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Overview

Death and bereavement are part of
everyday life for children. It features in the
news, history lessons, video games,
literature, film, and television aimed at
children, as well as via personal, familial
and community experiences when
someone they know dies. In Scotland, it is
estimated that, by the age of eight, more
than half of all children have experienced
a bereavement (Paul & Vaswani, 2020)
and that their experiences are shaped by
the social conditions and environments in
which they live. For example, children
born into the lowest income households
are at greater risk of experiencing the
death of a parent or sibling (Paul &
Vaswani ). When adults include children
by sharing age-appropriate information
and education about death and grief,
children are less anxious and more
prepared to cope when someone dies
(Testoni et al., 2020; Wardecker et al.,
2017). 

Existing research suggests that
awareness of, and education for, death
and grief is both useful and positive for
children. Experiencing open and
supportive environments, such as in
schools or at home, can help children to 

acknowledge death and grief as part of the
lifecycle and also understand how to look
after themselves and others in the future.
Moreover, research has found that
children want to learn about death, and
that school environments can provide a
safe place to do so (Paul, 2019). However,
such learning and teaching is not regular
practice within formal education and
several barriers have been identified in
relation to doing this. These barriers are
concerned with emotional factors (such as
the link with personal experiences of
bereavement), a lack of training on
managing death and bereavement in the
classroom, and limited curricular focus
(Rodríguez et al., 2022).
 
In Scotland, in 2020, a parent-led petition
was launched that asked the Scottish
Parliament to specifically include
bereavement education in the curriculum
(Scottish Parliament, 2020). In 2022, a
government-funded report on childhood
bereavement also argued that
bereavement should be part of the core
school curriculum (The National Childhood
Bereavement Project, 2022). The UK
Commission on Bereavement (2022) and
Scotland’s Bereavement Summit in 2023 

further identified the importance of schools
in providing education and support
concerning death and bereavement
(Patterson 2023). This clear interest in
providing death and grief education in
Scotland, parallels international calls for its
mandatory inclusion in school settings
(e.g. Dawson et al., 2023; King-McKenzie,
2011; Sonbul & Çelik, 2023).  

The Scottish Curriculum for Excellence
(CfE) aims to develop pupils’ knowledge,
skills, and attitudes as successful learners,
confident individuals, responsible citizens,
and effective contributors for the 21st
century (Education Scotland, 2023). It
provides central guidance and national
standards relating to curriculum delivery
but identifies each school and its teachers
as active agents in developing their own
curriculum to best meet the needs of their
school community (Priestley & Humes,
2010). From this perspective the Scottish
curriculum provides the flexibility to
engage children in conversation and
education around death and grief, yet it is
not known to what extent national
curriculum guidance promotes the
inclusion of death and grief education. 



The Research

We conducted research to explore the
range of opportunities that exist within the
Scottish curriculum to support the
inclusion of death and grief education. We
wanted to better understand the variety of
factors that inhibit or support such practice
and, in turn, consider how these
opportunities influence children’s
understanding of, and engagement with,
death and grief. 

We recruited a group of professionals to
the project who were involved in: i)
education at local and national levels
(including curriculum design and
teaching); ii) bereavement care for
children; or iii) research and/or policy
relating to public health approaches to
death and bereavement. We asked them
to prepare a list of key words and phrases
concerning death and grief that would
prompt or promote its inclusion in
education. We also asked the group to
identify curricular documents that direct
what is taught in schools. 

Thirty-five terms and 30 curricular
documents were identified (see Table 1).
The curricular documents were selected
on the basis that they define Scotland’s
curriculum for Broad General Education,
that is, Scotland’s national educational
framework for everything that should be
planned and designed for children and
young people aged 3 – 15 years. We
searched the documents to see if the
identified terms appeared, and if so, how
each term related to the inclusion of death
or grief education. The presence of terms
was considered relevant if they met the
following criteria: term is associated with
death and grief, as well as normalising or
raising awareness of, teaching on, and/or
supporting death, dying, loss and
bereavement in school communities.  

We then drew on the theories of death
systems (Paul, 2019) and death
ambivalence (Kastenbaum & Moreman,
2018) to provide a framework to deepen
our understanding of the presence and
absence of death- and grief-related terms
in the curriculum, across subjects and
educational level, and the associated
implications. 

Findings

As shown in Table 2, only 12 of the 35  
terms were present in the documents as
relevant to teaching on death or grief.
These terms were in ‘Religious Education
for Roman Catholic Schools’, ‘Religious
and Moral Education’, ‘Health and
Wellbeing and ‘Science’ subjects, across
all levels of education. 

The terms death, life, religious (or religion)
and tradition mostly appeared in ‘Religious
Education for Roman Catholic Schools’,
concerning teaching on the life and death
of Jesus, but also in ‘Religious and Moral
Education’ as part of teaching around
religious beliefs on major life events, life
after death and the meaning of life.
‘Religious and Moral Education’ also
included the term euthanasia, as an
example of learning about moral issues
within the context of Christianity and other
world religions. The term dead and life also
appeared in ‘Science’. Here, the term dead
related to understanding the process of
decomposition (dead material or decay, at
level 2) and life in relation to learning about
the lifecycles of plants and animals and the
difference between living and non-living
things (at early, first, second and fourth
levels). 

The terms loss, change, coping, mental
health/wellbeing, support, and trauma
were included in ‘Health and Wellbeing’
(HWB). Loss, change, and support
appeared as part of repeated statement,
across all levels of education, around
students learning “skills and strategies
which will support [them] in challenging
times, particularly in relation to change and
loss” (Education Scotland, 2023, p.
13&80). The term trauma appeared as an
appendix in HWB that discussed how a
student or family may experience adverse 

or traumatic experiences experiences, and
the need for staff to “prevent difficulties and
build resilience” (Education Scotland, 2023,
p. 39). The term coping appeared a further
time in HWB in relation to learning to “cope
with uncertainty and recover more
successfully from traumatic events”
(Education Scotland, 2023, p. 18&98).
Outside of the HWB subject area, the
terms loss, bereavement, trauma, and
mental health/wellbeing appeared in a
document which focused specifically on
early level learning and recognised these
experiences as some of the broader issues
that can impact on a child’s capacity to
learn.

Of the 35 search terms, 23 did not appear
at all, or did appear but not in relevant
contexts. Ten of the 23 terms were present
but were not used in contexts specifically
associated with death and grief. These
terms were: emotion (n=164 across the
documents), compassion (n=26), feeling
(n=203), nurture (n=46), relationship
(n=319), memory (n=8), ritual (n=12), war
(n=1), cancer (n=3) and pass (n=16). The
remaining thirteen terms were not present
at all. These included: grief, funeral,
suicide, genocide, heaven, illness,
mourning, pain, terminal, hospice, old age,
palliative, and holocaust. The absence of
terms impacted how present terms could
be interpreted. For example, in HWB,
although the terms loss and change were
mentioned in the documents, this was not
explicitly related to the experience of grief
or loss through death. Likewise, despite the
curriculum giving attention to religious
traditions and beliefs, there was no direct
focus given to death traditions, for
example, by using the term funeral or
heaven. None of the terms appeared in any
language subjects, expressive arts,
numeracy and mathematics, social studies,
and technologies subjects. 



Discussion and Key Points 

Opportunities exist in the Scottish
curriculum to engage children and young
people in education about death and grief,
at all levels of education. This is supported
by a flexible curriculum and policy context
that encourages schools to respond to the
individual needs of their pupils and wider
school community. 

Opportunities for education on death and
grief mostly appeared in ‘Religious
Education for Roman Catholic Schools’
and ‘Religious and Moral Education’
subjects. This mirrors existing research
that suggests religious studies provide
discrete opportunities for developing
children’s awareness of death (Sánchez-
Huete et al., 2022; Sonbul & Çelik, 2023).
Yet this subject alone cannot provide
children with a full awareness of death and
grief as part of human experience.
Instead, an interdisciplinary approach is
required that includes learning on the
biological, sociological, and psychological
aspects of these topics (Sonbul & Çelik,
2023).

Outwith religious education, the terms
appeared in ‘Health and Wellbeing’ and

‘Science’ subjects. Here, however, the
terms were used ambiguously, limiting
their educational opportunity. For
example, in ‘Health and Wellbeing’,
learning related to coping with, and
support around, loss and change was not
explicitly related to the experience of
illness, death, bereavement, or grief.
Similarly, in ‘Science’, life was included as
part of learning about lifecycles, but this
focused on how life begins and on living,
as opposed to aging and dying.
Consequently, if staff are uncomfortable
and/or lack training and/or confidence to
engage children in conversations about
death and grief, not being specifically
required to include these topics inhibits
related teaching. 

Ensuring that death and grief is equitably
taught across Scottish schools requires
recognising the integral role that teachers
play as curriculum developers and
implementers (Priestley & Humes, 2010).
Within the current curriculum guidance,
this requires raising awareness of the
importance of such education and the
opportunities to do so, alongside ensuring
that staff have the confidence and
resources to engage with such topics.
Greater specificity within the curriculum 

on death-related topics would further
support their inclusion in education. This
would not require significant change.
Instead, it would involve including and
integrating key terms, such as those
missing from this analysis, across the
existing curriculum to directly focus on the
inclusion of death and grief education.
This approach recognises the rights and
agency of children to explore their
relationship to life and death, individually
and socially. In doing so, it supports an
open culture around death, dying and
grief, whereby related support needs are
more likely to be raised, recognised, and
meaningfully addressed. 

Further Information

This briefing provides a summary of the
research presented in the following
paper:
Paul, S., del Carpio, L.,  Rodríguez, P. &
A. de la Herrán, A. (2023) Death in the
Scottish curriculum: Denying or
confronting?, Death Studies, DOI:
10.1080/07481187.2023.2283450

To contact the researchers please email:
sally.paul@strath.ac.uk

https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2023.2283450
mailto:sally.paul@strath.ac.uk


Dawson, L., Hare, R., Selman, L., Boseley, T., &
Penny, A. (2023). 'The one thing guaranteed in life
and yet they won't teach you about it': The case
for mandatory grief education in UK schools.
Bereavement: Journal of Grief and Responses to
Death, 2, 1 - 18.
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.54210/bj.2023.108
2

Education Scotland. (2016). Curriculum for
Excellence: A statement for practitioners from the
HM Chief Inspector of Education. Education
Scotland.

Education Scotland. (2017a). Benchmarks:
Classical Languages. Education Scotland. 

Education Scotland. (2017b). Benchmarks: Social
Studies. Education Scotland. 

Education Scotland. (2017c). Benchmarks:
Expressive Arts. Education Scotland. 

Education Scotland. (2017d). Benchmarks: Gaelic
(Learners). Education Scotland. 

Education Scotland. (2017e). Benchmarks: Food
and Health. Education Scotland. 

Education Scotland. (2017f). Benchmarks:
Personal and Social Education. Education
Scotland. 

Education Scotland. (2017g). Benchmarks:
Physical Education. Education Scotland. 

Education Scotland. (2017h). Benchmarks:
Literacy and English. Education Scotland.

Education Scotland. (2017i). Benchmarks:
Literacy and Gàidhlig. Education Scotland. 

Education Scotland. (2017j). Early Level Modern
Languages experiences and outcomes and
benchmarks for use from Primary 1. Education
Scotland. 

Education Scotland. (2017k). Benchmarks:
Modern languages. Education Scotland. 

Education Scotland. (2017l). Benchmarks:
Numeracy and Mathematics. Education Scotland. 

Education Scotland. (2017m). Benchmarks:
Religious and Moral Education. Education
Scotland. 

Education Scotland. (2017n). Benchmarks:
Religious Education in Roman Catholic Schools.
Education Scotland. 

Education Scotland. (2017o). Benchmarks:
Sciences. Education Scotland. 

Education Scotland. (2017p). Benchmarks:
Technologies. Education Scotland. 

Education Scotland. (2019a). Refreshed narrative
on Scotland’s curriculum. Education Scotland.
Available at: Scotland's Curriculum for Excellence
(scotlandscurriculum.scot)

Education Scotland. (2019b). Milestones:
Supporting learnings with complex additional
support needs. Education Scotland.

References

Education Scotland. (2023). Curriculum for
Excellence (All Experiences and Outcomes and
Principles and Practice: Last updated 03.04.23:
available at: all-experiencesoutcomes18.doc
(live.com)) Education for Scotland.

Scottish Executive. (2006). A Curriculum for
Excellence, Building the Curriculum 1: The
contribution of curriculum areas. Scottish Executive.

Scottish Executive. (2007). A Curriculum for
Excellence, Building the Curriculum 2: Active
learning in early years. Scottish Executive. 

Scottish Executive. (2008). A Curriculum for
Excellence, Building the Curriculum 3: A framework
for learning and teaching. Scottish Executive. 

Scottish Government. (2009). Curriculum for
Excellence, Building the Curriculum 4: Skills for
learning, skills for life and skills for work. Scottish
Government. 

Scottish Government. (2010a). Curriculum for
Excellence, Building the Curriculum 5: A framework
for assessment quality assurance and moderation.
Scottish Government.

Scottish Government. (2010b). Curriculum for
Excellence, Building the Curriculum 5: A framework
for assessment: recognising achievement, profiling
and reporting. Scottish Government. 

Scottish Government. (2010c). Curriculum for
Excellence, Building the Curriculum 5: A framework
for assessment: reporting. Scottish Government. 

Scottish Government. (2010d). Curriculum for
Excellence, Building the Curriculum 5: A framework
for assessment: understanding, applying and
sharing standards in assessment for curriculum
excellence: quality assurance and moderation.
Scottish Government.
 
Scottish Government. (2011). Curriculum for
Excellence, Building the Curriculum 5: A framework
for assessment. Scottish Government. 

Herrán, A. d. l. G., Rodríguez, P. H., & Yubero, V. d.
M. (2019). Is death in the Spanish curriculum?
¿Está la muerte en el currículo español? Revista de
Educación, 385, 201 - 266.
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.4438/1988-592X-
RE-2019-385-422

Kastenbaum, R., & Moreman, C. (2018). Death,
society and human experience (12th edition).
Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group

King-McKenzie, E. (2011). Death and dying in the
curriculum of public schools: is there a place?
Journal of Emerging Knowledge on Emerging
Markets, 3(1), 511-520. 

Patterson, R (2023). Scottish bereavement summit:
Final report. Scottish Partnership for Palliative Care,
Good Life, Good Death, Good Grief. 

Paul, S. (2019). Is death taboo for children?
Developing death ambivalence as a theoretical
framework to understand children’s relationship with
death, dying and bereavement. Children & Society,
33(6), 556-571. https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12352

Paul S., & Vaswani, N. (2020). The prevalence of
childhood bereavement in Scotland and its
relationship with disadvantage: the significance of a
public health approach to death, dying and
bereavement. Palliative Care and Social Practice,
14, 2632352420975043.
https://doi.org/10.1177/2632352420975043

Priestley, M., & Humes, W. (2010). The
development of Scotland’s Curriculum for
Excellence: amnesia and déjà vu. Oxford Review of
Education, 36(3), 345-361.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054980903518951

Rodríguez, P. H., Herrán, A. d. l. G., Pérez-Bonet,
G., & Sánchez-Huete, J. C. (2022). What do
teachers think of death education? Death Studies,
46(6), 1518-1528.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2020.1817176

Sánchez-Huete, J. C., Gascón, A. d. l. H.,
Rodríguez, P. H., & Pérez-Bonet, G. (2022). The
presence of death in Spanish education law (1812–
2006). Death Studies, 46(10), 2354-2365.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2021.1944400

Scottish Parliament. (2020). PE01820: Compulsory
bereavement education in schools.  Retrieved from
http://external.parliament.scot/GettingInvolved/Petiti
ons/bereavementeducation

Sonbul, Z. F., & Çelik, R. (2023). The place of death
in elementary and secondary school curricula in
Turkey. International Journal of Educational
Research, 117, 102106.
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2022.102
106

Testoni, I., Ronconi, L., Cupit, I. N., Nodari, E.,
Bormolini, G., Ghinassi, A., Messeri, D., Cordioli, C.,
& Zamperini, A. (2020). The effect of death
education on fear of death amongst Italian
adolescents: a nonrandomized controlled study.
Death Studies, 44(3), 179-188.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2018.1528056

The National Childhood Bereavement Project.
(2022). Growing up grieving. Includem and Scottish
Government.

The UK Commission on Bereavement (2022)
Bereavement is everyone's business: 2022
summary report. Retrivied from:
https://bereavementcommission.org.uk/ukcb-
findings/ 

Wardecker, B. M., Kaplow, J. B., Layne, C. M., &
Edelstein, R. S. (2017). Caregivers' positive
emotional expression and children's psychological
functioning after parental loss. J Child Fam Stud,
26(12), 3490-3501. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-
017-0835-0

The authors would like to thank the members of the professional group for their
participation and the Department of Social Work and Social Policy, at the University of
Strathclyde, for providing some financial support to take this study forward. The study
design was built on a Spanish study by Herrán and colleagues (2019) with permission. 

Acknowledgements

https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.54210/bj.2023.1082
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.54210/bj.2023.1082
https://scotlandscurriculum.scot/
https://scotlandscurriculum.scot/
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Feducation.gov.scot%2Fmedia%2F43ojiq01%2Fall-experiencesoutcomes18.doc&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Feducation.gov.scot%2Fmedia%2F43ojiq01%2Fall-experiencesoutcomes18.doc&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.4438/1988-592X-RE-2019-385-422
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.4438/1988-592X-RE-2019-385-422
https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12352
https://doi.org/10.1177/2632352420975043
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054980903518951
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2020.1817176
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2021.1944400
http://external.parliament.scot/GettingInvolved/Petitions/bereavementeducation
http://external.parliament.scot/GettingInvolved/Petitions/bereavementeducation
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2022.102106
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2022.102106
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2018.1528056
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-017-0835-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-017-0835-0

