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Talking to Teachers
About Grief
By Michael and Pam Bennett-Santoro

D

ecember 10 is the anniversary of my daughter Paula’s death.
Michael is her twin brother. It is said that twins share a special
sibling bond. I remember him saying that the night she died, he had
a dream that Paula came to say good-bye to him. He told her she
couldn’t go, she was his best friend.
The first year after Paula died, Michael’s elementary school was
supportive as he grieved. I spoke to his teacher about keeping
Paula’s picture up on the classroom wall after she died, so that
Michael wouldn’t think people were forgetting her and to
encourage people to talk to him about Paula.
Michael still wants to talk about Paula, but as the years have
gone by, it doesn’t happen as often and it’s never easy. As
grieving parents and siblings know, people speak of our child
and/or sibling less as time goes on. But it’s important to us to
continue to speak her name.
Last year Michael moved to middle school, and we needed
a way to let his teachers know about December 10. Michael
and I decided that I should write a letter to all his teachers.
Michael prefers to go to school and be with his friends on
that date, but wanted to let his teachers know that he may
feel sad, perhaps a bit out of sorts, irritable and certainly,
forgetful. Also Michael plays the trombone in the school
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band and their holiday concert was on December 10. The letter
went to school, and when December 10 rolled around, no one said
anything to Michael about his sister’s death. Not even a single “I’m
sorry this happened to you.”
We’ve been going to a family therapist to help us cope with all
the changes in our lives since Paula’s death. The therapist is a
bereaved sibling herself, and Michael finds it easy to talk to her.
She knows how he feels. When we met with her and began talking
about how to deal with Michael’s school, we realized how angry
we were that no one had even acknowledged Paula to Michael last
year. We talked about how hard it is for kids, who are 13 like
Michael, to talk about their feelings and how they sometimes say
“dumb” things when they mean to help. Nicci, our therapist, helped
us realize that the teachers probably felt the same way. They didn’t
know what to say to Michael either, so they didn’t say anything.
Nicci told us that the letter we wrote the previous year was a
good idea, letting them know about the date, but it didn’t go far
enough. She helped us see that Michael had to tell his teachers
what he wanted to hear. It would be more powerful coming from
Michael than a letter from his parents.
First he had to decide what he wanted them to say, so we talked
about it with Nicci. Then we wrote a letter together that he would
(Continued on next page)

F OR

B RO THE R S

AN D

S ISTERS

By Chelsea Carlson
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y name is Chelsea Carlson. I am 11 years old and in
the 5th grade. My sister, Samantha, died in 1998 from being
hurt in a riding accident. Sammie was 8 years old when she
died. She was not only my sister, but my best friend.
Sammie and I loved to play secret agents and house. It’s six
years later, and a part of me feels terrible every day because

she died and my life will be completely different. I wish I
had more time with her.
Before Christmas this past year, my classmate’s brother died.
His brother was 8 years old, just like my sister. When I went to
school, everybody was saying, “I know exactly how he feels.”
I said, “No you don’t, because you haven’t lost a brother or a
sister.” It made me very, very mad to hear this. After I came
home from school, I cried, because I was remembering how I
felt when my sister died. My mom and dad hugged me and that
made me feel better. I told them that I wanted to help my friend.
We talked about ways I could do that.
I thought it would be a good idea to talk to my class
about what they could do or say that would help our friend
and classmate. My mom talked with my teacher, and she
said she would give me some time during the day to talk
with my class. I made a list of things that I thought were
important to share. I sat on my desk and told them what was
said that helped me when Sammie died, like, “I’m sorry,”
“You can talk to me about it,” “It’s okay to share your
memories”.
I also told them what was said to me that didn’t help at all,
like, “I know exactly how you feel”, “I don’t want to talk
about it”, “Aren’t you over it by now?” I explained how
Sammie died and how I felt at the time. That when I went
back to school and no one talked about Sammie, it scared me.
I thought everyone had forgotten her. I didn’t want our friend
to feel that way. I wanted my classmates to know that it was
okay to talk about our friend’s brother. I passed Sammie’s
picture around the classroom so my friends could get to know
her. It made me feel like they were remembering her even
though they had never met her. That felt great.
I’ve been sitting next to my friend in class. He feels a lot
better because he knows we can talk about his brother
anytime. He knows I really understand. I gave my friend
books to read about dealing with death and grief that were
given to me. I’m always talking to him to see how he is
doing and, personally, I think I’m helping him a lot. It makes
me so happy to help him.
My sister, Sammie, would be pleased with what I’m doing.❦
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give to his teachers. This time, though, we asked to meet with all
seven of his teachers, face-to-face, so he could talk to them.
I called for the appointment, and one of my friends suggested that
we ask the guidance counselor to join us. The meeting was in early
December. We gave them a copy of the TCF flyer For Teachers, and
also told them about TCF’s annual candle lighting, which was going
to be held the Sunday after Paula’s anniversary.
To our surprise, we found out that the counselor, who joined us,
was also a bereaved sibling! At the meeting, Michael read his letter to
the teachers. They all told him that if he needed to leave the classroom and go to the counselor’s office at any time, he could do that.
Each of his teachers said they were glad to have Michael tell them
what he needed them to do, because they didn’t know what to say.

On December 10, Michael came home from school and he had
a bag all decorated with stars, a card signed by many of his
teachers, and some star candles. He told me that the teachers had
all taken up a collection, and had donated money to the
International Star Registry for a star named in Paula’s memory!
We were very touched.
His friends at school had signed a card and given it to him
at lunchtime, letting him know they were sorry that his twin
sister died.
Michael’s letter was short and simple, but, as many of us know,
sometimes we need to let people know what we want to hear and
what will help us on our grief journey. ❦
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