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INTRODUCTION
A hero is someone with integrity and
honor, who demonstrates courage,
bravery, and nobility. Did you know there
is a hero inside of us all, waiting for an
opportunity to step into action?
After a death, we depend on everyday
superheroes, the cape-less crusaders
who have powers of listening and
empathy, who can have courageous
conversations, boldly express support,
and who are kind to someone in grief.
This Superhero Toolkit, developed
for children, teens and their support
network, provides activities and
conversations designed to empower
each of us to become everyday
superheroes.
© 2019 National Alliance for Grieving Children | ChildrenGrieve.org
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What is a Hero?

What is a hero? Does heroism demand extraordinary circumstances, or can heroism
take place in our everyday lives?
Can anyone be a hero? Everyday? What do you think?

WHEN I WAS VERY YOUNG,
MOST OF MY CHILDHOOD HEROES WORE CAPES,
FLEW THROUGH THE AIR, OR PICKED UP BUILDINGS WITH ONE ARM.
THEY WERE SPECTACULAR AND GOT A LOT OF ATTENTION.
BUT AS I GREW, MY HEROES CHANGED,
SO THAT NOW I CAN HONESTLY SAY THAT

ANYONE WHO DOES
ANYTHING TO HELP A CHILD
IS A HERO TO ME.
- FRED ROGERS

© 2019 National Alliance for Grieving Children | ChildrenGrieve.org
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To Your Grieving Child or Teen:
For Parents/ Caregivers

Listen to Your Child
It is important for your child to have a safe
space to talk about their loved one and their
feelings about the death. Act as a sounding
board and validate your child’s feelings. This
can help them to create their unique story. This
story can even be used as a way for your child to
support a friend in the future.

5

2

Establish/Maintain Family Traditions
As a family, foster ways that you can
remember your loved one. These rituals
can keep their connection to the loved
one strong, as some worry that they will forget
their loved one. Acknowledge that some
past traditions may have to look differently.
Decide together what to keep and when to try
something new. Try different activities: make a
scrapbook, visit your loved one’s grave, plant
something in his/her honor, or share stories
about the loved one’s life.

Allow Emotional Expression
Allow your child to have a safe space to
express their emotions. Your child may
experience a wide range of emotions:
anger, sadness, pain, shame,
guilt, or other powerful
emotions. Often, children are
not able to verbalize what they
are feeling. Avoid minimizing
these emotions, telling them
how they should feel, or trying
to put a positive spin on things.

3

Encourage Coping Skills
You can support your child by helping
them find healthy ways to cope with the
overwhelming emotions of grief. Try out
different activities as a family: deep breathing,
yoga, taking breaks, going for walks, gratitude
jars, artistic expression, etc. Help your child
identify the different activities that work well for
them and develop a plan for when these feelings
arise.

4

Practice Self-Care
Just like the oxygen mask theory, you must
take care of yourself first before you can
support your child. Implement healthy
coping skills, develop a self-care plan, surround
yourself with a support system and express your
emotions--this way you can serve as a role model
for your child.

© 2019 National Alliance for Grieving Children | ChildrenGrieve.org

Understand Grief Comes in Waves
Both you and your child will have easier
and harder days, and it is important to give
yourself and your child grace to grieve. Be
open about it if you are having a difficult day and
encourage them to do the same, as this can help
prevent misunderstanding.

6

7

Ask for Help
It can be difficult to ask for help. Stay
connected with your support system and
encourage your child to identify friends
and adults that they can go to when they need
support. Look for resources in your area that
can help your child to build their social support
with others who understand what they’re going
through.

8

Make New Memories
Remind your child that
it’s okay to be happy and
make new memories.
Plan family dates: go for walks,
visit new places, go to the
movies, make new traditions,
etc.

In Partnership with the New York Life Foundation
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Grieving Child or Teen:
How to be a Hero: ToForaProfessionals

1

Reach Out
Touching base with the child gives them
validation that they are important to you
and that their loss is being acknowledged.

2

Share Information
Review with the family what information
is to be shared and let the child practice
answering difficult questions. This will increase the comfort level of the child to return to
school and activities.

3

Listen Empathetically
Empathetic listening is
key to supporting kids
after a death. Try not to
interrupt, interpret, or evaluate.
Simply being present while the
child shares is helpful. Let them
lead the conversation.

4

Be Consistent
Children need routine and normalcy to feel
in control, supported and comforted. Keep
limits consistent and clear to provide a safe
and secure environment for everyone.

5

Be There
Support each child in the way in which
they grieve, there is no right or wrong way.
Reassure them that all their feelings and
thoughts are valid.

6

Validate Questions
If you are unsure how to answer a child’s
question, be honest. Tell the child you do
not know the answer and that you will
get back to them. Make sure to follow-up. Know
that some questions should be answered by the
family. The child may need help practicing how
to ask these questions.
© 2019 National Alliance for Grieving Children | ChildrenGrieve.org

7

Recognize Uniqueness
Trying to connect with the child by sharing
a similar loss can often minimize that child’s
loss. No two people grieve the same or
were a part of the same relationship. Keep the
focus on the child. Provide support and allow the
child to share about the death and their grief.

8

Create a Plan
Often, fears of becoming emotional in
front of peers may result in increased
anxiety which can lead to missing class or
activities. Creating a safety plan for difficult days
in advance will help the child feel safe to interact
with peers. A safety plan may include creating
a signal to adults, identifying where to go for
support or quiet space and returning to the
classroom or activity.

9

Care For Self
Remember that you may also be impacted
by this loss. A death will have impact
whether you knew the person who died,
have your own recent or past losses or are
feeling deeply for the child. Be compassionate
with yourself, seek support from others, and
remember to give yourself extra self-care to
recharge.

10

Seek Resources
Children’s grief is very different from
adult grief. There are many resources
for professionals
through National Alliance of
Grieving Children, New York
Life Foundation, Coalition to
Support Grieving Students,
and many more in your local
community.

In Partnership with the New York Life Foundation
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How to be a Hero: To Your Grieving Friend

Maybe you’re reading this page because one of your friends just had a loved
one die and you are wondering how to help. First and most important, please
find a trusted adult to support you and your friend during this difficult time.
Also know, the thing your friend might want most is just to have you to play
with. Here are some other ways to support them.

Talk to a
trusted adult
about how to
best support
your friend.

As
a family
write down
good memories
that you have
about the person
that died and
share it with
your friend.

Bake
Your
Friend
Cookies

Write your
friend a note to
let them know
you are thinking
about them.

Have
your family
help you bring
your friend and
his/her family
groceries or a
meal.

Invite
your
friend to
hang out.

Taking Care of Yourself
Being with our friends who are sad can make us sad. If this happens, be sure
to do something that helps you feel better. You can ride your bike, read a
book or go on a walk. Also talk to a trusted adult about what you are feeling
and let them support you.
© 2019 National Alliance for Grieving Children | ChildrenGrieve.org
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How to be a Hero to Yourself: For Children

When someone special to you dies, it takes a super amount of strength to do all the things you
normally do. Here are some powers you have that you can use to be a hero to yourself!
SUPER MOVEMENT
Move your body. Play, run,
jump, wiggle, dance, hit a
balloon or yell into a pillow.

SUPER SLOW DOWN
Try moving with super slow
speed for a bit, sit in a quiet
space or listen to soft music.
SUPER SELF-TALK
Talk kindly to yourself like you
would talk to a friend. Examples: “You can do this.” “You’re
doing the best you can.” “You
will figure this out.”

SUPER SUPPORT
Look for people you can
talk to when you are feeling
down. Examples: friend,
family member, teacher,
coach or counselor.
SUPER CREATIVE
Express yourself through art,
writing, drawing, dancing or
listening to/playing music.

SUPERPOWER
RECHARGE
Recharge your strength by
getting lots of sleep, good
food and water.
SUPER STRENGTH
Do something you’re good
at, whatever that may be, and
celebrate the little things.
Examples: Making it to school
on time, remembering homework, helping a friend, scoring
a goal at soccer.
SUPER BREATHING
Take some deep breaths. Try
blowing some bubbles, smell
the flowers, or just notice
how fast you are breathing
and try to slow it down.
Breathe out a little longer
than you breathe in.

SUPER CONNECTION
Choose an object or make
something to remind you of
your special person. It could be
as simple as a stone you find.
Keep it with you to feel connected whenever you need it.

© 2019 National Alliance for Grieving Children | ChildrenGrieve.org

SUPER EMOTIONS
Remember that it’s OK to
feel sad or angry. You do
not need to be strong all the
time. Crying is OK, especially
when you are talking or
thinking about your special
person.

In Partnership with the New York Life Foundation

NAGC Hero Toolkit: In Support of Super Heroic Grieving Children & Teens

How to be a Hero to Yourself: For Teens

Page 9

When someone important to you dies, it takes an incredible amount of strength to do all the
things you normally do. Here are some simple things to try to be your own hero.
MOVE YOUR
BODY
Dance, run, play
sports, clean,
stretch or punch
a pillow. A little
movement goes a
long way.

RECHARGE
YOUR
Batteries
Try to get
plenty of sleep,
eat healthy,
energizing foods
and drink plenty
of water.

Use Supportive
SELF-TALK
Talk kindly to yourself
like you would talk to a
friend. Try saying: “you
can do this”, “you’re doing
the best you can in this
moment”, or “you will
figure this out”.
Identify
Supportive
Allies
Look for the people in
your life you trust who
you can talk to and will
show up to listen. You may
need different people for
different needs (someone
to talk deeply to, make
you laugh, and/or be a
cheerleader).

Remember to
breathe
Take some deep
breaths. Start by
noticing your breath
and try to slow it
down. Breathe out a
little longer than you
breathe in.

SLOW DOWN
When it feels like
everything is
moving too fast,
take a minute to
move slowly, sit
in a quiet space
or listen to soft
music.

Identify YOUR
STRENGTHS
Do something you’re
good at, whatever that
may be, and celebrate
small wins. It could be
as simple as making
it to school on time,
remembering homework,
helping a friend or scoring
a goal at soccer.

Stay
Connected
Choose an object or
make something to
remind you of your
special person. It may be
something of theirs or a
special stone you find.
Keep it with you to feel
connected whenever
you need it.

USE Creative
OUTLETS
Express yourself through
art, journaling, drawing,
dancing, or listening to/
playing music. Remember
this is just for you, so
don’t worry about how it
looks or sounds.

Know that
Being
Emotional is OK
Sometimes you just need
to cry. Don’t be afraid to
release emotions and let
it all out. Find safe ways
to do this. Examples: cry
with a family member/
friend or squeeze a stress
ball.

© 2019 National Alliance for Grieving Children | ChildrenGrieve.org
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Activities

Superhero Strength
Builder:

My Life with a
Superpower:

Like a superhero, we all have special strengths
inside of us, “powers” that we can call upon when
we are grieving or feeling down. This “strength
ball” will be a reminder of all of the strengths
inside you and those that connect you to your
special person.

This activity encourages a person to consider
their superpowers in dealing with their grief.

Superhero Cape:
It is normal to feel worried or more scared after
someone special dies. You can be as confident
facing these as a superhero is when facing their
enemy! Be your own superhero by creating
something to help fight off those worries and
fears.

Superhero Self-esteem
Shield:
This activity is designed to help a child identify
their strengths, unique characteristics, and create
a reminder about what makes them special and
strong. This reminder can help them build a
strong sense of empowerment during times of
struggle.

© 2019 National Alliance for Grieving Children | ChildrenGrieve.org

The Mask:
The purpose of this activity is to provide children
with a safe space to express their true emotions,
while also helping them identify their underlying
emotions and times when they may be hiding
them.

Mindfulness Hero:
In times of distress, sadness and/or anger, the
participants can use this mindfulness activity to
come back to the present moment.

Building your
Superpowers:
Heroes come in all shapes, sizes and colors. This
activity enables grieving children and youth to
identify their own strengths and abilities that lie
within.
See additional pages for full activity instructions.
In Partnership with the New York Life Foundation
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Superhero Strength Builder
Like a superhero, we all have special strengths inside of us,“powers”
that we can call upon when we are grieving or feeling down. This
“strength builder” will be a reminder of all of the strengths inside
you and those that connect you to your special person.

Supplies Needed

Conversation

Play dough (multiple color
options)

What makes you feel strong?
Name some people who give you strength. Who are they (i.e.
mother, father, friend)?
What are your special skills?
What makes you feel proud?
What were your special persons’ strengths?
Instructions:

Balloons (multiple color
options)

Goal
To identify personal strengths
and what helps boost strength
during difficult times. Strength
builders can be used as a
“fidget object” to relieve
anxiety as well.

Make and design your own “Superhero Strength Builder”:
1. Choose a balloon color that will represent your power.

Time Needed

2. Have a helper hold the balloon open while you put in small pieces Approx. 15 mins
of play dough.
3. Each piece of play dough can be a different color to represent
different strengths.
4. Once all play dough is added, tie the balloon.
5. Optional: For extra strength, use two
balloons.
6. When feeling worried or anxious, squeeze
the strength ball and remember all of the
strength you have inside!

© 2019 National Alliance for Grieving Children | ChildrenGrieve.org
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Superhero Cape
It is normal to feel worried or more scared after someone special
dies. You can be as confident facing these feelings as a superhero
is when facing their enemy! Be your own superhero by creating
something to help fight off those worries and fears.

Supplies Needed

Conversation

Crayons, Markers, and/or Paint

Do you ever get scared or worry about bad things happening?
What are some of your worries and fears?
(i.e. common worries might include questions such as: “Am I going to
die?”, “Is someone else I love going to leave me?”)
What about superheroes? What do you think they worry about?
What do you think they might do to help feel better when they
are scared or worried?

“My Superhero Cape”
Worksheet

Goals
• To help express negative
thoughts, feelings, and/or
worries.
• Learn ways to create a sense
of security when negative
thoughts, feelings, and/or
worries arise.

Instructions:
Make and design your own capes. Decorate your design with words,
phrases or pictures of things (or people) who might help you feel
better when you feel scared or worried.

Time Needed
Approx. 1 hour

Some things to think about:
What things can you do to help you feel better?
(i.e. talk, cry, write, listen to music, run, play, look
though pictures, sit outside, etc.)
What can you say to yourself to feel better?
(ie. I am loved; I am brave; I can do this.)
What can you think about to feel better?
(ie. I am loved ; I am supported; I have hope that
things will get better)
Who you can go to for support?

© 2019 National Alliance for Grieving Children | ChildrenGrieve.org
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Superhero Self-esteem Shield
After the death of a loved one, a child can feel isolated and different
from their peers, which can distort perceptions of themselves. This
can affect a child’s self-esteem and their emotional well-being.
Self-esteem provides an inner strength which, once firmly
established, can help build a child’s resilience in life. A strong selfesteem can provide a child with a sense of empowerment and
resilience.
This activity is designed to help a child identify their strengths,
unique characteristics, and create a reminder about what makes
them special and strong. This reminder can help them build a
strong sense of empowerment during times of struggle.
Conversation
Self-esteem is a way of thinking or feeling about yourself.
Self-esteem can help us feel brave when we’re scared and believe in
ourselves even when we make mistakes.

Supplies Needed
“My Superhero Self-Esteem
Shield” Worksheet
Crayons, Markers, and/or
Paint
Goal
Strengthen a child’s selfesteem
Time Needed
Approx. 20 mins

This can help us recognize our good qualities that can build
confidence in ourselves.
Self-esteem can help us believe in ourselves, can help us keep going
when times are tough and help us work through difficult emotions.
What are some words that you would use to describe yourself?
What are some ways that you would encourage a friend who is
feeling sad or upset?
What are some ways that you would encourage yourself?
Instructions:
Complete and decorate your own “Superhero Self-Esteem Shield”.
Include the positive qualities you have and are proud of about
yourself.

© 2019 National Alliance for Grieving Children | ChildrenGrieve.org
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My Life with a Superpower
This activity encourages a person to consider their superpowers in
dealing with their grief.

Supplies Needed
“My Life With A Superpower”
Cards

Instructions:
You will be drawing a superpower card; you have the chance to
either turn back time to before the death happened, during the
dying process, or you can use the power in your current grief.

Goal

1. Draw a superpower card.

To discuss what you wish you
could have done or could do if
you had a superhuman ability.

2. Discuss the superpower. When would you want to use that
superpower?

Time Needed

Conversation

Variable; 15-30 mins

Which was your favorite of the superpowers?
What are the coulda, shoulda, woulda thoughts that you may have
when thinking about the death?
What are ways you let those thoughts out or cope with those
thoughts?

© 2019 National Alliance for Grieving Children | ChildrenGrieve.org
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The Mask
After the death of a loved one, children react in many different ways.
While some children may freely express their emotions, others may
suppress their feelings or emotions. They may outwardly show
different emotions than what is truly being felt.

Supplies Needed

Similar to adults, children will put on a “brave” or “happy” face to hide
their true feelings in order to not upset the other people in their life
(i.e. guardians, friends).

Coloring supplies

Conversation

To provide children with a safe
space to express their true
emotions, while also helping
them identify their underlying
emotions and times when
they may be hiding them.

Often times, superheroes wear masks to protect their identities. We
sometimes do this as well by hiding behind a smile or saying that
we’re just “OK” because we might be protecting the people around
us. Other times, we may show anger when there are other emotions
underneath that show how we are actually feeling.
It is important to recognize these underlying emotions, so we can use
our coping skills or reach out to our go-to people to help us through
these times.

Paper Mask or “My Mask”
Worksheet

Goal

Time Needed
Variable; 15-20 mins

Can you think about a situation where you might hide “behind a
mask” (which means hide how you are truly feeling)?
How does hiding these emotions make you feel? How does it feel
emotionally? How does it feel physically?
Instructions:
1. On the front side of your mask (or on the first mask on the
worksheet), decorate your mask to show how you present yourself to
the outside world.
2. On the back side of your mask (or on the second mask on the
worksheet), show how you feel on the inside.
Why do people sometimes hide how we are really feeling?
If certain emotions that we experience are difficult, what are some
activities that we can use to relax and cope with these emotions?

© 2019 National Alliance for Grieving Children | ChildrenGrieve.org
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My Mask

Print on card stock and cut out. Or use page as a worksheet: 1. Decorate the first mask to reflect what you show the Outside world.
2. Decorate the second mask to show how you Feel on the Inside.
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Mindfulness Hero
In times of distress, sadness and/or anger, a child/teen can use this
mindfulness activity to come back to the present moment.
You will help your child create some positive affirmations and a visual
scene using the prompts below.
Conversation
What is a hero?
What does a hero look like?
Who is or has been a hero in your life?
What about your hero made them a hero?
What about you makes you a hero?* (This will turn into our mantra
during the mindfulness activity: Examples: “I am kind.” “I am brave.” “I
care about people.” “I help people.” )

Supplies Needed
My Mindful Hero” Worksheet
Coloring supplies
Goal
To create a visual scene and
positive affirmation a child
could use to “mentally walk
through” to help ground/calm
themselves when they are
upset.

Time Needed
Instructions:
Today, we are going to learn a coping skill that you can use to help
5-10 mins for mindfulness/
calm yourself down in times of distress. In this activity, you are going to
visualization portion
picture yourself in detail as a superhero. You are going to slowly hear a
series of questions and visualize yourself wearing an entire superhero
20-30 mins for coloring sheet
outfit , starting with the bottom of their feet. Remind them that you are
going to go very slow.
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

What do our hero shoes look like? What color are they? Are they a boot, a sneaker, or a sandal?
What are we wearing on our legs? Pants, tights, leggings? What colors are they?
Do we have a skirt or dress on? What color and shape are they?
What type of shirt are we wearing? Does it have a symbol or no symbol?
Do we have a cape or no cape?
Do we have a helmet? What does the helmet look like?
What about our minds and hearts makes us a hero? (Insert mantra that was created above.)

After the visualization, have the child color in their handout and write out their mantra in order for
them to have a visual reminder of the description. Encourage the child to practice visualizing this scene
from time to time when they are feeling calm in order to prepare themselves to use this when they are
upset.
During a time of stress, anger, and or sadness, coach the child through the Mindfulness Hero. Have
them say their answers (to the question “What about you makes you a hero?”) out loud, which will
become their mantra. Repeat the mantra 2-3 times.

© 2019 National Alliance for Grieving Children | ChildrenGrieve.org
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Building Your Superpowers
Supplies Needed
Heroes come in all shapes, sizes and colors. This activity enables
grieving children and youth to identify their own strengths and abilities
that lie within.
Paper Mask or “Building My
Superpowers” Worksheet
Conversation
This activity requires some level of self-reflection. Encourage your child Coloring supplies
to think about the following questions:
What are your current favorite superhero and what qualities do you Color Guide
like the most?
Is there anyone in real life that has super hero qualities? If so, who and
what qualities do they have?
Goal
What is a quality that you are good at?
To identify strengths the child
has and would like to have
Instructions:
Time Needed
1. Color in your superhero with different colors to represent the different
qualities you have.
30-45 mins
2. Label the colors as you go.
3. Include qualities you would like to have or increase.
4. You can use the color guide for ideas or make up your own.
5. Share your superhero with a trusted adult. Talk with them about which qualities you would like
to increase. Brainstorm with them on ways you could do this. Write down your ideas and start
strengthening your superpowers!

© 2019 National Alliance for Grieving Children | ChildrenGrieve.org
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Building My Superpowers
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“Building My Superpowers” Color Guide
Love, Strength,
Assertiveness,
Passion,
Boldness,
Energy, Power,
Excitement,
Leadership,
ConFidence,
Courage

Quality,
Healing, Growth,
Harmony,
Health, Luck,
Peace, Balance,
Restoration,
Sanctuary,
Positivity,
Clarity,
Generosity,
Safety,
Stability, Good
Judgement,
Change

Love, Calmness,
Respect, Warmth,
Intuition, Care,
Assertiveness,
Sensitivity,
Nurture,
Possibilities,
Fun, Vision,
Creativity

Trust, Peace,
Loyalty,
Strength,
Dependability,
Determination,
Awareness,
Purpose,
Openness,
Ambition,
Belief, Grace,
Purity, Honor,
Understanding

Bravery,

ConFidence,
Friendliness,
Cheerfulness,
Creativity,
Playfulness,
Energy, Instinct,
Warmth,
Optimism,
Freedom,
Motivation

Friendship,
Longevity,
Outdoors,
Dependability,
Stability, Depth,
Nature, Comfort
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Happiness,
Energy,
Creativity,
Cheerfulness,
Hope, Friendship,
Optimism, Joy,
Warmth, Clarity,
Enlightenment,
Adventure,
Satisfaction

Ambition,
Royalty,
Luxury, Faith/
Spirituality,
Depth,
Creativity,
Originality,
Compassion,
Distinction,
Respect,
Fantasy,
Wisdom, Virtue,
Truth

Grief, Security,
Class, Drama,
Elegance, Power,
Strength,
Formality, Style,
Sophistication

In Partnership with the New York Life Foundation

NAGC HERO TOOLKIT

In Support of Super Heroic Grieving Children & Teens
Learn how to be a Super Hero to grieving children!
Join us as we explore ways to be a hero, create new heroes,
Find the Hero within, and celebrate the heroes among us.

The National Alliance for Grieving Children (NAGC) is a nonprofit organization
that raises awareness about the needs of children and teens who are grieving
a death and provides education and resources for anyone who supports them.
For more information, visit us at: ChildrenGrieve.org

