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Handout
Triggers for referral: loss or separation 

Warning signs that a child may need specialist help following loss or
separation
Grief is very complex and diverse. Everyone responds differently and the length
of time for individuals to integrate varies. However, if certain reactions continue
for some time and appear to be increasing rather than diminishing, action is
needed and the help of specialist services may need to be considered. Obviously,
it is helpful to discuss concerns with foster carers or adoptive parents in order to
view the whole picture. 

The following warning signs should not be seen in isolation but should be taken
together with the assessment and what else is happening in the child’s life. 

• Avoidance of friends and family 

• Always tired and ill 

• School problems/difficulties 

• Self-destructive behaviour, desire to die 

• Persistent feelings of worthlessness and guilt 

• Continual denial of the reality of the death 

• Experiencing prolonged depression/anxiety 

• Aggressive behaviour 

• Reliance on drugs/alcohol

• Eating disturbances 

(Open University (2001) K260 course Death and Dying: Workbook 4, Bereavement: 

Private Grief and Collective Responsibility. Milton Keynes: Open University)
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Handout for professionals 
Working with a child who is experiencing grief
Help foster carers or adoptive parents to support the child by offering books or
leaflets about grief. Carers may feel more comfortable in sharing books with
children, as they can be less threatening than direct talk. However, ensure that
the carer is comfortable with their own feelings first. 

Check out the child’s understanding before you or the carers launch into giving
unnecessary information that may be inappropriate for their age group. Be
honest. If you don’t know the answer, say so. 

Reassure carers that it is OK to allow children to see them cry. It gives the child
permission to show their feelings and allows the child to comfort as well as be
comforted. 

Suggest that carers encourage the child to use poems or drawings to help the
child to express feelings. Suggest that they make a memory box, adding
photographs and treasured items of the person who has died. 

Carers should not feel that they have to do all the work themselves. A teacher, a
school nurse or a relative may be able to offer support or an opportunity to listen
to the child. 

Discuss supportive measures for the carers. Who will they talk to? Ensure they
have contact telephone numbers of agencies/charities that can offer support and
advice. 

Be aware of the child’s culture and beliefs.
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Promoting Children’s Mental Health Within Early Years
and School Settings

F&A 2025 part 2_Solihull Fostering and Adoption  06/03/2025  17:56  Page 209



210

Solihull Approach Fostering and Adoption: Handout

F&A 2025 part 2_Solihull Fostering and Adoption  06/03/2025  17:56  Page 210



211

Solihull Approach Fostering and Adoption: Handout

F&A 2025 part 2_Solihull Fostering and Adoption  06/03/2025  17:56  Page 211



212

Solihull Approach Fostering and Adoption: Handout

F&A 2025 part 2_Solihull Fostering and Adoption  06/03/2025  17:56  Page 212



213

Solihull Approach Fostering and Adoption: Handout

F&A 2025 part 2_Solihull Fostering and Adoption  06/03/2025  17:56  Page 213



214

Solihull Approach Fostering and Adoption: Handout

F&A 2025 part 2_Solihull Fostering and Adoption  06/03/2025  17:56  Page 214



215

Solihull Approach Fostering and Adoption: Handout

F&A 2025 part 2_Solihull Fostering and Adoption  06/03/2025  17:56  Page 215



237

Solihull Approach Fostering and Adoption: Handout

Handout for professionals
Here are some suggestions and ideas about what to look for during playful
interactions and play between children, adoptive parents and foster carers.

What to look for when observing play and
playful interactions

Containment
Does the foster carer or adoptive parent seem to understand the emotional
aspects of what the child is doing? For example, he or she may comment on the
likely feelings of the child or play characters. 

Can the foster carer or adoptive parent acknowledge that the child has feelings
about things that happen during play? For example, can he or she put into
words that the child may be upset when a certain toy is broken, lost or
unavailable, or a story is particularly scary or sad? 

Can the foster carer or adoptive parent contain a child’s disappointment or anger
if play cannot proceed, or a child’s anger or withdrawal if he is not winning?

Reciprocity
How well can the foster carer or adoptive parent follow the child’s lead rather
than making too many suggestions, instructions or interferences? For example,
can they allow the child to experiment and be imaginative rather than structure
the child’s play with suggestions and commands?

How well does the foster carer or adoptive parent seem ‘in tune’ with the child’s
cues to initiate or end interactions or play?

Can the foster carer or adoptive parent allow children to try to work out
difficulties for themselves but provide appropriate comments to acknowledge
frustration? For example, ‘You are really trying to put that piece in the jigsaw.
You are annoyed that it doesn’t seem to fit.’

To what extent does the foster carer or adoptive parent attend to the child’s
explorations and experimentations rather than want to play with the toys him or
herself? Children often like an adult to play with toys and activities with them,
but may withdraw if this becomes competitive or controlling.

Does the foster carer or adoptive parent notice when a child needs a little
assistance, suggestion or new idea to keep the play going? For example, an adult
may notice the child’s storyline has come to an end and so extend the theme to
open new ideas: ‘I wonder if that castle has anyone living inside it?’

Does the foster carer or adoptive parent cope with feelings of dismissal or
rejection if the child refuses to play with them or asks them to play somewhere
else?
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Behaviour management
How are boundaries decided upon during play? For example, is it the child, the
foster carer or adoptive parent, or a joint decision that determines how long a
play session lasts?

How are boundaries set within interactions and play? For example, does the
foster carer or adoptive parent use warnings to let the child know playtime will
soon be coming to an end?

What kinds of rules are asserted during the interaction or play? For example, will
the foster carer or adoptive parent tolerate a child hurting someone else or
breaking something without intervention? Is the child allowed to get so
overexcited that he risks harming himself?
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