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Tending to Self

We will be discussing challenging topics that can elicit 
uncomfortable feelings. 

Please tend to yourself:  
◦Breathe in for a count of four and exhale for a count of six.

◦Take a sip of ice water and trace the water down as you drink it.

◦Look up from the screen and notice three things in your space.

◦Stand up and stretch.
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“No one should have to 
grieve alone.”

~ William “Bill” Wendt
Founder of Wendt Center                             

circa 1977

Why the Wendt Center?
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This is Grief

Change Loss Grief

Limited opportunity to say good-bye
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Pandemic Fatigue

Ambiguity Exhaustion
Decision 
Fatigue

Desire to 
return to what 

was
Anxiety

Lack of 
patience
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Return to School

Run 
towards

Run away
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Increasing Tolerance

Comfortable 
Feelings

Certainty

Good

Uncomfortable 
Feelings

Ambiguity

Bad
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What Your 
Students are 
Holding 
What words stand 
out to you in this 
picture?

Credit: Cassie Crustinger-Perry Age 
11 She, Her pronouns. Native 
Washingtonian(DC) now lives in 
Olympia Washington
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Styles of Grieving

Doka, 2011

Intuitive (feelers)

• Experience is emotional and 
somatic

• Processing takes place as 
expression

• Low physical energy

• Support – active listening and 
connection

Instrumental (doers)

• Experience is physical and 
cognitive

• Processing happens through 
tasks

• Internal anxiety

• Support – practical 
information and chances to 
remember
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Grief in Youth

Pain

• Crying

• Longing

• Remembering

• Memorializing

• Low motivation

Joy

• Socializing

• Celebrating

• Setting goals

• Trying new things

• Increased motivation
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Caregiver Perspectives

Avoid 
Conversation

Seeks to spare 
children from 

suffering

Fears memories 
are harmful

Invite 
Expression

Reduces 
confusion and 

shame

Models building 
tolerance for 

memories

Pressure 
Conversation

Attempts to fix 
the pain

Ignores need for 
titration

Source: Shelby, 2018
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Uncertainty with COVID-19

Children are likely feeling:

• Fearful about their safety and the health of loved ones

• Hesitant to get too excited about returning 

• Concerned about how school will be different

• Worried about how their imagined future might be impacted

• Angry about things that have happened
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Supporting kids with Uncertainty 

Connect

Emotionally

Physically

Validate

That makes 
sense

I see that 
you are…

Ground

Breath 
work

Movement
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Your Role as Caregivers

Provide factual information

• Dispel the myths and rumors

• Be honest when you just don't know

Connect regularly and revisit conversations

• Connect about feelings and emotions

• Connect about things other than grief and loss (good ole quality time) teen choice

Assert safety in a realistic way

• Don’t promise things you can’t but do affirm your role in working to keep them safe

• Discuss strategies for safety

• Emotional safety

• Physical safety 
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Next steps

Be prepared to 
revisit topics

Give permission to 
take a social media 

break

Create a family 
self-care plan

Give permission 
for emotion, 

expression, and 
conversation

Give permission 
for space 

Set a timeline for 
another check-in

Create 
“cornerstone” 

activities 

Have fun on 
purpose
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Starting the Conversation
◦ There’s a lot of changes 

happening as you return to the 
school building.

◦ I’m happy to see you!

◦ On a scale of 1-5, how are you 
feeling today?

◦ Tell me how you’re doing right 
now.

◦ What color is your heart today?

Validating and Offering Support
◦ It’s ok to be having big feelings 

right now.

◦ That sounds really hard.

◦ I’m so glad you feel that you can 
share this with me.

◦ I’m here with you, even if you 
don’t want to talk about it.

◦ Can we take a deep breath 
together?

But What Do I Say?
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Continuing the Conversation
◦ What has been the hardest part about returning to school?
◦ What has been a good part about returning to school?
◦ What helps you feel connected to your friends?
◦ How do you know you are having a good day? 
◦ What do you miss most about life before?
◦ What makes you feel _____ (nervous/angry) as you return to school?
◦ Can you tell me a funny story about [the person who died]?
◦ What is one thing you can celebrate today?
◦ What music have you been listening to lately?
◦ How do you ask for help when you need it?
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…or not ask
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Children/Teens Need Caregivers to:
• Take care of you

• Maintain routines and boundaries

• Be honest about what you know and don’t know

• Listen to how they are feeling

• Acknowledge their experience

• Reassure them about safety

• Share about your own feelings

• Provide creative outlets

• Create rituals and/or traditions

• Be patient

NAGC, 2020
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Tending to Self

Put on your own oxygen 
mask – it’s okay if YOU 
can only handle a few 

minutes of the 
conversation at a time

Talk positively to yourself.

“I am enough. I am doing 
the best that I can, and 

my best is good enough.”

Visualize a calm, safe 
space and spend a few 

minutes there.

Find someone you can 
talk to when things get 

really hard.

Acknowledge your own 
grief reactions without 
trying to hide them or 

compare them to others’

Do something creative!
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Rekindling Hope, Rebuilding Lives

4201 Connecticut Ave NW 
Suite 300

Washington, DC 20008
202-624-0010

2041 Martin Luther King Ave SE 
Suite 234

Washington, DC 20020
202-610-0066

www.wendtcenter.org

Let’s continue the healing conversation 
@WendtCenter


