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“Sometimes | feel like I'm not supposed to think
about death, but | do anyway"” - exploring the topic
of death with children in schools to help them find
meaning and foster their wellbeing
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Jonathan Smith?, Kevin Péloquin® & Zach Dylan Fry>

The quest to give a meaning to life has spanned centuries, from Plato to the existentialist
philosophers and psychologists in the 20th century. Among existential questions that are
quasi-universal, those around death occupy a large place. Children, just like adults, strive to
allocate and question the meaning of life—and death. In this review and commentary, we will
outline how acknowledging and exploring children’s existential questions about death can
help them find meaning in life and foster their wellbeing. Anchoring our discussion in exis-
tential psychology and discussing how founding principles of this approach can be translated
into a pedagogy of death, we aim to show how navigating difficult and potentially distressing
questions and emotions related to death with children can have beneficial impacts on their
mental health, notably in schools. Specifically, we will reflect on and offer recommendations
for how we can talk about death with children in school settings.

Background
he quest to understand and give a meaning to life has spanned centuries, from Plato to the
existentialist philosophers and psychologists in the 20th century (e.g., Frankl, 1967; Plato,
1986; Sartre, 1943). Among existential questions that are quasi-universal, those around
end of life (or death) occupy a large place. Recent threats to peace (wars in Ukraine and in the
Middle East, with apprehension towards these wars escalating) and security (climatic and eco-
logical disruptions, climate/war migrants or refugees) widely covered in the media are subject to
raise such existential questions. Children are aware of such events, which have given rise to
significant existential questions. And children, just like adults, strive to allocate and question the
meaning of life—and death (Demers and Sinclair, 2015). Simultaneously, such occurrences can
also hinder children’s capacity to foster (radical) hope for their future (Malboeuf-Hurtubise

et al., 2024).
Thinking about existential threats—and death especially—can cause psychological distress,
especially if these thoughts are repressed or eluded (Becker, 1972). Existential psychology has
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been developed to help individuals openly and consciously
explore existential questions such as death in a therapeutic con-
text. However, this approach was originally developed for adults
—and solely within a therapeutic context. It was not designed or
adapted for use with children, especially not in schools. In this
review and commentary, we will outline how acknowledging and
exploring children’s existential questions about death can help
them find meaning in life and foster their wellbeing. Anchoring
our comment in existential psychology and discussing how
founding principles of this approach can be translated into a
pedagogy of death, we aim to show how navigating difficult and
potentially distressing questions and emotions related to death
with children can have beneficial impacts on their mental health,
notably in schools. Specifically, we will reflect on and offer
recommendations for how we can talk about death with children
in school settings.

Children's understanding of death

What children know and understand about death has been stu-
died by psychologists for decades, with notable early works on
this topic done by Piaget. In a case study (1929), he suggested that
children become loosely aware of a concept of death around the
age of two years in the pre-operational stage of child develop-
ment. Obviously, the accuracy of these early ideas is questionable,
and they are likely to evolve as they progress in their develop-
ment. As they enter the subsequent stage of concrete operations at
age 7, Piaget proposed that children develop an intermediate
understanding of death. At this stage, their approach towards
death can be considered as curiosity, whereupon they strive to
learn more about it through inquiry (Piaget, 1929). Much of what
they know about death is therefore grounded in what is com-
municated to them. As they enter the formal operations stage at
age 13+ (ie., the final stage of cognitive development), Piaget
(1929) contended that children’s understanding of death becomes
more holistic and mature, despite viewing death as a distant event
only to occur in the future. Children at this stage nonetheless feel
more inclined to seek adult support in coping with the emotional
distress that death often causes.

Although his work led to the advancement of literature
studying children’s understanding of death, it's been shown that
Piaget underestimated their capacity to learn about death from a
younger age. In more recent years, studies (Longbottom and
Slaughter, 2018; Norero, 2018) have indicated that children seek
to formally learn about death at a significantly younger age—
typically starting from age three or four—and a matured under-
standing can be fully grasped between eight and twelve years of
age. Researchers have also uncovered the specificity of what
aspects of death are learned during these ages. Such con-
ceptualizations typically start with the understanding of irrever-
sibility (ie., the dead cannot come back to life), whereas the
understanding of causality (i.e., all deaths are necessitated by a
cause) are among the latest developed concepts of death (Long-
bottom and Slaughter, 2018). Notably, although research has
shown since Piaget’s (1929) work that children as young as three
years old understand some basic principles about death, the
Piagetian view persists, which hinders adults’, school profes-
sionals’ and public deciders’ willingness to discuss death with
children in school settings (Talwar et al., 2011). Learning these
aspects of death is likely contingent on one’s stage of cognitive
development. However, additional concepts of death can be
learned independently of cognitive development, influenced
instead by external factors.

Aside from learning according to the stages of cognitive
development, children also learn about death through their
environment (Chachar et al,, 2021) and life experiences (Basyigit
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and Arslan, 2024). In these cases, children come to understand
death’s universality (i.e., death’s “all-inclusive” nature towards
living things), their own personal mortality (i.e., the recognition
that they are personally implicated in death’s all-inclusiveness),
biological cessation, all while also speculating on non-corporeal
continuation (i.e., afterlife considerations) sporadically between
the ages of 3 and 8 years (Harris and Gimenez, 2005; Kenyon,
2001; Slaughter and Griffiths, 2007). Although children can learn
through first-hand exposure to death (Astuti, 2011), they are
more likely to acquire this knowledge through what is commu-
nicated to them (Renaud et al., 2014). Although direct and clear
communication with adults (e.g., parents and/or teachers) is one
of the most accurate ways for children to learn about death
(Longbottom and Slaughter, 2018), adults report feeling uncom-
fortable and unqualified to facilitate such dialogues (Cullen et al.,
2017; Meyers et al., 2009). As such, children may instead learn
through what is indirectly communicated to them, such as
through media portrayals (e.g., Disney movies), and consequently
may be susceptible to developing misconceptions about death
(Cox et al, 2005, Graham et al., 2018). What therefore distin-
guishes one child from the next largely depends not on their
cognitive development, but rather, their environment and life
experiences. It is thus of critical importance that children develop
healthy conceptualizations provided by the right channels of
guidance.

Existential psychology and death anxiety

Existential psychology aims to explore existential questions
(Jacobsen, 2007). It explores the relation to and significance of
existence, through life’s “big” existential questions such as those
pertaining to the meaning of life, death and love (Bernaud, 2018).
Existential psychology has deep roots in philosophy and advo-
cates for the open exploration of existential issues such as death.
However, this position is somewhat controversial, as it contra-
dicts society’s refusal of exploring this issue, especially with
children.

Parents and teachers are often taken aback by children’s
questions on death and can feel like they lack adequate tools to
answer adequately children’s questions (Malboeuf-Hurtubise,
et al., 2025, 2024b; Zanetti, 2020). Their reaction can even
involuntarily invalidate children’s questioning about death and
send a message that it is wrong or strange to think about this
(Koole and Tschacher, 2016). There is thus a risk that children
come to associate thinking about death to being abnormal, which
can lead them to avoid thinking about it. This, in turn, can create
psychological distress, which can curb children’s ability and
willingness to explore the normal thoughts and emotions about
death that all humans are confronted with. Indeed, it has been
shown that exploring—and not avoiding - life’s big existential
questions such as those pertaining to death can alleviate psy-
chological distress and existential anxiety in children (Malboeuf-
Hurtubise et al., 2024). It is thus important that we create safe
spaces in which children can openly explore the topic of death,
notably in schools.

It is essential to recognize that thinking about and discussing
death can cause anxiety in both adults and children (Talwar et al.,
2011). This emotional reaction has been coined as death anxiety,
and has been a topic of interest for psychologists, sociologists and
anthropologists for decades. In Becker’s (1972) famous The
Denial of Death, he outlined how death anxiety leads humans to
act heroically to ensure their immortality. Terror Management
Theory, which stems from Becker’s work, stipulates that social
and cultural norms to which individuals adhere serve a protecting
role in appeasing death anxiety and giving meaning to their lives
(Greenberg and Arndt, 2012). This adherence to social and
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cultural norms, in turn, reinforces self-esteem and beliefs of
immortality. Tillich (1952) defined anxiety as being derived from
the acute consciousness of death. Throughout history, existential
philosophy and psychology have examined various forms of death
anxiety/anguish. The categorization of these forms is based on the
theoretical framework employed to define and critically analyze
them. Examples of these frameworks include the works of Camus,
Heidegger, Kierkegaard, and Sartre. A thorough examination of
the distinction between fear and anxiety/anguish in Kierkegaard’s
argument would require extensive development due to the depth
of his analysis of anxiety/anguish confronted with the inde-
terminate. According to Heidegger, this anxiety/anguish stems
from a sense of apprehension regarding “being-in-the-world,” or,
as he terms it, “being-toward-death.” This apprehension man-
ifests within a state of “nothing and nowhere.” However, the
scope of our classroom discussions with children does not cur-
rently extend to these issues. In sum, whether death anxiety in
children stems from the uncertainty of the death event itself (i.e.,
what happens when we die) or from an existential search for
meaning, it should be attended by engaging in open and frank
discussions about death with them.

Menzies and colleagues (2019) have theorized that death
anxiety influences the emergence of psychological disorders, and
that there is a correlation between the intensity of death anxiety
and that of psychological symptoms (Zuccala and Menzies, 2022).
When death anxiety is accompanied with existential questions on
the meaning of life, it also plays a role in the emergence of
depression, both in children and in adults (Webb, 2008). More-
over, it has been linked with the experience of despair (Koole
et al, 2006). Indeed, all three have in common to confront
children with their own finitude, which can fuel feelings of
helplessness (Gee and Loewenthal, 2013). In existential psychol-
ogy, despair has been defined as a loss of hope and a feeling of
being stuck in an unalterable and uncontrollable situation, in
which one has no self-determination to overcome life’s obstacles
(Frankl, 1973). Despair is an emotion that is linked to significant
psychological distress, as any form of future seems unattainable
and unimaginable.

Existential philosophers have written extensively about des-
pair, and this has informed existential and clinical psychologists
in how to prevent or act to decrease despair, including with
children. For example, Kierkegaard wrote that despair breaks
you, and that meaning in life can only be found after we have
been broken by it (Huber, 2023). Sartre (1987) wrote that life
begins on the other side of despair, whereas Freire (2021) con-
tended that hope can only be nourished through the analysis of
one’s suffering. These concepts echo Nietzsche’s active nihilism,
in which exploring one’s despair is required to find meaning in
life (Nietzsche, 1901).

Our research team’s own work shows that children question
the meaning of life and death, that they experience despair and
that they express the need to talk openly about these issues in
school, with their teachers and peers (Malboeuf-Hurtubise et al.,
2024). In a study conducted by de la Herran Gascon and col-
leagues (2021), adolescents reported a similar need to discuss
death openly in school, recognizing in it an inherent educational
value. Girls especially espoused this view—while, simultaneously
showing higher death anxiety than boys. This suggests that hav-
ing negative emotions related to death does not annul the
necessity to discuss it openly. In essence, adolescents who were
provided the opportunity to discuss death in an open, frank
conversation with their teachers and peers expressed gratitude for
being provided the opportunity to do so (Rodriguez Herrero
et al,, 2024). As such, we contend that it is our responsibility to
work towards adapting the school curriculum to make space for
death—and despair—to be explored with children and

adolescents. One way to do so is to work on developing the field
of pedagogy of death.

Pedagogy of death and curricular studies

The notion of implementing death studies into school curricula
has been explored for decades. Indeed, there have been multiple
calls for action (e.g., Aspinall, 1996; de la Herran Gascon et al,,
2021; Friesen et al, 2020; Stylianou and Zemblyas, 2021)
throughout the years to include a pedagogy of death—also
referred to death education or didactics of death—in the school
curriculum. Yet, death remains a marginal and taboo topic both
in elementary and high schools worldwide. For example, in the
province of Quebec (where our team is located) there is only one
occurrence of the topic of death in the Culture and Citizenship in
Québec program for elementary school, scheduled to be taught in
the third grade. Specifically:

As students are introduced to certain existential questions, they
understand that spirituality can be embedded in practices and
beliefs, whether or not they are religious, that offer insights into
the meaning of life. They examine different understandings of the
cycles and stages of life, from birth until death and understand
that there are a variety of beliefs on this subject.” (Ministére de
I'Education du Québec, 2024a, p. 38).

In the high school program, the topic of death is only sched-
uled during its last—and fifth year (which corresponds to grade
11), in which the meaning of life and death are explored
(Ministére de I'Education du Québec, 2024b).

The existing research divides death education initiatives in two
broad categories: a prevention/universal, or before-bereavement
approach, in which all children are exposed to the topic of death
in regular courses (de la Herran Gascon et al., 2021), and an after-
the-fact death education, in which interventions are tailored
around bereavement (e.g., when a student or teacher has died).
Our team takes a strong stance in favor of the before-bereave-
ment, universal prevention approach, which aligns with the state
of knowledge on children’s quasi-universal need to explore, dis-
cuss and make sense of death regardless of lived experience with
bereavement or loss. Indeed, the pedagogy of death proposes to
include the topic of death in regular school curricula, which, in
turn, can help children emotionally prepare for the inevitable
experiences of loss and bereavement. This inclusion also provides
spaces to reflect on personal values, moral issues, social and
cultural norms pertaining to death, along with openness and
empathy for others (de la Herran and Cortina, 2008; Testoni
et al,, 2020). In doing so, combining knowledge from education
and psychology to develop and implement such curricula helps
fulfill children’s need in this regard.

Developing death studies curricula also allows to ensure that
the correct words are used to discuss this topic with children (e.g.,
instead of using metaphors, which can be muddled with multiple
interpretations; Aspinall, 1996). Discussing death openly can also
serve to destigmatize it, namely by emphasizing that it is a nat-
ural, normal process that happens to us all. Discussing the nor-
malcy of death and destigmatizing it have also been shown to
contribute to children thinking about death in more realistic, less
romanticized ways, which, in turn, may help prevent suicide
during adolescence (Eddy et al., 1983; Jones et al., 1995). Further
research has also shown that being adequately prepared to face
death facilitates the grieving process and that this facilitation
persists throughout the lifespan (Martincekova et al., 2020). As
such, being adequately prepared to face death fosters healthy
coping, which may serve as a protective factor for future psy-
chological difficulties (e.g., complex grieving, depression, trauma;
Friesen et al., 2020). For example, in countries where medically
assisted death is legal, normalizing discussions around death in
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elementary schools may serve to prepare children to a reality they
may encounter if members of their family (e.g., grandparents)
formulate such a request. In our own past studies, children who
had a grandparent proceed with medically assisted dying
expressed how openly discussing death in school had helped them
reframe death as a “relief” rather than a bad thing (Fry et al,
2025). However, we wish to highlight the fact that seeing death as
a loss rather than a relief would be normal and legitimate for
children, and we ensure that both visions can be freely expressed
and explored in class. In Canada, for example, statistics from
2022 show that 4.1% of all deaths were attributed to medically
assisted procedures and that the rate was established at 6.8% for
the province of Quebec, where our research team is based (Health
Canada, 2022). This represents many deaths which may, conse-
quently, have a high probability of affecting children in schools
province- and country-wide.

While the topic of death may appear universal, the ways in
which it is experienced, represented, and addressed in schools
remain deeply embedded in specific cultural, social, and historical
contexts. In this sense, educational approaches to death reveal not
only what is said, but also what is usually silenced, what societies
prefer to defer, displace, or naturalize. Furthermore, adopting
such an approach to death can also serve to adequately prepare
children who, inevitably, will have to face the death of someone
they know at some point in their lives. For example, statistics
show that it is common for children to experience death (e.g., of
another child, teacher, school professional, parent or grand-
parent) each year (Case et al,, 2020). Such events do more than
cause grief: they reveal a structural tension between the promise
of collective rational mastery over life events and the individual
unpredictability of loss. Indeed, while some of these deaths are
expected, many will be sudden and unexpected. When faced with
such events, many schools will arrange for grief counselors to
come to the school for a week or two. However, the questions that
children have about death may not surface before many weeks
have passed. The ideal person to be helpful at that point becomes
the child’s teacher, who will be around to answer their questions
when they emerge—weeks or months down the road. Yet, navi-
gating between schools’ and teachers’ responsibilities to discuss
death and respecting bereaved families’ choices can be a delicate
and difficult task.

Nevertheless, this approach to death can create a modest yet
significant transitional space. In this space, children’s questions
often highlight the vulnerability of established norms. These
questions are often more profound than adults anticipate,
emphasizing the potential for fairer and more compassionate
approaches to care and understanding. Importantly, such situa-
tions are both emotionally charged and socially structured.
Children’s experiences of death and their expressions of grief are
shaped by their position within a system of dispositions and
expectations, the social conditions that give rise to their emo-
tional and symbolic repertoires. While these conditions vary, no
society is structurally immune to the politicization of death,
whether through violence, war or human/natural disaster.
Although such events may appear random, their occurrence and
impact are socially determined and shaped by the unequal dis-
tribution of risks, protections, and narratives of legitimacy. From
this standpoint, educational interventions on death need not be
limited to individual existential breakthroughs or internal trans-
formations. They can also be conceived of as situated practices,
shaped by (and potentially shedding light on) the implicit hier-
archies of cultural legitimacy, authority and recognition that
operate within schools. In this sense, a pedagogy of death does
not seek to transcend social structures in the name of authenticity
or inner truth, as some idealist traditions might suggest. Instead,
it aims to engage critically with these structures by acknowledging
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the uneven distribution of resources, meanings and voices. As
such, implementing a before-bereavement approach may help to
prepare children - as well as their teachers - for these inevitable
deaths, while normalizing discussions on this topic.

Now that we have demonstrated the need for integrating a
pedagogy of death in elementary schools, how should we proceed
in doing so? In other words, how may death be taught in schools?
Death studies can be incorporated in many academic disciplines
in elementary school, such as language arts (using literature),
history, religion/civic engagement, geography, as well as sciences,
both health (e.g., biology) and natural (e.g., environmental and
climate change education; Rodriguez Herrero et al., 2022; 2024;
Stylianou and Zemblyas, 2021). As such, it may be best to con-
ceive of the pedagogy of death as a cross-curricular topic that can
be broached with children across various disciplines, in various
teaching and learning contexts.

Educators can draw knowledge and expertise from research on
teaching difficult knowledge (or sensitive topics) to help guide
curricular design and their overall interventions (Britzman, 2000;
Garrett, 2017; Stylianou and Zemblyas, 2021). Notably, education
scholars have discussed how teaching about sensitive topics may
elicit an existential fear in students, and how the acknowl-
edgement of this fear represents a crucial step in the learning
process (van Kessel et al., 2020). Proponents of a pedagogy of
death have also spoken to the necessity of facing this existential
fear of death (e.g., the fear of losing loved ones) to explore one’s
conceptions, understanding and meaning of it (Testoni et al,
2018a; 2020). Death education can also help children better
understand grieving, enrich their emotional vocabulary and
decrease their death anxiety, helping them move from death
denial to death acceptance (Stylianou and Zemblyas, 2018).

Including a pedagogy of death in various academic disciplines
further draws upon the concept of the integrated curriculum,
whose proponents propose a holistic vision of education, where
knowledges across disciplines are reunited, instead of fragmented
(Wineburg and Grossman, 2000). The need for an integrated
curriculum appears even more important considering recent
major social upheavals with which students are confronted and
for which understanding requires multiples paradigms and areas
of knowledge, critical thinking skills, and introspection. Finally,
the notion of integrated curriculum is especially relevant for
death studies as it requires the complementary integration of
multiple expertise (education, clinical psychology, child devel-
opment) in the design and implementation of a pedagogy of
death in schools.

From an integrated curriculum perspective, using the arts have
been recommended to discuss death in schools (Affifi and
Christie, 2019; Talwar et al., 2011). When implemented with
youth to foster their mental health, arts-based interventions can
reduce psychological distress while favoring wellbeing, school
perseverance and success (Eaton et al., 2007). Artistic creation can
help children express, discuss and acknowledge their emotions,
while promoting openness towards others’ ideas, through alter-
native means of communication. As such, artistic creation helps
children express difficult emotions, both in a classroom and in a
therapeutic context (Beebe et al., 2010). In clinical settings, arts-
based interventions with children have been shown to decrease
anxiety while also improving quality of life (Favara-Scacco et al.,
2001). In classroom settings, our team’s own research has also
shown that using the arts to explore sensitive topics facilitates
discussions of existential questions, while promoting wellbeing
and a better mental health (Léger-Goodes et al., 2024). They also
promote the development of children’s self-determination. Tes-
toni and colleagues (2016, 2018a, 2018b, 2019a, 2019b) have used
various forms of artistic creation (e.g., bibliodrama, youth lit-
erature, photovoice, theatre) to explore death anxiety and
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implement pedagogy of death curricula in schools. Their studies
lend support to the usefulness of exploring death through the arts
as a means of fostering personal exploration and introspection,
decreasing death anxiety, and supporting mental health in ado-
lescents and young adults.

Similarly, philosophical inquiry — which is characterized as an
educational practice based on dialogue - has also been shown to
support mental health, namely by raising children’s awareness on
moral issues and personal values (Topping and Trickey, 2007;
Vansieleghem and Masschelein, 2010). Death education has also
been advocated to allow for such a clarification of personal values
on this topic (Wass, 2004). Given that philosophical inquiry aims
to encourage children to think for and by themselves (Lipman
et al., 1980), it holds the potential to be an educational interven-
tion of choice to foster their wellbeing (Malboeuf-Hurtubise et al.,
2021a, 2021b). Philosophical inquiry also allows children to face,
acknowledge and overtly explore their own existential questions,
such as those generated by the topic of death (Fry et al.,, 2025).

Research has also shown how the use of dialogue (philosophical
or otherwise) is appreciated by students to explore the topic of
death (Puskas et al., 2023a; Rodriguez Herrero et al., 2024). As such,
in school settings and in the context of death education, philoso-
phical inquiry can be used to connect the knowledge and practices
of existential psychology with childhood. In our ongoing research,
we combine the arts — providing a nonverbal means of exploration
and communication—and philosophical inquiry—providing a ver-
bal counterpart to artistic creation — to explore death with children
in elementary schools. Results from this line of research has shown
that children are pleased by the opportunity to discuss death openly,
grasp the main concepts pertaining to it, express a certain anxiety of
death, and satisfy their need to ask questions and explore the topic,
which in turn supports their self-determination and mental health
(Fry et al., 2025; Malboeuf-Hurtubise et al., 2021b).

Finally, spending time in nature, where the life cycle surrounds
us, has also been suggested as providing opportunities to imple-
ment a pedagogy of death in schools (Affifi and Christie 2019).
Aside from walking in forests, activities involving visiting ceme-
teries have also been used to broach the topic of death with
children in nature (Puskas et al., 2023a). Results from such stu-
dies indicate that the cemetery could constitute a good primer for
philosophical discussions on death and personal exploration on
this topic. Discussing death openly also allows discussions about
climate change (Affifi and Christie, 2019). Indeed, there are many
similarities between the existential questions elicited by climate
change and those elicited by death, as they share commonalities
from an existential psychology perspective (through threats to
one’s life).

Implications and recommendations for implementing death
studies in school settings

Although adults may shy away from discussing death with chil-
dren, it is imperative that they engage in such conversations in an
open, frank and developmentally appropriate manner (Cuddy-
Casey and Orvaschel, 1997). Indeed, not talking about death with
children does not make their questions go away—instead, chil-
dren may turn to other, less desirable sources of information to
construct meaning (Wildfeuer, et al, 2015). We—educators,
adults, researchers— thus have a responsibility to educate chil-
dren on the topic of death, and our team believes the best way of
doing so is in schools. We must however recognize that in
schools, some teachers may shy away from such discussions or
may simply lack the time to discuss pedagogical content that is
not explicitly included in the curriculum. As such, formally
implementing a pedagogy of death would help children better
understand death and alleviate distress that may be associated to

it, while allowing sufficient time in school to do so (Puskas et al.,
2023b). In order to do so, we recommend that future work on
death education explores, from a pedagogical angle, exactly how
we should be teaching about death to children. What specific
knowledge, skills, techniques, concepts, intellectual operations,
analytical frameworks should be used to teach about death in
elementary schools? Should students be asked to read and analyze
on the theme of death? Should movies (e.g., Coco) be used to
teach such content? Should they study various cultural approa-
ches to death? This discussion is beyond the scope of the paper,
but should be further explored by experts in pedagogical sciences.

Interventions that are targeted at supporting children’s intro-
spection and critical thinking skills on the topic of death can have
notable positive impacts on their wellbeing. They can also serve to
highlight how death is a normal, natural process that, although
having the potential of eliciting discomfort or anxiety, does not
necessarily need to be scary (Hilliker, 2013). As previously
mentioned, there have been calls for action from researchers to
formally include the topic of death in elementary and high school
education. Feifel (1982) advocated in favor of a pedagogy of death
starting in the 1970s and over the span of his whole career; he also
spoke to how every generation grapples with the issue of death,
yet they all simultaneously also tend to avoid it. Until now, public
deciders have remained reluctant to formalize any form of
pedagogy of death or death education, which remains largely
absent from official curricula around the world. This brings us to
question what actions can be done by the scientific community to
foster this much needed change? How should we proceed with
ensuring that children’s voices and need for talking about death
can be heard?

A first step in developing elementary school pedagogical pro-
grams on the topic of death would be to formalize training for
teachers and to attach death education to existing program
content, either in either in the humanities (social studies or
citizenship) or philosophy courses in the sub-disciplines of
metaphysics and existentialism. Although we know from the
existing research that teachers and parents are globally comfor-
table with death being covered in school (e.g., de la Herran
Gascon et al., 2021; Jones et al., 1995; Stylianou and Zemblyas,
2020), we also know that teachers lack specific training on this
topic (e.g., Hinton and Kirk, 2015; Potts, 2013). For example, in a
study by Dryregrov and colleagues (2013), 90 percent of study
participants (elementary school teachers) had no training on
pedagogical approaches to death. Teachers have also attested to
discomforts in speaking about death with children, namely due to
lacking the proper vocabulary or because of fears of evoking
anxiety (Case et al., 2017; Puskas et al., 2023b). Thus, given the
inherent sensitivity of discussing death, a first step to incorpor-
ating a pedagogy of death in schools rests on adequate teacher
training. One potential solution lies in the development of online
training modules intended for teachers, which have been shown
to promote openness to discussing death in the classroom, while
also providing tools to do so appropriately with children
(Rodriguez Herrero et al., 2022).

In designing and implementing teaching modules on the
pedagogy of death, it is important that time is planned for tea-
chers’ needs of exploring their own reactions, thoughts, and
feelings towards death. Broaching a difficult topic such as death
with children and welcoming their questions, emotions and
thoughts can only be done adequately if the adults in charge of
leading these discussions have had their own exploration
beforehand. Research has indeed shown that teachers appreciate
the space to explore their own conceptions and emotional reac-
tions to death while receiving formalized training on death edu-
cation for children (Stylianou and Zemblyas 2021). In sum,
teachers who are more comfortable talking about death and who
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have been provided the opportunity to reflect on this topic will
react more adequately to children’s questions, thoughts and
emotions (Talwar et al., 2011). However, in designing death
education curricula, the primary focus should remain on how best
to meet children’s needs on this matter - placing children’s
pedagogical voices at the center of this process (Rodriguez Her-
rero et al., 2024). Noteworthy, some existing resources can be
useful for teachers to approach the topic of death with children
(e.g., How it feels when a parent dies, by Jill Krementz’s). Practical
guides have also been published to help school administrators and
teachers decide on a course of action when a death arises in their
community (Brinich, 2019).

Awareness of the necessity of discussing death in schools
should be raised with public deciders and ministries of education
to formalize its place in the curriculum. We recognize that given
the sensitivity of this topic, convincing school officials to imple-
ment a pedagogy of death may represent a long-term endeavour.
As mentioned previously, one way to do so is to show how the
topic of death is part of existing curricula (e.g., social sciences,
citizenship studies). We also recognize that the responsibility for
discussing death does not rest solely with schools or teachers;
parents certainly have a role in this regard, if only by supporting
their children’s personal exploration and school-based initiatives
to do so. However, this issue falls beyond the scope of this paper.
In essence, ignoring children’s need to discuss death will not
make this need go away. Only by acknowledging it can we foster
their mental health. Removing stigma and taboos around sensi-
tive topics takes time; it nevertheless is essential to ensure chil-
dren develop into flourishing, healthy and engaged citizens
capable of facing one of life’s universal truths.

Data availability
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