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ABSTRACT

This study explored preschool teachers' informational
needs, attitudes, feelings, and experiences with death
concerns in the classroom, and examined the relationship
between the teachers' perceived needs and their feelings
and attitudes about death.

Sixty-three British Columbia government-licenced
preschool supervisors (teachersi who had taught 2,002
preschool children (3-5 years old) throughout the
school year 1977-78, completed a.queStionnaire consisting
of semantic differential and essay-type guestions.

Results indicated preschcocol children experience
the deaths of people and/or animals they know in
sufficient numbers (21 per cent of the population) to
involve most preschcol teachers. Few participants (4%)
expressed a negative orientation toward death.
Respondents indicated a high freguency of occurrence
of child-initiated death discussions in the classroom.
All participants stated that discussing death has some
place in the classroom and most stated that, regardless

of satisfaction with their methods of dealing with
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death concerns, they need more knowledge and/or skill
development in this area; notably in understanding
childrens' views of death.

Implications of these findings and others
regarding teachers' personal attitudes about death
and about discussing death in the classroom are
considered. Specific recommendations for future

study are suggested.

Examiners:

Dr. Roger Ruth

Dr./Rey Carr
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Chapter 1
Statement of the Problaem

Ivntroduciion

Death is an inescapable fact. How individuals deal with
this fact, the fact that they do not have complete control
over their lives, influences how they live from day to day
(Feifel, 1959%). An individual who deals with the fact of
death in a negative manner may develop denial as a coping
mechanism in life-threatening situations (Hankoff, 1975),
or may attempt to defeat oxr takz control of death through
suicide, or live a fearful, restricted existence (Gordon &
Klass, 1976). On the other hand, coming positively to terms
with death can he a growing experience (Kubler-Ross, 1969),
helping an individual to make the most ol the present and
to face life realistically. Coming to terms with death
does not necessarily encecurage an individval to devalue life.
As Kurlychek (1277) states:

The goal of a death education vourse may net be feor

participants to refrainm from using sealbeclts #s a result

of having "conquered" the fear of death, but on the

contrary, that they buckJe up in recepnition of Che

reality that injury and death arc ever—-prescnt dangers

on the highway (p. 46).

During the scheool years {rom kindergarten to grade 12,

one of every 20 children will experience Lhe death of a



parent (Stein, 1974). Getson and Benshoff (1977) project
that in a school system with 6,000 students, an average of
four students may be expected to die during a typical year.
Death of students' relatives, friends, pets and
acquaintances occur even more frequently.

A variety of authors have suggested that death education
should be incorporated into the school curriculum in order
to assist the child in his/her exploration of death. Such
exploration might include an examination of his/her
feelings about death as well as those of other people.

The ultimate goal of such exploration would be to increase
the enjoyment of life as a result of coming to terms with
death (Kubler~Ross, 1975; Leviton, 1972; Bluesteln, 1976;
Gordon & Klass, 1976; Bennett, 1974). Some of the death
educators cited above discuss the need for the teacher to
initiate discussions or respond to students' interest in
death concerns: others, the need for dealing effectively
with the dying or grieving student in the classroom.

Teachers must be prepared to meet the death concern
needs of students. Unfertunactely, the knowledge that a
teacher needs in order to effectively deal with death concerns
is difficult to obtain solely through experience, and few
teacher-training programmes offer courses 1in death cducation.

Studies on teacher attitudes to death education



(eg., Moseley, 1976) are few and no extensive studies on
teacher attitudes or needs assessment have been undertaken,
so that the few existing teacher-training courses in death
education have been developed without the benefit of a solid

body of research findings.

o

The Purpose of This Study

The purpose of this study is twofold. TFirstly, it is
concerned with exploring preschool teachers' informational
needs, attitudes, feelings, and experiences about death
concerns in the classroom. Secondly, the study seeks to
determine whether there is a relationship between types of
feelings and attitudes about death and the perceived needs

of preschool teachers.

Regearch Quectiona

In order to deterwine preschool teachers' informational
needs, attitudes, feelings, and experiences, a number of
questions are asked.

(a) To the knowledge of the teacher, how many children in
the preschool experienced the death of someone they knew?

(b) How often are death concerns brought up in the class-
room by the children?

(c) What effects (in feelings and behavior) did the children
who experienced the death of someone they knew have on the

teacher?



(d) How effectively do preschool teachers believe that
they deal with death concerns in the classroom?

(e) To what extent do preschool teachers believe that it is
a part of their role to deal with death concerns in the
classroom?

{f) What knowledge do teachers who are unsatisfied with
their manner of dealing with death concerns perceive they
need in order to become more satisfied?

(g) In what ways would teachers prefer to acquire this

knowledge?
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ITntroduetion

Thieg review will examine the role of the school in
death education; the skills, attitudes, and knowledge
necessary for effective management of this topic, and
methods teachers can use to explore these skills, attitudes
and knowledge areas. An attitude is something held as true.
It is "a relatively enduring organization of interrelated
beliefs that describe, evaluate and advocate action with
respect to an object or situation" (Rockeach, 1968, p. 132).
A feeling is an awareness of experiencing of a situaticon:
emotion. (G@rieving and mourning include the whole range of
feelings and behaviors associated with an unwanted loss of
any kind. Effectivencss (in dealing with death concerns)
includes behaviors exhibited by the helper that allow the
helper and the helper(s) to continue their emotional and
intellectual development without these being retarded or
harmed by the death experience. A death educator is one
who teaches death awareness or death education courses and/
or workshops. A thasuteolesist is one who studiesg death

and dying.
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The Selioe?’e Fole in Dedth Dducation

The need for death concerns to be discussed in the
school has been extensively considered in the literature
(c.f., e.g., Kubler-Ross, 1275; Leviton, 1972; Clay, 1976;
Bennett, 1874; Perkes, 1977). Lambert (1977) contends that
death education "ies the curriculum of ultimate relevance,
one which touches or will touch each class member at their
deepest core of being" (p. 66). As well as this inherent
relevance, Crosbie and Garlie (1976) state that this topic
"has the three basic requisites for inclusion in the
curriculum - universality, inherent intexrest, and lack of
knowledge" (p. 7).

Filiatreau and Riggen (1976) observe that the
community is placing more demands on the school to deal with
death concerns in the classroom. As a result of these
demands the school administration needs to decide whether
it should revise its current methods of handling death concerns
which according to Filiatreau and Riggen (1976) are either
ignoring or dealing ineffectively with these concerns.

In dealing with death concerns, Steele (1973) professes that
the school is in a unique position. He states;

The pool of death-rrlated information in the modern

morality cnvironment includes at least three contributors;

communications medin (televigion, motion piectures, etc.),

dcath—;elutud business (Life insurance compan lis,

funeral busincsses, ete.), and cdocation., Of the thrce

contributors only cducation has secialjzetion as its
manifest function (p. 11).
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Prevenlticn gnd Crisis Interventiaon

Death concerns in the classroom may be dealt with
through either a preventive or a criszis intervention approach.
The teacher can be verv helpful in a crisis situation if he/
she has developed skills such as identifying the child who
shows maladaptive methods of handling grief; working with
the child to provide support; and refering, when appropriate,
to professional resources, e€.g9., school counsellors.

Stein, et al. (1975), observe that the preschogl teacher has
an important part to play in crisis intervention in that he/
she is accessible to parents and young children, understands
young children, and usually is seen by parents and children
as non-threatening. A grieving child has an effect on the
entire class so that the teacher may be called on to help
more than the child directly affected by the death. A
grieving child who hag developed some maladaptive behavior
associated with the death may harm both himself and others.
Caplan (1974) states;

There is plenty of ewvidence Lhat, if not adequately treated,

many emotional dizordere of the child persist into adult

life; or else they act as percusors of [uture adult break-

down by leaving weakness in the foundations of the person-

ality which increases vulnerability to later stress (p. G63).

The second way to deal! with death concerns is through
prevention. A preventive approach (Caplan, 1974) strengthens

the individual and his environment before a death ocecurs,



st that when he is in a grieving situation he has more
personal resources to draw on. Although death usually
produces the strongest emotional reactions, many kinds of
loss are followed by some type of grieving. Loss of friends
and home through moving, loss of status by failing a arade,
parental separation or divorce, and the death of a pet
all may be felt with much the same intensity by the child.
There is some evidence that the grief reaction is less
severe and shorter in duration among those individuals who
have the opportunity to examine their own understanding of
death prior to experiencing a death (Bluestein, 1976).
Factoxrs which influence the effectiveness of a preventive
programme include the content of death education (Bluestein,
1976; Leviton, 1972), the environment in which it 1s to be
introduced (Hardt, 1976; Prouty, 1976) and the attitudes of
the teachers who introduce it (Whitley, 1976; CGordon and
Klass, 1976). Teacher preparation, which will be examined

in the next section is ancther important factor.

Importance of Teacher Preparation

Before teaching, or cven developing, a course or
materials on death education, the teacher should become
aware of his/her own feelingzs and atbitudes on the subject.
Gordon and Klass (1976) go so far as to stake that, "the

reason we have heen unable to educate our own childron



(about death concerns) is because of our own fears and
ignorance about death" (p. 3).

More and more of the experienced thanatologists
(Rubler-Ross, 1973), death educators (Clay, 1976; Bennett,
1974; Filiatreau & Riggen, 1976; Gordon and Klass, 1976;
Perkes, 1977; Crase & Crase, 1976¢; Riskey, 1977; Bloch, 1975)
and counsellor educators (Bascue, 1974; Cheiken, 1977)
state that self-exploration is the first, most important
step for teachers to take. Because the teacher is older and,
therefore, probably closer to death than his/her students,
discussion of death concerns will often touch the teacher
more deeply than his/her students (Whitley, 1976).

Although the authors cited above state that self-
awareness 1is important, they agree that a complete knowledge
of the teacher's own feelings and attitudes or an extensive
knowledge of death concerns and issues is not necoessarily
reguired in orxrder to deal with the topic effectively
(Grollman, 1975; Riskey, 1977). There are, however, certain
areas of knowledge with which teachers should become
familiar. Some of thcese areas are described by Perkes
(1977) , Kubler-Reoss (1976), Ryerson (1977), Leviton (1972),
and Cheiken (1977). These will be examined next, so that the
reader will have some idea of their range and the neécessity
for some type of structured training to impart thisg

information to the teacher.
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Development of Leath Concapts inm Chtldren

The concepts children develop around death issues
depend on their mental ages and their prior experienceeg with
death. There are three major stages in the child's develop-
nment of death concepts, as described by Nagy (1959) and
elaborated by Bankoff (1975). The stages will be listed
and childhood experiences which influence these stages will

be examined.

pl

Developmental £t

L
S
w0
iy
o

Age 0-5, The young child believes death is reversible.
He attributes life and congciousness to the dead. Death is
seen as another, special phaze of life from which one can
return. The child tends to associate life with movement;
a wind-up toy is alive when it moves, a still, sleeping
person may be thought dead. The child does not think about
his own death unless he has experienced a long or severe
illness. Death, per se, is not feared. The child's main
fear is of abandcnment, he doesn't distinguish between
types; e.g. deatlhh or divorce.

Age 5-8, The child's concept of death as a temporaxy
state begins to chandge. By age six, the child usually has
a realistic view of the absoluteness of death and then

becomes fearful of personal death. However, death is not
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viewed as universal. Death often is seen as a potential
punishment for wrong thoughts or acticns. At this age,

the child often believes his thoughts have the power to
influence others., He may decide that he has contributed to
or caused a death to occur by thinking "bad" thoughts about
the dead person. Death is personified; when children talk
about death they see it either as a =eparate entity

(e.g., the Grim Reaper) or as the dead person; the word

death is often used in place of "corpse". Some children
in this age group will assign functions of the living,
such as feelings, to the dead.

Age 9+. Death is recognized as universal and as the
end of corporeal life. 'This age group conzists of three
substages.

Age 9-11. The older child begins to see death as
a biological fact. He tries to give logical explanations
and definitions of death; e.g., in death you can't breathe
anymore. Death is not personified or viewcd as a punishment.
The child begins to realize that death is universal.

Age 11-14, The early adolescent, witrh a new-found
interest in abstract speculation, explores every subjeckt.
He is preoccupied with seclf and is concerned with trying
to understand his place in the world. The adolescent fails

to differentiate between what is important to him and to
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others and, therefore, tends to assume that-others are also
precccupled with his appearance and hehavior. It is as
though the adolescent is continually playing before an
imaginary audience, "One of the most common admiring
audience constructions, in the adolescent, is the anticipation
of how others will react to his own death" (Elkind, 1974,
p. 92). The adolescent spends a lot of his time thinking
about what personal death will be like (Kastenbaum, 1959).
Through the medis, he has scen ard hsard of many people
dying of many different causes. However, part of him does
not accept that he will die. The adolescent tends to think
of himself ané his feelings as unigue and special, developing
what Elkind (1274) calls & personal fable. The reality
and inevitabilitv of death is accepted for others but not
for self., Struggling to see himself in relation to death
and to "test” his immortality, tlhe adolescent way place
himself in life-threatening situations, e.g., playing
"chicken". There is some indication (Hankoff, 1975} that
if the adolescent has the oppcrtunity tc explore his.
feelings and attitudez about death through discussions and/
or structured exercises, there will e no need to expose
himself to dangerous situations.

Age 15-16. At this staqge the imaginary audience of

the carly adolescent is usually exchanged for the rcal
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audienc>, As the individual is able to distinguish between
his and others thoughts and feelings he also begins to let
go of his personal fable. The older adolescent is more
ready to admit the pessilbility of his personal death and
will not take as many risks with hig life., Some adults,
however, never do reach this level in their development of
concepts., They continue to deny the reality of their

personal death.

Bepericvices AFfectipmg Concepts of Death

The child is more strongly affected by the manner in
which the adults around him react to death experiences than
by the death experiences themselves (Parness, 1975; Kubler-
Ross, 1973). Fear of death 1s learned. In a study by
Templer (1976) he found that death anxiety in high school
students reserbled that of theilr parents. The young child
is very eager to talk about death and often will pick up
and examine dead animals, If the adults around him encourage
ilhe child te talk about his feelings and thoughts about
death, he is more likely to view death as natural and non-
frightening. If the child is discouraged from exploring
this topie, he may carry a fearful, unrealistie concapt of
death into his adult 1life (Crollman, 1975; Whitley, 1976).

Some adults believe they are protecting the young

child by attempting to hide their grief. Children are very
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sensitive to emotions and usually know something is upsetting
the adult. "The c¢hild whose greatest fear is that of separ-
ation and abandonment by a parent frequently has his fears
realized when the well-meaning parenit completely cuts off
communication in a crisis" (Stein, 1975, p. 363). Also, if
the adult does not express his feelings openly the child
may decide that it is wrong to feel hurt and sad when
someone dies (Kliman, 1968). An adult who openly expresses
grief does not necessarily overwhelm the child. Whitley
(1976) found that the adult can serve as a ugeful model.
Seeing the adult grieve, the child realizes that strong
feelings are natural and that the pain of someona's death
cannot be taksn away but it can be made bearable if it is
shared with others.

The information and lack of informetion a child receives )E"
about death influence the attitudes he develops about the
topic. If the child is given false information that he
will later have to wnlearn (e.g., Grandma went away on a
long trip) he will often feel confused and betrayed by
and angry at the adults who lied to him (Crollman, 1975).
Children can accept that adults do not know, with cextainty,
what happens afiter death; that this is one more of life's
mysteries. I1If adults refuse to talk about death with the

child, his concepts will be builit on his own fantacies and
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ot whatever information, correct or incorrect, he happens
upon .

¢ The child's concepts will also be affected by the
unrealicstic perspectives he receives from television
(Clay, 19276). "Children bear witness to 18,000 deaths on TV
by the ag=z of fourteen" (Sadker, 1976, p. 75). Death is
seen as reversible on TV; directly, when cartoon characters
are smashed into pulp and survive and, indirectly, when
the individual killed on one show turns up in a following
programme. Killing is often portrayed as an acceptable
method of solving problems o TV. The hero is usually
rewarded For his death-dealing skills. Death is, in most
instances, seen as a punishment and is usually violent
and painful. Most childrens programmes do not teach a
respect for life; in fact, they encourage the opposite.

The literature supports the conclusion that if the
child is allowed to explore the topic of death and receives
information consistent with his age level and interest,
he is more likely to develop a realistic concept of death.
The teacher can also help the child by becoming aware of
the grieving process and responding appropriately to it.
The following section exramines the grieving child in the

classroom.
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The Grieving Child -~ Stages and Symptoms

Many death educators believe that for teachers to be

ful to a grieving or dying child in the classroom they
must be able to identify and understand the child's exper-
iences and behaviors (Ryerson, 1977; Grollman, 1975;
Kliman et al., 1968; Crase & Crase, 1976). Although the
nautral process of grieving is personalized, Kubler-Ross
(1969, 1974, 1975) describes five stages that the dying
and grieving person often experiences. These stages are
denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance.
There is no predstermined duration for an individual to
spend in each stage, and some indiwviduals return to
previously experienced stages for a time or skip stages
altogether. To reach the level of acceptance of the death
of someone significant may take months or years (Kubler-
Ross, 1969; Jones, 1977).

Larson (1973) describes physiological and psychological
grief symptoms that zre exverienced among all age groups.
Physiological grief symptoms include nausca (50%), and
diarrhea and/or congtipation (80%). Psychological symptoms
include poor concentration (90%) and poor memory (60%).
Jones (1977) cohserves that grieving children in the
classroom display behaviors censistent with the stages and

T

symptoms cutlined by Xubler-Ross and Larson. He states that
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the Lcacher necds to understand the grieving process to
identify a child who is grieving and realize that grieving
will affeet his ability to learn. The child who is not
attending may be grieving rather than disinterested or
rebellious. The teacher must also be able to reassure the
child, who is often bewildered or alarmed by the changes in
himself, that his experisnces are normal.

This section concludes a gereral examination of areas
of knowledge with which teachers, in order to be effective
in dealing with death concerns, should become familiar.

The next section deals with methods for teachers to obtain
this knowledge.

Methods for Teachevrs to Develop Knowledge and

dwareness About Death Concerns

Methods by which teachers can develop knowledge and
self-awareness around death concerns are varied. Since
studying and talking about death often can evoke strong
emotions, it may be easier for interested teachers to work
together (Nelson, 1977). Bennett (1974) concludes that all
school faculty should take part in (some type of) inservice
training in order to pravide mutual support end

understanding.
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Death Education Courses and Workshops

Clay (1976) proposes that teachers should attend a course
in death education in college, before they begin teaching,
although in many cases this is not possible since there are
few courses on this topic (Filiatreau & Riggen, 1976). The
course or workshop format appears to have many advantages
for providing an appropriate learning environment. These
include the following:

1. A formal course or workshop permits the participant

"to confront the subject of death in a relatively
secure environment" (Bluestein, 1976, p. 117)

2. Formal death education provides participants wit
a means of changing their attitudes, thereby
giving them an opportunity to overcome many of
the fears associated with death (Mueller, 1975)

3. An ongoing course enables participants to examine
the topic in more depth than a workshop does,
and provides more contact with the instructor
and group, while the participant is integrating
the material.

4, A workshop is often easier for busy student
teachers and experienced teachers to fit into
their timetables than an ongoing course would be,
and its shorter format may be less threatening

to participants.
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5. Both the course and workshop save participants
time and energy by presenting an overview of
the whole area of death education or of a
specific area of interest. Participants can
then be more aware of areas in which they need

more knowledge and/or practical experience.

Reading

0f all the methods for developing knowledge and aware-
ness, reading may be the most non-threatening and therefore,
the easiest for the nervous or apprehensive teacher to
approach the subject (Queen, 1976). Non-fiction can
develop the teacher's knowledge of childrens' development
of death concepts, grieving processes, adaptive and mal-
adaptive behaviors and ways to help the child (Geston &
Benshoff, 1977). Fiction in which a character dies,
biographies and autobiographies of individuals whose deaths

were faced realistically can be inspiring.

Interviews

Cheiken (1977), Bloch (1975) and Getson and Benshoff
(1977) state that a valuable method for learning about our own
and others reactions to death and dying is to talk with

0ld and/or dying people in hospitals and nursing homes.
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Informal Diocussgions

Nelson (1977) and Getson and Benshoff (1977) give many
suggestions for more informal learning. These include
talking with family or close friends about death concerns,
making personal arrangements for death, (e.g., writing
wills, deciding on types of funeral or services), and
talking with others who deal with death professionally
(e.g., clergymen, doctors, counsellors).

Personal attitudes and past experiences influence the
method (s) that teachers choose to develop their knowledge
and self-awareness. Studies concerned with teacher
attitudes will be examined in the following section.

Studies Relating to Teachev/Student Attitudes
Towards Death Educution

Few studies have been undertaken to determine teacher/
student attitudes to discussing death concerns in the class-
room. Most writers in the field appear to operate under
the assumption that students want to talk about death and
that teachers want to be able to help children with death
concerns but, through lack of training feel incompetent
to do so. These assumptions are based on death educators!
personal experiences working either with children (Clay,

1976; Bennett, 1974; Hawke, 1974; whitley, 1976; Crase &
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Crase, 1976; Koocher, 1973; Hankoff, 1975) or with univer-~
sity or college students training to become teachers or
other helpers (Leviton, 1972; Bluestein, 1976; Lister &
Gochros, 1976; Bloch, 1975%).

An area that has received more resecarch interest than
attitude studies is the evaluation of death education
courses. There are studies that find positive effects
(Prouty, 1976; Myers, 1976; Leviton, 1972), negative
effects (Gurfield, 1977), and no effect on participants'
perceptions of death. E@amination of studies that found
negative effects shows that typically, there are certain
shortcomings in the instruction and/or subsequent research.
In some cases the instructor of the death educatlon course
being studied did not understand or take into account
current knowledge about death concerns or group processes.
In some cases the study was solely based on the instructor's
self-reports (Gurfield, 1977).

The only study reviewed in which teacher attitudes
were examined speclfically, was done by Moseley (1976).

The subjecks were priimary school teachers. Seventy-two
teachers were approached and 51 per cent agreed to part-—
icipate in the study. Fifty-one per cent of the participants
agreed that the school should have & role in helping c¢hildren

develop their keliefs about death. They stated that the
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.

school should take this role to either help an individual
child adjust to the death situation or to help develop
childrens' beliefs in all areas. Teachers who did not
believe that death should be discussed in the school thought
that death and religion are inseparable and the school
should not become involved in religious indoctrination.

Teachers also were asked how they treated death in the
classroom. They reported no planned discussion of death;
all talks were spontaneous. Death of a child's relative
or death of a classroom pet were the most frequent basis
for interaction, followed, in order of frequency, by the
use of stories, books and discussion.

Moseley's findings are a beginning toward understanding
teachers' attitudes and experiénces. A more extensive
study of attitudes, as well as the number and type of death
concerns found in the classroom and the informational
needs of teachers, is needed. The purpose of the present
study is to:

(a) extend and replicate Moseley's (1976) stuéy
at the preschool level; and

(b) to study teachers' and childrens' death concerns
and needs in a more systematic and comprehensive fashion
than has been attempted to date. This study has important

implications for the development of comprehensive death

.



education programmes for teachers which are based on actual
needs of participants as well as the available resources
in any particular setting. As the literature suggests,
such programmes are typically based on the death educator's
assumptions about the needs of a particular group and as
such, may not provide a comprehensive death eduecation
progranme.

This section completes the review of literature. In
the revicw, the needs for discussing death in the classrcom
(as prevention and erisis intervention) and for teacher

preparation have bheen examined.
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Chapter 111
Method

Areas Studied

Two areas were examined in the present study. The
first considered preschool teachers' experiences, feelings,
attitudes and needs about death concerns in the classroom.
The second investigated whether or not there is a
relationship between teachers' feelings, and attitudes

and their perceived needs.

Instrument Used

A survey approach, using a guestionnaire, was used
to obtain all data. A self-report approach was indicated
because the study's focus is on teachers' own exper-
iences and perceived needs.

The guestionnaire consisted of three sections. The
first section dealt with demographic characterictics
including teacher's age, sex, number of years teaching
and whether she taught in the school year 1977-78.
Information concerning'the preschool's location and student
size was also gathered. The extent of the correlation

between these variables and teacher attitudes toward

death was also examined.




25

The second section focused on general teacher attitudes
towards death. Two semantic differentials asking: "What
does death mean to you?", and "In general, discussions
about death are . . ." were used. Correlational analysis
was performed on these data to determine if there is
any relationship between each question and the information
from section 1, and between each question and the
information from section 111.

The third section dealt with the existing situation
in the preschool in regard to death concerns and teachers'
feelings and attitudes about these concerns. Teachers were
also asked what they perceived they needed in order to
be more effective dealing with death concerns in the
classroom. A semantic differential was used in order to
determine teacher attitudes toward children discussing death.
Questions asking for essay-type and one word responses were

also utilized.

Sampling Procedure

The study population consists of B.C. government
licensed preschool teachers who taught in the Capital
Regional District of Victoria during the school year
1977-78. There are a total of 78 licensed preschools

(28 group day cares, 49 part-time nursery schools and
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1 "special day care"). The "special day care" (dealing
with mentally and physically handicapped children) was not
included in the study as their staff's training is more
specialized. Teachers in 68 preschools (31 day cares and
37 part-time nursery schools) met the criteria for inclusion
in the study, which brought the population to 97. The
target sample size for this study was 85 aor above. The
minumum sample size was 50, anything below that heing
considered not sufficiently representative of the pop-
ulation. The sample size obtained was 63 (65%) and so

was considered represzentative.

Of the 35 individuals who did not complete the
questionnaire, 38 per cent stated that they did not want
to f£ill out a dquestionnaire on death, 32 per cent gave no
reason, 21 per cent stated that they refused to participate
because they do not like gquestionnaires regardless of the
topic, and 9 per cent agreed to complete the qgquestionnaire
but had not returned from vacations before the cut-off
date.

Participants in the study were volunteers; consent
forms were signed by all participants prior te completing
the guestionnaire and no teacher was coerced into taking
part in the study. All participant responses were kept

anonymous and confidential. To maxinize independence of
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responses, all teachers were told to complete the guestion-
naire privately, without discussing it with anyone but

the researcher prior to filling it out. All participants
were given the same information by the researcher; "The
purpose of this questionnaire is to explore the feelings,
attitudes and experiences of preschool teachers in relation
to death concerns in the preschool., Your responses will
remain absolutely confidential and names will not be

used in the analysis of the data. The questionnaire will

probably take about twenty minutes to complete.”

Data Collection

The researcher attempted to contact all 68 preschools
initially by telephone. At every preschool contacted, the
supervisor was told the purpose of the survey and was asked
to complete the guestionnaire and assist the researcher in
contacting other staff members who met the criteria
for eligibility. Since co-operative preschools (those
owned by parents' groups) do not publish their telephone
numbers, the author visited each preschool personally.

The author perscnally delivered questicnnaires to

every supervisor who expressed a willingness to participate
and arrangecd for a convenient time to return for the
completed form. In nine cases, three or more attempts

to contact the teacher by telephone or visits failed and
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the guestionnaire was left in the preschool's mailbox,
addreszod to the teacher, with the note, "If you are
willing to fill out this guestionnaire, please call me to
arrange pick up. Thank you." The note was written on the
consent form, which gave an adequate description of the
study.

To gather the guestionnaires, the researcher returned
to the preschool at the agreed time, or in cases where a
time had rot been arranged, telephoned after a two week
period. Another telephoqe call one and a half weeks
later was made to tliose teachers who had not yet completed
the form. Tollowing this, a letter requesting return of
the questionnaire (see Appendix B) was mailed six weeks
after the qguesticnnaires had first been delivered.
At preschools where no contact had been made and the
gquestionnairegz had been left in the mailbox, only the

letter was sent.

Data Analycis

The guestionnaire (see Appendix A) consists of closed
and open-ended questions and semantic differentials. The
structured responses are reported as frequencies and per-—
centages and the open-ended ones have been content

analyzed. Content was expected to fall within two categories:
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(a) The first included wmarticipants whe o not
believe that death should be discussed in the classroom.

It was hypothesized that this group would have a negative
orientation toward death, would believe that it is abnormal
for children to think aboult death and would be satisfied
with their methods of dealing with death concerns in the
classroom. They might also report a lesser amount of
child expressed death concerns in the classroom.

(b} The second category was expected to consist of
participants who helieve that death should be discussed
in the classroom. Tt was hypothesized that this group
would have a neutral or positive orientation toward death,
would believe that it is normal for children to think about
death, and may or may not he satisfied withh their methods
of dealing with death concerns in the classroom. They
might also report a greater nunber of child expressed death
concerns than the first group.

The semantic differentials were used to determine
teacher attitudes toward different aspecte of death. Each
participant was judged to have a neyative, positive or
neutral orientation towards death. Partieipants with a
negative orientotion towards death generally view death
as vnnatural, frightening, ﬁnd negative, are unwilling to

discuss the topie¢, and view childreng' interest in death as
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harmful to them. Participants with a positive orientation
towards death generally view it ag natural, non-frightening
and positive, are willing to discuss the topic, and view
childrens' interest in death as normal and harmless.
Participants with a neutral orientation towards death
generally view it as an inevitable fact, neithexr positive
or negative. This group does not initiate discussions about
death like the positively oriented group but, when asked,
will discuss the topic. They believe childrens' interest
in death is normal and harmless.

Using the semantic differentials’' nine point scales,
participants were divided into negative orientations
(1-3), neutral orientations {4-6), and positive orientations

(7-9). Pearson Product-Moment correlations were calculated

to determine any association between each orientation and

other variables of interest.
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Feeults

Preschool Children and Desath Fxperiences

Participants were asked to indicate the numbers of
preschool students they were aware of who had an experience
with death during the school year 19277-1978. In a student
population of 2,002, 415 (21%) students reported such an
experience, and 86% of the participants answered in the
affirmative.

Categories of childrens' death experiences included;
16, (4%), children who had an immediate family mzmber
die; 51, (12%), who had ancther relative die; 2, (.5%)
who had a close friend die; 342, (82%), who had a pet or
animal that was lnown to the c¢hild die; 2, (.5%), who had
an acquantance die; and 2, (.5%) who found a dead bird.
Participants indicated that immediate family members, who
had died, included relatives living with the child as well
as parents and sihlings.

In some cases the participants checked the category
"class pel died", withoﬁt indicating the number of children
affected by the death. Although the researclier understood
this to mean that the whole class experienced the death

rather than a single child, the score was left as one.
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Another question was concerned with the ways that the
teacher saw her students react to the specific deaths.
Participants described 95 situations involving; 38
grandparents, 26 child-owned pets, 13 class-owned pets,

9 relatives other than immediate family, 2 parents, and

1l sibling. Some participants described more than one
child response to a death for a total of 114 reactions to
the 95 situations. The most frequently described reaction,
(26%), was a matter-of-fact acceptance of the death.

Other reactions and respective scores are shown in Table 1.

When and How Teachers Intreduce Death Concerns

A three-part question examined the frequency, reasons,
and methods by which teachers introduce the topic of death
in the classroom. The first part of the question, which
asked about frequency, was answered by 94% of the
participants. The greatest number of scores, (59%) .,
were in the lower third ("never" or "rarely"); followed by
those in the middle third (37%); and the higher third
("often"), (3%). Twenty-two per cent of the participants
indicated that they never introduce the topic of death
in the classroom. The mean response on the nine point
scale was 3.2, the standard deviation was 1.7.

The second part of the guestion ashed for reasons for

the ratings described above. BSeventy-nine per cent of the
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Table 1

Childrens' Reactions ta Experdences With Death

Number of Children Reaction

30 matter-or—-fact acceptance
13 sad
10 curious
confused
upget
talked a lot about the death
no reaction seen by teacher
concernad
upset whon parent showed distress
anger
no reaction mentioned by teacher

guieter

9

9

7

4

4

4

3

3

3

3 tears
3 vopredictabls behaviour

2 more aggressive

2 interested

L fear

1 thuwbeucking

1 tight jaw

i denied death had occurred
1

teld teacher aboutr the death
"with a look of glee"

Nunber of children = Y5

Number of recactions = 114
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participants responded to this part of the guestion. The
most frequently described reason, (26%), was that the topic
would be introduced whenever it was appropriate. The second
most freguent reason, (22%), was that the participants naver
introduced the topic but would talk about it if a child
introduced it. Other actual and paraphrased responses

are shown in Table 2.

The third part of the question waes directed to those
participants who do introduce the topic of death in the
classroom. Participants were given a list of methods which
could be used to initiate discussions and were asked to
indicate and rank order from most to least common methods
they use. The most frequent method (80%), was talking
about the life cycles of plants and animals. This was
followed, in ordex of frequency, by childrens' fiction,
71%) , explaining the significance of holidays associated
with death, e.g., Remembrance Day, (68%), asking for
childrens' experiences with death, (63%2), and "other",
which was discussing death during religious studies, (7%).

Some participants indicated the methods they use
but did not rank them from most to least common.

Table 3 shows the scores of the participants who did rank

the methods.,
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Table 2

Teachers' Reasons for Introducing Death Concerns in the Classroom

Number of Respounses

Reasons

13
11

10

I introduce the topic whenever appropriate

1 never introduce it but would talk about it if
a child introduced it.

I introduce it only if there is a need, e.g. a
child grieving or asking questions about death.

I introduce it to help children accept death as
part of life.

It's not a topic I'd bring up without having a
reference point.

"If the time is right and I have a listening
audience, I think it's great".

"There is seldom an occasion that demands it or
creates a need for it", so I introduce it rarely.

"I don't feel too comfortable with the subject
and I don't want to convey that feeling to
the children'.

"I don't believe in initiating something that
might be upsetting to some" so I don't bring
it up.

"I don't introduce it because I have a fear
of death".

"I introduce it because children have a fear of
the unknown".

"I introduce it becauge we live beside a church
and there are funerals there quite often".

"I introduce it to explain natural events,
life cycles".

I introduce it as a teaching lesson, e.g., if
we hear of a child being killed by a car T
warn my students to be careful crossing roads.

I introduce it "to emphasize the importance of
life".

Respondents to this part of question = 50

H“"'*
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Table 3

Methods That Teachers Usc To Introdure Death

Concerns In The Classroom

Rumber of Renking
Responses (1 = most common) Method

40 10 16 9 5 2,2 .97 childrens fiction

33 12 12 4 5 *2.1 1.1 talking about life cycles
of plants and animals

30 5 5 11 4 3.0 1.3 agking for childrens'
experiences with death

36 2 4 10 9 11 3.6 1.2 explaloing significance
of holidays associated
with death

4 religious studies

N = 63 Number of respondents to this question = 40
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Whern and How Chtldven Introduce Death Conecerie

This concern explored the frequency and methods by
which preschool children initiate discussions of death
or show they are thinking about the subject. Ninety-five
per cent of the participants responded to this guestion.
The largecst number of responses, (50%), was in the lower
third (never or rarely introduce death concerns) of the nine
point scale participants were given to rate. Thic was
followed by ratings in the middle third (38%), and the
higher third (12%), (often introduce death concerns).

The mean response on the nine point scale was 3.7, the
standard deviation was 1.8. Althbugh the greatest number
of responses were in the lower third, only 2 per cent

of participants indicated that their students never bring
up the topic in the classroom.

Participants, who indicated that their students do
introduce death discussions, were given a list of methocds
which children could use for this purponse. Teachers were
asked to check and rank crdexr, from most to least common,
those methods that are used by their students. The method
most widely used (83%), was talking with the teacher about
personal experiences. Thiz method was followed by dramatic
play/xrole play, (82%); talking eabout television programmes

in which someonc has died, (80%), talking with peers about
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books that deal witli death, (72%). The most widely used
method refers to that which is used by the greatest number

of children. This differs from the most common which

refers to the method that is used most often. The most
common method was dramatic play/role play. Table 4 indicates
the most to least common methods and their distribution

of scores.

Childrens Development af Death Concepts

Participants were given Nagy (1959) and ﬁankoff's
(1975) descriptions of tﬁe death concepts that are held by
children 0-5 yeares old. They then were asked to indicate
the extent to which they believed the description by rating
on a nine point scale; "one" equalled "dissimilar to your
experience with children"™ and "nine" eqgualled "similar to
your experience with children". Ninety per cent responded
to this part of the question. Most scores, (70%), were in
the higher third; 21% in the middle third; and 9% in the
lower third. Ths mean regponse on the nine point scale was
7.1, the standard deviation was 2.0.

Seventy-nine per cent responded to the second part of
the question which asked: "In what ways are they similar
or dissimilar?". The most common similarity, (46%), was

that children in this adge range do sae death as reversible.
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Table 4

How Students Introduce Death

Concerns In The Classroom

Number of Ranking Method
Responges (1 = most common) ¢
1 2 3 4 5 6 x s.d
43 23 9 5 3 2 1 2.0 1.3 dramatic er role play
43 3 6 12 9 10 *3 3.6 1.4 talking among themselves
about personal exper-
iences
43 9 3 9 9 11 2 3.4 1,6 talking with teachers
about their experiences
41 2 4 7 7 16 5 4.1 1.4 talking about books that
deal with death
39 9 14 4 08 3 1 2.6 1.4 talking about TV pro-
gramoes in which someone
has died
N =63 Number of respondents to this question = 43
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Television was mentioned by 12 per cent as contributing

to childrens' beliefs in the reversibility of death. The
most common dissimilarity to the Naqgy/Hankoff descriptions
was that children do not typically associate 1life with
movement. Table 5 shows other similarities and dissimilar-
ities as well as the number of responses assoclated with

each.

The Place of Death Céencerne in the Classroom

This concern was addressed through a two-part guestion.
In the first part participants were asked to indicate the
place they believe death concerns have in the classroom
using a nine point scale ("one" egualled "has no place"
and "nine" eqgualled "has a large place”). Ninety-two
per cent of the participants recponded to this part of the
question. Most participants, (53%), checked in the middle
third of the scale; 36 per cent checked in the higher
third; and 17 per cent, checked in the lower third. The
mean respcnse on the nine point scale was 6.1, the
standard deviation was 1.9. No participant indicatea that
talking about death has no place in the classroom.

The second part of this guestion asked for participants’
reasons for their ratings in part one. WNinety-one per cent
of the participants respondcd to this part of the

question. Thelr paraphrascd aaswers dgenerally fell into
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Table 5

Similarivies and Dissimilarivies of
Nagy-Hankof £ Findings

Number of" Actual or Paraphrased Responses
Responses
Similarities
23 The child gees death as reversible.
16 The child's main fear is of abandeonument.
The child associates life with movement,
Everything in the paragraph ia similar.
7 The child does not think about death until a sitvation
involves him personally.
6 Death, per se, is not feared.
3 Seems similar but heven't enough experience to know.
3 Death is seen as another, special, phase of life.
2 The child doesn't distinguish between types of abandonment. s
2 Abandonment i$ a big fear.
Dissimilarities
4 The child sees death as irreversible.
5 Life is not associated with movement.
3 Children sometimes think of their own deatrh without having
personal experience with it.
2z Children don't attribute life and consciousness to the dead.
3 Children do distinguish between different types of
abandonment .
1 Children whose parents believe in Christ have @ healthy
attitude towards death. Others fear death.
"Some children see death realistically."
1 "Some children handle death quire well,"
“Children don't feel or think about their own death except
in dramatics = which wouldn't be a real feeling.
N = 63 Number of participants who responsed to this part of

question = 50
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the three categories; those participants who checked in
the lower (1-3), middle (4-6), and higher (7-9) thirds on
the nine point scale in the first part of this question.
Some responses, however, were found in more than one category.
0f these, two were by far the most frequently chosen
reasons. These two will be described here, the others
are shown in Table 6.

The most frequently offered reason for determining the
place of death concerns in the classroom, (46%), was that
if death concerns are brought up by the children they should
be dealt with. The second most frequently offered reason,
(23%), was that death concerns need to beAtalked about,
but not emphasized, because they are a part of life.

The Psychological Health of Children Who
Think About Death

Participants were asked to indicate how psychologically
healthy or unhealthy they believe children are who think
about death. Ninety-four per cent of the participants
responded to the nine.point scale in which "one" equalled
"disturbs or disrupts psychological growth", and "nine"
equalled "is essential for psychological growth". The
largest percentage of participants, (80%), scored in the
higher third of the scale, 17 per cent, scored in the

middle third, and, 3 per cent, scored in the lower third.
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The mean response on the nine point scale was 7.6, the
standard deviation was 1.6. No participant indicated
believing that thinking about death disturbs or disrupts
psychological growth in children.

Participants were also asked for their reasons for
their ratings. The most frequently offered reason,
(41%) , was that death is a subject that involves all living
things and it has to be seen and felt as a natural process.
The other paraphrased reasong as well as numbers and
ratings are shown in Table 7.

Feachers' Attitudes Toward Decth
And Diseussing Death

Participants' attitudes toward death were examined
by using three semantic differentials. Forty-six (73%)
of the sample responded in sufficient amounts to each
question (four or five out of five scales) to bhe included
in the computations.

Participants were categorized as having a negative
orientatior. (4%), a positive orientation (46%), oxr a:
neutral orientation (50%) towards dealth by combining the
five scales in cach question; summing the questiong and
calculating the mzans. Pearson Product-Moment correlaticns
were then computed. Each of the three gquestions described

above were token individually and correlated with each of



Table 7

Reasons For the Psychological Health of Children Who Think About Death

Number of Catepories of Responses

Responses (l=disturbs or disrupts psychological growth,

9=is essential to psychological growth)

Actual or Paraphrased Responses

More Than One Category of Response

9%

23 2 & 3 24 8.3 1.1 Death is a subject that involves all living things and must be
felt as a natural process.
11 1 i 2 2 3 2 6.9 1.8 If the child is facing the situation he needs to think and
talk about it.
B - Y 4 7.8 1.4 1If the child can think and talk about death it becomes less
unknown and therefore less fearful.
3 1 1 1 7.0 2.0 It is psychologically healthy te think about death at the
level they are able to comprehend it.
1 2 6.3 1.2 It is healthy in moderation.
2 1 1 4.0 1.4 Very young children do not think too often about death.
Responses In The Middle Third
1 : | It depends on the individual child.
1 "Death is as natural as birth. Is it healthy or unhealthy to
think about birth."
Responses in the Higher Third
> I 1 3 84 .90 Children need to understand and talk about their feelings about
death.
1 1 "Too much talk about the unknown causes fear,"
1 1 It helps the child to have a religious belief.
3 1 "It is important to their maturing and development of a well-
rounded personality."
"Children are constantly confronted by death and it is healthier
1 1 to question than to submerge this concern.”

3 "I believe that until a person learns to accept death (his/her
own in particular) he/she will have no context or real meaning
to her/his life."

No Rating

1 "If the subject is avoided, ignorance and fear may hinder devel-
opment of a healthy personality. False information may do the
same."

1 If the child is facing the situation he needs to think and

talk about it.

N = 63 Number of respondents to this gquestion = 56
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the three questions: "What place do you believe that
talking about death has in the classroom?, How satisfied
are you with your manner of dealing with death concermns
in the classroom?, and How psychologically healthy or
unhealthy do you believe it is for children to think about
death?". With the low percentage of negatively oriented,
this group was left out of the computations. The only
significant correlations were between, "Children who want
to talk about death are . . . " and "What place do you
believe that talking about death has in the classroom?",
(r = .33 significant beyond .02) and between "Children who
want to talk about death are . . . ", and "low psycholog-
ically healthy or unhealthy do you believe it is for children
te think about death?", (r = .58 significant beyond .005).
Therefore participants who believed that children who want
to tallk about death are positive, natural, harmless,
welcome and interesting also believed that children who
think about death are psychologically healthy and that
discussions of death have a large place in the classroom.
These significant correlations should not be emphasized
too greatly since with the number of correlations computed,,
two could he expected to occur by chance.

Correlations were not significant between attitudes and
age, number of veare teaching, and gecgraphical location =

rural or urban.
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Two questionnaire items considered the teachers'
feelings and actions in response to real and hypothetical
death discussions.

Teceher Fezelinge. Participants were asked about
hypothetical death discussions with students and parents
of students. The data (illustrated more fully in Figure 1)
indicated that the greatest number of teachers believed
that it would be "easy" for them to talk with students
at either a conceptnal or emotional level and with parents
at a conceptual level, but that it would be "difficult"
for them to hold this discussion with parents at an
emotional level.

Asked more specifically how they had felt toward children
in their classes who experienced the death cf a person or
animal they knew, 50 subjects listed 91 situations and a
total of 101 affective reactions. The most common of
these, (30%), was one of caring about the child's concerns.
Another freguent reaction (22%) was one of sadness. Other

responses are shown in Table B.

Teacher Actione. Teachers who described their feelings
toward children who had expericnced the death of a person
or animal they knew also described 141 actions they took in

81 instances. The most frequent of these (29%), was that
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Tahle 8

Teachers' Feelings in Response to Children Who Have Experienced a Death

Number of Feelings Feelings

30 caring

N
N

sad

understanding

no feelings mwentioned

calm

accepting

upset

comfortable

no feelings

angry

confused

worried about child's reaction
helpless

can't remember

impressed with way child handled it
hurt

protective

I wouldn't touch the dead animal
distant

inadequate

delighfcd with the child's way of handling it

o R R R R RN N R NN N S~ T B m

very horrificd at child's reaction

N = 63 Respondents to this question = 50

Nuniber of feelings =101
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of listeninyg to and encouraging the child's talking about

the incident. Other responses are shown in Table 9.

Prregived Effectivexness In Dealing

With Death Concern

]

Participants were asked to indicate how satisfied they
were with their manner of dealing with death concerns in
the classroom. Their responses were indicated on a nine
point scale; "one" equalled "very unsatisfied", and "nine"
equalled "very satisfied"., This part of the question was
responded to by 94 per cent of participants. The higher
third (very satisfied), received most of the responses
(54%), followed by the middle thifd, (34%), and the lower
third (very unsatisfied), (12%). The mean response on the
nine point scale was 6.3, the standard deviation was 1.9.

Further examination of this concern occurred by
asking for "comments". Sixty per cent of the participants
responded to this part of the guestion. A large number of
participants (22%), responded to the nine point scale but
did not provide comments. Of these, 70 per cent were
in the highexr third, 25 per cent, in the middle third, and
5 per cent in the lower third.

Responses to the request for comments were of two
types; how the teacher handles death concerns and how

she feels about her effectiveness. Many participants, (40%),
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Table 9

Teachers' Actions I'n Response To
Children Who Have Experienced A Death

Number of Actions Actions
41 listened to and encouraged child to talk
13 encouraged child to talk and reflected child's
feelings .
13 explanations to child
12 reassured child
11 talked to parents about the death
10 read a story about death to the child(ren) involved
5 talked to and listened to the group about the issue
5 answered the child(ren)'s questions
4 buried the dead animal with the children
3 cuddled the child
3 no action stated
5 accepted and understood the child's behaviour
3 comforted the child(ren)
2 stayed with the normal routine didn't do anything
special
2 watched for times the child needed special attention
1 expressed condolences to the child, no discussion
1. disposed of the dead animal while the children slept
1 observed the child, didn't bring up the subject
1 moved the cage and all traces of the pet, kept my
feelings (anger) to myself
1 watched while another teacher picked up the dead
animal. T wouldn't touch it.
1 did not want to upset the child more by talking about
it so didn't bring it up
1 child didn't bring it up so I didn't
1 avoidance until I had talked to parents and then
positive
k| told child how sad it was and how sorry and talked
about traffic
N = 63 Respoandents to this gquestion = 30

Number of actions =141
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indicated that they wanted to become more eifective,
regardless of their rating on the nine point scale. Another
common response, (13%), was that life experiences had
influenced their effectiveness. Some participants indicated
that they now handle death conéerns satisfactorily because
they had dealt successfully with their own grief in the
past. One teacher stated, "So much of how I feel about
death has to do with losing people of major importance

in my life. I try to listen to the feelings the child
expresses, but feel that often the child has been encouraged
to change real feelings of sadness, pain etc., for pretend
ones of the joy of going to heaven. Sometimes I hated
heaven as a child." One participant indicated she had

not dealt successfully with her past grief and now feels
ineffective and afraid of death. Table 10 shows other

actual and paraphrased comments and their respective

ratings.

Knowledge cof Death Concerns and Methods of Obtaining
This Kunowledge Needed by Preschool Teachers

This essay~-type question was directed toward partic-
ipants who were not satigfied with the manner in which tﬁey
dealt with death concerns. -They were asked to indicate
resources/support which they felt would help them become

more satisfied. Forty-six per cent of the participants
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responded to this question., To become more satisfied
in dealing with death concexrns the largest number of
respondents, (62%), wanted more contact with books
that dealt with death concerns. Specifically they wanted
information zbout and access to childrens' fiction and
non-fiction that shows dying and grieving in a realistic
and natural manner, and adult non-fiction that would
explain to teachers and parents how children grieve and
perceive death, and how to be helpful to children who have
encountered a death.

The second most freguently perceived need, (31%),
was for a course or workshop on death and dying. Other
needs included more experience in dealing with death con-
cerns, (17%), counsellors and resource pecple available
to speak to parent groups and deal with individual concerns,
(10%), a strong religious faith on the part of the teacher,
(10%), discussions with other preschool teachers, (14%),
a resource library for children and adults, (7%), knowledge
of the development of childrens' concepts of death, (10%),
knowledge and skills about healping grieving children,
(4%) , and a better understanding of childrens' grief

patterns, (4%).
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This econcern was directed to all participants, regard-
less of perceived satisfaction in dealing with death
concerns. L& list of topics was given, and participants
were asked to indicate and rank the importance of each
topic that would be useful to them.

This guestion was answered by 95% of participants.
However, some participants answered only one part of the
question; either indicating topics that would be useful
to them or ranking the importance of the topics. The tepic
indicated as most useful (93%), was understanding young
childrens' development of concepts of death. This topic
was followed in order of usefulness by understanding normal
and abnormal grief patterns, (73%), learning ways to talk
to children about death, (63%), knowing teaching materials
related to death, (63%), exploring personal feelings,
experiences and concerns about death, (62%), and meeting
with other teachers to share concerns, experiences and
feelings ahout death concerns in the classroom, (58%5.

A topic not provided in the questionnaire, learning ways
to upderstand and talk to parents of students about
death concerns, was suqqestéd as useful by 3 per cent

aof the participants. The ranking (most to least import-

ant) of each topic is shown in Table 11.
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Participants were given an opportunity to indicate
thoughts or feclings they had about the gquestionnaire and
87 per cent responded. Sowe participants recorded more
than one feeling or thought, to make 80 separate responses.
Regpornses fell into three categories; feelings/thoughts
refering to the guestionnaire's purpose, (31% of
participants), feelings/thoughte refering to the
questionnaire's structure, (40% of participants), and
feelings/thouchts about filling out the guestionnaire
(73% of participants).

The most freguent response referirng to the guestion-
naire's purpose was a desire to see the results of the
study, (16%); and the most frequent response refering to
the guestionnaire's structure was that the attitude scales
in part 2 and part 3(1) were confusing to £ill out, (18%).
The most freguent response about filling out the question-
naire was that it gave participants a chance to examine
their own feelings and attitudes about death, (18%)..
Table 12 liste the responses by categorxy, showing dis-

tribution of scores and actual and paraphrased comments.
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Table 12

Participants' Feelings/Thoughts About

The Questionnaire

Number of
Responses

Actual and Pavaphrased Responses

Feelings/thoughts about the questionnaire's purpose

N W w0

I zm interested in reading the results.

I think it's an important topie,

1'wm pleased you are interested in my opinions.
Death should be talked about more in daily life.

Feelings/thoughts about the questionnaire's structure

10

The attitudes scale (pt. 2 and pt. 3(1)) was confusing.
It was hard to amswer questions in the abstract about death.
A personal interview would have been easier to do.

"It is impossible te consider death apart from the Lord
Jesus Christ. Difficult to fill out a questioonaire which
made no mention of Him."

Feelings/thoughts about filling out the gquestiomnaire

10

~n

Lo S B I )

It's given me time to explore my own feelings and attitudes.
Interesting.
I don't mind doing it,

1've had little experience in dealing with death concerns so
the guestionnaire took seme thought,

Christmas was a bad time to fill out a cquestionpaire - busy,

I don't like to talk about the topic because it's close to
my personal experiemnce.

Fine.

Stimulacving!

1 wonder how accurately I'm answering the guestions.

No thoughts.

The guestions weren't hard bot it was hard for me to answer.

"Made me realize I'm velatively out of touch with how the
children under my care respond to death."

"It was good for me to fill it out - I like to feel that T am
open to talking about death, but I'm noc as open as L should
be- n

“"At flrst, who neede this. After T got started T realized I
should explore my own fec¢lings about death aud veally come to
terms with them . . . thank you for making me realize I should
do some more studying on this important subject."

Partlceipants who responded to this questien = 55
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Participarnta' Commerits

The last question asked for "Comments". Forty-six
per cent of participants included at least one comment;
some included more for a total of 32 separate comments.
Comments fell into five groups. The largest group,

(38%2), discussed an attitude about talking about death in
the classroom. The other groups included; participants
reported a personal experience they had with death
concerns, (24%), an attitude about personal death, (21%),
teaching materials that were useful in dealing with death
concerns in the classroom, (4%). The respective numbers
of responses and actual and paraphrased comments are

indicated in Table 13.
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Table 13

Participants' Comments

Number of Responses

7 Participants described a peresonal experience with
dearth.
1 "While 1 think it could be a healthy thing te dis-

cuss the subject, 1 wouldn't 1lik to see too much
emphasis put upon it".

. Children are very nonchalant about death.
2 The child will react the way his parents do.
1 "Shoving children off in a corner keeps them from

accepting death",
1 "It is an area that should be given more
instruction'.

£ | It is confusing for the child when my and their
parents beliefs are different. 1 tell them
no one knows for sure,

& The subject is generally ignored or spoken of in
evphemisms., It's healthier to discuss it openly.

1 "It needs to be talked about more'.
It has seldom come up in my years as supervisor.

1 "Why spend life worrying about death? Depressing
but necessary subject'.

] "1 don't mind dying — I just don't want to be
there when it happens.: T felt I gshould end on
a jolly note'.

2 Believing in God and Jesus Christ really helps.
1 "Death is walking out of one roem inte another".
1 "My previous experiences may have influenced
my thinking and responses'.
1 "Books are so valuable and the best way I've
dealt with c¢hildren and death".
N = 63 Rezpondents to this question = 463%.
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Chapter V
Discusstion, Conclustons and Implications

Death Concerns in the Preschool

The most crucial implication of this study is that
death concerns do occupy a place in the preschool. A major-
ity of the participants indicated that at least one child
in their classroom experienced the death of someone they
knew. Children experiencing the death of an immediate
family member were 16 or -.8% of the total student sample.
Although this age range (three-five years) was not included
in Stein's (1974) study (during the school years from
kindergarten to grade 12, one of every 20 children will
experience the death of a parent) the percentages are
compatible. It is logical to assume that as children
and parents become older the likelihood of parental death
becomes greater.

Preschool children do not often introduce death
concerns in the classroom but only 3 rer cent of the
participants stated that their students never bring up
the topvic. Therefore children three to five years of
age who do have experiences with death or who wish to

discuss the topic are not rare.
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Death educators (Gorden & Klass, 1976; Whitley, 1976)
state that adults who refuse to talk about death concerns
or who do not accept the child's feelings about death
may contribute to that child developing a negative, unreal-
istic attitude towards death and his own life. Participants
in this study indicated that the most frequent manner in
which students introduce death concerns was by talking
with the teacher about personal experiences. This finding
compliments Stein et al. (1975) discussion that preschool
teachers are important in dealing with death concerns
because they are seen by students as accessible and non-
threatening. The teacher, then, is being used as a psycho-
logical model by the children and her attitudes akout death
will affect those children.

All participants indicated believing that talking
about death has some place in the classroom; the majority,
89%, checked in the upper two-thirds of the continuum.
Moseley (1976), reported that 51% of the primaxry school
teachers participating in her study agreed thait: discussion
of death has a place in the classroom. These different
findingz may have becn due to the difference in roles of
the preschool and primary teacher. The preschool
teaclher, especially the day care teacher who may care for
the children nine or ten hours a day, has traditionally

been given more of a parenting role than the public
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school teacher., Therefore she may be more willing to
decal with issues that the primary schoel teacher would
leave to the home.

Additionally, those participants in Moseley's study
who stated that death should not be discussed in the
classroom viewed death and religion as inseparable, and
considered that the teacher should not become involved
in religious indoctrination. In the current study, the
only teachers who viewed death and religion as inseparable
taught in religiously oriented preschools and regarded
religion as an important aspect of all subjects.

A final reason for the different findings may relate
to the fact that Moseley's focus was on childrens' attitudes
and experiences about death. Examination of teachers'
attitudes occupied only a small part of her study and,
therefore, her results are not as specific and detailed
as those obtained in this investigation.

Teachers' Perasonal Attitudes
Towards Death

These firdings were surprising for there was not, as
was hypothesized, a large number of participante who had
a negative oricntation towards death. Participants were
split nearly evenly between neutral and positive orientations.

t was alsu hypothesized that participants with a negative
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orientation would believe death should not be discussed in
the classroom and that it is psychologically unhealthy
for children to think about death. This hypothesis was
not supported by the results observed in this study; these
participants indicated that discussion of death has a place
in the classroom and children who think about death are
psychologically healthy. They also indicated that they
would welcome help in changing their negative orientation.
The hypothesis that participants with neutral and
positive orientations towards death would believe that death
should be discussed in the classroom and that children
who think about death are psychologically healthy has not
been rejected. There was no difference, however, bhetween
the two groups intensity of beliefs.
Teachers, who refused to complete the guestionnaire,
were asked for their reasons and 68 per cent responded
to this request. Some of the non-respondents stated that
they did not like the topic or did not wish to answer
guestions about death. If these teachers were assumed to
have a negative orientation and were added to the two
participants who were shown to have a negative orientation
this group would still be only a small percentage of the

population,
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There are two implications to the findings that the
vast majority of participants have a neutral or positive
orientation towards death. The first is that preschool
teachers have the psychological potential for dealing
effectively with most death concerns in the classroom.

If they are not effective it is through lack of information
or skill, not an appropriate attitude. Therefore more
attention should be given tc the training of teachers and
less to providing them with professional "“grief
counsellors"”. As Caplan (1974) discusces, it is easier

to use a preventive approach than a crisis intervention
one .

The second implication is that with a neutral or
positive orientation there is little concern that work-
shops or courses in death education and awareness will be
too psychologically intense for -participants to handle.
In a workshop or course there is little time for much
one to one contact between leader and participant and
large numbers of negatively oriented people might not
receive the support end attenticn they need. Therefore
a course or workshop seems an appropriaete vehicle for dis-

pensing information about dealing with death concerns,
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Teachers' Effectiveness In Dealing
With Death (Concerns

The preschool teacher is aware of her students death
concerns and is asked by the children to discuss them.
Although only a few teachers indicated that they were very
unsatisfied with their manner of dealing with death concerns
nearly half, regardless of degree of satisfaction, wanted
to become more effective. Also, nearly 100 per cent of
the participants listed some skill or knowledge area which
would be useful to them in dealing with death concerns.
These findings indicate that preschool teachers would
welcome courses or workshops dealing with this topic.

An indication of teachers' effectiveness was received
by examining participants' reactions to specific situations
in which a student experienced a death of someone they
knew. In most cases when the child reacted to the death
in an accepting, matter of fact manner, the teacher also
handled the experience well; being available to talk to the
child, accepting his/her feelings, and cuddling the child
when needed. When the child reacted to the death with a
lot of emotion or with behaviors the teacher could not
easlily understand as grieving, e.g., anger, denial of death,
aggressiveness, unpredictable behavior, the teachers were
also less successful. Teachers were more likely to try

to rationalize the death with the child, be unaccepting of
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the child's feelings, feel helpless or angry at the child,
or act as if nothing unusual was happening. The few
teachers who showed an intellectual awareness of the
grieving process handled these unorthodox situations
more effectively. This finding strongly supports a system
of structured information-giwving (course or workshop)
so that teachers are able to deal with all grieving situations
they encounter in the classroom either by working personally
with the child or by refering to an appropriate professional
helper. .

Participants indicated that a course or workshop
would be most beneficial to them if it included descriptions
of the ways that children deal with death. The topic
most frequently requested was that of childrens' develop-

ment of death concepts.

Other Congideraticrs

A procedural implication arising from this study is
that it is important for anyone wiéhing to study death
concerns to have knowledge of, and effectiveness in using,
counselling skills. Counselling skills are helpful for
two reasons. The first is that without these skills
and without personal contact with the rescarcher there

would have bheen a lower percentage of questionnailre return.
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In more than half of the initial telephone contacts
there was, at first, a slight withdrawing on the part of
the prospective participants. Their voices often sounded
shocked or disbhelieving and common statements were;

"You want to study what?", or, "Why would you want to study
that topiec?". The researcher used empathic responding to
acknowledge these feelings of shock or disbelief and most
participants moved from these feelings to an expressed
willingness to complete the gquestionnaire. Teachers often
talked on about their initial feelings identifying a
nervousness or even slight fear of the topic. It is quiEe pro-
bable that if participants had had no personal contact with the
researcher or if she had not been able to respond effect-
ively to the teachers' concerns they may have retained

their initial feelings and been unwilling tc participate

in the study. In one case a teacher did refuse to part-
icipate but after the researcher acknowledged her feelings

she decided to take part. It is important that researchers

do not use counselling skills to coerce or manipulate

people into participating. They need to have their feelings
accepted and understood no matter what their decision.

The most important reason that the researcher have
counselling skills is to assist participante who have a

strong negative psychological reaction to the topic.
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In two cases, the researcher helped teachers examine and

accept their decisions not to participate. One brief

case example will be used as illustration. A supervisor

was contacted by telephcne to arrange a pickup time for

the completed gquestionnaire. She had originally agreed

to participate, On the telephong she initially stated

vague feelings about the topic. These feelings becanie

more specific as she described a personal grieving

experience which she felt she had not resolved. As she

spoke she started to cry and told of her fear of death.

The researcher was able to help her become more aware

and accepting of scome of her feelings and discuss ways

she cculd get more emotional support for herself. Aftex

over an hour on the telephone the teacher’s voice sounded

stronger and calmer and she was not ¢rying. The researcher

assessed that asking her to complete the questicnnaire would

only reawaicen the painful expericnees she had had; so she

encouraged the teacher not to participate in the study.

If the researcher had not besn able to use counseclling

skills effectively some teachers may have been left feeling

frightened, angry at the researcher, and may even have

needed to apply for professional counselling assistance.
These experiences support Koocher's (1973) cownclusion

that when designing death concern studiee rescarchers should

be more conccrned with the participants than with the data.
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. , , ,
Imziltiextione For IFuture Researcll

Replication of this studv with a sample that included
male preschool teachers would show whether attitudes towards
death are sex related. This study indicated that there
were no differences between age, number of years teaching
or geographical position (rural or urban).

The finding that only a small percentage of teachers
have a negative orientation toward death needs to be
examined more closely. The results could have been dis-
torted by participants who had a negative crientation but
were unwilling to indicate that fact. Also, a number of
participants indicated that they were confused by the
attitude scales so that some of Ctheir scores may have
been distorted. Psychometric refinement of the attitude
scale would be highly desirable for future studies.

It should be stressed that the results of this study
do not warrant generalizations beyond the preschool
level. It is highly probable that a structured curriculum
as well as the increasing intellectual and cognitive
maturity of students in the public school system, could
present the teachers with different needs and challenges
in dealing with death conecerns inthe e¢lassroom. Future
reseax=h might be direcied towards the elucidation of such

needs and concerns as well as towards the development of



effective technigues to deal with death concerns in the
classrcom including perhaps courecs in thanatology for

teachers.
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DEATH CONCERN IN THE PRESCHOOL QUESTIONNAIRE

CONSERNT FORM

The purpeose of this questionnaire is to explore the feelings, attitodes,
and experiences of preschuol teachers in relation to death concerns in
the classreom. Your responses will remain absolutely confidential and
names will not be used in the analysis of the data.

Signing your name below, Indicates your comsent to participate in this
research and that you understand the purpose of the research. I am
available for discussion about the qucstionnaire or your reactions to
it. DPlease ¢all me gvenings at 595-4665., Thank you so much for

your cooperation! ;

Your signature
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Dealh Concerns in the Preschool Questivnnaire

This questionpaire is in three parts. The fifrst part asks for information
about yourself and your preschool. The second part asks for your own
attitudecs about desth and Ethe third deals with death coneerns in the
classroom. If there are any gucstions you do not want te answer, leave
them blank. It is impoertant for my study, though, that I have as many

questieons answerzd as possible. Thank vou.

Part 1

Your age Your sex: T M

Are you a D,C, licensed preschool supervisor?
Number of years you have been a preschool teacher

Did you teach throughout /during the period from September 1977
to June 19787

Your programue is: Day Care Nursery School
Other (please specify)

Number of children in all programmes you were involved with last
year

Ages and percentages of ages of childrem in programmes

2 year olds Z 3 year olds % 4 year olds A
5 year olds Z

Area in whiclh school is located: Urban __ Rural

Part 2

Place a checkmark (« ) above the line that best describes your attitudes.

(1) What does death mean to you?

negative . . . ‘ . . - ___«__ . positive

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 g 9
natural . . . ; . . “ . . unnatural
harmful . > « : : : . . . harmless
we leome ¢ P . a s : 5 ! . unwelcome
interegl- . . . . . . » . . uninteresting

ing
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(2) 1In general, dizcussions abovt death are -

negative . . . . . . . . . positive
1 2 3 4 5 G 7 3 9
natural . . . . . . . . . unmatural
harmFul . ; : . y . . " . harmless
welcome . . . . . . . . . unwelcome
interesting . ; . . 5 ; .« v » uninteresting
Part 3

Place a checkmarl ( «f ) above the line that best describes your attitudes.

(1) Children who wanht to talk about death are —

negative . ) R s } v . . pogitive

1 2 34 5 6 7 8 9
natural . . . . . . R . . upnatural
harmful ; . S R . + harmless
welepme . . - . . . . . . anwelcome
interesting 8 " ‘ s . . : ' « uninteresting

(2) Suppese you are in a situation where you are approached by someone
to talk to vou about deach. How would it be for wyou to talk to
the peeple listed below? TUse very easy, easy, difficult, very
difficult.

vour students, talking on a conceptual level

your gtudents, talkiug on an emotional level

parents of students, talkirng on a conceptual
level

parents of students, talking on an
amolional level

(3) 1In the past school year (1977-78) Lo your kuowledge, how many of
your students had an experience wilh death? TPlease place numbers
in the apprapriate places,

immediote Family member died

other relative(s) died

close {riend died

pet or animal that was known to child dicd

other (please explain)
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Briefly describe the child(ren)'s reactions te the deatl{s) mentioued
aboye., Alsc, briefly describe as specifically as possible what you
felt and did in responge to the child(ren). Use the back of this
questionnaire if mecessary.

Situation Child's Reaction Your Feclings Your Actiens

(4) What place do you believe that talking about death has in the
classroom? {check 1)

haa no place . 5 : 5 . | . . . has & large place
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Please state your reasens:

(5) How satisfied are you with yaur manner of dealing with death
concerns in the classroom? (check 1)

very unsatisfied . . s . . . . . . very satisfied
r 2 3 4 5 &6 7 8§ 9

Comments?

(6) Yow often do you bring up the topic of death in the classvoom?
(check 1)

never . . . . . . » . . often
1 2 3 4 5 ) 7 8 9

What are your reasons?



82

If you do bring up the topic, what methods do you use tae intreduce it?

Rank from 1 (most common) to 3 (least common).

childrens' fiction
talking about life cycles of plants and animals
asking for childrens' experisnces with death

explaining significance ol holidays associavted with death
e.g. Remembrance Day

other (please explain)

(7) How often do your students bring up the topic of death in the
classroom? (check 1)

never . ” » . X 3 z ; . often
i 2 3 4 5 6 7 & 9 '

In what way? Rank from 1 (most common) to 6 (lease common).

dramatic play, role play
talking among themselves about personal experience
talking with you about their personal experience

___ talking about books which deal with death
talking aboul TV programmes in which somecone has died
other (please explain)

(8) How psychiologically healthy or unhealthy do you believe it is
for children to thinlk about death? (check 1)

disturbs or disrupts . . 5 : . ; . . . is essential
psychological growth 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 to psycho-
logical growth

Briefly state your reasons for your response.

(9) If vou are not satisfied with the way voua deal with death concerns,
what regeurces and/or support do you think you mecd to help you?

(10) Place a checkmark (& ) bBeside the topi(_'(s) wihtich weuld he useful
to you and then tank the importance of each on the scale provided
below each item.

understanding vour chjldrens' development of concepts of death
unimportant . . . . . . . . < very important
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
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wmeeting with other teachers to share concerng, experiences and
feaelings aboub death ecencerns in the c¢lassroom

unimporktant 3 . < . g . ‘ . . very important
1 2 3 4 = O 7 8 9

understanding normzl and abnormal grief patterns

unimportant 5 5 “ . 3 2 . . . very important
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

exploring your own feelings, experiences and cencerne about death

unimportant . ' . . . . . . .  Vvery important
1 2 3 4 6 7 8 9

LI

knowing teaching materials related to death

unimpertant . ’ . . . . . . . wvery impertant
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

learning ways to talk to children about death

unimporcant . ) ¥ g s ; : . + very important
L 2 3 4 5 6 7 g8 9

Nagy (1959) and Hankoff (1975) discuse the concepts children 0-5 years
develop arovnd death issues. They state that the young child
believes death is roversible., He attributes 1ife and consciousness
to the dead. Death is seen as another, special phase of Life from
which one can reétwin. The child tends teo associate life with
movement; a wind-up toy is seen as alive when it moves, a still,
sleeping person may be thought dead. The child does oot think
about his own death unlessg he has experienced a long or severe
illness. Death, per se, is not feared. The child's main fear is
of abandonment, he doesn't distinguish between types, e.g. death

or divorce. Mow similar or digsiwilar are theése observations to
yours in your work with children? (Check 1)

dissimilar to your . . . . - " . . similar to
expérience with 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 your expericnce
children with children

In what ways aré they "lar or digsimilar?
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(13)

What are your feelings/tlouglits about filling out this
questionnaire?

Comments?

84
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This research is my 8

Victoria.

on—~Counselling Peyvehol agyry, ! ) E
& in ovder to have meaningful

Educ I
necd a percedtage of completed forms in o
results which can be used to expand our knowledge of preschool
teachers' concern 1N L 1 carly childhood educators to ds ‘v’Ltlup
more effecti cacher—-tr: Ing pProgxy Hes.
1leted by January 15th.

2 1ave all questionnaires con
a completed

1 would
to pick up

If you have any (qu
1gs at 595-4G65, Thank you

questionnair

your participat
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Reeves

Nancy C.
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