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Introduction

Coping with grief after loss has been at the forefront of concerns amidst the COVID-19 pandemic (1–3). In a recent study (4), it was estimated that due to the pandemic more than 1.5 million children globally lost a caregiver. Childhood bereavement may profoundly impact child development (5). It is associated with heightened risks of impaired academic and social performance (6), mental health issues (7, 8), substance use disorders (9), and higher mortality rates (10). Yet children are at risk of receiving no post-loss support (11–13), as in many countries there are no structured, official guidelines regarding different caregivers' roles. Scholars have thus advocated the need to define and clarify the roles of teachers and other school staff, such as SMPs (14).

This paper draws upon the well-established concepts of Winnicott, who significantly contributed to the field of child development. Applying Winnicott's perspective on the role of the caregiver dyad (i.e., parents), I would suggest an analogy between the father-mother role (when supporting the evolving infant's development) and the dyadic SMP-teacher role, to conceptualize what I believe should be the role of each of these two entities when working together to support grieving children's development.



Childhood bereavement and caregivers' roles

According to childhood bereavement estimation models in the US, by age 18, one in 14 children (7.2%) will experience the death of a parent or sibling (15), and 90% will experience the death of a close friend or relative (5). A review (16) indicated that bereaved children are particularly vulnerable and that adequacy of care from those around the child is essential to their healthy development.


SMPs' role in the context of childhood bereavement

Scholars (5) argue that school mental-health professionals (SMPs) are well-suited to identify and support grieving students; to provide guidance to peers; and to offer teachers' training. Yet instances of loss and trauma are constantly occurring worldwide, resulting in SMPs facing continuous stress and emotional overload (17), potentially preventing them from being available to bereaved children and turning teachers into the main school caregivers.



Teacher's role in the context of childhood bereavement

Seventy percent of American teachers reported having at least one grieving student in their classroom (18). Although school-based support has been found to facilitate grieving students' adjustment both in the US (5) and Europe (19, 20), school support is not coordinated (21). In fact, the question regarding teachers' role is controversial. On the one hand, the school is argued to be a “secure secondary family,” and that educators are well-placed to monitor mental health, and support academic and social issues (22–25). On the other hand, studies showed (14) that although most teachers recognized the need to acknowledge children's grief, they claimed that they were not trained to do so, and were overloaded with pedagogical tasks. Hence, a “crisis plan,” for which the entire school personnel team is trained and prepared to implement, is needed (26). Yet, to build such a plan, conceptualizations must be formulated about the different roles of different school personnel in order to best integrate these role expectations into practice.




Winnicott's viewpoint on caregivers' roles

D.W. Winnicott, a British pediatrician, made significant contributions to the field of child development. A well-known metaphor developed by Winnicott is the “holding environment”—the emotional and physical space provided by the caregiver, typically the mother, protecting the baby by holding him/her in her arms. The caregiver provides an environment that literally and figuratively holds the child, enabling the infant to feel safe. A holding space therefore means being fully present, as one sits with another through a difficult time.

In terms of who provides a holding environment for whom, scholars (27, 28) have argued that, according to Winnicott (29), the father's role with the newborn is protecting the mother-child relationship. He provides a secure environment for the mother, enabling her to provide a nurturing environment for the baby. The father can offer both physical (practical) support, and emotional support, allowing the mother to cope better with motherhood's frustrations. In some cases, the father must provide parenting for the mother, if she is struggling with the demands of motherhood (30). Fathers can also serve as a “mother substitute,” providing the baby with sensitive and responsive care, if the mother needs a respite. Eventually, a strong relationship between the father and mother provides the infant with security—a “rock to which he can cling” (29).

I thus wish to argue that, in the school setting, the role of the SMP should be similar to that of the father, in accordance with Winnicott's claim that “as the mother feels supported, she can better respond to the infant's needs.” Namely, the SMP should support the teacher so that the teacher can support the grieving student.



The voices of grieving students and their teachers

In my prior extensive research on issues of grief and childhood bereavement, and particularly among teachers1 (23, 24, 31–33), I have interviewed both teachers and students and noted that although SMPs are expected to provide support, the students themselves often don't want it. In fact, they tend to prefer to be supported by their teachers since they have prior relationship with them. Furthermore, considering the social stigma around requesting help from SMPs, students are sometimes reluctant to approach them at school, as opposed to teachers, with whom a conversation is perceived as “normal.” With regard to teachers, they often perceive their roles as child-supporters, yet they often say they need support themselves in order to continuously support their students. In a recent study teachers reported of three support needs when managing pediatric grief: knowledge—both theoretical and practical, acknowledgment of their own emotional coping, and support from mental health professionals in school (23). Other studies emphasized the need for clear policy and the importance of school community when managing pediatric grief in school (21, 34).



Discussion: who should support grieving children at school?

Grieving children have various support needs from school, such as support in academic and social challenges aroused by the grief that require long-term support (34). Similarly, teachers report of having various needs when supporting their grieving students (23). So, looking at the broader picture, what is the role of SMPs and teachers in the context of pediatric grief in school? Who and how should support grieving children in school?

It seems that the most reasonable and effective way to help the grieving child is to provide a holding environment similar to that suggested by Winnicott: The SMPs should support the teachers by offering both practical and emotional support, so that the teachers can better support the grieving child. Nevertheless, as teachers are not trained to be therapists, this arrangement should only be applied in the context of “typical” grief reactions. If a child presents a prolonged grief (i.e., complicated grief), and/or needs extensive professional therapy, then the SMP would be the primary caretaker and the teacher the secondary one. This notion accords with Winnicott's claim that the father can also be a “primary caregiver” when needed.

Figure 1 illustrates the roles of SMPs and teachers in pediatric grief situations. In a “normal” grief situation the teacher envelops the grieving student while being enveloped by the SMP. In a “prolonged” grief situation, the situation is reversed.
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FIGURE 1
 Conceptualized roles of SMPs and teachers when supporting grieving children.


This suggested model aligns with the claim that children are more likely to open up to a teacher they know and trust, as well as with studies showing the importance of school leadership supporting school personnel (35). Yet this model's innovation lies in its unique conceptualization drawn upon Winnicott's viewpoint, enabling a better use of resources when managing pediatric grief in schools.



Implications

This conceptualization has several implications. First, teachers should receive training focused on the child's understanding of death and the child's grief-needs, whereas SMPs should receive training focused not only on the child's understanding/needs but also on the teachers' needs in coping with supporting these students. The difference is analogous to that between being trained to become a therapist vs. being trained to become a supervisor. Another implication involves policy. Specifically, in most cases, SMPs should provide support to teachers, and teachers should provide support to students. This leads to a more economic management of grief in school and will also enable SMPs to be truly available in cases of “complicated grief.”

In conclusion, the conceptualized model may substantially contribute to the effective support of bereaved children at school. It may also promote policy changes that clarify caregivers' unique roles and practices, to optimally support grieving children's development.
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