UNDERSTANDING YOUR CHILDREN
The following outlines a child’s reaction to cancer in the family by developmental stages.  This material was adapted from “Resource Guide on Children and Grief,” Lois Pearson, M.Ed., Certified Life Specialist, Children’s Hospital of Wisconsin.  Click here for a more detailed treatment of this topic.
	Age
	What They’re Thinking
	Characteristic Behaviors
	Interventions

	Newborn to Age 3
	· Sense something has happened in the family

· Realize that Mommy is crying or sad or nervous

· Notice that activity in the household is different
	· Change in eating or sleeping patterns
· Irritability

· Increased clinging, difficulty separating from parent or caregiver

· Possible regression in behavior, such as toilet training or need for a transitional object (i.e., pacifier, blanket, doll)


	· Be sensitive and aware of the cause of regressive behavior

· Maintain normal routines

· Provide consistent and familiar caregiver



	Ages 3 to 5
	· View bad things as temporary and reversible

· Believe in magical thinking – thoughts or wishes caused illness or could make it go away

· Worry that other people they love could get sick

· Worry more about other parts of their lives (i.e., increased fear of thunderstorms, going into the basement alone, sleeping in own bed)
	· Withdrawal

· Regression in skills

· Concern about own well-being

· Feelings of confusion and guilt

· Use of sickness themes in play

· Increased fearfulness and worry


	· Identify the feelings behind the behavior, such as crying when sad, yelling when scared or worried

· Give child measurements to reduce anxiety (“Mommy always feels better by the weekend.”)

· Include themes of sickness during play with the child (act out illness with dolls or cars)


	Ages 6 to 9
	· Begin to understand what sickness and cancer mean

· Need more detailed explanations

· May be uncomfortable expressing feelings

· Worry that other significant people in life will get sick or die

· Make connection with other people in life who have been sick, recovered, died


	· May appear uncaring on the outside but are upset on the inside
· May use denial to cope

· May act out in school or at home

· Regression in behavior

· Increased worries, fearfulness, and feelings of vulnerability


	· Listen to determine what kind of information is being sought

· Increase physical activity while modeling stress- reducing behaviors

· Help child identify his feelings 

· Encourage creative outlets for expressing feelings (i.e., drawing, painting, writing)



	Ages 9 to 12
	· Understand what sickness and cancer mean in a broader perspective

· Have a personal fear of sickness or death

· May want graphic and detailed description of surrounding events


	· May appear tough or funny

· May demonstrate anger/sadness/worry

· May try to act like an adult but then show regression to earlier stage of emotional response


	· Encourage discussion feelings
· Encourage creative expression of feelings (art, music, cooking)

· Encourage other outlets for stress and worry (exercise, sports)

· Incorporate family routines, traditions, and rituals

· Explore support groups and peer-to-peer connection 



	Adolescents
	· Have an adult’s understanding of sickness

· Ability to deal with sickness is based on experience and developmental factors

· Focus strongly on the present

· Develop strong philosophical views about illness
· Have many questions but don’t always ask them

	· Withdraw or act out
· Engage in risk-taking or reckless behaviors

· Pseudo-maturity (can handle “life” on own)
· Seek support and company from peers rather than family

· Increase in caretaking role


	· Allow for informed participation

· Keep communication open on how everyone is feeling

· Maintain new or old rules, reinforcing curfews as much as possible

· Encourage peer support
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