
Exploring The Role 
of Grief and Loss in 
at Risk Youth

2023 Advanced Learning and Leadership in 

Juvenile Justice (ALL-JJ) Conference 



Chanel Toson, LPC, CPCS, CGP

Owner/Lead Therapist

Creative Touch Counseling Center

Conyers, GA

www.creativetouchcounseling.com

Info@creativetouchcouchcounseling

.com

mailto:Info@creativetouchcouchcounseling.com
mailto:Info@creativetouchcouchcounseling.com


OBJECTIVES

Summarize

• Summarize 
grief and loss

Recognize

• Recognize 
the 
difference 
between 
healthy and 
unhealthy 
expressions 
of grief

Practice

• Practice 
therapeutic 
interventions 
aligned with 
Play Therapy 
and 
Dialectical 
Behavioral 
Therapy 
theories

Utilize

• Utilize skills 
to process 
grief in a 
healthy way

Apply

• Apply 
interventions 
in diverse 
areas to 
include 
counseling, 
educational, 
community, 
and familial 
settings. 





What is Grief???

CDC David Kessler

• “the death of something, a 

death of a loved one, a 

marriage, a relationship, a 

job loss”

• Grief is a normal response to loss 

during or after a disaster or other 

traumatic event. Grief can happen 

in response to loss of life, as well 

as to drastic changes to daily 

routines and ways of life that 

usually bring us comfort and a 

feeling of stability. 



Mourning vs. Grief

Mourning is the external part 
of loss. It’s the actions we 
take, the rituals and the 
customs. 

Grief is the internal part of 
loss, how we feel. The internal 
work of grief Is a process; a 
journey.





Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACES)

• ABUSE (physical, emotional, sexual)

• NEGLECT (physical emotional)

• HOUSEHOLD DYSFUNCTION (Mental 

Illness, Incarcerated relative, Substance 

abuse, Domestic violence, Divorce) 





How grief 
presents in 
children

• Common signs and symptoms

• Changes in sleep pattern or appetite;

• Feelings of sadness, anger or anxiety;

• Social isolation;

• Preoccupation with death; 

• Guilt or blame of self for loss;

• Behavioral regression;

• Feeling the person’s presence nearby. 

Credit: National Child Traumatic Stress Network  -

https://www.nctsn.org/what-is-child-trauma/trauma-types/traumatic-

grief/effects

https://www.nctsn.org/what-is-child-trauma/trauma-types/traumatic-grief/effects
https://www.nctsn.org/what-is-child-trauma/trauma-types/traumatic-grief/effects


Decreased resources for 
coping

Compromised support 
system

Potential financial stress

Negative environmental 
influences





Talking to Children and Caregivers 
about Death & Loss

Important to note:
◆ How does the family discuss death? 
◆ What are the family’s spiritual beliefs? How have 

they discussed the loss with the child? What 
words do they use (ie angel, in your heart, back 
to the earth)

◆ Educate parents on how to talk to children about 
death
● Be direct and transparent, secrets create 

shame and anxiety. 
● Explain in an age-appropriate way.
● Avoid use of terms “sleep” and “rest” -

leads to anxiety about sleep, misleading 
about the permanency of death. 

◆ Be trauma-informed! For traumatic losses, the 
following interventions may be very triggering to 
clients. Stories and pretend play can help to put 
distance between the child and their triggers. 



How grief presents in Adults

• Intense symptoms of shock, 

distress or sadness

• Agitated, restless, pre-

occupied

• Poor appetite, sleep 

disturbance or trouble 

concentrating

• Anger, rage or anxiety

• Numbness, panic, weepy or 

the opposite, an inability to 

cry

• Guilt about the idea of 

moving on and accepting the 

loss



Grief in families and across cultures

• Funerals and Celebrations

• Memorials and continuing family traditions

• Religious practices and beliefs

• Gender specific cultural norms still exist

• Communication in families 



Best practices 
for talking about 
grief and 
supporting the 
griever

• “Grief should be witnessed”

• Stay away from myths about grief

• Be a good listener

• Make concrete plans

• Accept mood swings

• Be there after a few weeks or months



Additional Tips for dealing with loss

• Talk about the person who died. Use the person’s name.

• Tell stories and express what the person meant to you.

• Try to wait at least 1 year before making big decisions.

• Make new friends and spend time with old ones.

• Accept changes in family traditions. Family roles may 
have changed.

• Plan ahead for holidays, birthdays, and the anniversary 
of the death. These times might be more difficult for you 
and your family.

• Respect your personal grieving process. Don't try to fit 
your emotions to other people's expectations of how you 
should be feeling.

• Give the same respect to other people's grief response, 
including children.



Collective Loss
Identify your losses and name your 

experiences as grief. 

Avoid comparisons

•Find ‘Wins’ in your day-to-day life. 

•Name the meaningful moments you have 

each day, 

•Ask yourself: “What can I do that will be 

meaningful to me today?” Use your 

answer to guide what you choose to do 

each day.



When Grief goes beyond the “norm” for 
children

Traumatic Grief: 

Some children develop a traumatic 
grief response.

A child may have a traumatic 
reaction after a death that was 
sudden or after one that was 
anticipated.  

If a child has a response that is 
severe or prolonged, they may be 
experiencing Childhood Traumatic 
Grief. 

The following are difficulties specific to childhood traumatic 

grief that may occur across developmental stages:

● Intrusive memories about the death. Could present 

through nightmares, guilt, self-blame, recurrent or 

intrusive thoughts about the horrifying manner of death. 

● Avoidance and numbing. Withdrawal and avoidance of 

reminders

● Physical or emotional symptoms of increased arousal.

Irritability, anger, trouble sleeping, decreased 

concentration, drop in grades, stomach aches, 

headaches, fears about safety for self and others. 

Credit: The national Child Traumatic Stress Network: https://www.nctsn.org/what-is-child-trauma/trauma-types/traumatic-grief







Memorialize the loss… Look at old pictures… Talk about your fondest memory… 



The Memory Tree

• On a sheet of paper or in your journal draw a picture of a leaf. 

Cut it out

• Write the name of the person, place, thing or situation you’ve 

lost on one side of the leaf

• Write a Characteristic or Memory on the other side of the leaf

• Share the Leaf with the Group if you wish

• Hang the leaf on a plant in Remembrance of the Person you 

wish to Honor



Exposure Activities



TAPS

• On your paper write down the name of any 
individuals close to you who fit in the following 
categories

• T- Talk to an Emotionally Safe Person. Someone 
who is non-judgmental, dependable, trustworthy. 

• A- Ask for help. Who can you turn to for help or 
just a hug?

• P- Pray and Meditate. Who can you ask for 
prayer? Who can pray with you? Who can 
meditate with you?

• S- Support. Who is apart of your supportive 
community? This includes therapists, mentors, 
church groups/leaders, neighbors and friends



Grief Exploration 
Activities 



Additional 
Interventions 
for Kids

• My Feelings Flower

• Funeral for Nemo’s Mom

• Invisible String



● Part 1: Sadness Circle -
explore how pushing away 
feelings (ie sadness) 
negatively impacts us -
when Joy tries to keep 
sadness contained in a 
circle, what happens? She 
gets out and starts to color 
all happy memories with 
sadness. 
○ What do you do with 

your sadness? 
○ Why do people put 

their sadness in a 
circle? 

○ What happens when 
we put our sadness in a 
circle? 

Inside Out a Grief 3 in 1 Intervention 

Overall Objective: Increase awareness of emotions, 
allow space for expression of difficult emotions and 
experience acceptance of sadness due to loss.



● Part 2: My Blue Memories 
(Refer to handout) Identify a 
memory that was yellow with 
“Joy” and is now blue with 
“sadness.” Accept sadness, 
it’s okay to be “blue.”

Inside Out a Grief 3 in 1 Intervention 

Overall Objective: Increase awareness of emotions, 
allow space for expression of difficult emotions and 
experience acceptance of sadness due to loss.



● Part 3: Mixed Emotions 
Learn about “mixed-
emotions” - feeling happy 
and sad at the same time. 
Have you ever felt sad and 
happy at the same time? 
What about when thinking 
about your loved one? 
○ What is like having two 

different emotions at 
the same time?

○ Do you have any 
feelings of JOY when 
you think about your 
blue memory that you 
colored? (refer to part 2 
and use previously 
completed handout). 

Inside Out a Grief 3 in 1 Intervention 

Overall Objective: Increase awareness of emotions, 
allow space for expression of difficult emotions and 
experience acceptance of sadness due to loss.



Growing while 
Grieving



•My best memory of you is….
•Now that you are gone I feel…
•I really wish that…
•What I miss the most is…
•I wish I could have told you…
•You meant (x,y,z) to me
•What I’m happy to say goodbye to is…

•I’m so angry that you…
•I never wanted…
•After (insert what happened) I 
felt….
•Sometimes I think about…
•How could you…
•What I learned from you is…
•When I think about….I feel….
•I hope that…





Resources

• Finding Meaning: The Sixth Stage of Grief 
(David Kessler)

• The Invisible String (Patrice Karst)

• Griefwork: Healing From Loss *Spiral 
Bound recommended* (Fran Zamore & 
Ester R.A. Leutenberg)

• Transforming Grief and Loss workbook: 
Activities, Exercises and Skills to coach 
your clients through life transitions (Ligia 
Houben)



CONNECT WITH ME…

• Chanel Toson, LPC,CPCS,CGP

• www.creativetouchcounseling.com

• info@creativetouchcounseling.com

• Instagram: @ct_counselingcenter

• Twitter: @CTCounseling

• Facebook: /CTCounselingCenter

• YouTube: Creative Touch Counseling Center

http://www.creativetouchcounseling.com/
mailto:info@creativetouchcounseling.com
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