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SUPERVlSOR: Dt. Dbna:ld W. Knowl·es 

ABSTE.AGT 

This study describes and assesses changes in children 1 s cognitive 

and emotional reactions to _the conc:ept of death as ·a result of viewing 

l .be f ilm "W1rer-e 1 s Pete ? " portr-aying the oeath of -a sibling. lo. or-der 

t ·o evaluate any ,s :ig-nifie.an t. c:hanges, a prete,s t, treatment, p.osttes.'t 

des i gn was c;:.onducted wH.h 16 volunteer girls and .10 volunteer boys 

between nin:e and eleven years old. The.se children w-ere sele-cted from 

f.our different schools of the Greater Victoria School District. Each 

child wa·s intervie·wed individually f_or approximatety ·a:n ho-ur by on.e of 

e i g.l:it grad.u.ate stud.ents trained by the res.earcher, The Atwood (1984) 

questionnaire regarding tli.e concept of death was pre·s.ent.ed to tbe 

children du-r:ing_ the pre an:.d postt~ests. Tw.o interviews focµsing_ on 

emotions toward the c-oncept of de.at_h were conducted with the children, 

one during the pretest -and one during the postt:est. The film "Where's. 

Pete·?" wa.s p-r.es·en:t:.-ed_ to the cbi1dren -as the treat·ment -pFocedure. The 

questionnaire reg;arding the children I s undetst,anding of the film was 

presente·d during the pos·ttest. Ghildre:n were also asked during the pre 

and posttests to draw picture~ expressing their ch0 ughts and feeling~ 

about death. A conservation task was cond~cted at ~he beginning of the 

procedures to assess children I s cogn·1.t ive developmental period. 

Children's r-esponses t.o these questionnaires we:re audiotaped, 

tr·ans,c·ribed, analyzed with content-analysis an.d were attributed to 

approp~riate categories. The "McNe·mar test for the signifi c ance of 

change which is applic-able to those 11befote and after'' designs was 
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used to analyze the data. The sign· fae-ance le-v.el was set at p = .10. 

Children 1 s emot;i..onal rea.cti0ns did not change significantly as a 

result: of viewing the film "Where's. Pete? ". The children reported 

feelings of s.adrress when tall<ing ab:out the c;oncep.t of death in 

general,. and af t-e:r viewing_ the film, t;:h_e. children mentioned. feeling 

even sadder because they were relating what they were se·etug in the 

film to thei t own life experi.ene:es. Children's undei::standing of death, 

specifical-ly the•ii· understanding of permanency, inevitability, 

irreversibility and universality did not change .&ignHicantly as a 

result 0£ viewing the film. However, the children had an qpportu.nity 

t.o think ab.out t -heir understanding of de·ath, and to express their 

values and 'belief·s. The emotional reactions reported by the chiJ.dren 

about the possible sudden death oE thejr sisters OT brothers, were not 

statistically signi-ficant a~ :a result of: viewing the film "Where's 

Pete~" . The children reported that if their sisters or brothers would 

die• sudden.ly, they would experience feelings of s.adnes·s and loss and 

would lack the relati:onship which existed .with their de~eased sibl-ing. 

In the conc.-lusd.on 1 ·suggest.io.ns for further research ar.e _prese.nted, and 

spee::.ihc guidelines to help cbildr~n c·ppe with death are discussed . 
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Chapter I 

INTRODUeTION 

1 

There are many factors related to the compr~b.ension of death . 

.durfng childhood, In terms of the underst.anding of de,3th; Solnit and 

Green (1~63) suggested that: 

Adults' o·wn problems in tom•ing to terms ~it,:h death C'cln have 
part ieula rly unfortunate effects upon the thought and­
b.ehavior of their cbil dren. Cb.ii dren may become adults ~ho 
are tongue-tied on t .he subject of death, offe:ring to their 
own children cli.che and evasion rather than candor and 
depth .. (In Grollman, 1967, p. 92) 

Often, tbe problems children encounter with death and grief arise from 

dishonest. ways in ;which adults .interact with. cbildr·en about the topic 

of death (:Rando, 19-84L According to Rando, ·11 The more openl-y issues 

are de.alt with, the better will be the child's chance·s .0f working 

tl;i.rough the loss' and making ·a successful adaptat.io.n'' (p. t72). So, 

educatin_g adults and children would be beneficial, in order fot them 

to understand and to c~pe more effectively with the concept of death. 

Als0, knowing how to use the te.levi.sion med.i.um would be an asset ·, in 

order to help children whose age-related cognitiye limitations aff~et 

their: emotioris, perc.ept ions -and understanding of televis·ion 

po.rtraya ls. Th;e deve LoplJ]e.nt·a 1 c :apacit ies of childr::en am;! their a.ge~ 

related concerns about death at~ f~ct ors which need to be taken into 

account. Be-ing awa:r~e of childr:en's c.ognitive and emotional development 

is then ,necessary to. provide approrriate gu id•ance. 

When tbe c.onc.ept. of death Ls presented through tb·e television 

medium, an adult s·hould be pres,ent nearby, :i,,_n order to explain tb the 

(,'.h·ildren ho.w televisior;i presents .death, and how to make .a distinction 
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between t'h e r:eality .and f antasy. If th·e adult fails J:-o disc·uss death 

e r to d-i s~uss the message the t elevi sion transmits of death, chi ldren 

may begin to create their uwn legends and discov.er their own 

informat.i on or misinformation a.bout t .he concept o.f dea t h (Nelson, 

1977). As Nelson· ar.gued, 11·The use o·f st·raigbtforward terminology ,seems 

s peciall y important with young people" (p. 3 25 ) . According to Rando 

(f984 )., the adult would need to be aware that if a child- talks about 

de..at.h i n a way .that is c.o.nt.ra.di c t0ry: to his e_xternal b.ehavi.or, ·the 

·discre:p.a:ncy should be ackno~ledged by the adult in orde-r to understand 

what. is really going on fo r the ·child. Often a child may: s·end hidden 

messages to the adult. about h.i s -concerns and it is b y chec_king out and 

by listening to the child that the adult may pick .up on these 

me s.sages .• 

.Paren t s, counsellors and· teacl:iers would be reco11\mend.ed td discuss 

death with the children , wb.en this event :occ·urs in their lives 

(Buckingh.am, 1.9.83, ) . Knowing m·ore about the. feelings which can be 

e:xpressed at the ·time of a death, and knowing about the normal 

_griev.ing phases, would be helpful for the childr·en in order: to go 

through a h~altby grieving process. 

T·he pµrpose of this thesis was to evalu·at.e ·and d.e ·scribe 

children's ,cognitive a-nd emotional r eactions to a film po-rtray;i.ng the 

dea·th o f a s.ib1ing, as well as t0 o_bse.rve if .there are any ch.a:nges 

oc curring in the cb i..ldren' s pe.rceptioos of deat h qetween. the ear:l:y and 

later pbas:es of what, Piaget called the ·conc;i;ete-oper.ational perio·d 

(S car r, WeinbeY.g ·& Levi ne 1 1986). A discussion concernJng wbeth,er 

children should b·e c.a t 'egorize·d into different cog_nitive developmental 

C 



sta·ges or whether the focus should be on indiv'idual deveiopment, w-as 

al.so presented. 

3 

To date, n_o Studies conc-erni ng children's emot i onal reactions to 

a television por tr a y al Qf deatch were located in 'the 1 iteratu're .. Even 

s tu dies ~~ lated to children ' s emo tional ~eactions to television 

portrayals o,f dr-a mas we.r e extremely r -are to find. ·There is np doubt 

t .hat more re s_earch, would be needed in che araea of television and 

children's perception o f death. 

The rationale fat this Study is first that a better under&tanding 

of chi ld t.en 's cogni_tive development and emotional reacf t 'i ons to 

tel e vi sio.n portn1ya 1 bf death may o.pe.n new areas of research, and 

second that a specific set of guideline,s helping counsellors, parenl': s ~ 

teachers as well as· TV people and film producers in how· to portr.a;y 

death on t eievision. wi 11 enable: children to g_at a b-etter 

under&tanding of death, and .wi,ll help them to fee '! more comfortable 

with their feelings about d.erntb. A:, Are'[la, Hermann and Hoffman (.1984) 

.suggeste.d, t h e ra tionale for any intervention model is tha·t : 

1. The responsibility of the adult community in ~nsuring t he 

s.ecu:tity needs of i rs child.,ren sho1,1ld b:e reinfo-rced t o J.-1hatever degree 

~eal isticall y possihle; 

2. Th e respons'ibil'ity of t he communi ty in ass .isting children to 

learn hea lthy ways of coping should be supported (p. 107). 

Three main research quest i ons. were investigated :tn -this thesi.s. 

Firs t , emo·ti0nal r eactions reported by the children when v.i ewing a 

film p or t raying family members' reactions to the death of a .si.bling 

and portraying death as final and pe rm_anent: wer.e studied . . Rea.ctions 
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included denial, avbidance, anger, sadness, anxiety, depre.ssion, 

lonelin.ess, guilt :and accept-anc~. Second, tb.e changes in children's 

understanding of deatb spec Hica lly their under_sta'ndiog of 

perman.ency, i nevi t .ab il i ty, irreversibility, and universality, 

o.ccorring as a result of viewing the film "Wh.e.re's Pete?" w.ere 

investigated. Further, changes likely t9 occur among children in the 

concrete-operational. p~r-iod were de.scribed . Third, any particular 

e.rooU.onal rea<;:tions that the children h.ad abou_t the ;idea .of a sudden 

death of their s-ist.er·s or brothei;s as a r .esult of viewing the film 

were examined. 

The main goals of this stud_y were: first, to describe children's 

cognitive understanding and emotional reactions to. the concept of 

death; second, tQ des-cr·ibe any change that might .base o.tcurred in 

their cognitive understanding an·d e.motional reaction.s, as a result of 

viewing a fil'm portraying the death of a sibling.; third, t .o observe 

how chi ldr.en in the conc.rete-.operati:onal p-eriod re.act to the film I s 

portrayal of death; and fourth -, to develop guidel'ines for healthy 

_grieving .a-nd effective portrayal of death on ·televi.sion or in film. 



Chapter II 

REVIEW OF LIT_ERATURE 

5. 

The pr.esent study was based on three areas discµ.ssed in the 

profes.s ion al 1 it:erature: (a) children's togni-t ive development of t ·b~ 

concept of death, (b) children's emoUonal reactions toward deiith 1 

espeeial1y the death of a sibling, and (c) childre:n's emotional 

reac.t ions ·t.o a television portrayal of de,ath, as well ~s their 

u·nder .s 't:anding o.f televrsion, 

Children's Cognit ive Deyelopment of th«:? Concept of Death 

Children ( s cogn i tive development of the c.once·pt _of de-ath is 

defined ~ith the undets tail'ding, of constructs such as p.erma-net:icy, 

inevit:-abili ty, irrE!versibil i ty and universality. The ch.ild 's c,once·pt 

of de.ath Ls dependent upon the resources. available at ,a particular 

st-a g e in his or her development (Grollman, 19.67) . Ac.coroi_ng to Feifel 

( 1977), ''The particular view 0£· death that a child presents at an:y one 

ti.me refl:ects l;iis or her social, ps:yc;bological and intellectual 

experi-ences and concerns a,.t the time of the i nteraction" (p. ·61). 

Many stud::i.es suggest. that it. would be import.ant ·for th.e 

counsellor, teacher, parent, or: producer of a television program 

po.rtrayi ng deatl:i to up_derstand how a child exp.erien_c.es a death. 

Studies have s,hown that ehi ld1;-en' s c .hrqno 1-ogical age is highly 

correlated t.0 the le.vel of cogni tive developme,nt.. Howevef: 1 Knowles and 

Ree·ves ( 1979) suggested tha.t, "Healthy react.ions to a ltiss are v.aried, 
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grieving p:atterns are very. individual'' (p. 12). According to .Stambrook 

and Parker ( 1987): 

Death is conceptua 1 ized first as a tepipbrary and. reversible 
s tate, l ike sleep or a separati.on, and later -as an internal 
and unive r sal biological process that results 1n the 
compi ete c.es.s.ation of bodi l y f unctiGns. There i-s a 
di sagreement howev er as to the prec i se nature 0f the 
developmental trend and about the ages -a. t wb ch dif'f erent 
beliefs are held. ( p. 153) 

Bu.ckingham ~ 1983) men tioned that the development of the conc.ept 

of peath can be ex,plained with stages which are related to the -' 'normal 

deve l opmental sequence of !>1.cilogi,_ca 1 and psycholo,gical growth." (p, 

31). Because this, stvdy involved childre·n between nin.e and eleven 

years old; more at:tention will be g i ven t-o this sta_ge o.£ "middle 

ch il dhood. ·" :[he per:iod .0f childhood l ocated from s ix to· ten 3/ears old, 

was described as "latency'' by Ft·eud (1965) and "industry" by Erikson 

( 196-8 ) . P i ag~ t. , Gn the 0th.er band, referred to this perio.d as the 

11 con:c:rete-operational 11 (Ho s 't ler, 1976) and located it between s_even 

and eleven y ea r s. o1d. In this phase, the child is per·ceived as less 

egocentric than in the p r eoperational phase. H.e can focus on several 

aspects of a s i tuat i on at one t ime, is conserving,, ca·n understanp 

reversibil ity and can deal w1th finality . 

H0wever, it i.s poss i ble for some c_hildren betw,een nine and t .en 

ye.a rs. old to reta in preoperational charact.,eri s t i cs in thei1; 

under.s t,andi ng of de,ath or, conversely to have s ·ome -formal ope :r:ation.al 

.characte ris tics in thei r understanding o,f de.atb. The child might be 

able to demonstrate con·servation of number and matter t.hough 

demon strating characteristics of the formal operational period, and on 

the o tber hand might no t be -able to show c .ons·etv ation of volume pr 
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area though demonSt'tating characte~i$tics of the preopera,ti.onal 

period~ 

Tuddenham (t97D ) mentioned that the correlations between the 

P i agetian i terns he used we're g·e·nerally very low. He concluded that 

"the dat :a s,tro11gly sugges tced that the -attainment of co,nctete 

o:perations on one problem is no guarantee that the child will achieve 

,a comparable level when· another problem is posed" (p,. 323). 

In thei-r study, C.andy:-C1 bbs , Golby-'Sharp and Petrun (1985) found 

th.at even though th·e children in the different stages of development 

demonstrated a "mixture of rea.soning abil:itie-s," the o.lder children 

were ,the one.s who demonstrated a higher understanding 6f death. 

A few authors suggested that :e,ach child is different and 'Should 

be studied individually. Vi.gots.ky (1978), a Soviet. psychologist, 

worked to maJ3:imize the. potential of each lndfvidua.l child. He argued 

tbat "th.e mechan :Lsm of indiv.idu.al development.a! change: is .rooted in 

society an·d culture'·' (p. ,· 7) -and not in the bi.ological environment as 

Piaget suggested. 

However, as Otaala (1973) suggested after reviewing. research 

regarding I?iaget's theory: 

Despite muc~ variati,on in rnethodo.log:y. and in cultu-r;al 
seLtings of th~ ~hildren, there is considerable consistency 
of f in'dings supporting certain .features of Piaget "s theory. 
The sequence mor~ t han the. timin:g of th.e stages described by 
Piaget, ha.s r~ce:i ved almost U:nan.im0.us confirmation. (p .• 19.) 

As observe.cl, there are. contradictions between t:beo.ries of human 

developme'nt, and it is important to b.e •aware of those different: 

schools of though t . 

' 

! 

I 

I 

11 

J 

' 

I 

I 

I 
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Returning to the deve:lop:ment of the concep t of death, Nagy (1948) 

provided one importan.t study regai;-di ng the ·maturati_on of the concept 

of death wi.t "hin a "cognitive development fr-aurework 1' (in ·Townley & 

tho:tt1burg_, 1980, p. 18) . She concluded that a relationship exists 

b·etwee:n the type of resp.onses children were giving to q'uest.io·ns and 

the ~!:_ii ldren' s ages . She identiti:ed three de,telopment-al stages Ln 

children 1 ,s unders'tanding of death. The third st.age which is of 

i nterest t .Q this st:udy involv·es• childr.en around ten years· old, who can 

underst~nd and accept a mature explanat ion of death. They t.an .se.e the 

death as final and inevitable (Atw:ood, 1984~ Postel, 19"8.5) -. How-ever, 

Rando (1984) noted "That a child of this aie is still unable _to acc.ept 

the finality of his personal loss altho~gh the finality and 

irn:ve:rsibility of d_eath in genera 1 is recognized 11 (p. 161). Du:rin•g 

this ae·ve1opmental pe riod, t,he child bas a concrete curiosity ab.out 

death which motiva.tes him to u.nde-rstan,d the. physical aspect of ci.eat:h. 

·So by t -he end of the per·i0d, t _be child atrives theoretically to an 

acceptan'C.e of th~ final;ity and irreversibility ·of death (Knowles & 

Reeves, 1979). 

According to Hostler (1976), 11 The concrete operation a) period is 

in.ark.e.d by more tnooility in thinkipg because of t.he transition from 

static. to dynamic; cent ratio.n to decentration, and i rrev'ers ibil ity to 

reversibility 0 (p. 12). Reciprocity skills a~ .. e als.p developing with 

the onset of conc.rete.· operations. Aceording to 1<oocher (197'3), "Until 

reci•procit·y j , s learned th.e child canno.t use tbe ubs.erved experiences 

of others in thinking about de;nh" (p. 374). 
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All these concepts of perrnanet:lcy • ine"'."itabi 1 i ty, i rre:versibil ity, 

universality and r-ecil)rocity -are important in the ·understanding of 

death and have an effect on children's emotiona l reactions. It would 

s-e.em that comprebensi_on and emotions are rel_at,ed. When the child has 

mastered these concepts in h-Ls cognitive d.evelopme·nt, he will also 

have attained a rna't:urity in b'is emot ional development. The child will 

b,e able to understand his own fee}ings, the feelings of others, and 

wi 11 ~ompFehend tbe normality of e:xpress·ing fee lings. 

Going beyond the descr·iption of these stages, it is important to 

keep in mind that younger children can think abe!ut de·at·h despite the 

cons·traints imposed by their level of cognitive development 

(Kastenbaum & Aiseribe:rg,- 1972). 

Factors r.ela-t.ed to t.he concep·t. of death. Many factors are related 

t -o, children's, concept of deat_h -. The children's -attachment to 'the 

object of loss, their stage of psychol·og-ical development, the 

circumstances o_f lo·ss, the previous e~periences with death, the 

relig1ous concepts, and tbe atti-ttldes of their parents toward death 

_are examples of such factors (:eucki.ngham, 1983). 

A p·arent wh0 attempts to pro.tect his ·child by stopping him from 

t._he experienc.e of death, is only confusing th.e child and making hi,m 

a.nxious. E-ven theugh the adult is not talking to the child a.bout death 

and his feelings toward the dy i ng p.ers,on) the child .s.till perceives 

the adult 1 ·s u on-verba.l .clues: which are tran_smitted by his tone of 

-voi~e, his facial expression, h·is' body posture a:s well as th~ house 

atmosphere (Buckingham, 19.83), Children are ve_ry sensitive to their 
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environment and when they e.ncounter negative at.ti t ·udes toward the 

issu-e of death} they mi.ght feel disco.u:raged to fac·e death, to mour,ri 1 

to talk about death or to expres6 their fe~llngs abo~t death. Society 

·has ma:d.e a taboo o.f the topic of death -and considers that children are 

·not capable of" understanding what is happe.n.ing, an·d that the adult 

shoJ.Jld only- face and thfnk about death when lt occurs ·in his life. Jf 

it does occur .in his life, tlre child shoJ)ld be prot-ec.ted from· the pain 

which is experienced. According to Buckingham (1983-), wben th.ere is ? 

discus:9ion 0f de:ath and dy1~g, "th.e conversation is conducted in 

w_hi ·spers and stops abruptly when children enter t .he .roor_n. This 

b'ehavior frightens children more since they kno~ someth,ing is .going on 

and t.heJ have. only the vaguest noti'on of wh.at it is' 1
• (p. 38). 

Child.,ren :who have expe:tienced the death ·of" a significant other 

may und.erstand death to be final mJ.Jch earlier .than the a~es sug_gested 

by th.e findin~s from .some r ·esearchers. Religious .expe:riences may also 

affect children's leve 1 of death understanding. Acco,,rding to 

Ca-ndy-Gibbs, Colby~Sharp and Petrun ( 1985), "Regional differ.ences 

within religions may a.lso exist" (p. 33·1). These researcher s st1,1died 

the cultural and re.l igio.us back_ground e.f;fect .on ch11:dre·ti' s 

understanding of death and found that t ,hes.e var.iables. "are· just as 

salient as chronolog.ical age is in relation to differences• in de-ath 

understanding11 (.p. 344). Their d.ata indicated that the differences in 

the culturat and religious groups oqcurred in children's beliefs about 

the inevitability of death, and that both groups shared a tendency to 

distance death f-rom themselves. 
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ln toncl us l on I despite tlre different .fac ters whic.b may influence 

children's. conce·pt·s of deat.-li, Atwood (1984) s.ugges .ted that older 

children b:aye had more time to develop .a "schema" to help them bave a 

more rea"tis,tic understandin_g of death. "Older children can be expected 

to have had more linguist ic interaction: , and other forms o.f soci:al 

tr-ansmi.s sion wi'th others o"n dea.th-related topics'' (A;twood, 1.984, p. 

26 ) . 

Al.though there are contr·adictio_ns in the literature, most. auth_ors 

agr·ee that the majerity of children at.hie·ve some vnderstand1u:g of ·the 

concept of permanency, irreversibility, inevitab i 1 ity, nonfunction­

a.1 ity and universality betwe·en the age of five and seven ye.ars bld 

(Speece & Bre nt, 1<984). Si::>inetta (1975) sugge,sted tha tc " :there most 

probably exist mul't iple levels of deat-h awaren.ess before the chi.Id 

uses adul.t: l ·anguage to di.scuss the adult cone.ept of death' 1 (p. 17). 

B.ut Bluebond-Langner ( 1977 ) argued that aduJts' conceptions of death 

are npt_ different f~om children's conceptions except in terms of style 

and language. _According to Reilly , Ha.sazi and Bo.nd (1983), children. 

between ~ix and ten· years -of age ar·e in a tr·ansit i_on phase· where the 

concept of deat~ evolves rapidly, and in<leed the operatlonal thinking 

is important in having realistic ideas about d.eath. "1"hen a child is 

ten or eleven years old, he Ls expected to be. able to s .eparat.e tbe 

Hfa.ntascy '' world frbin the "real 11 world, The child h_as compl"eted his. 

bas·i"c devel0pmen-t of the concep.t -s of tim_e, space ·,. quantity and 

c~us-ality. 



12 

Emot.i.onal Reactions to the Conc::ept of Death. 

Emotional react ion.s are def ined as children's discl0sures of 

fee 1 ings. s.uch as. deni:al, anger, sad'ness:, fear, anxiety,. de·press:ion, 

guilt and others , 'Knowles and Reeves {1979), who studied cbj,-ldren's 

emotional rea.ctio,ns to death, mentio·ned f,irst that it is important to 

be aware that fea-r or death, in chi,ldren incre:a.ses as its finaliq1 is 

understood. As ,mentioned above, fattor.s such as past e~pe ri ences with 

death, pa·rticipa · i on in mourning activities,_ fa:·mi ly bel'iefs, and 

reli giou s bel i efs may affei::t the reactions children have to, a 

i 
po·rtrayal of de.a th. According to Knowles and Re.eves (l 979 ) , t_he 

r eactions o f import.ant adults, the chil-d's level of intelligence, th'e 

prep·arati.dn, the eitcums tanc.es ·of death, -and t.he relationship o( the 

dying or .the dead person to the child may infl uence the child's 

concerns and reactions about death. 

Studie s have found that tbe f~ars o.£ the nine to t'Welve year oJd 

children are oflen related to personal and physical i nju'r ies such as 

accid.ents, death, d isease-s, violence, and natural d:isas"te:rs. Fea rs. of 

th e dea'th of a r elative also become more fre-qu ent during this age 

period (Cantor, Wilson & Hoffner, 1986),. R,and o (1984) su.gg_est.ed ot1 the 

b·asis of he 1: observations that wh.en a sudden death o·ccut·s, chil dre n 

betwe:en eight an,d twelve_ ye·ars. o·l ·d often. ex;per ience shock, denial, and 

may experience amd ety and· dist re ss. Rando stated that , " In this. age 

gn>up, more than any other, there is a tendenc-y towar ds fearfulness, 

phobic behaviors, and s0me hypochondriasis" (p. 16,1) . 

T_o ela·borate further on the re:a·c tion of fear in children , Kalish 

(1969) suggested that there are di!fererrt r ,easons for the cbild to 
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fe.ar <;leath. First, th·e child might tbinJ{. that because -of hi:s 

misbehavior, h·e prod:uced the death of th.e love.d one and as a rj:!sµ'lt 

coul.d be punished' and face death soon .o.r later. Se-cond, the child 

might fear that Gbd wi 11 ma·ke him die because b.e behaved improI5er:ly. 

So th-e child may also feel angry and b0s.t..iLe towards God or towards 

the d.ead per so-n f.or: leaving him alone. Als·o, instead of experie.r;icing 

t.hose emotional react.ions, the child ·may peny the· -death of the loved 

one. He might nbt, be a.bl.e to accept the death a:nd .t-be separ;:1tioo, and 

will often cry over a television _program or a story po'.rtraying death 

which will enable h.im to releas.e the painful feelings kept inside 

(Bue.kingh.am, 1983). According t-o Buckingham: 

Denial is a d~fense used by children in traumatic or 
.stressful s:i,tuations. Children and adolescents, therefore, 
tend to keep the dead person very mµch alive in their minds~ 
Often t-h.ey appe.a-r to be able to discuss and accept d.eath on 
one l~vel of. functi'oni.ng, and simulta.neously, deny it on 
another level, (p. 35) 

Children feel sad, lonely and 11 'tike crying"· for a wh.ile·, but that 

period lasts for a moment. Wolfenstein (1966) cal .ls that period 11 short 

-sadness span" which represents ''the limited capacity for tole,rance of 

acute pain in children" (Buckingham, 1983, P• 35). According to. 

Wolfenstein (19-66) , children aged between. s.even and .thirte .en years old 

do not seem t o be able to tolerate aeute pain and intense distress, 

and that is why they often. use this partic.ular defense mecha:rfism 

called denial, which helps them to be protected. 

Children's emotional react.ions to a sibling's death. It is v.ery 

important to mention how the death of a sibling can affect the child'~ 

grief. According to Rando (1984), the death of a sibling may be 

< 
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t -ra-uma_t _ic for a child because of the experiences they shared t0getber. 

J:he death of a. sibling is also disturbing because it demonstrates to 

the ch_i ld that he or she can di·e too. Rando believed that "'One factor 

that may ·complicat-_e responding. to sibling death is the intense guilt 

that _resul t-s from previous hostile wi_shes and feelings· pf ambiv.alen~e 

in the re l at ions,hip."' (p. l63). Rando pointed out that it is important 

to be· awa_re of whar she r eferred to as "ma-gical t.hink_ing"; that 

children te·nd to make "c.ausal"" connec·tions between thei-r _pers.onal 

w-i._sl_ies or .actio•ns and the d!;:!ath ot the loved one.-

For in..sta.-i;ice, i_.( as a revenge the chj_ Ld wi,shed for ·something to 

bai:ipen to his brother, :aod- then a .week later his b'ro t her d;ied, the 

child would feel guilt.y and would eveTI fear pun:ishment in return. '.The 

fear of punishment that the child nright e.xE5etietJ,ce during his 

bereavement was studie•d by Freud who c 9 lled that process "the 

omnipotence of thoughtf' -and by Pii;.lget wbo called it_ "the efficacy." 

Those terms are defin_ed by the tendenC)! t,he child has to "think that 

h l s own wishes hav~ powe~ to influence events without physical 

ioter:vention" (Ant_ho:ny ., 1971, p. 137). 

Cb"ildr-en' s mourning behaviors to a sibling death-. As lielen Rosen 

( 1985) pointed out in her artie-le called ''Prohibit.ions Against 

Mourn i ng i -n Childhood Sibling Loss, 11 the child who suffers the death 

of a s:i,bling may experienc e one, two or t-h1:ee sets of prohibitions 

eng·endered matnly by his environment. A_ccordin-g t.o Rosen, the r e are 

proh i bitions at the 11 intrapsych.i. c level" whi:ch impl Les ,that the child 

is not able to live the intense emot i.ons the death of his S'ibling has 
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p:ro.du~ed, and will t end to deny the f act th.at the death has occurred-. 

The second set o f prohibitions are a.t the "family -system level." The 

child feels prohibited by the covert i-1,1 les of the family system to 

talk about what happened and about h is feelings toward the death. The 

th-ird set of pro.hib i tions occurri ng dux-in_g bereavement is a t the 

"socia' l s 'yS.tem 1eve 1." Tbe s.ociety seems to cpnvey to pe.op le t ,he 

stro_ng belief t hat death is an issue which should ·no·t be discusse_d in 

order not to dis t.ur:b people's w.e 11-funct ion"-i t;1g. Because the grieving 

proce-ss is not ve ry wel.l und¢rs-tood and accepted by the society, it is. 

no.t surprising t o see many people who have t'.-roubl·e grieving_ the loss 

experienced. Rosen (1'985) mentioned that "chiLdten who lose a sib_ling. 

in chi ldhood or _adoles·ce.n.ce are at a: high risk for failing to g :deve 

th~ loss" .(p. 315 ) . That fa.ilure to grieve the loss implies that the 

children are not µeDTiit·ted or will no.t per:mjt t_hemselves to express 

their fee.lings, and wil 1 t ·heri :nqt be able to resolve the loss Ch?t 

occurn~d in the i-r· lives. 

Often, fami 1 ies .a-s wel 1 as -social support groul?s send covert 

JD:ess-a:ges to the surv-ivor ,siblings conveyi,ng the idea that they should 

not grieve_,_ and gi v-e instead more attention t-o the needs of the 

parent s .. Parents and children have different ways of mourning th.e 

death o! the loved one. Nager (197b) s_uggested that, 11For the adult 

the de-ath of a c·tose relative is frequently a, t:taum_at:ic event. Fol.f the 

child-' the death of a close relati-ve such as mother or father is .not 

on:ly a trauU1a.t ic event, bu.t a serious developmental interfere·nce 11 

( Buckingham, 1983, p ·. 34)~ 
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Rando ( 19.84) offers thr~e w;i.d.e phas·es whicb ex11res:s the 

psycholqgical reactio;ris to normal grief. The first phase i -s called 

11-avoida.nce" and i.mplies emotional re.actio•ns such as shuck, denial, and. 

d isbe l tef . The second phase is called .-, confr.ontation11 and implies 

i ntensi~e feeling~ because th~ ~urvivor is eonfroTiting the loss of the 

l oved one. The third phase is named r1reestabl:i.sbment" and implies a 

re sol ut ioo of the grieving l)TQce·ss anti a new em·ot ienal stability. The 

child might move back and forth among those phases, .dep_end i .ng on his 

needs and on d.ifferent varfables. Bowlby (1980) suggested three m_ajo.r 

variables that may influence children I s em.otion:al respotises to the 

de-ath of a Jove·d one. These va l!i.ables are: 

F;ir-st the· cau.ses and circumstnnces o·f the lo·ss (what the 
child is told), -se_-cood the family relationships after the 
loss (l:row patterns of ;relationship changed as a result of 
the loss) and third the patterns of rel-ationship ,;.;it,hin the 
family prior to the loss. (Rando, 1984-_, p. 162 ) 

According to Burton (1974), children often use a coping ~~chartism 

to substitut·e the lost relat i onship with "a fantasy relationship which 

is kept goiog, pr the mother is asked to have another childa or a n~w 

friend may b_e endowed with the character i s ·tics. o.f tbe lost s-ibling_" 

( p ~ 197). S0 the child will protect h i.m•self a:nd will not have ·to 

endure tbo.se painful emotions. How~ver-, as has been s.tate!cl ea r-1-Ler, 

t h e child m1ght over react t-o a ·r:,ele.vis.ion pro·g.r am portraying death or 

t o the death of a pet or a friend's br other .. Burton (1974) ,sa-y. .s, "By 

becbmin~ unusually upset they are in facx enabling tbem&elves to work 

on their feelings o.f loss a.nd hopefully adjusting to it" (p. 197) .. 

Raphael ( 19-83) mentioned that childten need to give themselves 

time to grieve and need to choose a t ime· wh:ere they f.eeJ that. the,ir 
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.environmet;it, families a nd friends are mo.re secure and stable enabling 

them to mourn and to express feelings of sadness and loss. 

Funeral. BuC:}<ingham ( 1983) recommended that childr:en should be 

a1 lowed to go t o a funeral if they wi&h l:: o ·oo· so. If they ar-e 

£orb id den t. o go, chil d ren may then .create their own fantasy araund the 

concept of fu:ne.ral. Buckingham ment-io.ned that '''by attending the 

funera'l the re·aU:ty or' the situat i on wi 11 be rei)1forced in the. 

child,re.n' •s mind :and p·revent them f'rom dev·e1oping unrealist•ic: ideas or 

.f ears a·bout the death of a loye,d one" (p .• 40). Children might b'e 

exposed at the funera 1 to confused and ctytng .adults, but they need to 

Learn that those feelings ar.e normal .t.o be ex:pre'S,sed. ·Buckingham 

suggests, howevel:' ,. that it would be appro1:iriate for the child to be 

acco.mpanietl at the funer.al by an adult who is ·not emotional 1y 

involved, in orde r for the adult to be abl-e t ·o be totally present for 

the ch.ild. 

Emotional Reaptin-n.s to Television Portrayal of .Ora.mas 

There are ve•rJ few s 1tu:dies which have been done on children's 

emotional r .ea~tions to television portraY.al of death. tn f -act, no 

s tudies were locat.ed on tbe tt>pic of death. One study-,, wht_ch is 

r:elated to children's emotional reactions t o tele:visic:m portrayal of. 

death, was conducted by E:antor, W'ilson and Hoffner ( 1986). Thei_r stuc;iy 

was called "Emotional Respons,es to a Televised Nue·lear H.olocaust 

Fi.lro." Through their experimental study,_ they demonstr-a t ed that 

childr;en between four: and eight years old 0ften had emotional 
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r eactions r elated to the concrete, perceptable Rroperties of a 

st imulus, whereas older children aged. between ten and thirte~n years 

old we·re more upset ;;1nd affe~t~d by abstract qualities. According to 

these researc·hers ~ y.ounger children were less res~o-i:isi ve t0 abstract 

characteristics o·f stimuli and less- respons:i,ve to a variety of 

emotion·s ·than older cl;lildren, when there was no direct c-0.ntact to t ·he 

"emotion-provoking stimulus," and when the children }olere· n.o't able to 

-re la:t e the st i:mul i to their own "rea l-world' 1 experie'nces (Cantor, 

W.ilson & Hoffner,. 1986). Also, young.er children did not respond to 

threa ts whi c h we re transmitted in an abstract fashion as did tl;le older 

c hildren . 

:Cantor, Wi ls~m and Hof·fner O g86) argued that the degree to :w-hi.ch 

a c.hild :was fe.eling upset was ".s~gnificantly c0rrelated with the 

·child's age in years, again controlling for the amount Qt exposure" 

(p . 270 ) . 'Xhe validity of th-is st.udy should be taken into 

consideration. Th.i,s stmly used a survey to tol.l .ect 'the ~at.a and •all 

the que'5tionnaires were admini.stered by phone, It would be interesti-ng 

to 'k now t o wha.t extent the researchers were a.ble to control variables 

such as the amount of exp.osure, the discussions u.ndertaken w{th family· 

members and the truthfulness of the answers given to 

questionna:i.res. However., t he observations mad.e throug.h their studi as 

we·11 as children' & self-report of their own ex,p~ri-ences sug_gest that 

di.f-fe,i;ent factors are related. t .o the emotiona I reactions to deatb. 

Understanding of the mass-media. Children react to television 

content for• i:nan-y r:easons: (a) because of the plausibility of it, (b) 
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be.cause of "the violence which i •s d.emqIJ.st.rated. through 1:he television 

media, (c) because children do not have an adult neaT them .to explain 

how television programs are made and to tell th.em what is real vers.u-s 

what is fie iti•ous,. and (d) to explain how all the spec;ial ·effects 

make impossible .situations app.ea:r real on t .he screen. It is importa.nt 

t ·o be awar.e t;.J:iat televisi .0n ;is a mass-roediu.m and that the children and 

adults who watch it;. , operate on di-fferen:t levels df cognitive 

development and abilities (Quarfoth. 1979)~ 

In terms :of how children under·s:~;ind. t .elevision, P'iaget, argued 

that: 

During the first s tage of animism the c_h;i.ld of .about si.x 
yea.rs or younger will endow any ebject, with con.scioosness so 
long as the object is associate.d with some kirJd oJ a .ct;ivity. 
DCJring the .ensuing stages, the thild learns t ·o attribute 
consciousness only to those .o rgan.isms that !Tl'ove of their Qwn 
aq:orci and that experi'ence .a fin:i,.te life ·span. (Quarfoth, 
19·79, p. 211) 

Accord ing to Piaget, after a: period of years, the child starts to 

r~a1ize that it is not because an object move.s .t:hat it is ·conscious. 

Thenceforw.ard, the c·hil d's :view inc re.asipgly appr.o·aches t,he adult's 

qne . Q.uarfo·th (1979) suggested that on the ~verage., children at ea·ch 

.grade level (kindergarten, first, second, third and fourth grade) d ;i.d 

not re s pond as. well when bei.n_g asked to choose characters. that we:i;e 

ll)OVi.ng_ by themselves as· when being ask.ed to cho.ose charac t ers th~t 

were alive. 

The understanding of d.ea tb is chara~ter;i.zed by t .h.e tfse of very 

speciEic and concrete ide-as. The c.ause o f death and the effects are 

understood in basic physi;cal ways. Many of t .fre ~auses· o f death shown 
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on TV seem improbable, -and fit with the remotenes:s of deatb Eo:r: most 

children (Knowles & Reeves, 1979). 

There is., t -ben, a development in the c.ognitive -unders·t:anding of 

te 1-evision. The older tli.e child, the better is his understanding. 

Studi~s have been done on the· differences in children's pe,rceptions 

about. t ·elevisio.n.- For example, Rub.iu (1977), foµnd that nine year old 

children w.ere more likely to agree .that television was ·presenting 

things as they were in real life than were the t,hirt.een and seventeen 

year: olds. Lyle and Hoffman (1972) c.0-nfirmed Rubints findings by 

stat':·ing that first-graders: we;re also more likely t .o .. accept tel.evision 

characters as Dtrue-.to-life'' than wete sixth and tenth-graders. 

These studies have demonstrated that child.ren between six and 

nine yea.ts old have diffieulty dis_cr:iminating ~hat is real from what 

is pretend, as· well as discriminating the different types o·f 

te levis-ion character·s pres.ented on the m.edium. As S.l:iarapan ( 1986) 

observed, children tend t .o t _ake events or words in a "literal 11 way and 

this can l~ad them a.nd their pa.t:ents int'O c.onfus-ion if tlie .adult-s do 

not take the time t 'o explain to the child what is happening. Becaus~ 

o_f ·a lack of expian:atio.n or cQgnitive ability, children may have 

trouble in comprehending the re.al mes.sage transmitted by the 

television medium. 

Talking to children about dea·th ~s portrayed on TV. Sharapan 

(1977) developed som·e guidelines suggesting_ bow to talk to chil.dren 

:about death. S·he sug_gested, that: (a) emotions towa:rcd death need to ·be 

expressed with realism and need to be well-_por"t'.rayed - it is alright 
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t o expres,s remors.e, sadness, anger, crying, dis be lief, remembering,. 

etc., (b) i t is tmpor·ta.nt t .o provide child.r·en wit.h simple and straight 

forward answe.r.s to their questions, and (c) it is important to 

enc.ou.rage ch-' ldren to ask q:uestions because they are healthy, a·l)d that 

wondering is natural. 

Some other authors al s.o i;eported such guidelines. FFed Rogers 

( 1970 ) and Roarero ( 1976 ) suggested that-: (a). ·it is important to work 

on memories with the chi.ld:r;en becaus·e they reaffirm the pi:esence of 

the lost loved one, they .are p.art of who the child is. now and who he 

grows up to• be, (b) it is. imp .o.rtant to have c.aring_, attent:ive and 

.articulate loving adults who ar.e not- af.raid to show grieving behavior, 

(c) it is- important to pr.e·sent the ide.a that death is fina1 ., 

irreversible and unavoidable and (d) the fi.lm or television program 

should n~t p:r::esent a personification 0£ death as a macabre force or as 

a skeletal figure, Bryant and Anderson (1983) also suggested that it 

is imp.o t tant to:r:: parents to provide ·age-appropriate guidance for 

chiLdre.n by using modeling and simple v.oca.bulary when dis-cussirrg- with 

children tbe death that occurred. 

Having d i st.ussed chi 1.dren I s. cog_n•itive d_evelopment and emotional 

reactions tu the concepe of death and to a sibling death 1 it will be 

possible to investigate further in these areas with the help of the 

film "Where's Pete?" use·d in the present studY,. The death of a sibl in& 

portrayed to the film w.acS also investigated in ord.er to see _any effeet 

on CJJildren' s emotiona 1 r .eact ions an~ understanding of death. 
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_It will alsq be possible to discuss guidelines sug_gesting how a 

television portr-ayal of deatb should be tbou'ght and organized for the 

well-being and good Understanding of children. 
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'.twenty-six children aged between nine and eleven ye-ars old were 

tecrui-t.-ed from four different school sett i.,ngs ('Torquay, Fr a.Dk Hobbs,. 

Clo~erdale and View-Royal) 1 in ,order to cover as mucb as possible fhe 

various soc.io-economi.c areas of Victoria, B.C, No spetHic :religious 

and ethnic background information was colletted. SiKteen girls and ten 

boys part i cipate<! in t 'b.e s .tudy. 

The researther tontacted the te~cherS of the classes, chosen and 

suggested by the principals, in O'r<ler t ,o arrange a time 60 in,struct 

the children about the s ,tudy. A week before the beginning of the test 

pe·riod, the children were ins·tructecl about the purpos.es of the study 

as well as abbut tbe way it would proceed. The c&ildren were told that 

their inv0lv.en,ent in the study was voluntary and that it would be 

preferable for them t -o think abo.ot th.e offer and to disc.uss it with 

t.heir parents. In order tb do so, the ch:i,ldren were asked ·to take home 

an informe-d consent form (see Appendix G) instructing the p·ar-ents 

abou·t the study, the time it would be undertaken ., as well as a .sking 

them for: the•ir approl\fal.. Also, ir wcis sp.ecified in the informed 

consent letter that for ethical reasons, only children wbo. had not 

experienced death in the last three years ~ece eligible to participate 

in t -he study. For m·o.re info'r_mation, the parents were welcome to 

contact the rese~rcher. 

Confi.-dential;ity as well as anonymity were guaranteed to the 

chi l .dren and _par.en ts. The researcher- .also arranged that if by 
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coincidence, .a child -would have troubie dealing with the issue of 

death, and would demonstrate som·e kind of emotional disturbance, the 

researcher would take the respons;i.bil ity of ·cont.acting a licensed 

psychologist or counsellor who would be .effective in helping the 

chi.Id . 

The researchet: re·ceived between f'ive and eight informed consen·t 

forms rrom each of the f ,1,ve clas_sroom g:roups containi_ng 25 to 30 

S:tuden·ts. Since at least five informed consent forms were nee-ded from 

each classroom in. order tQ have a s.ample of ZS children_ parttcipating 

in the study, the researcher was not a_ble to randomly .select the 

children for a few scho.ol~. How:ever ~ when more than five informe.d 

consent f.orms we_re received,. rhe researcher was. abLe to ra'Odbi;nly 

s.elect· ·the children) s names p:y draw;ing t ,hem from a hat. 

Instrumentation 

Pil.ot Study 

Four children .aged between eig_bt and t!H-i;-teen :yea:r.:s old were 

asked .to .pard.d .pate on a voluntary basis to t .h:i.s descriptive st.udy in 

wbich the .f;ilm "Wher.e •· s Pet.e?°" p.ortraying the de;3th of a teenage boy 

was shown, in order: to ev.aluate the child'ren' s emotional reactions and 

understandiqg of it. This evaluation was measured by the Atwood (1984) 

questionnaire (~ppe.ndi,x AJ, b'y an intervi.ew designed by the res.ea_rcher 

foc1,.1s,ing on e·motions regarding the concept 0f death (Appendix B) which 

was administered t0 the children before the presentat'iOn of the film, 

by another interview d.esigne·d b.y the researcher foc~sing on. emotions 

concerning the fi.lm (Appendix D), a questionnaire related to the 
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undei::standin& of the film, a·l so des i..gned by tbe researcher (Appendix 

C) and the Atwood ques t ionnaire presented to th.e children after tbe 

view Lng of the film. 

The p i lot stuc;l_y was conducted il;l o rder to assess the 

a ccept ability and i nte ll 'ig ibi li ty of t.he gues·t iQn.s fr.om the 

resp ot1dent' s poi..n·t of v;ie.w. In additiqn, going through the pilot 

s t ·udy, heJped th'e interviewer t ·Q clarify possible misunderstandings of 

t he questions and helpe_d to clarify the steps to be followed duri,.ng 

the procedure. During the pilot study, -four children were in_tei::viewed 

together:, and interestingly, the children aged betwee.n eight and nine 

years old seeme.d to be influenced. by the answers of the cl:aildren aged 

bet:ween twelve and t ·hirteen years· old. This observa tion lielped me 

decide tQ interview the t.hil~ren indi.vidu·ally, in p'r'der to collect 

their personal op inions about the film. 1 t was also interesting to 

note that during the pilot study, the older childr"en were more 

talk;at ive about t_he film and needed to debri..ef longer about what, 

happened during the session than the yoonger children. Th:is pilot 

study led me to reyis.e ,_ertain questions, to delete useless question'S, 

and to add pthers . 

Atwood Questi_onnaire 

This q·ues t: ionnai r e was constr-uct.ed by Vi rg.ini,a Atwood at the 

Univers:Lty o_f Kentucky (1984), and was based on child'ren' s conc.epts of 

.death. The twelve q.uestions of the qu.e-stionnaire included the 

·differen·t constructs used to define the understatid.ing o,f deatb Ylhich 

we,;e the concept of permanency, inevTta.bi 1 ity, irreversibility, ,and 
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universal i ty, The data were, s:cored with frequency cotfnt bas.e.d on 

descriptive cate·gories oetermi.ned with content-analysis (Appendix A). 

Interviews Focusing on Emotions 

These two interviews were related to the child-renis fee.ling.s 

re:g.arding the con_cept of death. However, the second interview 

(Appendix D) also focused o-n the chilch;-en• s feelings coricernirng the 

film. nwhere '· s Pete?" . These two inte·r:views were constructed by the 

researche.r .and assessed throughout the pilot study :i'.n order to improve 

their format, clarity and content. The data were scored with frequ.e-nc·y· 

c-ount based on fee 1 ing categories f;ormed wi t.h content-analysis 

(Appendix Band D)~ 

Questionnaire Rela.ted to the Film 

Th.is questio.nna ire, which was d.esigned by the resea_:r:cher and 

improved throughout t he p::i lot study, intended to assess childr:en I s 

understanding of the film as we_ll as to -g·ather useful information for 

the ·creation c5f appropriate guidelines. the da:ta were· also sc.ored w;ith 

a frequency count based pn c_ategories determined with content-analysis 

Cl\.pp.e.nd ix C) • 

Drawings 

This means 0f exp~ession ;was used b·efor·e and after the 

pres,entation o-f tJ:ie film in order to asse·ss children,.s emoti-o-nal 

reac·rions to th,e concept of <lea.th. The information gathered was 

evaluated with children's disclosures to such questions- as: "What· do 
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you thiok dea_th looks like and .ho.w: do you feel ab'out it?" asked duri_ng 

the pretest, and "How do you feel about Pete's- de_athi 11 asked during 

the ·post test. 

Film 

The film "Where•·s Pet·e?!I, written and direct-ed J;,y Jim Furdy was 

produced by Michael Scott and by the NatiQnal Film Boa rd of Canada, 

Ontario Cent,er (1987). The _film explores the -respons.es a seven year 

old boy has to the accidental death of his teenage brother. Th:i -s film 

),/_as chosen for this study f.01; several te.asons. The film portrays the 

death :of a -sibling and the r .eact.:i.ons 0f th~ family members, w-hic.h was 

a .factor invest: igated in one of the r.esearch questions of the study. 

Also, the film follows the m~in guidelines of how to talk to ~hiidren 

apout death whi:cb were dis.cussed earli.er in the review of literature. 

Interviewers 

Eight gr.aduate students ·d-0ing their Ma,ster' s .deg:ree programs in 

Counselling, and in Learning a ·nd Development, at_ the Univer.sity of 

Victoria 1 agreed to be interviewers in the study. All df them had the 

ne·oessar·y skills to be interviewers which meant t _h?-t they knew how to• 

ask open-er_ided questions and to· ask for clarificatiG>n if ·needed. In 

addition, the interviewers we:re. informed and trained about the 

specifics of the• st.utly, which were the ethics surrounding the topic of 

de_ath as well as the l?rocedure to be foll.owed.- 'l'o do so, each 

interviewer had an individual tr:a·it_ii.f1:g se:ssion with the researcher in 

order to 'b'e ready to start the interviewing process. Since the to-pie 
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of death is sensitive, the interifiewers were asked not to demand but 

to elicit as much as possible ao answer to every question from each 

cbi ld. Clar i fic.ation was elicited. with phrases such as, 11Could. you 

t.ell me more about that?", "Bow does. it mak,e you feel?" o.r "Anything 

else?" The c:hildr.en ,were also encourag,e.d to elaborate on_ the 

qu_est ions, if their :disc-ussions: we:re relevant to the topic .(Atwood, 

1984). The researcher was part of the interviewing p·r oces_s, whicn 

helped to clir.ect the other interviewers when necessary. 

Procedure 

-A pretest, treatment, pqsttest design was conducted du_ring the 

study, Bef·ore s_t _arting_ the interviewing j:>rocess with the children, the 

,re sear<;-her vi'Sited each school a week b.e.fore the testing_ period, in 

order to int~oduce herself, the topic of the study and to distribute 

the_ informed consent forms to ,be brought back at t -he interviewi,ng 

session. Over a period .of two we.eks,, th.e fbur diffelient s.chools were 

vi.s:lted qn seven 'differen-t days. For three of the ·schools_, fou;r 

interviewers were invited to come wit-h the researcher to start the 

interview_s. For t hese thr.ee schools, f iye children were ,selected a_n_d 

were interviewed indivic;l1,1ally by the five interviewers. S.orne 

-interviewe_rs participated two or ·tb_ree times in the interv·i.ewin_g 

process, and others only once. For the fpurth sc-hool ., two of the 

i_nten~ie_wers helped out in the :i.nterviewin•g pro.cess with three 

different chi-ldren; one. interview.er worked with one child in 

conjunction with the researcher who was al.so interviewing a ~hi.ld, and 

the other i.n~erviewer came at .anot.her time to interview c.wo children 



29 

i,n a row. The rest of the interviews -for this scho.ol were conduct:: .ed by 

the researcher only. 

Each session spent with the ch.il.cLi;en l a.sted appr·oximately one 

h9µ:r. lfhe s a me interviewer interviewed the same child for the pre and 

posttests. When fiv·e interviewers were intetviewing ipdi.vidually fiv•e· 

children at the same time, the whole session then lasted an hour, 

Inte.rvie:w Setting 

Three scl;wols made available a b i g room £or the us.e of the 

researcher and inter-vi.ewers . It was then possible for each intenri..ewer 

to get isolated to wor.k individually with the children. Th.e fourth 

school was not able to ofEer a big room ta work in, and instead made 

available a small o.ffice where it ~as· stiil possible for two 

interviewers to conduct the ifiterviews at a certain distance from each 

other. A VHS vi-deo mach"i.ne was also needed t ·o show the film, and was 

made available by all four scb_ooJ[>. Each child was also audio-taped 

during the whole procedure and. the records i.iere lat .er transcribed. 

Pretest Period 

During .the interview process, each. c.hi l.d was fi r st prete·sted with 

a conservation ta'Sk , as disc.ussed by Piaget, in order ta determ1:ne 

whet.her the child was iTI the concrete-oper.ation.a 1 period or not 

(Append ix E). Second, the chi ldre,n were pretested with some quest ions 

r elated to the understanding of mass-me.dia (A.ppendix F), th;ir.d with 

the Atwood questionnaire (Appendix A) 1 and foµrth with an interview 

focJJsing on feelings regardi.ng the conc.epc of d:eath (Appendix B). The 
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subjects were also asked to drat.i pic;:'tures te.presentH1:g their thoughts 

and feelings aboot deat·h . 

Treabuent 

The tTe·atment period was to view the film "Where's Pete?" which 

i .s: a thirty-mit;iute film p.ortrayin~ fhe death. of a t.eenage-r: . The 

children who were intervi,ewed individually d.ur tng the pretest p.er i od 

were asked to view tog:ether this p-orttayal of death which is bas·e.d on 

guidelines for approachi..rig death realiscically . .At the end of the 

film, the children were asked to r:eturn to their ind.1-vidual 

intervi.ewers in order ·t .o get ready for the p·osttest p.eriod. 

Postte.st Peri.ad 

During fhe p.0s·t ·t.est period, eacl:i .(ndiv:i dual child was interviewed 

with t he que•stionnaire related to "the film (Appe·ndix C), an interview 

.concerning the ch_ildren' s . feelings about the film (Ap,pend{x D), and 

witb the Atwood questionnai.r:e (a,ppendix A). The .chi'ldren were_. -asked 

again to draw pictures reflecting how they f1dt about the film aJ1.d 

about t"he ;i.de,3 of the finality of death. At the et)d of each interview, 

a c1o.sing dis.cussipn was held with al 1 the chUdren, in order fQ:t them 

to feel comfortable with the research procedures. 

ln the week afte.r the int:erview process, a fol low-up discussion 

V(a s he l .d cl't each sGhool by the researcher wJ t "h th.e chil·dren who 

p·articipated in the studJ, i n order for: them t.o discuss any ·unres-0lved 

e-oncern.s ·or ·particul.ar• qtiestions . Jhi.s discussi0n usually lasted for 

approximat .ely (if teen t o twenty minutes. The teac.hers and children who 
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were not i nterviewed dur ing the: study were 0ffered -an opport.un1.ty to 

view and d i scuss the film after the ~-tudy was completed. 

Dat'3' Analysis 

Int.~rviews 

Al l i ,ntervi ew:s were audio-tap,ed and trans~ribed for each 

i m:l-ividual ch i ld. I n order to; an'alyze the t;.rans,crip.ti'bns, categories 

were determined. with content-anal_ys is of t.he da te.a and a frequen·oj 

count was used. Categor~ verification involved three grad.uate students 

with Master's degre.es: in Counselling, who were considered as judges 

f or the study. Th.e categor: ies. were defined and explained in order for 

the judges to make, a decision on their reliability and validity ·, The 

judges were told tha' t each child's response .could be assigned to one 

or more category at a t.ime depending on the different themes mentioned_ 

'in t he res.ponse. 

The ·three judg,es agreed with the r .esearchet' s assign_ment or 

responses to the different categories 90% of the time for· all the 

responses ,given by the chilclren. Ty,.10 judges agreed 95%- of the time 

wi th t_he researcher's assignment of responses , and the thin! judge 

agreed 85% of the time. 

Pretest Assessment 

First,. a conservation task was conducted with the children at the 

b·eginnin& o.f the study in order to verify whether- they were in th,e 

conc r ete-.operational period or not. A frequency c·oont was used to 

report the data as it is obs~rved in Tabl·e 13. If· the- c:bi ldre.f:) 
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re.sponded correctly to the questions c6tres.ponding, to each different 

tas.k, they were c.lassifi-ed as cons·ervers, and if the children did not 

respond corr:ectly to some of t,be questions correspQnd.i.ng to some 

tasks, they were categorized as n·on-c,0nservers . . The frequency count o f 

the number of Cconservers was an indicat.o.r o.f the concl'"ete-opera,t iona 1 

cl:_lar:ac _t eris t ics i nvolved in the children .I s c .ognitiv,e d~vel 1opment. 

Second, the. children were asked to answer the Atwo.od 

ques t ionnaire 'Which was administered also durlng t.he posttes.t, in 

order to assess any significant change. The Mc.Nemar test for the 

signif_i capce of change wb1ch is applic·able to t -hos-e "before and after 11 

designs, was used to compare t"he c;:•hildren's re.sp-onses which 

dem6nstr.a t ed a marked differen.ce be-tween the pre and postte·sts. 

According to .Bowker (19.4_8), "to test the significance o.f any observed 

change by ,this method, one s·ets up a fourfold tiib.le of frequenci es to 

represent the first and second ~ets of responses from the same 

individuals'' (in Siegel, 1956 2 p. 63). The level of significance in 

this study was set c;1t p == .10. Sinc.e this study wa..s preU.mlna_ry in the 

area of children ·and cfeat:h, it was impor'tan.t to try to avoid a Type 11 

error:. 

Third, an interview fo_eusing on emotions. toward the concept o,f 

death was also conducted with the chlldren •. Most of the responses we.re 

ass l g.ned to diff~rent categories and w,ere disc-usse.d in the c.ont·ext of 

the study. How.ever, five questions. of th i s interview were a"tso asked 

dur i ng the posttest, in aQ interview focusing on emotions concerniQg 

the fi'lm,. and wer;e treated with .the Mc.Ne.mar test in or--d~r: to ass..es's 

any s_:i;gnificant change as a re.sult of viewing ,the f :i,lm. 
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Fourth, the ch ildre.n were -asked to dra:W p i .ctures regard:ing t·heir 

th:oughts and fee 1 ;ipg_s a bou t death. The children' s disclosures were 

used t o describe t -heir pictures a·na were eommented on in relat ' on to 

the first researcb question on chi"ld1;e·n' s emotiorial re.actions toward 

the ~oncept of death. 

Postte.st Assessment 

In addition to the interview focusing on emo t,ions e .oncernin$ the 

fil.m in which most t·e!:ipon-ses were also ass.igne.d to different 

categories a.nd dis-cussed in a deseript ive way, an int·erview focusi-ng 

on tbe understanding ot the Ulm was conducte.d with the Ghildren. Some 

of t he quest i ons which we-re s ·iroil-ar to. the o·nes discussed. 'during t he_ 

p t .ete.s ·t were analy zed wit:.h the McN·emar- t _e-s·t. Otherwis.e, the responses 

wete assigned to different ~ategor:i.es and di scussed in the contex,t: of 

the ,study. 

The children were also aske.d to draw pict~res representing their 

feelings about Pete's death i n the .film. The ·same p r ocedure as 

described in the pretest assessment was f qllowed to an·alyze t he 

drawings. 
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The first resea.rc.h q·ue.stion conce.rne.d the emo.tional reactions 

repo.rted by t he children wl'len vi.ewing a film which portrayed fami.ly 

membe-rs·' reac tions to the death of a s.iblin.g, and which portrayed 

deat.h as final and permanent. 

The feeling which w.as most often rep·orted by the chi.ldten to 

express t bei r emot iona 1 reac t ions to;ward the film "Where's Pete ? 11 was 

the f;eeling of sadness. B.efore v i.~wing the· filmt the c.hildren repo·rt.ed 

feeliT\gS of sadness when. talking about the contept of death irt 

ge.ne:ral, and afl,e.r viewing the ,film ~ the children reported f:e~ling 

even mpre sad because they wer,e re la ting what was happeni.n,g in the 

.film to their qwn life experiences. for example, b·efore viewing the 

film, when the. child:i;-en were asked to think about death and to tell 

the interviewer how they felt ·about it (see Question 1, Appendix B), 

the predom i,nant feeling mention-ed was of sadness; a Small number of 

ch ildren mentioned feeling sca·red (.see Table 1-A). As an example ·of 

sadness, one child said, "Sad be.cause my gr.andnta,. she died and we 

remember her, it was .r eally sad becau$e we didn 1 t see her because she 

was·n't h ere ., ·sbe was far aw.a-y, so it -•s sacl~ "fa, I knew herj my -mom 

t:: qo. 11 The f e-el·ing of s·adness was often related to t _he fact that t 'he 

dead pecson would not come back and that the survivor would noi: see 

the person. again. A.s an example of fe.eling scared, one child sai dY. 

"Sort of want j.ng to find out what happens after that. After you ' re 

dead. J::he other half of me does·n 1 t want to." 



Table 1 

Chi ldr-en's Feelings Re.gardi..ng the Concept of Death 

Feel i ng 
c at egories 

Sa d 

Like .crying 

Scared 

Ang.ry 

Guilty 

Unhappy 

Cur-ious 

Really upset 

No_r-ma1 

Number of responses for e~ch q_uesti,o:n. 

(A) Feelings r e:gardin& 
the. rhou,ght of death. 

Pretest 

15 

1 

5 

.3 

2 

0 

3 

1 

0 

1 

( B) Feeling·s ab0uJ: t he 
death of~ kn own person . 

Pretest 

19 

0 

2 

1 

1 

4 

0 

3 

0 

Note: (A) Que-stion 1l liJhen you think about .dea t h, how do.es it 
make you feel? (Arpendix B) 

(B) Q_uest i on 2: How wouid you (eel if y·ou would hear that 
the pers·on· you know :Ls dead? (Appendix B) 

3.5 
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Whe n. the children were asked t0 talk about how they would feel ir 

a pe rson triey knew died ( see Quest ion 2, A.pJ?.endix B) ,, the children 

answered again pr-edominantl y wicb the f°eeling o.f sadness, but several 

children al so J11entidned that they would feel like crying (s·ee '!'.able 

l~B.) . For example, one child said, ''I'd probably ory. I'd feel really 

sad. Maybe I'd seen them and I'd rem.ember lots of good thililgs we had 

together and now they're jus·t dead. 11 Another child mentioped)· "I felt, 

we 11 1 talked with my Mom. My Mom started talking about hbw b,e died 

and :r: ju-st started crying. 11 Per1):ap.s the children we.re feeling like 

crying beca.use tbe.y knew the person they- were talking abbut, and were 

involved in a relationship with that persQn. 

To assess the children's feelings abq.ut a<,h11t 's emotions over 

deat·h, the children were asked how they would feel i ,f they wo.uld se.e a 

person crying over the deat.h of a loved o.ne (µ-retest, see Question 4, 

Appendix B). The children mentioned predominantly fee:l Lng sad and 

sorry. For example, one ·child said, "I would feel sorry 'for the ~er.son 

who I s crying because if it I s somebody t .he.y know and i t's dead, they 

would be ·sad too." Other feelings were not •menti'on.ed ·as frequently as 

th.e tyvo. described above (see Table 2-C). Interestingly, :ill the "not­

-applicable'' res_pons.es, the c_hildren were not tal,king about their 

feelings but abbtit wb_at they would do to help the perso.n who is 

crying. !'hey said 1_ "I would tell t.he, per,s-on not. to think: too mu.ch 

about him, " and "1,. d s.ay something that s.he' d f o rge t it: 'Don't w.orry, 

y,a-u did ha.ye a good time and that','' and "I would try to cbeer th.em up 

and taik over aml do things like that. "' 
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A second question regard ing cbildr.en's emotional reactions to 

adult 1 s emotions over death, which was asked after vi.ewing the fi'lm, 

was concerne~. about discussing with t -he children how they felt when 

they saw Chad's fathe·r cryj.ng on the stain (see Question 5,. Appendix 

0) . Half of the children mentioned the fe~ling of sadness. One of the 

c.hi ldren said, "Sad beca:use Ghad didh'' t know what to clo." Many 

children mentio,ned fe_eling sorty. For e_xampl-e, one child sa'id, "I 'fe lt 

s.orr:y for him because I think the tather might have known Pe·t~ for a 

longer time than Chad." As· reported i:n table 2-(D), three children 

mentioned the feeling word ,strange,. apparenccly due to tbe{r uneasines.s 

of seeing an adult crying. One ·child said,. "1 felt pretty strange, I 

haven' .t :seen my p'atents crying.'' Another child said, ''Kind of funny 

b:ecause I -never saw my dad crying . '' Fina-lly, on-e .more child said, 11 :r 

felt kind of ' w-eird' about that but it could happen because it w.as his 

own son·. 11 As observed in Table 2, a larger proporti-o.n of .childret;1 

mentioned feelings of sadness ~he.n th_inking abotrt seeing a p·erson they 

know cryi.'ng over the d.eath of a .loved one., than o.f those seeing .a 

strange1: crying over tbe death o:.f' a love·d o.ne. However, ·the dif'fere-nc-e 

in the proportion of responses given fdr the feelings of sadness was 

2 
not statistically significant (x = 0.4-4, p > .10 ) as teste d by the 

McNemar te .st.. T_his me:ans that the chi..ldren who reported f eel ings of 

sadness when see,ing an adui t' s emo.t ions towa<t"d defl:th wen~ not 

neces.sarily the s .ame c.hildren who ment..io:ned feelings of sadne.ss ,!!hen 

se·eing Gha.d ' s father .crying ove.r P.ete.' s de'atb. 

The children also expressed their fee 1 ings ·toward t 'he concept of 

permanency. Both before an.d after viewing the film, the chiidren were 
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Ta·ble 2 

Children's .Feelings Reg,arding Adults·• Emotions. Tow.a rd Death 

Feeling 
categories 

Sad 

Sorry 

Upset 

Normal 

Mad 

Like crying 

Unhappy 

Concerned 

Strange 

Horrible 

N/A 

Number bf r~sponses for each question 

(C) .Fe-elings about seeing 
a person crying o~et a 
death. 

Pre·test 

8 

8 

3 

2 

1 

1 

2 

0 

0. 

0 

3 

(D ) Feelings about Chad's 
dad crying. 

Posttest 

13 

7 

1 

i 

1 

Q 

0 

1 

3 

1 

0 

Note: (C) Question 4: H.o.w, would i t make yov feel if you would see 
a person crying over the death of a loved one? 
(Appendi:x; B) 

(D) Questiop 5: How did y·ou fe·e1 when you saw Chad's dad 
crying on t .he stairs? (.Appendix D) 



a :sked how t'hey felt when they heard that death was final .and permanent 

(see Q.uestion 3, .Ap:pendix B and D). Ag;ain, most o-f the ch;i.ldren 

mentioned feelings. of sadness. One c.1:iild said during_ the pret·est, 

"Somet ime.s mad, sometimes sad because I won't see the pe·r son anymore.'' 

The same child said during the posttest, "Sad, s-ometime-s I th'ink the 

peTsb-n wil 1 go in anothe·r count_ry and w.on' t come back." The P.TOportiop 

of responses given for tbe feelings mad and upse·t was higher d'uring 

the p~stte~t than during the pretest as repor ted in Table 3(E). As an 

exa:mple of feeling UJ?Set, one ch ild 's pr·et_~-st comment was, "I feel sad 

and depressed." During the J?OS-ttest this same child sa.id, u:r: fe.e-1 

worse than I felt t9 start with, heca.use °I: kn:ow the person is. not 

2 
c•om i 11g back ., I feel pretty bad." 'J'.he Mc-Nema"r test (x = 0,44, p > .10) 

deme5nsti:;ated t .hat :the differe:nce in the prop-ortion of resp.onses given 

for the feeling upset b~tween the pre and ps~tt~sts was not 

statistical.ly significant._ This means that· the children who -were 

feeling upset before l(iew:i'.ng tb.e film were not nec.(il:s a r .ily t.he same 

children who were feeling upset after vi~wing the film .• 

A second qu.estion 'related to the fee 1 ings regarding permanency 

involved children's reac.tions to the scene in which Chad a.sked 

que_stions .. about his brother Pet.·e and was answered that: ·Pete was dead 

and would not come back (see Quest.ion 2, Appendix D). Aga.in, a 

p:tedomin;;int feeling mentioned by the children was th;:it of sadness (see 

Table 3-F ) . One of .the children said, "1 felt that if Pet.e w.a·s my 

bto.ther, 'I would b e really sa.d. I'd cry my head of f • • • " Se.veral 

children mentio·ned feeling so·rry and one of them sai_d, "I .though-t 

tha:t ,. .. r £el t sorry for Cha...d an~ I, thought it was unj a .ir that he 
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T.able 3 

Childre·n ' .s ·Fe~_l_ings Regat'ding the Conce:pt of Permanency 

Nurnbe·r of: responses .fo.r each questio.n 

Feel i ng 
c 1n :ego r'i e-s 

(E) Feell ngs about the 
permanen:cy ot death. 

(F) Feelings about ~~eing 
Chad facing tl:;ie permaQency 
pf his brother's death. 

Pretest Postt·est Posttest 

Sad 14 13 16 

Sorry 3 1 5 

Scared 4 2 1 

Angry 2 4 1 

Upse:t 3 7 3 

Lonely 1 0 0 

Unhappy 3 1 0 

No rrn:a 1 ·o 1 0 

Go.od () 0 1 

H:orrible 0 0 1 

N/A 

Note: 

1 1 1 

.( E) Questi -on 3: How do )'OU feel when y0u hear tr._hat d.eatb is 
final and permanent~ (Append;ix l3 and D) 

(F) Q.uesti-on 2: When yo_u saw Chad a5:king quest.ions about his 
brptber Pete and being, :answered that Pete was 
dead and would not c<:>me ba·c·k, how did .you. feel'?· 
( Appendix. .D) 



41 

cou_ldn't come b~ck. It's ,just unfair,-" One child .. said be was feeiing 

go·od and said,. "I fe.lt that it was the truth and it's good to tell 

someone like t·hat the truth." It is in:teresti11g t o obs·erve how oft.en 

t -be c'bildr en relate.d what was hap.penjng in the film to their o:wn 

personal life, like the example giv.en earlier fo;i; the feeling of 

sadness, and how much the children's values were incorporated in the 

comments they made to the i -nterviewer. 

Also related to the first resea;rch question were the feelings 

regard.ing t he i;:itu·al of fut;1eral . The child:17en's feelings when seeing, 

Chad standing· in front of the coU:i n remembering the .g0od times he had 

with Pete (see Question 7 ari.d 9, Appendix C .1Ti.d D) were investigated 

twice during the posttest, in two different questionnaires, in ord.e-r 

to assess if there we·re any changes in the answers given. When first 

aske·d the questi.or:i, the children mentioned predo.rninantly fee 1 ing sad 

(see Table 4-'G). One child said,. "1 felt that if I was Chad, I'd miss 

p:ete ., I felt it wa·s sad i ike it ' •s unfair be is dead. 1fe .had a longer 

life .to go." .So{lle clrildten r esponded that the)1 would feel happy. One 

child said, 11 1 felt a bit: hap-pier. [{e remembered s.0mething go·od ab.out 

Pete. ' 1 Other:s mentioned fee li,~g g.oo·d. For example, one child said, "I 

fel t; good. :Not really good, but in tbe sense he remembered Pete and 

th.e. things he did with him. 11 In contras·t, the :second time the .children 

W!:?re asked the quest-ion they mentioued predominantly feeling happy an·d 

good. One _child said, "Real happy because he r ·emembered .t:.he good 

time.'' .A.not.her child said, "'1 felt good because he Fememb.ere.d th·e good 

tim.e and n_ot the bad time.,·, As can be. observe.d 1 the· main difference -;in 

the responses given to the two subse,quent quest:ions regarded the 
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Table. 4 

Ch::lldren' s, F.eelings Concerning t.he ~itual of Funeral 

Number of responses for each quest.Lon 

Feeling ( e;) Feel ing-s about· (H) Chad's feelings (I) Ch.ad's mo.m 
categories seeing Gbad at about s_eeing Pete putting away 

the coffin. in tbe coffin. P·ete' s stuff. 
Post Post: Post Post Post 

Sad ·13 3 l.7 10 8 

Good 5 5 ·o -~ 0 

Upset; 0 0 4 3 2 

Ang,ry 0 0 0 7 5 

Lonely 0 0 0 1 1 

Unhap.py 0 0 3 4 3 

Str.ange 0 l 0 1 1 

so·r.ry 2 2 0 0 2 

Confused 0 0 3 0 Ci. 

llappy 6 8 2 0 0 

Anxlous 0 0 2 0 .o 

I don't know 3 0 0 0 0 

N/A 0 1 1 Q 4 

Note~ Questions 9 & 7 ,: How did y.ou feel wtien y .dU s ·aw Cb.ad st.anding 
in ftont of the coffin at the fune.ral 
remembering the· g.00d- time he had with Pete? 
(Appendix C and D) 

Question 8 :· H.ow do you t.hink he felt w;h_en he saw Pete in the 
co.ff.in? (Appe.ndix C) 
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Ques.tions 12 & 8: What did you t ·hink/feel when you. saw Chad's 
mo.the~ putting away Pete's belongings shortly 
after the funera11 (Appendix C and U) 
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fee U:ng of s,adness. The McNema_rt est (x
2

== 5.1, p<.1Q) indicated that 

this diffe·rence wa.s statistically s i gnifiqmt at p = . 01. A s -ignifi­

cant- prQportion of children who were feeling sad- when first asked the 

question wer:e nbt f-eel_ing sad ·the sec ond tim.e the question ~as asked. 

According t o t he data, when first being a.sked the question, the 

ch i ld'r_en seemed to be more p r eoccup i ed by- Pet ·e' s death and the fac.t 

that .l)e would ndt tome hack. The secon·d time t ·hey were. a,sked t _he 

question, the childr.en seemed l .o have been able t.Q pr_ocess the 

question .and to feel hat:5py a·nd good at the thought of seeing Chad 

ke.eping memories for himself. It wquld be important tG> rnen·tion that 

for six childr.en out of twenty~six 1 the -interviewers omitted by 

mistake, .the ques .tion a second time ·wbi.ch could have ipfluenced the 

result.s reported in Table 4. 

Th'e. children also expressed, af_te r: viewing the filto, .their 

feelings aho1Jt s.eeing Pe t e in the coffin (see Question 8, Appendix C). 

Aga_i n he predomimil'it feeling expressed was the one o f sadness. One 

child said, "Real sad becau:-se he was his best friend a:nd his best 

)Jrother . 11 The other feelings m'en·t:ioned by the childr:.en are also, 

i nteresting. for example; one child said, ucbad thought that P.ete was 

just s.leepiug-. He thought he didn't have his legs. H~ was scare.d 

bec·au:se he thought that this -was.n't P,ete. I felt worried be.cause he 

th.oug-ht he would be cooke·d in the oven." These re,sul ts a.re reported in 

Table 4"( H). 

Another question related to the feelings concer ning the ritual of 

funeral was agked twice of the childr~n afte r viewing the film, in a 

fi f:t.een~m:inute interval, in. order to see any differences ;in the 
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responses given. The child_ren were asked how they felt when they saw 

Chad's m:othE!c put.t_ing away Pete I s belongings ( hockey stick, trophies) 

shortly afte:r the funeral (see Q'Uestion 12 and 8, Ap-pendix C and D). 

Again nrosr. of the children answered that they felt s.ad. One of the 

childre·n said, "Well, I f.elt· re.all,y sad and I th:i,.nk Chad felt s•ad t-oo. 

And he said that it wa.s Pete I s room .t: o·o. and he didn't want he.r to put 

his stu·ff ,away,_ but I don't think h'e really understands that ~ete's 

dead'." lfo:wev.er, sever al children ·sa i..d they felt angry. for exa:rt1ple, 

one child said, "That made me feel real mad. Like, if my sister or 

b1-0ther would die r: ' d. keep .al 1 hli; stuff an·d I 'd keep it in the same 

place. 11 All the child'ten who mentioned fe.e ling angry, directed their 

anger at the motbet for putting P:!;!te 1.s belongings away. They would 

have l"i.ke<l t .o se·e his belongings left in 'the same place. 

Contr·ary to the first t i me the q1,1estion -was aske.d, four children 

sha·red- comments which ·did ·not express spec:if ic. fee 1 ings the seco.nd. 

time the que·stion was ask.e.d. For example, one child said, "If he was. 

close to me. l 1,,1ould 1 ike her .t.o put thos-e things away because if you 

left them out ir ~ould keep remiQding you of him and I wouldm' t Like 

you to kind of staying sad." Another child said, "I felt th.at it :was 

unfa·ir becaus-e Chad could show the trophies to his fr-iends, and he 

co)..l] d u.se the hockey sdck for himse•lf." Another i .nterest.ing 

d i fference was that several children mentioned f.e-eling good the firs.t:.­

time th·e quest :ton was asked, but not the second time (see Table 4-I). 

Thes.e chi l.dren considered that t0 pu.t Pe·te •·s be·lenging away helped 

Chad to go on with his life and to forget about Pete. Fl.o·w-ever, 

acco0r _a·ing to the results, it seems that for most of tl1e .ch;ildren it is 
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impor tant to have memori-es o:i; o•bjects to remember the dead one or the 

1 os t 1 ov-ed ·0ne. 

Feelings regarai.ng the concept of r.ev.arsibilitY.--defined by 

A't"wood (1984 ) as the concept o·f i.rrevocability--were also related to 

the first r ·esearch q·uestion .. When -asked how t -hey felt about the scene 

at the end of the film in which Pete said. to Chad that he w~uld not 

se.e him in the morn-ing (see Question 13,. Ap_pendi_x D), most of the 

ch i ldren mentioned f ·eelings of sadness .• One of the ·children said, nsad 

b'ecause ,Chad didn't l .isten vexy well and said ,1 see· you in 1;:he morning' 

and he pretended be was slee·ping when Pete ,s,aid 'I won't: s•ee you in. 

the m:ornirtg 1
•

1
' The ot,h_er comments shar.ed by the ·chJ.Ldren wit.h the 

1.ntetviewers are a 1 so interesting. Qrie c·hi ld' s answer was categorize:d 

as "confus·e·ct 11 by three judges, even th.ough the .chi.ld .did not mention 

the feeling word 11 confused." TJ.1.e ehiid said, "We·ll~ I felt that it' ·s 

kind of weird, uriusua 1. He won 't come back . ;r think he might dream 

that Pete was comtng back,. I .felt that it was ni.ce .to talk for tl_le 

last night ·, It wa-s unusual for Pete to say he :wouldn't s:e-e him in the 

mortling b.ecause he's dead.' t' 

Two of 'the children's answer·s have been categorized as "non­

app lic:ablel• because the children did not mentio•n how they fel!,: bu-t 

rather talked about Chad ' s fee-lings and tried tq process what h-ad 

happened in the film. One of them said, 11 :r t wouJd not make him feeJ 

good. I might say that, that ·he would undars't;ilid that he was still 

deaa," and another child said, "I felt t .hat it's not fair that he'll 

n,ever come back ." Th!:!- re,sults· are reported in Table 5(J), 
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Table 5 

Chi ldren's· Feelings Regarding the C.oncept of Rever:sibility 

Number of responses fo r each question 

Feeling (J) Feelings about 
categories Pete sayi_ng to 

~had that he would 
not come back. 

(K) Feelings about 
Pete coming back t'.O 

talk to Chad . 

(L) F2elings ab0ut 
the hock,ey stick. 

Post Post :J?ost 

Sad 13 4 0 

Happy 0 10 5 

Gonfu$NI 2 0 1 

Mad 2 1 0 

Upset 3 0 0 

Good 2 5 8 

Sorr·y z: 0 0 

Lonely 1 0 0 

Strang.e 0 1 0 

I don't know 0 1 0 

N/A 2 2. 11 

N0te: (J) Question 13: How ~id you feel when Pete at the end of the 
fi lrn said to Chad t,hat. he would not see him 
in the morning? (Appendix 0) 

(K) Question 10! B.ow did it make you fe~-l :wh.e:n you saw Pete 
at the end of the f:tlm coming back to talk 
t6 Chad? (Appendi~ D) 

(L) Q_ues .tion 12.: How did you feei about t .he hoc.key stick 
Pete gave to Chad at the end of the fi.lm? 
(Appendix D) 
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A shift in the feelings mentioned b.y the .chil.d~en c-au be obs_erved 

in ans,w:er. to• the other .questions regarding the chi ldr.en' s feelings 

toward the concept of revers.ibility .(see Table :5-K&L). In at;1swe-r to 

the post- test question about how tb.e· children felt when they saw Pet.e 

at the e·nd of the film coming· back to .t-alk to Chad (see Question 10, 

Appendix D), almost half of the children chose the feeling ~f 

happiness. One child sa;i..d, ''That made me fee 1 happy ·caus·e when he gave 

the bockey sti(:k he made me feel happy heci:l-use 1,ibat Chad wil 1 try to 

do is turn it down so he c.an play hockey with it. He will probably 

call it 'Betsy' like Pete called it 'J;letsy' too." 

3e·ver·al child:r:en also r-eported feeling good. One of them said, 

"It made me feel good like Chad pre.tends Pete i~ there to solve bis 

p-roblems." One of the children whose ·comment was Vnot-.aJjp 1 icable" 

said, ,,,.I felt that .it wa:s kind of nice cause be· :c _an carry on the 

hockey stick in the family :." Even tbou:gh most children were aware of 

the i.rnposs i bility for a dead ·petson to com'e back to life,. most of them 

liked .th·e ide.a of seeing Pete come bat:k for a la'St visit to s.ay 

"good- bye" to Chad . 

The children we_re als,o asked how they felt about the hockey st;i..ck 

Pete' gave to Chad at tbe end of the f.i lm· ( see Guestion 12, Appendix 

D). Almost half the children gave "non-.applicable" res]?onses. They 

were n.pt mentioning fee,l i'ngs, but rather were processing the que'Sti:on 

in a c ·ognitive wey·. F,or example, one cbild ·said, ''Wel'l I felt like 

Pete was trying t .o tell Chad that he was the one ~ho would pla:y hockey 

from now on, 'you can keep it now' , !'1 and anotb.er child said, "I felt 

that that was a nic.e present to give to Chad becaus.e he scored hi .s 

■ 
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fi:rst goal and he wa_s p r oud of himself. It was sort of -a going away 

pr esent." Soll!e of t he chi ldren .whose respons·es were c'ategdrized a.s 

"non-appl i cableM t ried to find an explanation 'to this pat·tic.(1lar 

seq(1en ce of th-e film, One of t..he children said, 11 1 feLtj I think it 

was just ·a drea·m. I think it w-as a dream. I felt for him not fpr me -, 

Here he was dea.d a:nd now there's the: hockey sti:ck." Another child 

said, 11 He didn't really give i t' to him becat1se hew-as dead. t think he 

took the hor;k ey s t ick and p\1 t it by his bed and then he woke Up and 

saw it and didn't really. remember." Howeve,r, several children 

ment iQned f eeling good about see.ing Chad in the .f ilm with Pete's 

hockey stick . One -0f the children -said, "G00.d. H.e scor.ed a lot of 

goals with it. Lt .wi ll bring him good luck." Also one child admi.tted 

that h e was fe.el ing c .onfused and respon.ded, "He's dead and ;b e can't 

come· back a·nd he ' s not there.' 1 l .t s.ee.ms that the children's reactions 

to this sequence q f tJ1e film depended up0n their value:s, beliefs and 

d·evelopmen t ... Howeve-r, as r eporte.d in Table 5(L), i11 terms of 

r eversibility of death, tne majority of children felt .either happy or 

good about seeing Pete come bapk to life~ 

Further Results 

Ihis section is related to tbe first research quest i on and 

descr i bes :the c.hildreri I s emotional react ions in a.nether means of 

expression. 

The children were ask.ecl _before the pres.entat,ion of the film to 

dr aw a picture :expre ·ssing the i r thc,ughts and fe.eli.ngs about death. 

'They were also asked after -v i ewing th.e film to draw a pictui;-e 
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.representing their :feelings regarding the concept of deat·h. The 

researcher was hoping to gather more information and details about 

t •he i r emotions concern i ng th.e topic of death. 

Fou:r:· set·s of pictures will be examined·. The first set of pictures 

1iilas drawn by a ni:ne year old girl whq disclos-ed during. the p.retest, 

"Th i s is someon.e who is ·dying and who goes to heav•en. J'hi•s one 1.s 

happy to die. But some people ar·e not happy to die" (see Figu_re 1). 

F·or the posttest, this girl mentioned, "This is Pete in. the coffin and 

Chad is th'ere ·and he ' s sad. Pete has a sad face. 1 was going. to dra'v? 

Chad with. a bubble gum to put in P.ete' s pocket, but :1 didn't put Chad 

clo'Se ·enough from the c0ffin" (see Fi•gure 2) •. Interestingly, the first 

picture represents. an angel witb a happy fac,e who. looks quite like a 

''r airy." llowever, the picture rep.resenting feel i:ngs regarding Pete's 

death looks• l))Or-e realistic and de!llonstrates feeling ·s o·f sadness. 

The second set o.J pictures was drawn by a ten ye·ar old g.i_-rl. Thi:; 

girl disclosed 4uring the pretest: 

This is a gun. l don't like when people. .get killed. My clad 
was shot once i ·n the leg. He's not dead, he 1 s alive. I just 
drew anybodY,- 1 don't feel good when people shoot other 
people, and when th,ey .stab t.hem with knives. l don't. like it• 
because people die. Like it's sadder when people are sick 
and they d,i .e, but I don l t l;ike to watch this shooting and 
all tbe blood, (see Figure 3) · 

Fc5r: the posttes.t the same girl mentioned:. 

The mom is feeling sad when she, puts the tr:·0phies a.way. She 
Ii.Tag putting the clothes away a:nd she .wa.s crying. Chad, he 
was crying when he. put the gum i_n Pete I s coat and wbe.n he 
had t.he hoc~ey stick, and tbe dad was crying. He was trying 
to tel 1. his tee lings to Chad w:ith his pupret, and Pete had 
his skate.s with a hoc)<ey stick. Everybopy was sad excep·t for 
P.ete because he n.ev,er knew he would die. I fe 1 t sad whe_n I 
drew the drawing because they were probably a happy family. 
Now he's gone. They had goeld t j.mes with him and he's g_orre. 

■ 
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Figure 1. 

Figure 2. 
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Nine year old girl's pre'test drawing. 

Nine year old girl's posttest drawing. 
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Figure 3. ·Ten year old gi r l's pretest drawing. 
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Figure 4. Ten year old ~i r: 1' s postte:st drawing. 
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They' 11 probab.ly have good times but no.t with the ,same 
peYson. So that's kind of sad, (se~ Figure 4) 

.a s a r:esult of v iewing the film, this child repr·e:seuted feel,i ngs of 

sadness which a·re quite different ·t han the p;icture drawn ,during the 

prete.st, which represented feelings of violence -and ang_e,r. 

The thi 1: d set of ·pict-uI'.es was drawn 0.3/ a t en year old b.oy who 

seemed· t _o b_e practical in his representation of death during tbe 

pretest (see Figure 5), and q uite mystic in repres .enting his feelings 

r ega r ding Pet:e' s death . It seems that as a r esult o.f view1:ng the film~ 

th,i s child fe lt .comfortable draw<ing Pete around Chad, expressing 

f'eelings of happiness (see Fig.ure 6) .• During the pretest ., tbi,s child 

disclosed: 

TJ,is pic.ture represents som·e.o.ne ¥1ho di e-d. the pet-so.:n is !n 
the coffin.. After the funera 1, the g.ravestone is to show 
that it .is in 'the graveyard. 1 don't know the person. I pass 
by the 0.ak Bay cemetary, and that is what it reminded me of. 
Thi s is the s,un an_d c·louds. The sun is behh:id the clouds 
because it sort of, .. I t shows that if it would be a happy 
pic ture like for a wedding, it wou1d be all sunny bu.t since 
·it.'s behind the clouds, it sho,ws .tha_t it's unhappy an.d it's 
a 'gloomy' day. ( s·ee Figure 5) 

I t is interesting tt> Ilotice how detailed. the c.h ild was in repre·senting 

death before viewing the film. Unfort·unately, the ·tape dicl not record 

the child' s description of the posttest picto~e. 

The fourth set ·of pictures. was d.rawn by an eleven year old boy 

who represented a violent death during tb_e pretest {see Figure 7), and 

ex.Pressed· feelings of sad.nes·s as a result of viewing the film (see 

Figure 8). During the pretest, the child d.i:sclosed, "This p'e.s.o.n died. 

Il e .got_ •killed by someone." And during the posttest, the child 

mentioned: 
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Figure 5. Ten year old boy's pretest drawing. 

EE 

Figure 6 . Ten year old boy's posttest drawing. 
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Figure 7, Eleven yea-i;- ·old ~oy' s pretest ·drawing. 

Figure 8. Eleven year old boy's posttest drawing. 
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Be £ e e l s sad an·d he is 0n the sundeck of his· house- ·He 
remembers Pete a lot, he 's ,sa_d and feels ·awful and he cries. 
H 's Chad. l feel sa9 and happy ·. I felt sad when Chad's 
fathe r sa id that Pete was in a car ac,cid_ent. I f ·elt happy 
when Chad remembered the good time he had wi th Pete with 1·he 
bubble gum. I f my brother d;i.ed, I'd fe_el sad the same way as 
Chad and I 'd cry. It. could be me o·n the sundeck _. 
( see Figure 8 ) 

l nterestin:gly, most ·pictures drawn by the ch.ildr~n after vi_ewing 

t, he film repr.esented feelings of sadness. This f-1.nding._ supports the 

results d i scussed earlier in the firs t researc·h gues.tion. 

The second research question c oncerned the change5 in children's 

underst·anding pf death., specific.ally their understanding 

permanern,:y, inevitability, irI?evers ibi 1 ity and universai,i t'.y,. 1 occu r:i,ng 

:as a result of u-iewing .the fi1m "Where's P~te?·". 

According to the resu1 ts_, the children did not show any 

significant -changes in their understand-(ng of death afte r viewi_ng the 

film. However, the film "Where's Pete?" assiste-d the children to think 

about the-i'r understanding of .death as can b.e observed by their 

co.rnm:ents which expressed their values aod beliefs. 

The children's responses to the ,twood (1984) questionnaire were 

c.ategorized a' s physiologiea 1 (which refe.rs specific.ally to a living 

physical state such as sle·eping, waking 1 and which refers to the body, 

cremation,. funeral, age)~ spi r itual (which refers to heaven~ hell, 

ghost or when the pers-on is coming back), feeling·s, social (which 

refers to rel.a:tionships, the loss of a sibl:tng), s ·ocial-external 

causes (,wbich i mplie·s. a.ccidents, being s;hot or killed),. and cognitive 

(w-hicb refers to an explanae.ion w.bicb is not rel-ated to the. other 

categories 0f d~script:lon). The c ategories were formed through the us~ 
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of c.ontent-ana:lysis of the i.nter:view tlta_ns:cdpt-s ,'. and tfo~ agreement of 

three j udges. 

The children expressed. .in d iffarent ways thei. r values and beliefs 

in conveying their· understanding of death th:rougbout the study. For 

·example, half of the children ·used ~ognitive explanations of deat,h 

bot:.h befo·re and aft_er vie.wing the fiJ.m when talking about t .he ·meaning 

of death, a:nd emphasized the loss of the r elationship (see Question 1, 

Appendix A) . One child said before viewing the film, "It 1 .s a loss in a 

family or a loss ·of a friend'" They're gone and. they won't come back." 

The same chil,d ment:ioned .9 fter vie:wing the film,. "Death Ls whet1 

somebody goes o·ut of )'O\:fr 1 ife and they woo' t come back. You' re losing 

somebody. " Similar re~ults occurred before and after viewing the film 

as can be seen in Table 6(A). 

The children were asked what it meant to be dead (see Question 2, 

Appendix A). :Again, almost half the c:hilcl re:n answered in a co~nitive 

way. One child mentioned during the pretest, '11 t mea·ns tha their 

lives are gone. You;re dead,. you're not ceming b.ack, an.d you'r·e gone 

forever ." Several cbildren aiso answere'd i n a physiologLcal way ·to t·he 

q1,:iestion. Fo r exa.mple.1 during• the pretest one c-hi.ld said, '']t' s 1 ike 

go,'ing to slee'p and T'IO.t waking up." The res·ults are r eported. i ·n Table 

6(B) . 

In order t o asses.s if the children we.re abte to ti'istingu.ish 

betwee.n the terms "death" and "sleep," they were asked if going to 

sleep was the· s,ame as death ( see Quest ion 4, Appendix A). ·The maj.ority 

of ch.ildren ans.wered negatively to the question, both b.efore and after 

viewing the f.ilm .. A few more children answered negatively' duriJ1g the 



'Table 6 

Children's Understanding of t -he Con.cept of Death, Inevitability and Uni vers·ali ty 

Numher of responses f.or ea·ch qu~st.io·n 

Response ( A)Wha t is (B)Mean.ing (C)Sleep/ (D)Why (E)0oes 
Categories death? of. death. death. ,eeople die. everyone die? 

pre ppst pre post p re post pre post pre post 

Physiological 5 3 7 8 8 4 1g 18 3 5 

Spiritual 1 5 2 4 0 ·o 3 4 D 0 

Fe.e 1 ing$ 6 3 2 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 

s ·ocial 6 4 4 1 0 0 0 Q 0 0 
(relati:oBship) 

Social 2 0 0 .0. 0 0 10 7 1 1 
(external cause) 

Cognitive 13 13 12 10 1(> 1 7 2 3 9 4 

I don't knpw 0 0 l 0 0 0 0 () 0 0 

N/A 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Note; (Al Question 1: What is death? 
(B). Question 2: What does -i t mean to be de,ad? 
(C) Qµeset~n 4~ l s going to sleep tbe same as death? V1 

(D) Qu.estion 5: Why do peopl e die? 
___, 

(E ) Question 6: Does every.one di.e? 
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posttest than during the p;retest, bu t tbe d.i ffe-rence wa,s not 

s;i.gnif i,cant as 
2 

ested b.y the McNemar test (x ='. 2.2.5, p:> .lo). A few 

chitdren answeJ:e d " :}'.e s and no" to the qu:estion during the pretes·t; 

during_ t he posttest these child r en answered either ''yes" or "no. 11 

How.ever, no sign if icant change i s noticed between the ''yes'' and 11no" 

responses _give,n by the child rcen during the pretest and the "-yes'' or 

"no1
'· respons·es expres_sed dur-i.ng the p-osttest as e~_pressed by the 

Mc Netnar test (:/ =· 2.25, p ).10)~ P.erhaps before viewing· the fi1m the 

children were l3 b it- cp-nfused a_b_out the m.eaning of the terms "sleep" 

and "death", but afte·r v1ewing the film mo"re children seeme-d to be 

clearer: about t he definiti.on of these terms. 

The reasons given in respons·e t0 th.e quest i on just disc,usse¢1 wer-e 

categorized to study changes between the pre a:nd posttes.ts. As 

reported in Table 6(C), more than half of C.:he children ga.ve _a 

cognitive reason fpr their resp<;mse t ·o the question in the pre and 

posttests. However, a few responses w.ere expre-s.sing at the sa·me time a 

cogni tive and physiological reason. ·For example,, during the pi:-etest 

one child sa•id, "No., when you .go. ,to sleep :you'·re b-reathing and you'J:e 

-st il l a 1 ive. Yo\.! can wake l.lp in_ the m_orn·ing or another n i g.ht but when 

you're dead it's like an 'internal sleep'· , you ''re asle-ep but you won't 

going to wake up." During the post test one child, :who a ls.o ans.wered 

with, a cognitive and: physiological rea.son, said, "No, when YE?~ go J:-o 

sleep y o"u're going t _o ~ake up everytim~ ~ but when you're dead you're 

asleep forever and _you'll never wake up," The proportio.n of ch-ildren 

answering with a phy siplogica L r eason during the p,osttest was not as 

large· a s the pro.portion of children answering with that reas·on during 
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posttes t than dui:.-ing Lhe p,retest, bu t the d.i ffe-rence was not 

2 
signif i,cant c;1s t ested b.y the HcNemar test (x == 2.2.5, p:> .lQ). A few 

c-h i ld r en an swe :red " y.es and ne" t o the question -durin_g the piretest; 

during c: he posttest these child r en answered either l*yes" or "no." 

H.ow.ever, no s i gn i fican t change i s noticed between the ''yes" and "no" 

r e s ponses _g i.ve.n by the child t en .duri ng the p r.ete-st and the 1tyes" or 

"no11. res_p.Qn,ses expressed dur L.rig the p-o,sttest as expr essed by the 

McNeniar tes t (:/ = 2 .25, p ;> .10). P.erhaps before viewing the fi1m the 

ch i ldren were l3 b it- C!),n-fused about t he meaning of t_he terms "sleep" 

and "deat"h' ', b ut ·afte·r viewing the film mo·re children seeme:d to be 

clearer about ·t h e d_efi nit io'J) of these terms. 

The rea sons given i n response to th.e ques·t t on just disc;us-se¢1 were 

cat egorize·d to stu_dy changes between th'e pre a:nd posttes.ts. As 

repor t ed in Table 6(C ) , more than half of the Ghildren gave a 

cpgni tive -reason f or the i r resp<;mse t ·o the quest:io.n in the pre and 

post e s ts. H.owever, a few re·spo n·ses w.e r e expres.s-i ng at the sa·me time a 

co g,nit'i ve and physio1 ogica 1 reason. ·For example,. d-ud,ng the pre t est 

one .child sa•i d, "No.,_ when· you go ,to sleep you 're breathing and you rre 

-st i ll alive. Yo u can wak~ up, in. the m_orn·ing or another n i .g'ht but when 

y ou're dead it's lite an 'internal s l eept, youl r e asleep but ybu won't 

going to wake up." Dur i ng the post test one child, JNho a ls.o ans.we red 

with a cogn i"tive and phys i ologica l re·a.son, .sa.id, "No, when you g0 .t-o 

sleep y o'u're go i n:g to wake up everytime ~ but when you're dead you're 

asleep forever a:nd you' 11 never wake up." The proportion of chi ld t en 

answering with a p bys i plogiea 1 r eason dur i ng the p,-osttest was not as 

la r ge· a s the p r o.portion of children answering wi'th that r ~a.sop du r:ing 



lhe pretest. However, this dif-feren c.e was no.t signi_ficant· as test.ed by 

2 . 
the McNei;nar test (x = 1.5, p> .10). Even though the an'alysis of the 

data indicated that after viewing the Eilrn the c·hildren we.re more 

precise in -dist-inguishing the terms "sleep" and "death,'·' the example& 

pr:esented above show that th,e ch;i:ldre.n ·were st il 1 us:lng the te,rm. 

"sleeping"· whe1J talking abo.ut death after the film. Also, some 

c,hildren who s•a:id ''no" with a physio10gical reastm before view:ing the 

film answered negat iveiy giving a cognit i.v:e reason after viewing the 

film . 

. In o.rder to elabarat .e mo're on .c.he meaning ·of death, the c,bild.r.en 

were also asked to explain why i:seople die (s.ee Question 5, Appendix 

A) •. Many children "Qffe.red physiological res.ponses to the quest'i oQ, For 

example, one child said during the pretes.t~ "Old age, older) become 

weaker , ill, sometimes people can be wanted by somebody and tbey can 

be killed in a car accident or _get sb ot ." Du.ring the posttest another 

child said~ "Because they die of old ate or sometunes t.hey get an 

ac.cident, the-y get killed. ' ' I n the last tw0 comments,,. the children 

we.re using sentences evoking so.cia 1-extetna·l ca.uses such as· "can be 

killed or shot." The soc.ial exter.nal rea·sons given by the children in 

th.e ·pre and pos_ttest were the next most predominan·t respon..se-s 

2 
expressed by them. The McNemar. test (:x = 0 .125" p > . J.O) and T"able 

6(D) do TJOt demonstrate any significant cban:ge between t,he pre and 

p~sttssts for the social extetnal reasons shared by the children with 

the interviewers . Other re,asons we·:r.e also menti0ned by the children 

but were not as majoF as the ones discussed above. Duri.ng. the pretest 



60 

one child mention'ed a cognitive., physiol .ogic-al and soci,:il-ext.ernal 

re_aso.n in r ·espoTlding to the ques-tio.n, "Why do people die?": 

Becal)se if people wouldn't di-e, t:h.e planet would be crowded 
·and we w.oLil<l not be able to surviv.e and people would get 
weaker and g.lder and it would be too crowded an.d there 
wouldn't be eno.ugb resources _. It's the way life is, it's 
hard to exp·la.in when you get old, and people get sick, heart­
.attack, cancer and fo.-od poisonin:g or people c-an be shot. 

Ano t,her chi ld's pretest c·o.mrnent wbic-b expresse·d a spiritual reason was 

"Because sometimes God thinks life was long e_nough and calls back a: 

person up and then he wants you to go to heaven. ' 1 Overal 1, b-efore 

viewing the film, most of the children had a good i dea of why people 

El i e , and viewing the -film did not seem to affect their opinio•ns about· 

t.he question acc-ording to the data reported in Table 6 .• 

The children's con,ception of oniversa.lity of death .was studied by 

asking. them if everybody dies (Question 6, Appe11dix A). Most c.bildren 

answered positively to the question both before and after viewing the 

filrn . However, a rew chilc;lren ans.wered negatively before viewing. the 

film and one child answered negativ.ely after viewing the film. For 

example, one child saJ d during the pretest, "Well no, because everyone 

has to 1 ive in a way. Some people have been mean and 'th.ey have to 

live. lf everyone· would. die thexe wouldn't be a world.' ' In the post­

t.est, ,the same chil"d said, '*No, becau:se everyone just. •• you'-11 still 

have p.eople living." 'The reasons. related to the children's answers 

w~re grouped together (Table 6-E). Almost half of the childre.n gave 

cog,ni tive reasons du-ring the pretest . For example, one child said , 

"Everybody h_as to die, but not e'Verybody is dea.d now. Yah, everybody 

dies after a while." In the pretest, ·a few .children gave physiological 

reasons, such a-s "Yes, everybody wi ll die eventually. lf some ~.me would 
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keep on living they would be weird because they would be all wrinkly 

and really old." The proportion of physiological reasons given by the 

children increased in the post test (Table 6), and the proportion of 

cognitive reasons decreased. However, as tested by the McNemar test 

2 
(x = 1.5, p > .10), the difference in the proportion of cognitive 

reasons given for the pre and posttests was not significant. The fact 

that not all the children gave reasons with their answers could have 

affected the results. 

Related to the universality and the inevitability of death, the 

children were asked if they would die (see Question 8, Appendix A). 

All the children answered positively to the question for the pre and 

posttests. The children seemed quite aware of the inevitability of 

death and gave physiological and spiritual reasons. The physiological 

reasons were related to longevity. The spiritual reasons were related 

to external causes such as God who would influence the time of death. 

As an example of a physiological reason for the pretest, one child 

said, "When I'll be old. I can't live forever, in a long time from 

now. I'll probably die only if I have a cancer and I die younger but 

if I take care of myself I'll probably die around one hundred years 

old." An example of a spiritual reason given by one child during the 

posttest was, "Yes, cause I'll get old too and I may even die when I'm 

young cause God sometimes wants people in heaven." 

The children were also asked if the interviewer would die (see 

Question 9, Appendix A). All of them answered positively for the pre 

and posttests. Most of the reasons given by the children were physio-

------
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logical. One child said during the pretest, "You' 11 die when you will 

be older or if you get some disease." 

When the children were asked at what age people die (see Question 

7, Appendix A), almost half of the children answered "at any age" for 

the pre and posttests. During the pretest a few children said people 

usually die at about ninety years old and one child said "of old age." 

During the posttest the results were approximately the same as for the 

pretest (Table 7). 

The question about the permanency of death was also discussed 

with the children (see Question 12, Appendix A). The majority of 

children answered positively during the pre and posttests (Table 8). A 

few children who answered negatively to the question during the 

pretest responded with "yes and no" during the posttest, demonstrating 

some confusion in their understanding of the permanency of death. 

To assess children's conception of what happens after death, the 

children were asked if people are different after they die (see 

Question 3, Appendix A). Almost half of the children answered 

positively to the question. However, several children answered 

negatively to the question (Table 9-G). A few children were also 

unsure in responding to the question during the pre and posttests and 

answered "yes and no." No significant change was found between the pre 

2 
and posttests for the "no" responses (x = 0.25, p > .10) and the "yes 

and no" responses (x
2 = 0.25, p > .10) as tested by the McNemar test. 

In order to get more information from the children's responses, the 

reasons offered by them were grouped together and are reported in 

Table lO(H ) . The majority of children mentioned physiological reasons 

,< -
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Table 7 

Children's Understanding of Time and Age in Relation to Death 

Number of responses for the question 

Response categories pretest posttest 

60-70 0 1 

70-80 3 1 

80-90 2 3 

90 + 4 3 

60-100 3 2 

get old 1 1 

any age 8 10 

Note: Question 7: At what age do people die? 



64 

Table 8 

Children's Understanding of the Concept of Permanency 

Number of responses for the question 

Response categories Pretest Posttest 

Yes 18 16 

No 1 2 

Yes and no 1 3 

I don't know 1 0 

Note: Question 12: Is death permanent? 
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Table 9 

Children's Conception of What Happens After Death 

Response 
categories 

Yes 

No 

Yes and no 

(F)Dead 
back 

pre 

3 

20 

3 

Number of responses for each question 

person to come (G)People different 
to life. after ther die. 

post pre post 

3 10 10 

19 9 7 

3 2 4 
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Note: (F) Question 6 & 11: Do you think it is possible for a dead 
person to come back to life? 
(Appendix Band D) 

(G) Question 3: Are people different after they die? 
(Appendix A) 



Table 10 

Reasons Given in Response to "What Happens After Death?" 

Response 
categories 

Physiological 

Spiritua 1 

Feelings 

Social 
(relationship) 

Social 
(external cause) 

Cognitive 

Number of responses for each question 

(H)Differences 
after death. 
pre post 

10 9 

2 2 

2 2 

3 2 

0 0 

6 6 

(I)What happens to people 
after they die? 

pre post 

17 13 

7 12 

1 1 

3 1 

0 0 

4 5 

Note: (H) Question 3: Reasons given in response to the question, 
Are people different after they die? 
(Appendix A) 

(I) Question 10: What happens to people after they die? 
(Appendix A) 

66 
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in the pre and posttests. For example, during the pretest one child 

said, "Yes, because they're not alive and they don't move. They can 

decompose and there's nothing but bones left." During the posttest one 

child said, "Yah, because they don't move and they don't feel 

anymore." Several children also expressed cognitive reasons in 

answering the question. For example during the pretest one child said, 

"Not really, they're just the same. It's just that they're gone. They 

leave." As observed by the data reported in Table lO(H) and by the 

children's comments, the children did not seem to change their 

opinions and reasons as a result of viewing the film. 

The children also shared their opinions about what happens to 

people after they die (see Question 10, Appendix A). More than half of 

the children answered with physiological reasons (Table 10-1). For 

example, one child's pretest comment was: 

They' re put in a coffin and then they make a hole in the 
ground in the graveyard and then they put the coffin in and 
put the body in the coffin and someone is carrying the 
coffin with their gloves on. Some ladies put something in 
their hair like white things and they put roses on the 
coffin. 

Overall, the children in answering the question after viewing the film 

were more "spiritual" in their comments than before viewing the film, 

which could be related to some factors presented in the video such as 

seeing Pete come back to life and being around Chad. Thus, several 

children gave spiritual reasons during the pre and posttests. One 

child's pretest comment was, "They go to a different place, they might 

be a better soul. Might be able to watch us." The slight increase of 

responses which occurred for the spiritual category during the 

-L 
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2 
posttest was statistically significant at p = .10 (x = 3.20, p < .10) 

2 
but not at p = .05 (x = 3.20, p >.05) as tested by the McNemar test. 

The children were asked about the possibility of having a dead 

person come back to life (see Questions 6 and 11, Appendix Band D). 

Most children answered negatively to the question for the pre and 

posttests. A child during the pretest mentioned that it was not 

possible to come back to life unless it was in a movie, and another 

child during the posttest mentioned that it was not possible to come 

back to life because when someone is dead he does not have any life in 

him and cannot do anything. A small number of children answered 

positively to the question both before and after viewing the film. 

They gave comments such as, "Yes, it is possible to come back to life, 

if you are reincarnated or in dreams you can come back." A few 

children did not know how to answer the question and gave comments 

such as, "Well, if it is reincarnated then you can come alive but not 

1 ike from the ground or something 1 ike that," and "No, but I think 

that if a ghost comes back, then it can walk around." The results are 

reported in Table 9(F) and do not show statistical significance. 

To collect more information about the children's understanding of 

the film "Where's Pete?", an individual discussion concerning the 

circumstances of Pete's death was initiated. In the discussion about 

what happened to Pete (see Question 3a, Appendix C), most children who 

mentioned that Pete was dead felt comfortable saying the word "died." 

However, a few children preferred to use sentences such as "He was in 

a car crash with his friends." When asked where they thought Pete was 

now (see Question 3B, Appendix C), the majority of children said, "In 

L 
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heaven," or "Up somewhere, probably in heaven." One child said in 

"hell" and a few children gave physiological reasons such as, "They 

buried him, he's cremated, he's in a graveyard now or in that box, 

coffin." In response to how they would picture where Pete is now (see 

Question 3c, Appendix C), some children did not know how to picture 

the place but a few others described heaven in gent le terms. The 

children used sentences such as, "It's really peaceful and quiet", 

"There are clouds and it's soft", and "It's probably a beautiful 

place, like a dream, it's happiness, everyone has their own unit." One 

child said, "It's a nice place to live because you get to see all your 

friends who died," and another child said, "It's a different world for 

spirit. It would be like our world, but no killing in it, nobody would 

be dead. It would be for spirits, and the bodies would be buried." One 

child described hell as "Hot and stuff. There's forks. There might be 

devil, and in heaven there are angels." And one child described 

cremation as "Like just burning wood. It turns into ashes." 

Also related to the conceptions of what happens after death, the 

children were asked what they thought Pete was doing now (see Question 

4, Appendix C). Most children described physical activities such as, 

"He's playing hockey or he's sleeping or he's riding his bike." A few 

children gave spiritual responses such as, "He's thanking God for 

bringing him up in heaven, thinking that he can see his family and he 

can see Chad playing hockey." It seems that for many of the children, 

Pete in the film was still "doing" something even though he was dead 

(Table 11). 

.. -L 



Table 11 

Children's Conception of Activities Occurring After Death 

Response categories 
(activities) 

Physical 

Spiritual 

Soc i al 

Miscellaneous 
(cognitive explanation) 

I don't know 

Number of responses for the question 

19 

3 

1 

3 

2 

Note: Question 4: What do you think Pete is doing now? (Appendix C) 
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The children were also asked if they thought Pete was different 

now that he was dead (see Question 6, Appendix C). Half of the 

children answered positively, giving physiological reasons such 

as, "He looks different because he is probably a skeleton right now," 

and "Yes, because we can't see him anymore and he can't feel. 

Everything is different, he's not at school, he's not at home, and he 

can't play hockey anymore." On the other hand, the other half of the 

children answered negatively to the question, giving spiritual reasons 

such as, "He's the same all the time. He's never going to age." As can 

be seen, the children had different reactions to the question. The 

children who answered positively to the question seemed to focus more 

on the physical aspect of the dead person; children who answered 

negatively focused on the spiritual aspect of what happens after 

death. 

The children were also asked if they thought Pete would come back 

often to talk to Chad as he was doing at the end of the film (see 

Question 13, Appendix C). The majority of children answered negatively 

to the question. One of the children said, "It was just a vision, it 

was in his imagination, because Pete is not really alive, because Pete 

said he wouldn't come back." Two of the negative reasons given tended 

to imply that Pete was coming back or that he could come back. For 

example, one child said, "I think that if he dreams more, Pete will 

come back, but if he stops dreaming he won't come back." And another 

child said, "It was the last time." One child answered positively to 

the question saying, "For a while. He'll probably get used to the idea 

that Pete died." Interestingly, one child commented, "Maybe, or Chad 
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may think that Pete will come back, that'll be fine." Thus, a few 

children thought that Pete could still come back to life, but only for 

a while. 

To investigate further, the children were asked to discuss the 

possibility of someone who had died coming back to life as Pete was 

doing. Most of the children answered negatively to the question and 

gave clear and precise explanations such as, "Because when you' re 

dead, you can't come back," and "Chad was probably dreaming. Pete was 

really dead in real life." These children seemed to be able to 

distinguish between what was reality and what was fiction. A few 

children answered positively to the question but did not give further 

reasons, except for one child who said, "Maybe, like just to visit. 

Nobody would see him except the person who had seen him before cause 

he remembered him so well." Also a few children answered to the 

question with a "Yes and no" response which expressed more their 

spiritual life and values. For example, one child said, "It should be 

the spirit which could only come back," and another child said, 

"Unless he is reincarnated. But not from the ground." One child made 

an interesting comment by saying, "I don't think that he would really 

live exactly the way he was doing. He probably just talks. If he would 

want to talk he wouldn't probably come down, he would probably just 

talk about hockey. There would be a voice but no body." These comments 

support the results reported earlier about the permanency of death 

(Table 8). 

-
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The children were also asked whether or not they thought a dead 

person could continue to have feelings (see Questions 5 and 4, 

Appendix B and D). As reported in Table 12(J), almost half of the 

children responded that a dead person could not have any feelings 

since he was dead. For example, during the pretest, one child said, 

"Nothing because he can't, he's dead." However, several children 

reported feelings of sadness and talked about the dead person's 

feelings by saying that the dead person "Might feel really sad and 

might feel like crying." During the posttest, more children reported 

feelings of sadness and talked about how Pete, being dead in the film, 

was feeling. For example, they gave answers such as, "I think that 

they'd feel sad that they were dead and that boy was thinking about 

it." The children seemed to get to know Pete by watching the film, 

they shared his life and perhaps they related to how Pete was feeling 

even though he was dead. One of the feelings expressed by one child 

was happiness. This child said, "I would feel sort of happy that 

people cared so much about me, but sad to see the people down crying 

for me." The results do not show statistical significance for the pre 

and posttests (Table 12-J). 

The children were also asked during the pre and posttests about 

the possibility of the dead person to hear, feel, think or get hungry 

(see Question 11, Appendix A). The majority of children answered 

negatively. A few children seemed unsure, and responded by "Yes and 

no." During the posttest, only one child answered by "Yes and no." 

Also, contrary to the pretest, a few children answered positively to 

the question during the posttest. However, this difference was not 

--
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Table 12 

Children's Conception of a Dead Person's Feelings 

Number of responses for each 9.uestion 

Feeling (J)Thoughts about a dead (K)Thoughts about 
categories person's feelings. Pete's feelings. 

pre post post 

Angry 1 1 0 

Sad 6 9 8 

No feelings 11 9 4 

Anxious 1 2 0 

Unhappy 3 2 3 -Lost (lonely) 2 1 9 -~ 
Upset 1 3 0 ... -Happy 0 1 0 --
Good 0 0 5 

Cheated 0 0 1 

N/A 1 1 0 

Note: (J) Question 5 & 4: How do you think a dead person feels? 
(Appendix Band D) 

(K) Question 5: How do you think Pete is feeling now? 
(Appendix C) 



2 
statistically significant as tested by the McNemar test (x =2.25, p) 

.10). According to the data, what seemed to have happened is that the 

children who were unsure in answering the question during the pretest 

seemed to have been more positive and opinionated when answering the 

question during the posttest. The children seemed to be influenced by 

Pete's role in the film when answering the question. 

More specifically, the children were asked to share their 

thoughts about how Pete was feeling now (Question 5, Appendix C) to 

compare their responses to those received for the question, "How do 

you think a dead person feels?" (Question 5, Appendix B). The majority 

of children said that Pete was feeling lonely and sad. One of the 

children who mentioned "lonely" said, "He's feeling lonely because he 

misses his brother and he probably thinks 'I'm dead now. I wish he 

would come up here with me'." One of the children who said "sad" 

commented, "Kind of sad because he can't see his parents and brother." 

Several children mentioned the feeling word "good" and said, "Good. 

When you're dead, you're dead, it's peaceful and you get to rest." The 

results are reported in Table 12(K). Interestingly, when asked if a 

dead person could feel, most children answered in a negative way; when 

asked how Pete was feeling now that he was dead, the children talked 

about Pete's feelings. As observed, there is quite a difference in the 

children's perception of the questions. It seems that the factor of 

attachment to the deceased person could be a major one in the 

children's perception and understanding of death. 

--
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The second part of the second research question verified if the 

changes in children's understanding of death mentioned in the question 

were likely to occur among children in the concrete operational 

period. 

According to Piaget's definition, the children in this study were 

considered to be in the concrete operational period. In order to 

evaluate whether or not the children retained preoperational 

characteristics in their understanding of death, a conservation task 

was given to the children at the beginning of the research (see Scarr, 

Wrinberg & Levine, 1986). This conservation task had six different 

levels of conservation which were the conservation of liquid, matter, 

number, length, area and volume (see Appendix I). For the conservation 

of liquid, matter, number and length, most children conserved and were 

able to distinguish differences among the tasks presented to them. 

However, for the conservation of area and volume, the children had 

difficulty conserving. Perhaps this was because those tasks had 

formal- operational characteristics which did not correspond to the 

children's cognitive development. 

To answer the second part of the second research question, 

attention was given to the two preoperational children found in this 

study, in order to verify if there was any difference in their 

understanding of death as compared to the concrete operational 

children. The Atwood (1984) questionnaire was studied (Appendix A) as 

well as the Questionnaire Related to the Film (Appendix C). According 

to the results, most of the responses given by these two children were 

.. -
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not different than most of the responses given by the concrete 

operational children. 

A small difference was noticed in one of the two preoperational 

children's responses for the question, "Why do people die?" (see 

Question 5, Appendix A). The child answered the question in a 

cognitive way which was a low-rated category when the concrete 

operational children responded to the question ( see Table 6-D). For 

example, the preoperational child's pretest comment was, "People have 

to die sometimes," and his post test comment was, "Everybody has to 

die." The concrete operational children tended to answer the question 

in a physiological way and gave comments such as, "Because they are 

old," or they talked about social-external causes such as, "Because 

you can be killed." The answers given by the two preoperational 

children to the question, "What did you think/feel when you saw Chad's 

mother putting away Pete's belongings shortly after the funeral?" 

(Question 2, Appendix C), were similar to the responses given by the 

concrete operational children. One preoperational child's comment was, 

"Mad because Chad could have kept it. So he could remember Pete and 

not throw away Pete's belongings." The other preoperational child 

said, "Sad because he wasn't there anymore. His belongings were taken 

away." Those two feelings of sadness and anger were the predominant 

ones mentioned by all the concrete operational children (see Table 

4-I). 

Thus, whether the children were preoperational in their cognitive 

development or concrete-operational, their understanding of death was 

not affected as a result of viewing the film. However, perhaps the 

.. -
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results would have been different if the sample of children used in 

this study had been larger; and if more children had been 

preoperational in their cognitive development. The results are 

reported in Table 13. 

The third research question concerned any particular emotional 

reactions that the children would have about the sudden death of their 

sisters or brothers as a result of viewing the film. In order to 

emotionally prepare the children to discuss such a concern, a few 

questions regarding the death of an acquaintance were examined with 

the children. 

During this preparation stage, the children reported feeling sad 

and sorry when discussing the death of an animal, the death of a 

friend's pet or the death of a friend's grandmother. However, when 

answering the third research question, the children commented that if 

their sisters or brothers would die suddenly, they would feel mainly 

sad and lost. They would specifically miss the relationship with the 

deceased sibling. 

In the preparation stage discussion, the children expressed 

during the pretest their feelings about seeing a graveyard (see 

Question 8, Appendix B). Almost half of the children reported feeling 

frightened. One child said, "I would feel kind of frightened because 

at some places they're a statue grave and you may step on a carpet but 

it's a person underneath and it's kind of frightening for me." Several 

children also mentioned feelings of sadness (see Table 14-A). One 

child said, "I would feel very sad because all those people have 

.. -
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Table 13 

Conservation Task Results 

Number of children for each task 

Children Liquid Matter Number Length Area Volume 

Conservers 23 25 26 25 a)21 19 
b) 6 

Non-conserve rs 3 1 0 1 a) 1 6 
1 b)13 

No answer 0 0 0 0 a) 4 1 
b) 7 

.. -I 
111111 .. 
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died." Also a few children answered with responses which did not 

express feelings but rather described a cognitive reason. For example, 

one child said, "It makes me feel that it is a happy resting place for 

people who have died instead of like an animal just being left out." 

Also, the children expressed during the pretest their feelings 

about seeing a dead animal on the road (see Question 7, Appendix B). 

Most of the children mentioned feeling sad and sorry. Almost half of 

the children reported feelings of sadness and gave comments such as, 

"Gross, you could bring it to the vet ••• You'd feel like kind of sad 

for him. And if the doctor couldn't fix it and would need to put it to 

sleep, then I'd feel real sad. Because it would be too late. If it 

would be dead, I'd feel more sad." Several children also mentioned 

feeling sorry and said, "I would feel sorry for that animal. Animals 

can't see and they can just cross the road and they might be hit by a 

car." One child responded feeling horrible and said: 

When I saw a squirrel on the road and my dad hit it and like 
I didn't know what we hit and then I saw it on the road and 
I felt horrible and the next day, I took my bike and I went 
down to the park where they usually stay and then I went 
down where my dad hit the animal, someone came and 'banged' 
it and it made me feel horrible. 

A number of the answers given by the children lacked expression of 

feelings. Rather, the children expressed what had happened to the dead 

animal or talked about the circumstances surrounding the accident. For 

example, one child said, "I saw two dead cats on the road. I don't 

know. I don't watch them. They got hit, they should watch out. But 

it's not like that." The results are reported in Table 14(B). It seems 

that on one hand, the children tend to feel sorry and sad when seeing 
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Table 14 

Children's Feelings Concerning the Death of an Acquaintance 

Number of responses for each question 
Feeling (A)Graveyard 
categories 

(B)Dead (C)Friend's (D)Friend's (E)Friend's 
animal 
Pre 

pet 
Pre Post 

grandma 
Pre Post 

brother 
Pre Pre 

Sorry 

Upset 

Horrible 

1 

0 

0 

6 

0 

8 

4 

1 

9 

1 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

4 

9 

2 

0 

7 

2 

0 

9 

2 

0 

5 

5 

0 

5 

4 

0 

Sad 

Unhappy 

Frightened 

Like crying 

Lonely (lost) 

Good 

11 

2 

0 

0 

0 

0 

3 

1 

4 

15 

0 

0 

0 

1 

0 

0 

0 

1 

0 

1 

18 

3 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

1 

0 

0 

14 

0 

1 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

2 

0 

14 

0 

1 

0 

1 

2 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

18 

0 

0 

0 

2 

0 

1 

1 

0 

0 

0 

Mad 

Shocked 

O.K. 

I don't know 

N/A 

Note: (A) Question 8: How does it make you feel to see a graveyard? 
(Appendix B) 

(B) Question 7: How would you feel if you would see a dead 
animal on the road? (Appendix B) 

(C) Question 9 & 15: How would it make you feel if your 
friend's pet died? (Appendix Band C) 

(D) Question 10 & 16: How would it make you feel if you would 
hear that your friend's grandmother died in her 
sleep? (Appendix Band C 

(E) Question 11: How would it make you feel if you would hear 
that your friend's brother died in a car 
accident? (Appendix B) 

.. -I .. -111111 
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a dead animal on the road, and on the other hand, they tend to feel 

frightened when seeing a graveyard (Question 8, Table 14-A). 

Approaching a more sensitive topic of discussion, the children 

were asked to express their feelings about a friend's pet's death (see 

Questions 9 and 15, Appendix Band C). This question was asked before 

and after the presentation of the film in order to see if there was 

any change occurring in the answers given. The majority of children 

reported feelings of sadness and several of them mentioned feeling 

sorry. More than half of the children during the pretest reported 

feelings of sadness and gave comments such as, "I'd feel sad for her 

because it would be her best pet. And if it was still a baby it would 

be hard because it would be gone." Several children also mentioned 

feeling sorry and said, "It would make me feel sorry for that pet but 

not as sorry as if it would be my pet. If it would be my pet I'd be 

more sad." Some of the children who were feeling sorry said that they 

would not feel as sorry for the pet as "If it would be the mom and dad 

of the person who died." The proportion of responses given for the 

feelings "sad" and "sorry" did not differ significantly from the pre 

to the posttests. The results are reported in Table 14(C). The 

children who were feeling sad during the posttest commented, "It will 

be sad but it's not the same feeling as when it is a human being 

dying. Because pets are animals." And the children who were feeling 

sorry mentioned, "I kind of feel sorry for my friend. You can get 

another pet but not the same person. I'd feel bad but not that bad 

because it's just a pet." 

--
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The children reported that they would feel worse to hear about a 

person's death than to hear about an animal's death. To prolong the 

discussion, the children were asked to discuss both before and after 

the presentation of the film how they would feel to hear about the 

death of their friend's grandmother (see Questions 10 and 16, Appendix 

Band C). Again the predominant feeling mentioned during the pre and 

posttests was the feeling of sadness. More than half of the children 

mentioned feelings of sadness both during the pre and posttests. One 

child's pretest comment was, "It would be sad because my grandma died 

too. So I know how it feels." During the posttest the same child said, 

"It would be sad because like if we were friends we would probably 

have the same feelings that she had about her grandmother." Several 

children also mentioned the feeling word "sorry" during the pre and 

posttests . One child's pretest comment was, "I'd feel sorry for him, 

because my friend just a couple of months ago, his grandmother died in 

her sleep and he had to go out of school for a while and he went to 

the cemetary. He might have known her very well, like not to want it 

to happen." The same child commented during the post test, "I'd feel 

sorry for my friend because he would be in a lot of misery." A 

decrease in the proportion of responses given for the feeling word 

"sorry" during the posttest was statistically significant at p = .10 

2 
(x = 3.13, p <.10) but not at p 

2 
.05 (x = 3.13, p > .05) as tested 

by the McNemar test. This means that the children who mentioned 

feeling sorry during the pretest were not stating that they were 

feeling as sorry during the posttest. Also, after the presentation of 

.. -
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the film, the children felt as sorry as they felt upset to hear about 

their friend's grandmother's death. 

The children also discussed the possibility of their friend's 

brother dying (see Question 11, Appendix B). The question was asked 

during the pretest and the majority of children responded with 

feelings of sadness. One child mentioned, "I'd feel sad, really sad. 

I'd know his brother and I'd probably like him. I like most of my 

friends' brothers." A few children mentioned feeling sorry and one of 

the children processed his response in an interesting way. He said: 

Well first of all, it's like if he was drinking or something 
well like, and he crashed into another car and it'd be 
mostly his fault, I'd still feel sorry for my friend but if 
there was somebody else who first crashed in him because 
they were drunk then I would say it is unfair and if the 
person in the car was still living and she hit my friend's 
brother, she should die. My friend's brother should still be 
alive. It's just like my grandpa, he was hit by a car and my 
grandpa died, his neck broke. It's not fair, it's not fair. 

This comment is very rich in details and seems to contain many hidden 

feelings. The results are reported in Table 14(E). 

The following discussion concerned the death of a sister or 

brother and was used to answer the third research question. The 

children were first asked during the pre and posttests, to discuss how 

they would feel if their brother would die (see Questions 13 and 15, 

Appendix B and D). The majority of children mentioned feelings of 

sadness. During the pretest, almost half of the children mentioned 

that they would feel sad. For example, one child said, "I'd feel sad. 

I wouldn't go outside or do anything for a couple of months. I'd sit 

in my bedroom. My brother is 14 years old." A few children said that 

they would feel upset and gave comments such as, "We usually fight, 

• -
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but if he would die I'd feel upset. We fight but we don't want to get 

hurt. It's just that each of us wants to be right." Several children 

also mentioned that they would feel lost if their brother would die 

and said, "I'd feel, wel 1 he used to tease me a lot but I would miss 

the spirit because he used to be really nice." During the posttest, it 

can be noticed that the proportion of responses given for the feeling 

of sadness increased slightly but was not significant as tested by the 

McNernar test (x
2 = 1.13, p > .10). The results are reported in Table 

15(F). 

When asked to discuss during the pre and posttests how they would 

feel if their sisters died (see Question 14 and 16, Appendix Band D), 

almost half of the children mentioned feelings of sadness. One child's 

pretest comment was, "It would make me feel pretty sad. We're just two 

kids in the family and if it was just me, I was pretty unhappy because 

I didn't have anybody to play with. My sister is 5 or 6 years old." 

One child's posttest comment was, "Sarne way as for my brother. Sad 

just means sort of an empty feeling." Similarly, several children 

mentioned during the pre and posttest, that they would feel lost if 

their sisters would die. One child's pretest comment was, "I don't 

know. I'd not feel so bad because ••• like they're so ••• well, I love 

them and if they'd go away I'd miss them very much. Specially the twin 

sisters, I'd miss them a lot." The results are not significant as 

reported in Table 15(G), which means that the children's emotional 

reactions about losing a sister or a brother did not change as a 

result of viewing the film, "Where's Pete?". 

• • 
• • -
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Table 15 

Children's Feelings Concerning the Death of a Sibling 

Number of responses for each question 

Feeling (F)Death of (G) Death of (H) Death of 
categories a brother a sister a sibling 

pre post pre post pre post 

Sad 9 13 10 10 19 23 

Like crying 3 2 0 0 3 2 

Guilty 1 2 0 1 1 3 

Upset 4 3 1 1 5 4 

• Unhappy 2 1 1 2 3 1 • 
Angry 1 2 1 1 2 3 • .. 
Lost 4 2 6 5 10 7 

l Horrible 0 1 1 1 1 2 

Scared 0 0 1 1 1 1 

I 
I 

Note: (F) Question 13 & 15: How would you feel if your brother would 
die? (Appendix Band D) 

(G) Question 14 & 16: How would you feel if your sister would 
die? (Appendix Band D) 

(H) Is questions 13, 14, 15, 16 together. 
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The two questions concerning the death of a sister or brother 

were treated together in order to get a better perception of the 

results just discussed. The majority of children, both before and 

after viewing the film, mentioned that they would feel sad, with an 

increase of responses noticed during the posttest (Table 15-H). 

However, 
2 

the McNemar test (x = 0.44, p > .10) demonstrated that the 

difference in the proportion of responses given for the feelings of 

sadness was not statistically significant. This means that the 

children who reported feelings of sadness during the pretest were not 

necessarily the same children who were feeling sad during the 

posttest. Thus, most of the children mentioned that they would feel 

sad and lost if their brother or sister would die, and it seems that 

the viewing of the film did not affect their main feelings toward that 

issue. Interestingly, one child said that when she was saying the 

feeling word "sad," it meant for her "like an empty feeling." So the 

meaning of the feeling of sadness could have had different significa­

tion for each individual child. Another important point to note is 

that during the posttest treatment, the children put more intensity in 

expressing their feelings than during the pretest treatment and 

reported words such as "very, very sad" or "really upset." 

The reasons related to the answers given by the children to 

express their emotions about losing a sibling, were grouped together 

with the agreement of three different judges, in order to assess any 

change occurring between the pre and posttests. Three different 

categories of reasons were used to analyze the responses. The physio-

logical category implied missing some physical activities undertaken 

• • 
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with the late sibling, the empathic category implied missing the 

personal qualities of the late sibling, and the relationship category 

implied missing the relationship with the late sibling. Almost half of 

the children reported that they would miss the relationship with their 

sibling (see Table 16). To summarize, the children reported feeling 

sad because of the loss of the relationship which existed before the 

sibling's death. 

The following discussion was also concerned with the death of a 

sibling but was related to the viewing of the film. The children were 

asked to discuss their feelings about the scene in which Chad loses 

his brother Pete in the film (see Questions 17 and 14, Appendix C and 

D). As reported in Table 17, the majority of children mentioned 

feelings of sadness. For example, one child said, "Real sad again. It 

must be hard to lose a brother." Another child said, "I felt sad 

because if I'd lose my brother, I'd feel sad or if my friend's brother 

would die I would probably feel worse. Really sad like I had tears in 

my eyes." Also, almost half of the children reported feeling sorry for 

Chad. For example, one child said, "Sorry for Chad, he lost him 

without saying 'goodbye'. Pete was his best brother." The reasons 

related to the feelings expressed by the children were grouped 

together with the agreement of three judges in order to analyze 

thoroughly the children's responses. Four different categories were 

used as reported in Table 18. The physiological category included 

reasons which expressed the physical state of the child answering the 

question. For example, one child said, "That made me feel horrible. I 

was mad. I couldn't probably really sleep for two weeks or something." 

• • 
• .. 
• 



Table 16 

Reasons Given in Response to the Question Concerning 

the Death of a Sibling 

Categories 

Physiological 

Empathic 

Relationship 

Number of responses 

Pre Post 

3 

2 

10 

2 

3 

10 

Note: Reasons given in response to children's feelings concerning 
the death of a sibling. 
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Table 17 

Children's Feelings Regarding the Scene in Which Chad Loses Pete 

Feeling categories 

Sorry for Chad 

Sad 

Like crying 

Upset 

Unhappy 

Scared 

Angry 

Lonely 

Number of responses for the question 

Posttest 

12 

18 

5 

5 

3 

2 

2 

2 

90 

Note: Question 17: In the film, how did it make you feel to see Chad 
losing his brother? (Appendix C) 

Question 14: How did it make you feel to see Chad in the film 
losing his brother Pete? (Appendix D) 

.. 
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Table 18 

Reasons Given in Response to the Question Regarding 

Chad Losing His Brother Pete 

Categories 

Physiological 

Empathic 

Relationship 

Personal 

Number of responses 

Posttest 

1 

2 

10 

6 

Note: Reasons given in response to the questions about Chad losing 
his brother Pete 

91 
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The empathic category included reasons which demonstrated a 

concern for the dead sibling; the relationship category expressed 

concerns about the kind of relationship the child and the deceased had 

together; and the personal category included reasons which expressed 

the children's fears about the possible death of their own sibling. 

For example, one child said, "Scared because I think that my sister 

would do that. I I d lose my sister if she'd get in a car accident." It 

seems that when seeing Chad lose his brother Pete in the film, the 

children were mainly concerned about the relationship Chad and Pete 

had together, and it reminded them of the relationship they have with 

their own brother and sister. 

The children were also asked during the posttest, if it would 

have been easier for Chad to lose his grandmother instead of Pete (see 

Question 17b, Appendix C). The majority of children answered 

positively to the question. Most of them were saying that Chad and 

Pete were very close and that Chad was not as close to his grandmother 

as he was to Pete. Also they mentioned that Pete was still young and 

that it would have been normal for his grandmother to die first since 

she was older. A few children answered negatively to the question and 

the main reasons they gave were that the grandmother and Pete were 

both part of the family. One child answered "Yes and no" and said, "It 

would be more difficult to lose Pete if he was living with them. But 

if the grandmother was living with them, then it would be as hard." 

-II .. 
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Further Results 

The next section involves additional results gathered throughout 

the study, and is concerned with the children's opinions regarding the 

film "Where's Pete?". The following points discussed in this section 

could be used in the formation of a guideline suggesting what is 

appropriate to present to children and not to present in a film 

portraying death. 

The children were asked to discuss their feelings about the film 

"Where's Pete?" (see Question 1, Appendix D). As reported in Table 

19(1), the majority of children mentioned feeling sad. For example, 

one child said, "It makes me feel glad and sad because, sad because he 

had to die. Chad could never see him again, and glad because of this 

last visit he had." Several children also mentioned feeling happy and 

one of the children said "Sad when he dies, happy when he does things 

fun." Also several children responded feeling worried and one of them 

said, "Worried sometimes when I think about it, I think something can 

happen to me and I worry." 

The children also expressed what they liked in the film (Question 

1, Appendix C) and the majority of them said they enjoyed seeing Pete 

give the hockey stick to Chad at the end of the film. Also several 

children liked to see Pete scoring the goal when he played hockey with 

Chad. A few children mentioned they enjoyed seeing Chad remembering 

the good times he had with Pete. Interestingly, a few children said 

they liked seeing Chad thinking that his brother was still alive. 

ti 
I 
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Many children seemed to like everything in the film. However, 

several children mentioned that they disliked seeing Chad feeling sad 

because of Pete's death. Also a few children disliked the scene in 

which Chad was looking at Pete in the coffin. One child did not like 

the scene in which Chad thought Pete would come back to talk to him. 

However, just earlier on, a few children mentioned liking the scene in 

which Chad was thinking that his brother was still alive. Despite 

those mixed feelings, it seems that the majority of children liked the 

sequence of the film where Chad was imagining Pete alive and around 

him. This scene did not seem to have a detrimental effect on the 

children. 

At the beginning of the film, after Chad found out about his 

brother's death, his father came to him at night and said "sleep tight 

son." To this sequence of the film all the children responded that 

they would not have been able to sleep in Chad's place (Question 11, 

Appendix C). The children said they would have felt sad, upset and 

like crying. For example, some children said, "It would be hard to 

sleep. I'd be really sad and I'd probably cry. Because just to see 

where he slept would make me feel very upset." Some other reasons 

given by the children were more physiological such as, "It would be a 

bit 'creepy' to see him going through the door, even though he was 

dead. Because I would keep thinking about if I would see him again. 

Because it is his brother, he was used to play with him and now he 

knows that he might lose in hockey by the grade 3." 

The children were also asked to comment whether or not Chad knew 

what would happen at the funeral (see Question 7, Appendix C). Almost 

' I 
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all the children thought that Chad did not know what to expect at the 

funeral because of his laughing and the questions he was asking of his 

mom. For example, one child said, "Chad was asking all those 

questions. He didn't seem to understand what was going on. He had to 

touch Pete's skin to find out." Another child said, "Chad is pretty 

young and he wouldn't have been in a funeral before and it was his 

only brother." However, a few children answered positively to the 

question and one of the children said, "Because if Chad saw Pete's 

dead body, then he probably knows that he died. Probably because maybe 

his parents told him what would happen." 

In the film, Chad was asking his mother in front of the coffin 

where was the real Pete (see Question 6, Appendix D) and the children 

were asked to share their feelings about this scene. The children 

expressed a wide range of feeling words, however there was no 

predominant feeling mentioned by the children. They were feeling sad, 

confused, upset, sorry, good and guilty. A few children did not know 

how to answer the question and several children did not express their 

feelings but rather talked about how Chad in the film was confused 

about what was going on. For example, one child said, "I don't have an 

expression. Pete was there and his Mom was telling Chad that it wasn't 

the real Pete. So Chad was feeling sad because he was thinking 'well, 

if it's not the real Pete wel 1 where is Pete?'" One of the children 

who was feeling sad said, "I felt sad because Chad thought that it was 

the real Pete, I got confused here and sad." Also one of the children 

who seemed to feel confused said, "I felt kind of funny because when 

she said his body was there but not his soul I just wondered where was 
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the real Pete?" Another child who did not know how to express his 

feelings mentioned, " I don't know because his mom didn't really tell 

him were he was, she just said he was dead and that he would not come 

back." By looking at the children's comments, it seems that most of 

the children were feeling confused about this scene of the film, 

because of both the lack of clarity and information given by the 

adult. 

The children were also asked to share their feelings about the 

scene in the film in which Chad got angry at his mother for putting 

away Pete's belongings (see Question 8A, Appendix D). Almost half of 

the children mentioned feelings of sadness. For example, one child 

said, "It makes me feel sad for Chad because he had to go through all 

that and like he's just in grade 2." Several children also mentioned 

feeling upset and one of the children commented, "Upset because Chad 

wants to keep the spirit in his room." Several children reported 

feeling sorry and interestingly, one child said he was feeling sorry 

for Chad's mom. For example, he said, "Sorry for his mom. Chad was 

really angry and it seems that he was going to punch his mom cause 

she's just trying ••• Well it's for his own good." The results are 

reported in Table 19(J). 

The children discussed how they felt when they saw Chad's father 

using a puppet to talk about his feelings (see Question 9, Appendix 

D). Many children felt more comfortable processing the question in a 

cognitive way than to express their feelings. For example, one child 

said, "I liked it. It's easier to talk about those things when you use 

an instrument like this," and another child mentioned: 
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Table 19 

Children's Feelings Regarding Particular Scenes 

Presented in the Film "Where's Pete?" 

Number of reseonses for each 9.uestion 

Feeling (I)Feelings about (J)Chad's reactions (K)Chad's father 
categories the film. to his mother. using a puppet. 

Post Post Post 

Sad 18 10 6 

Sorry 1 5 0 

Upset 2 6 1 

Happy 4 1 3 

Worried 4 0 0 

Angry (mad) 0 2 1 

Good 0 0 7 

Strange 0 0 1 

Awkward 0 1 0 

O.K. 1 0 1 

I don't know 0 1 0 

N/A 1 4 8 

Notes: (I) Question 1: When you think about the film "Where's Pete?", 
how does it make you feel? (Appendix D) 

(J) Question 8a: How did it make you feel to see Chad's 
reaction? (Appendix D) 

(K) Question 9: How did you feel when you saw Chad's father 
using a puppet to talk about his feelings to 
Chad? (Appendix D) 
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I felt that it was a bit 'fakey.' He should have just told 
him face to face like he did on the stairs instead of using 
an instrument. He was trying to hide his feelings. He was 
trying to talk about something in a cheery way. But he was 
talking about death which is not interesting or happy or 
nice to talk about. It made me feel that he didn't use the 
right way of communication. 
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As reported in Table 19(K), several children commented on feeling good 

and one child said, "I felt good, I don't think I'd like to be talked 

to by someone. I'd rather be talked to by a puppet or something. I 

hate talking face to face with my father, he screams like crazy. I 

liked the puppet." However, several children also mentioned feeling 

sad and one child said, "It made me feel sad because Chad didn't want 

to do anything because he lost his brother." Interestingly, three 

children out of twenty-six mentioned their disagreement in using a 

puppet to talk to Chad. They would have preferred the father talking 

face to face to Chad. 

When the children were asked how they would have liked the film 

to end (see Question 18, Appendix C), the majority of children 

reported liking to see Pete coming back alive and not being dead. 

Several children liked the way the film ended and a few children said 

they would have liked to see some rituals around Pete's death, such as 

going to the grave and saying 'goodbye', and looking at a family album 

to remember Pete. 
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Chapter V 

CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Conclusions 

As discussed in the results section, the data gathered for the 

three research questions investigated in this study did not 

demonstrate any significant change in children's understanding and 

emotional reactions to the concept of death as a result of viewing the 

film "Where's Pete?", although a few minor changes were noticed for 

certain response categories. However, this study was successful in 

providing a description of children's cognitive and emotional 

reactions to the film portraying the death of a sibling, and in 

helping to evaluate any changes occurring in their cognitive 

developmental period called "concrete-operational." 

Atwood questionnaire. The Atwood (1984) questionnaire was 

administered in this study in order to assess children's concepts of 

death, and interestingly, minor differences in the responses given by 

the children were noticed between this study and the Atwood study. 

One of these differences concerned the responses regarding the 

distinction between the terms "death" and "sleep" (Question 4, 

Appendix A). In this study the majority of children were able to 

distinguish the two terms and answered with cognitive reasons. In 

Atwood's study, the majority of children were also able to notice 

differences between the two terms except for the Kindergarteners who 

were vacillating between giving a positive or a negative answer to the 

question. Most of the Atwood subjects gave physiological reasons 
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related to their responses. According to Hardgrove and Warrick (1974), 

"The child may confuse sleep with death because he recognizes both 

states as still. He needs special reassurance that death is not simply 

a long sleep; the sleep he takes each night is 'rest"' (p. 159). As 

observed, the way the child answered the question could have depended 

upon the language used between the parent and the child. 

To the question concerning the universality of death (Question 6, 

Appendix A), most children answered positively to the question both 

before and after viewing the film, except for one child who mentioned 

after viewing the film that some people would stay alive if they had 

been mean. The results were similar in the Atwood study with the 

exception of a few children who commented that some people would not 

die because they were loved too much. 

When the children were asked to discuss the age at which people 

usually die (Question 7, Appendix A), the responses given by the 

children in this study were similar to the ones received in the Atwood 

study. In this study a few children mentioned that if they would take 

care of themselves, they would not die before being old. Their answers 

were related to the results gathered in Candy-Gibbs, Sharp and Petrun 

(1985) study. In their study "both groups of children shared a 

tendency to distance death. That is, even though death appears to be 

eventually inevitable, if you are young and don't get ill, and you 

protect yourself from having an accident, you can delay death" (p. 

341). 

In the two studies, it can also be noticed by the results 

gathered for the question concerning the capability of a dead person 
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to feel, think, hear or get hungry, that after viewing a film 

presenting the concept of reversibility, the children had a tendency 

to believe that a dead person could either feel, think, hear or get 

hungry. Perhaps their religious and cultural background was related to 

their belief. 

Throughout the study, the researcher noticed that when children 

answered questions or viewed the film, they often related their 

perceptions to their own life experience. So depending upon their 

previous experiences with death, their religious concepts, their 

parents' attitudes toward death, and their psychological development, 

the children were cognitively and emotionally reacting differently to 

the concept of death (Buckingham, 1983). 

Emotional reactions to the concept of death. The film presented 

the avoidance phase, the confrontation phase, and the beginning of the 

re-establishment phase discussed by Rando (1984), in which the father 

was able to start communicating his feelings of grief to Chad. Chad on 

the other hand was having more difficulty in expressing his feelings 

of grief during the film and seemed to stay in the denial or avoidance 

phase. This comment was made by several children throughout the study. 

A few children were puzzled about not seeing Chad cry in the film. It 

seems that for them crying was a sign of sadness. A few children also 

wondered whether or not Chad was aware of the reality of Pete's death, 

since he was imagining Pete around him in his bedroom and on the 

hockey rink. 

I 
__J 
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As mentioned above, Burton (1974) suggested that children often 

use a coping mechanism to substitute the lost relationship. In the 

film, Chad used a "fantasy relationship" which was kept going with 

Pete. By doing so, Chad was able to protect himself and was able to 

endure the painful feelings that Pete's death had produced. Most 

children in this study, expressed feelings of happiness at the scene 

in the film in which Pete came back to visit Chad. The "fantasy 

relationship" existing between Chad and Pete in the film, was 

explained to the children at the closing and follow-up discussions. 

The children were also provided with a description of the normal 

grieving phases people go through when a loss occurred, as well as a 

description of the emotional reactions that could result from the 

loss. 

Interestingly, the researcher observed that the emotions children 

expressed throughout the study were defined in different ways and had 

different meaning for each individual child. The literal meaning of 

the feeling word was probably the same for each child but the personal 

experience triggered by the feeling word was different. This finding 

was made apparent during the study. 

Cognitive development of the concept of death. Children's under­

standing of the concept of death was not significantly changed as a 

result of viewing the film "Where's Pete?" However, the children had , 

throughout this study, an opportunity to discuss their perceptions and 

understanding of death. In the two interviews (Appendix B and C) 

designed by the researcher and conducted before and after the 



103 

presentation of the film, the interviewer asked questions about 

feelings regarding an animal's death. 

Interestingly two theoretical views are related to children's 

development of the concept of animals' death. Mitchell (1967) argued 

that the children's understanding of the concept of death develops 

through observations made in nature. So by experiencing an animal's 

death, the child is expected to be able to generalize the death to 

human' s death and then to his personal death. On the other hand, 

Anthony ( 1971) presented the view that children's understanding of 

death is formed with their own experiences of humans' death. By 

experiencing separation, loss and feelings of grief, the child is 

expected to be able to generalize the loss to the death of living 

objects in general. Smilansky (1981) supports Anthony's view in that 

he believes that the understanding of the concept of death begins with 

the child's own experiences with death and gets generalized to other 

living objects. 

Interestingly in this study, children mentioned that they would 

not feel as sorry for an animal's death as for a person's death. Based 

on these different views, it seems that future research would be 

needed first to verify their consistency and second to study the 

emotional component surrounding an animal and a person's death. 

Children's cognitive development of the concept of death was not 

affected as a result of viewing the film, whether the children were in 

their preoperational period or concrete-operational period. Most 

children in this study had concrete-operational characteristics in 

their cognitive development. However, the study demonstrated that 
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several children did not conserve for the conservation task of area 

and volume. Since children react differently to different situations, 

and develop according to their life experiences and family 

environment, perhaps the individual child development of the concept 

of death should be the focus of interest. 

Limitations 

In order to generalize the results of this study, the following 

points should be taken into consideration. 

Even though the reliability and validity of the interviews 

focusing on emotions (Appendix B and D), and of the questionnaire 

related to the film (Appendix C) were established, replication of the 

study is needed to reinforce the consistency of the results. 

The procedure undertaken in this study also has its limitations 

for two main reasons. First, only half of the eight interviewers were 

able to proceed with two sets of interviews in two different schools. 

As a result the consistency in the way the interviews were conducted 

with the children might have been affected. Second, because of a lack 

of space to perform the interviews in one of the schools, the 

procedure to conduct this study took longer and the resarcher ended up 

conducting most of the interviews by herself. This unfortunate 

situation might have affected slightly the results, by offering the 

children an opportunity to discuss some of the questions with each 

other in between each interviewing session. 

The criteria which the researcher and judges used to attribute 

children's comments to the different categories should also be 
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discussed. For instance, if a child was not using an "I" statement to 

express his emotions to a feeling question, his response was 

attributed to a non-applicable feeling category. Perhaps another 

researcher would have had different criteria, and would have analyzed 

the children's comments differently. 

The topic of death is not easy to deal with, and there are only a 

few people who _are starting to see the importance of having an open 

discussion about death in the school curriculum. Perhaps the sample of 

children used in this study would have been wider and probably 

randomly selected, if deat as a topic, would be approached with 

openness and comfort. 

Implications 

The results of this research have several implications in helping 

counsellors, teachers and parents to have a better understanding of 

(a) children's cognitive development toward the concept of death and 

(b) children's emotional reactions to a film portraying the death of a 

sibling, in order for them to be more effective in helping children to 

deal with the issue of death. 

Counselling implications. In order to be more effective in 

helping children deal with a significant loss in their lives, certain 

guidelines were presented in the review of literature. In this study, 

the children were interviewed regarding their understanding and 

emotional reactions to the film "Where's Pete?" and other ideas useful 

in the formation of new guidelines were suggested. 
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1. According to the children, adults would need to normalize 

feelings such as sadness, confusion and anger in order for the 

children to feel comfortable and to accept those feelings as part of 

the grieving process. 

2. When a sudden death occurs, children need to be comforted, to 

be invited to talk about their feelings, and to feel someone close by 

when going to sleep, since feelings such as fear of separation could 

occur. 

3. When choosing to let a child go to the funeral, an adult who 

is not too emotionally involved in the loss should explain to the 

child what to expect at the funeral, and should accompany the child in 

order to give him support and understanding. 

4. In order to avoid confusion and anxiety, an adult should take 

the time to talk to the child about death and to explain as clearly as 

possible what it means to be dead, as well as to be careful not to 

overwhelm the child with information that the child would not 

cognitively be apt to understand. 

5. A few weeks after the significant loss, the child should be 

consulted to decide what to do with the deceased's belongings in order 

for the child to feel comfortable with the procedures. 

6. In order to open channels of communication among family 

members, different means of expression could be used such as puppets, 

drawings, play, and open conversation. 

7. Children should also be consulted and offered the choice of 

having particular rituals to remember the deceased, in order to help 

progression in the grieving process. 
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These guidelines are tools that the counsellor, teacher or parent 

could use when talking to children about death. 

Suggested future research. This study could be replicated and 

compared to another group of children, using the same procedure but 

providing more time between the viewing of the film and the interviews 

conducted after its presentation. Such time could be used to think 

about the film and to discuss the issue of death with their families. 

Perhaps the differences in children's cognitive and emotional 

reactions to the portrayal of death would be quite noticeable between 

the two experimental groups. Factors such as cultural, religious 

beliefs as well as the degree to which a child is influenced by his 

family's beliefs and understanding of death, could be part of the main 

discussion. 

Differences could also be noticed in children's cognitive and 

emotional reactions to a portrayal of death by comparing a larger 

sample of preoperational children to a larger sample of concrete­

operational children. 

Candy-Gibbs, Colby-Sharp and Petrun (1985), who studied "The 

effects of age, object, and cultural/religious background on 

children's concept of death," suggested that, "The influence of other 

'environmental' variables such as cultural/religious background might 

profitably be explored in future research in relation to differences 

in life and death understanding" (p. 344). These authors also 

suggested that future research focus on other environmental variables 

which might influence the transition in which children accept the 
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inevitability and universality of death. They also mentioned from 

their data that, "Possibly television is influencing children's 

conceptions of death attribution" (p. 342). 

Concluding Conments 

More people realize the importance of dealing with death in their 

lives. Too often the issue of death has traumatized people and has 

destroyed the joy of life that could be experienced every day. In 

order to be comfortable with the issue of death, it would be important 

to know how to deal with it at an early age. According to Zeligs 

(1974): 

A great deal of children's fears and fantasies about death 
could be allayed if we did not make death a taboo subject 
but spoke of it freely and factually. This way children 
could satisfy their curiosity about what death is, the cause 
of the death of someone, and where people go when they die. 
(in Buckingham, 1983, p. 39) 
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APPENDIX A 

Virginia A. Atwood (1984) Questionnaire 

on Children's Concepts of Death 

What is death? 

What does it mean to be dead? 

Are people different after they die? 

Is going to sleep the same as death? 

Why do people die? 

Does everyone die? 

At what age do people die? 

Will you die? 

Will the interviewer die? 

What happens to people after they die? 

Can the dead hear, feel, think or get hungry? 

Is death permanent? 
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APPENDIX B 

Interview Focusing on Emotions (Pretest Questions) 

1. When you think about death, how does it make you feel? 

2. How would you feel if you would hear that the person you know 

is dead? 
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3. How do you feel when you hear that death is final and permanent? 

4. How would it make you feel, if you would see a person crying over 

the death of a loved one? 

5. How do you think a dead person feels? 

6. Do you think it is possible for a dead person to come back to 

life? 

7. How would you feel if you would see a dead animal on the road? 

8. How does it make you feel when you see a graveyard? 

9. How would it make you feel if your friend's pet died? 

10. How would it make you feel if you heard that your friend's 

grandmother died in her sleep? 

11. How would it make you feel if you heard that your friend's 

brother died in a car accident? 

12. Do you have a sister? a brother? 

13. How would it make you feel if your brother would die? 

14. How would it make you feel if your sister would die? 
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APPENDIX C 

Questionnaire Related to the Film 

1. What did you like in the film? 

2. What did you dislike? 

3. What happened to Pete? Where do you think he is now? How would 

you picture it? 

4. What do you think he is doing now? 

5. How do you think Pete is feeling now? 

6. Is Pete different now that he is dead? 

7. Do you think that Chad knew what would happen at the funeral? 

8. How do you think he felt when he saw Pete in the coffin? 

9. How did you feel when you saw Chad standing in front of the 

coffin at the funeral remembering the good time he had with Pete? 

10. What did you think when Chad put a bubble gum in Pete's pocket 

at the funeral? 

11. At the beginning of the film when you saw Chad trying to sleep 

after he found out about his brother's death, would you have been 

able to sleep in his place? 

12. What did you think/feel when you saw Chad's mother putting away 

Pete's belongings shortly after the funeral? 

13. Do you think that Pete will come back often to talk to Chad as 

he did at the end of the film? 

14. Do you think it is possible for someone who is dead to come back 

to life as Pete was doing? 

15. How would it make you feel if your friend's pet died? 



1 

I 

\ 
l 
J 

1 

16. How would it make you feel if you heard that your friend's 

grandmother died in her sleep? 

17. In the film, how did it make you feel to see Chad losing his 

brother? 

Do you think it would have been easier for Chad to lose his 

grandmother instead of Pete? Why? 

18. How would you have liked the film to end? 
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APPENDIX D 

Interview Focusing on Emotions (Posttest Questions) 

1. When you think about the film "Where's Pete?", how does it make 

you feel? 

2. When you saw Chad asking questions about his brother Pete and 

being answered that Pete was dead and that he would not come 

back, how did you feel? 

3. How do you feel when you hear that death is final and permanent? 

4. How do you think a dead person feels? 

5. How did you feel when you saw Chad's dad crying on the stairs? 

6. How did you feel when you heard Chad asking his mother in front 

of the coffin where was the real Pete? 

7. How did you feel when you saw Chad remembering in front of the 

coffin the good time he had with Pete? 

8. How did you feel when you saw Chad's mother putting away Pete's 

belongings (hockey stick, trophies), shortly after the funeral? 

9. How did you feel when you saw Chad's father using a puppet to 

talk about his feelings to Chad? 

10. How did it make you feel when you saw Pete at the end of the 

film coming back to talk to Chad? 

11. Do you think it is possible for a dead person to come back 

to life? 

12. How did you feel about the hockey stick Pete gave to Chad at 

the end of the film? 
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13. How did you feel when Pete at the end of the film said to Chad 

that he would not see him in the morning? 

14. How did it make you feel to see Chad in the film losing his 

brother Pete? 

15. How would it make you feel if your brother would die? 

16. How would it make you feel if your sister would die? 
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APPENDIX E 

The Development of Conservation 

Ref: (Scarr, Weinberg & Levine, 1986, p. 348) 
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Questions Related to Appendix E 

1. The experimenter: 

Watch what I do. See, I am pouring a little water from this 

glass into that one. 

Now, is there as much water in this glass as in that one, 

or does one have more? 

Why? 

2. The experimenter: 
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- Now watch what I do. See, I am making this ball into a hotdog. 

3. 

Now, is there as much play dough in this one as in that one, or 

does one have more? 

Why? 

The experimenter: 

- Watch what I do. 

Now, are there as many red chips as white chips, or is there 

more of one kind? 

- Why? 

4. The experimenter: 

- Watch what I do. 

Now, is the bottom rope as long as the one above, or is it 

longer or shorter? 

Why? 



5. The experimenter: 

- Watch what I do. 

Now, is there as much wood in this one as in that one, or 

does one have more? 

Why? 

6. The experimenter: 

Watch what I do. 

Now I flatten one ball of clay and I put it in the water. 

Is the water level the same in both glasses, or does one 

glass have more water? 

Why? 

122 



APPENDIX F 

Questions Related to the Concept of Mass-Medium 

1. Is there a difference for you between someone who is hurt on TV 

or in a film, and someone who is hurt in real life? Why? 

2. When you see someone crying and being angry on TV, do you think 

that it could also happen to you? Why? 
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3. Can people cry, be angry, be happy and sad on TV or in a film the 

same way they are in real life? Why? 

4. If you would see someone hurt on TV, would you feel as sorry for 

him as you would feel for a close one in your life? Why? 

5. When people die on television or in a film, are they really dead? 

Hurt? Why? 



APPENDIX G 

Informed Consent Form 

Dear Mr./Mrs./Ms. 

I am a graduate student in Counselling Psychology at the 

University of Victoria and I am conducting a research project 

concerning people's perception of death. Permission to conduct this 

study has been obtained from the Human Subjects Committee of the 

University of Victoria, and from the Greater Victoria School Board. 

I would like to ask your permission to allow your child to 

participate in the study. Such participation is voluntary and each 

child is free to withdraw from the study at any time without any 

consequences. Confidentality is guaranteed. Whether a child 

participates, or does not participate, in the research project will 

have no effect upon the child's standing in a class or course of 

studies. 
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In the last two weeks of May, the children will be interviewed 

individually for approximately 15 minutes in order for me to gain an 

understanding of their perception of death. Then they will be asked to 

watch a video called "Where's Pete?" (produced by the National Film 

Board), which was broadcast last March on late afternoon television. 

Afterwards, a discussion regarding the film will be held individually 

with the child. A participating child should gain throughout my study 

an increased understanding of the grief process which could be 

valuable in his future. 

The purpose of my study is to achieve a better understanding of 

children's emotional reactions to portrayals of death. Children who 
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have experienced death in their family in the past 2 or 3 years might 

not be eligible for the study. 

If you have any further questions please do not hesitate to 

contact me at 385-5034. Thank you very much for considering this 

request and for your anticipated cooperation. 

Yours sincerely, 

Sophie Barbant 

Informed Consent Form 

If you agree to allow your child to participate in my study, would you 

please sign your name: 

Student's name: 

Phone number: 

Date: 

Could you please return this form as soon as possible to the teacher. 

Thank you very much, 

Sophie Barbant 
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APPENDIX H 

Thesis Title: Children's Cognitive and Emotional Reactions to a Mass­

Medium Portrayal of Death. 

Time Line: 

Time required from the teacher and from the classroom: 

(a) First meeting with the teacher: 30 minutes. 

- procedures discussed 

- time setting 

(b) Meeting with all the children in the classroom: 15 minutes. 

- introducing myself and my research 

informed consent form given 

(c) If needed and also part of the follow-up, discussion on loss 

and death: 20 minutes. (in the classroom) 

- activity: shields. 

Time required from the children outside the classroom: 

(a) Five children needed for the testing period: an hour to an 

hour and a half. 

(b) Follow-up with the children a week after the testing period 

completed: 20 minutes. 

Space needed: one classroom if possible. 

Material needed: one VHS video machine. 

If required from the parents: 

- Presentation of my study and of the film, "Where's Pete?": one hour. 

- Space needed : Gymnasium or one classroom. 
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