rights reserved. 

Here's my grandma Marti and here's Erin, my Mom Enough. 

Welcome to Mom Enough. I'm Erin here with my mom Marti and, you know, I feel like I say this 
every show but we have something really important to talk about today and I feel that this topic 
is really an important topic especially for families who are experiencing grief. We're going to be 
talking about children's grief and certainly we know that children grieve differently than adults. 
And so we have Coral Popowitz here with us to talk about this issue and help guide us to 
understand a little bit more about the differences in how children grieve. Coral is the mother of 
seven and the foster mother of 36, and grandmother of just about five above average, strong, 
and beautiful grandchildren, she says. She has been a grief counselor for 10 years and an 
executive director of Children's Grief Connection for seven years. Coral has volunteered as a 
Sheriff Chaplain and Emergency Medical Technician in her world community in Northern Pine 
County for nearly 20 years, but today she's going to help us understand a little bit more about 
this important topic. Thank you so much for joining us. 

Thank you. Thank you for having me. 

I'm a little bit stunned by that introduction when I think that you're being a foster mother of 36 
and a mother of seven, wow! You've had a lot of first hand experiencing children through a lot of 
life's ups and downs, I'm sure. 

Oh, they're the funniest people to be around, so. 

Well, I agree with that, and of course, grandmother of five. That's impressive too. Well, you say 
that children are often the forgotten mourners. Tell us what you mean by that. Well, I think 
because they're sort of in the background throughout a lot of it. I mean, all you have to do is be 
at a funeral and you can kind of see there are all kind of lower to the ground and all the adults 
are speaking and offering condolences and things, and the nature the way children grieve is not 
the same as adult so the children look as though and seem as though they're perfectly content 
and sometimes are even a little loud and obnoxious during grieving times and so we forget 
about them. We forget about how they grieve and that it is very different from ours. And so, 
when for instance when my father dies, my son was 9 years old and I told him about it and of 
course he was sad and upset and he cried for a while and asked some questions and maybe 
half or 45 minutes later he's out in the backyard playing football with his brother and everything 
seemed perfectly fine. And so, I thought, well, what's up with that and was very curious about it 



and just started to learn a little bit more about how they grieve. And I think it's easy to forget 
about them when they're out there playing football shortly after they get some really bad news. 

But that's how they work through so many things. 

Exactly. 

Just go back to playing and doing what kids do. You know, I've lost my father a couple of years 
ago. 

Sorry 

And my grandchildren responded in such different ways to it. It was really interesting to see that, 
but all of them did have that, you know, kind of apparent quick rebound in terms of returning to 
their usual activities. And one of them who like to be kind of a jokester any way started, you 
know, making some jokes about my father. And my father was a huge jokester himself and the 
kids new that and he loved to jump out from behind doors and say "Boo" and see how you 
would jump and I hated that as a child. It terrified me. But the grandkids liked it I think because, 
you know, other adults were around to kind of buffer his impact on them. But it was just 
fascinating to me to see that. And then I remembered when I was five and my dear, dear 
grandmother dies, she was very young, only 44 at that time and I was with her a lot during the 
end of her life. And then my grandfather on the other side of the family died in not less than two 
years later, suicide, and I knew that at seven and, you know, had to really come to grips with 
what the heck is that about, you know. It was such a foreign concept and I just have pretty 
poignant memories from my own experience but I don't remember much about how anyone 
around me helps me make sense of that and it, you know, makes me kind of curious about what 
that experience really was like for me 'cause I remember the feeling of loss and then the feeling 
of weirdness and confusion around my grandfather's suicide, but I don't really remember. And I 
think I probably was not given a lot of direction or guidance or overt support because we tend 
not to. 

Well, I think that say the reason why they are somewhat forgotten is because we don't have a 
lot of those interactions with them and I think just as a culture, you know, we want happy kids 
eating happy meals and enjoying life. 

Right. 

And so we don't necessarily interact with them about grief or mourning or big subjects like 
suicide because we don't--we want them to play and enjoy their life and not kind of trigger those 
kinds of things that will upset them. 

Right. 

We don't want to upset them, but yet, grief and loss and suicide, those are upsetting things. 

Yeah. When I think a lot of people don't think that a child is even picking it up, I'm not sure that 
people around me even realize that, you know, in my little 7-year-old brain, I was thinking about 
this, "Why would my grandfather kill himself," you know. And I think we just kind of dismissed 
how much kids really soak up and yet don't have the-- 



 

They just forget about it. 

Yeah. 

Well, so Coral, could you describe for us kind of in what way children grief differently than adults 
and what that means as far as us as adults helping them while they're grieving. Well, we talked 
about it a little earlier. They grief differently than we do and they grieve in burst. So any intense 
emotion and any anytime a parent deals with a temper tantrum, you know they can have intense 
emotions. But any of those intense emotions can only be contained for so long and they only 
have a certain span of time that they can release those. And so it's the same way with grief. 
They kind of--they're the true roller coaster, the true wave of grief and that they go in and out of 
it at times when we don't even recognize it. And they also grieve developmentally so they grieve 
each time they move into a new developmental stage of growth and understanding, they 
understand the death differently, mainly hold or impacts them differently. Their understanding of 
death, your understanding Marti at seven was completely different I assume than it was at 13. 
You knew more about suicide at 13 than you could have possibly understood at seven. 

Sure. 

So, what we forget too about the way and nature of children's grief is that they will continue to 
grieve throughout, well, throughout their entire lives but differently throughout the course of their 
development. So oftentimes at our grieve camp that we host, we will see someone who it's been 
a child spent maybe 10 or even as much as 15 years so they may come to use as a teenager 
when their mother died when they were five. When they are a teenager, they realize, this young 
lady may realize, "Oh, I won't have my mother there when I get married, when I have a baby," 
those types of things. So--but the people around her may think, it's been ten years, it can't be 
grief. Her grades can't be sinking because of grief. She can't be suicidal or hurting herself 
because of grief. They forget because we assume that since so much time has passed, children 
have healed. And they heal in their developmental periods but then it re-triggers or resurfaces 
as they move in to a new stage. So I think just that knowledge alone, just that recognition that 
we will need to kind of keep an eye on, we don't need to hover, but to keep an eye on how our 
children when they move in to these different developmental stages, how they are responding. 
And even going so far as to ask them, you know, they may say, "Oh no, it's not big deal" but 
continuing to bring up the memories, continuing to have the conversations will really help our 
children, because sometimes out children also think that since we're not talking about it 
anymore, we don't care or we don't remember ourselves. They're the only ones that remember 
'cause you know, they're self-centered little creatures. The world revolves around them. 

So just giving them permission to say, you know, "I'm really feeling sad that my mom isn't here 
to see me go to prom or to help me pick up my dress." And I think losing a parent especially is--
has such significance throughout the child's life. You know, when you think about the 
developmental issues too, I know children don't even realize the permanence of death, the 
irreversibility of death until they're usually between five and seven years of age. That's the 
earliest that the awareness usually emerges. And again, with my grandchildren, I--they were 
kind of in that age range of, you know, preschool to about age seven at the time my father dies. 
And so I could see the differences in their cognitive understanding that this was real and this 



was forever, but that's something that we kind of take for granted and they just might not be 
aware that that's what our children are. hey--They're still thinking this person is going to wake up 
and come back. 

Yes. And when they're about 9 or 10, they're thinking a lot, they have a lot of questions about 
biology and body. So a 9 or 10-year-old is going to want maybe touch the body but doesn't 
dare, and so being given permission to do something like that if you understand that that's part 
of their developmental growth and understanding at that age, that's significant. Teenagers, you 
know, they have their own understanding of death and they want to be with their friends. They 
don't want to be with their family necessarily and if, you know, the family wants the family 
gathered around together and teens say, "No, I want to be with my friends, I want to process 
this with them," and that's another piece that we often are offended by sometimes by our 
teenagers that they don't want to be with us. 

So, how do we communicate that message then that, I mean, I hear you kind of implying that all 
feelings are okay and, you know, the children will express their feelings in different ways? How 
do we respond to that then in practical terms? 

We tell them that all you're feelings are okay. Lot of--a lot of children are angry about death and 
about loss. And of course, that's the other thing that we sometimes shy away from is angry 
children. Well, it's not the anger, it's the expression of the anger that we need to work with them 
on. So I think talking with them, giving them permission to have those feelings, guiding them to 
the expression of those feelings, just leaving the door open, the conversation open and 
listening, listening to them rather than trying to fix them, right? Rather than trying to take their 
grief or their anger away from them, allow it to be--help them through the process, I think, is the 
most important thing. Because as adults, we want to take care of it for them, but no one can 
take care of grief and loss. 

And kids can even be angry at the person who died-- 

Almost guessing on. 

--which I think is very, you know, let's say I've lost spouse and my son or daughter is angry at 
him for dying, you know, which is a common reaction I think for children at various ages, really. 
And maybe they can't even quite--if they're old enough to sort of self-sensor, they might have a 
hard time even admitting that feeling to themselves but, you know, the feeling of abandonment 
is very real for a lot of kids. 

Right. 

Well, so I know sometimes people are surprised at things children say or do after a loss when 
they are grieving. So, and as you said, you say that, you know, all of these feelings are okay. 
And so, as far as like, let's say you're--I mean, let's say you're at a funeral or in something in a 
child that's doing that's disturbing or, you know, that you are afraid that maybe this is disturbing 
to other people. How do you suggest we handle that as far as, you know, both honoring for the 
child that it's okay but also supporting the child and maybe, you know, appropriate way to do 
that? I mean certainly, you know, you want to give the child the space to grieve, how they need 
to grieve, but also, you know, there are things that are socially appropriate or you also don't 
want their grief to then make other peoples grief, you know, harder. 



 

Right. 

So, how do you handle the complexity to that 'cause I--am I could see a situation where a child 
is doing something that is destructive? And so, how do you give them the space but also help 
them manage that? 

We've all been in those situations, very socially uncomfortable. What I advise, parents in 
particular, but family members in general about children being at the funeral is first you ask 
them if they want to be there. Don't assume that they are not going to be there and don't 
assume that they want to be there either. So ask them if they want to be there and then prepare 
them. Let them know as much as you can about what will be happening, who will be there and 
what kind of behavior is expected, and then have a backup plan. Have someone, you know, 
maybe a close friend or someone that isn't directly related to the person who died and isn't 
grieving a lot themselves. Have them as sort of your backup person to guide the kids out of the 
room or into--funeral directors are very good at making sure that they have space available for 
kids to color or do things, you know, get some of that energy out. They usually have a family 
room that you can bring the kids into. Load up your bag with some little goodies of keeping them 
busy too so that you do have all your docks in a row, so to speak, if that should come. But I 
think more than anything, it's about preparing them ahead of time which is often tough because, 
you know, death is such a shock to us that we--there's so many details involved that sometimes 
we, again, forget about the kids and what we need to do with them and how to approach this 
with them. So, that's my best advice for having kids at funerals and in those situations. Because 
if we tell them all feelings are okay and then they're laughing and having a good time and it 
seems like, oh, that's not, you know. 

All feelings are okay but all behavior is not. 

Exactly, exactly. 

Yeah. 

You know. 

So just guide them away from it and, you know, I think then everybody is able to have their own 
experience. 

Erin's little boy can be kind of a loose cannon under the best of circumstances. He's just a doll, 
but, you know, he can get pretty wild and he's very expressive I guess. 

How old is he? 

Well, he's just turned seven now. 

Okay. 

But he was five when my father died and both the parent's children went with us to the funeral. 
And I told them afterwards that I really appreciated how quiet and well behaved he was during 
the funeral. And he said, "Well, I fell asleep. I'm always well behaved when I sleep," [laughter] 



which I thought was such a great thing. And I also thought the fact he went to sleep was maybe 
not only that he was tired but it was kind of his, you know, his coping mechanism. And I guess, 
he did expressed a lot of emotions about the loss of great grandpa Bob even though that wasn't 
someone he saw real often, but he was, you know, strong presence who stayed in one's 
memory. And so, anyway, I thought that was kind of a cute response on his part. 

Yes. 

Well, Coral, you talked about how kids will, you know, maybe cry and then, you know, ten 
minutes later they might be playing and happy, and, you know, play is obviously an important 
part of development and also how children manage their feelings. So, how do you see play 
fitting into children's grieving and how does that help them with the healing process? 

Well, it's just their natural state of being. So allowing the universal experience of grief, I think, to 
just be in their natural place of being. So what I didn't know about my son Lucas and my other 
son who was out in the yard catching the football is that as they were tossing the football back 
and forth, they were talking about their grandpa. And so they were processing their grief even 
when I observed it to be simple play. 

Interesting. 

So, I think--and they tend to parallel play a lot of the time. If you can do parallel kind of things 
with them, sitting down and just coloring or doing things that they enjoy doing is an opportunity 
to start talking with them and to start up a conversation, or just observing them. When my father 
died, there were three cousins that were all five years old and they all went to the funeral and 
from months afterwards, they weren't playing house or having tea, they were playing funeral. 

Really? 

And so just watching them was so eye-opening and so entertaining to see how they were 
processing all of the elements of the funeral that they observed during that time and how they 
continued it. And this was six months, almost a year later even, that they were--whenever they 
got together, the last time they had been together had been a pretty emotional-- 

Yeah. 

--pretty special kind of-- 

Brilliant. 

Yes. 

Yeah. 

Something that they really remembered. And so they continued to process it through this role 
playing of just playing funeral and it was just lovely to watch. And so I think that if we allow them 
to be in their natural state of being, they will also process some of these natural feelings that 
happened as long as we allow that to be. And sometimes it's allowing it by just observing it and 
not stopping it, and sometimes it's by guiding and directing it or giving yourself an opportunity to 
talk with them about it. 



 

I think sometimes too, we adults, you know, we have our ideas about what's appropriate to do 
after something like a death and, you know, to see children playing funeral. I can imagine some 
parents being tempted to say, "Oh, don't play like that. That's not the kind of thing you play 
about," you know. I mean, I hope nobody listening out. They would be inclined to do that but I 
think it's worth mentioning-- 

Yes. 

--because we do get those ideas and it makes us uncomfortable sometimes. 

Well, when I talk to people, I talk to a lot of teachers about children's grief and you can probably 
understand why. And when they ask me, "Well, what do we do?", one of the things that I tell 
them is one of the first things you want to do is ask yourself how you feel about grief and how 
people should express it, what they should do about it, how children should be included, how 
they should participate, how they should express it. And once you have some self-reflection and 
some idea of where you stand, then you know what you're bringing to the table. I think that's 
really important piece of it. We all have different understandings and different ways of feeling 
about this big, big issue of grief, and death, and loss. 

My brother and I both spoke at our father's funeral. My brother is a comedian and an actor, a 
musician but primarily a comedian and I'm a psychologist and--but we both had funny stories in 
the remarks we made at the funeral and there was a lot of laughter. And I know, I remember, 
you know, earlier in my life where that just never happened at a funeral. I've been to a number 
of funerals that we're just, you know, all about being grave and solemn. And I think that, you 
know, these days, it's a nice change that there is that kind of full range of emotion, and yes, we 
cried and we felt sad and we also were able to laugh at the things that were laughable in my 
dad's life and, you know, a little foibles of his and also funny things he had done and that felt 
good to me. And I think that certainly, you know, would be more comfortable for children to be 
able to-- 

Yes. 

--see that full range even in the adults. 

Well, so what's important for us to know about how children and adolescents understand death 
and dying? 

Well, I think it's important to just remember that as I said before, they're kind to self-centered 
little creatures, the world revolves around them, and they process and think about things 
differently than we do. They will often blame themselves. They will find some way to blame 
themselves for the death no matter how obscure, kind of magical, it is out there there's little 
thing called magically thinking with kids where they come up with their own stories if they don't 
have the information and a lot of time the stories are worst than what the reality is. So, I think 
they also--they grieve through their senses more or they're more sense oriented. And so, they 
may not know the exact date of the death of their loved one but if someone died, you know, in 
the summer time, as soon as it starts getting warm out that may trigger an anniversary grief 
reaction from children that we aren't always aware of. But if we're aware of that sense piece of 



it, that makes a big difference. And that really came to light for me when I am visited with and 
was consulting with the school district in Southwestern Minnesota, did had a school bus 
accident and four of their students had died. And so, I was coming in to help them on the 
anniversary which was in February, and we are doing a lot of planning throughout the year to 
mark that date as a special date and to plan around it. But one thing I made them aware of is 
that within the school--and they thought that date would really trigger a lot of anxiety and grief 
which you would expect from the kids. But I actually asked them to think about and consider that 
the first day that it was 30 below or that really, really bitter cold that we tend to have, that 
happened on the day of the accident. That might be the day that things trigger up and sure 
enough it was January 6, I think, of that year that that occurred and that they did have a lot of 
kids coming in and just struggling because that sense reaction brought about, brought their grief 
kind of bubbling to the top again. So thinking about that for kids too, I think is really important. 
Adolescents in particular, again, very much about the world revolving around them, one minute 
they want. It's all about the death and their grief and the next minute it's like, "No, I just want to 
be normal," you know, "Let's not talk about it anymore," you know, that kind to up and down that 
adolescents have too I think are significant things to just keep in the back of your mind. I think 
more than anything, I would advise families to keep it on the table. Keep the conversation open. 
Sometimes kids will go with it and sometimes they won't. But if you go with them, if you meet 
them where they are, then you'll know and you'll be able to respond in a way that everybody is 
comfortable with rather than just sort of closing the casket and closing the conversation. I think 
that is one of the most detrimental things we can do in our grief process because it isn't a one-
time thing. It isn't--despite businesses three-day bereavement kind of timeframes, it's a lifelong 
process. And the more we love someone, the longer we grieve. It may not be as intense but it's 
going to be there. And so, not kind of closing the door on it but just keeping the conversation 
and keeping the memory of that person alive is very important especially for kids because, 
again, they will think, "Oh, well, they don't care." If mom isn't crying anymore, even is mom is 
crying herself to sleep every night with the kids intact in bed, if they see that mom isn't crying 
anymore, they immediately go to, "Well, she must not care, and therefore, I can't cry around her 
either." Or if mom is crying, they'll stop talking because they're worried that, "Oh, I'll just make 
mom cry." So having a conversation with, it does make me cry to think of daddy and to think of 
what we've lost and it's going to take me a while but I don't want to stop talking about him. I 
don't want you to stop thinking about them. Those are key things to remember about kids. Kids 
will protect their parents. Kids will protect their family members and shutdown on some of this if 
it isn't a topic that's discussed, if it isn't--if there isn't that conversation that goes back and forth. 

Oh, that's really good advice. And I would think it be great to involve kids too in thinking about 
ways to remember their lost loved one especially at those certain times, you know, maybe 
around the holidays or those--when they have those sensory responses, but to really let children 
contribute to that process which gives them some power for kind of managing their feeling. 

Yeah. That's what important about a grief camp and there are several and several different 
resources for kids. In the Twin Cities, we have the Children's Grief Consortium which has all of 
the providers of children's grief services and there are lots out there. Get them involved in some 
of that stuff. Give them those kinds of opportunities. Because a lot of times too, they need to 
grieve on their own away from their parents, and parents need time to grieve on their own away 
from their children. So, those are places and resources that families have that I think are 
incredibly helpful because they allow the children and give the children permission, and they 



give them some structure. We have a candle lighting ceremony and we have these red heart-
shaped candles that all of our campers and their family members get. And I hear regularly of 
families taking those candles home and putting in there a circle somewhere on the table and all 
of the special occasions, on Mother's Day, or an anniversary, just going and lighting those 
candles and just remembering. So having those concrete, tangible and regular opportunities to 
grief is another way to just continue to release that and to continue to love the person who's no 
longer with them. 

Good advice. 

Well, and I think that what you said about kids and for example, at the children's grief 
connection at your camp that you'd run, is that some of the kids will come, I mean, even ten 
years after the loss. And so, for parents or people who care about children to remember that 
those things continue to be important. 

Yes. 

And it's not too late if they haven't done that there are still some value. And we'll be linking to 
those resources-- 

Thank you. 

--from our site as well. Coral Popowitz, thank you so much for joining us-- 

Thank you. 

--and sharing your wisdom. We really appreciate it. 

Thank you. 

And thank you for listening to this episode of Mom Enough. We hope you'll tune in again next 
week with Marti and Erin. 

[Background Music] If you have concerns about your child's growth and development, please 
talk to your child's healthcare provider or call 1-866-693-GROW. That's 1-866-693-4769 to talk 
through a professional and find out ways in which you can get connected to various resources in 
Minnesota. 

Do you think I'll have a show called Kid Enough someday? 

[ Music ] 
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