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Presenter:  Lynne Innes, Senior Educator, Public Services Delivery Scotland / Lead for Spiritual Staff Care and Wellbeing, NHS Fife (LI) 
Speakers: Ainsley McGoldrick, Depute Principal Educational Psychologist, East Renfrewshire Council (AM)

Karen Wynne, Deputy Head Teacher, St. Joseph’s Primary School (KW)

LI: Hello and a very warm welcome to the Talking About Bereavement podcast, brought to you by the Bereavement Education programme at NHS Education for Scotland. I'm Lynne Innes from the education team and I'm so glad that you've joined us today. In this series, we're opening up honest and thoughtful conversations about bereavement. I'll be joined by guests who'll share their experiences, insights, and the meaningful work they're doing to support others through grief and bereavement. So whether you're a professional, a carer, or someone with a personal interest, we hope that there is something here for you.

LI: Hi again, and welcome to this episode of the podcast. I'm really pleased to introduce my guests today who are Ainsley McGoldrick and Karen Wynne. Hi there. How are you both today?

AM: Very good, thank you.

KW: Hi, Lynne. Well, thanks.

LI: Good, thank you. I wonder, Karen and Ainsley, and, and you know, whichever one of you would like to go first if you'd like to just tell me a bit about yourselves and how you, how you've got to where you are in, in terms of your life and work before we start kind of talking about the main topic of the podcast today.

AM: So I'm Ainsley McGoldrick, I'm Depute Principal Educational Psychologist at East Renfrewshire Council. I've been a psychologist for over 20 years now which is quite frightening. And I suppose that my job is about supporting children and young people, particularly where there are additional support needs. And that has allowed me to develop my skills in a lot of different areas and bereavement has been one that I've become particularly passionate about. So I chair the bereavement loss and group, grief group that that Karen's part of and that's been running since about 2015. And, and that's allowed, that's allowed me to develop my skills, particularly around bereavement and loss and really, really understanding what children, young people and families and, and staff members need when they've experienced a loss. And it's been an absolute privilege to be able to, to, you know, lead this group to be able to develop so many different resources to be able to reach out to children, young people and families and really be able to provide the support that they need when they need it. So it's been an absolutely incredible piece of work that, that has evolved over really 10 years.

LI: And you said that, you know, you started it I think maybe a few years ago. And what was it, what was it attracted you to, to working in that kind of area of work?

AM: In bereavement and loss or?

LI: Yeah, in bereavement and loss, yeah.

AM: So there was a, we were, we were approached by the Prince and Princess of Wales to work on our processing guidelines around bereavement and loss. They were very outdated back in 2015. And Prince and Princess of Wales really offered us an opportunity to improve what we were doing, what our practice looked like, how we were advising our, our stakeholders and, and, and ultimately the support that we were providing to our children and young people. So it started there. It started with a, a kind of I suppose a vision that we needed to improve what we were offering our community in terms of, you know, how we responded when there was a bereavement and loss. And from there, as all these things do, it grew arms and legs. It became this really, really big impactful project that that we then were able to bring in lots of different professionals from different sectors across education as well as health and, and third sector from Prince and Princess of Wales. So the support that they've provided us has been absolutely invaluable and it's really helped us get to where we are today.

LI: And when you're saying the Prince and Princess of Wales, I think are you referring to the hospice

AM: Yes, the hospice.

LI: the Prince and Princess of Wales, yeah.

AM: Yeah, yes, that’s right, yeah. 

LI: Okay. Right. And that's in Glasgow, is that right?

AM: It is, yes.

LI: Yeah, yeah. Okay. And so coming to you, Karen, tell me a bit, if you didn’t, if you're okay, tell me a bit about yourself and, and what your, your life and work has looked like.

KW: So my name’s Karen Wynne. Many years ago, I did my undergraduate degree in psychology. And then I thought I wanted to be an educational psychologist too. I did a postgrad in teaching, and I really did and I, I still do love working directly with our children and young people. It's by far my absolute favourite part of my role. And I think that did make me question whether a role as an Ed Psych would be directly conducive to that. So I've stayed in education and I started here in Saint Joseph's in 1995. So I've been here over three decades now and for half of that time I've been deputy head teacher. One of my main roles is the ASN coordinator, additional support needs coordinator. So that, that is a big role because it encompasses sort of overseeing and supporting all of that within the school right through for all the stages. I've maintained my interest in psychology and my, my passion for supporting emotional health and wellbeing. And I've been able to bring that to the fore in the school. And there's been lots of different opportunities across the years in East Renfrewshire and, and wider where we've been able to actually kind of do that. Independent of my teaching career, I've also trained as a cognitive behavioural therapist, so I'm able to use all those kinds of skills and my role in school too. And then as Ainsley said, been a member of the East Renfrewshire Working Group and Bereavement, Loss and Grief since its inception 10 years ago and here I am today.

LI: And how does and how does that feel? How have you, when you reflect on that, you know, you're saying 3 decades in the school, how does that feel when you reflect on that?

KW: Not to be melodramatic, but a bit like Ainsley said, terrifying because I still think I'm a young member of staff and then I realise I'm probably the oldest in the building but a nice place to be as well. Because you think, you know, you, you look at your working life and you think about the ways that you've been able to bring your skills to the table. And you know, this is a perfect example to be able to work with a group of people that are like minded, can see the benefits of this kind of work in bereavement, loss and grief, and kind of be able to put your, your energies into building capacity for other people, building confidence and competence and, and helping other people to understand that actually they are able to support. You don't have to be an expert to do that. But by putting together these kinds of materials and training and so on that it's been lovely to see that kind of filter out. And even I've spoken to two people recently the, the group has delivered at different conferences in CLPL and so on. And two different schools have said, do you know, as a result of coming along to that training, we've actually now embedded it and this is our second year doing it. So things like that are really satisfying, I suppose, professionally, yeah.

LI: Okay, thank you both for introducing yourselves. And I suppose now just thinking about what, what is it, you know, tell me a bit about what you've been doing in this group, how the group kind of has moved forward. Because I know you've done lots of work around in the schools and you've got a, a learning programme for the children. I, I suppose I just kind of want to hear all about that work that you've been engaged in.

AM: Yeah, it's been a very, a slowly evolving piece of work. We started say back in it was about 2015/2016 with this vision that we wanted to improve supports for our community when there was a, a bereavement and loss. And so, so we created a community approach to supporting bereavement and loss. And this was essentially it was a set of, of guidelines really to help anybody in any situation support somebody who'd experienced a loss. So, and it was particularly targeted for education, but we wanted it to be wider than education. We wanted it to be for, for health staff, social workers, even staff third sector as well, so that everybody could see their role when there was, when there was a loss in the community. So we looked at theories of, of death and grief. We looked at stages thinking about, you know, what children need at different ages and stages, protocols for what schools needed to think about if there had been a death in the, in the school community and signposting as well so that schools were, were thinking about what activities can we be doing, what books should we have available? What can we be helping, what, what language can be using with the children? What language can we be using with parents as well? So that everybody had a much more kind of rounded, comprehensive understanding of death and loss and, and really how to respond to it.

And along with that, we then created training materials and a website and lots of different activities. And the things we weren't, we weren't creating all of this from scratch. You know, we were, we were looking out to, to organisations like Winston's Wish and Child Bereavement UK because we knew there was a lot of fabulous work had already been done. So we, we, we were able to make use of, of, you know, the, the fabulous resources that were already out there. And what we wanted to do was package it in a way that was really accessible for our school and our, our wider community. And we did some training with staff and it was really well received. And I think what we hadn't quite realised was how deskilled our, our practitioners felt around this area. You know, they were really worried about saying the wrong thing. They were really worried about what to do if a child died in, in, in the school or there was a death in the wider community. And they were coming along to the training and, and taking so much away from that and then being able to go and, and, and, and embed that in their schools with much more confidence. So we, that's where we started.

And then we started to look at what else, what's missing. And people were, you know, our staff are coming to us and saying, well, what about anticipatory grief? You know, what if, what do we do if we're, we know the death is coming, but we, you know, that, that, that they're not quite able to process that grief or more traumatic grief. You know, what about suicide? So we started to respond to these identified gaps. And because we had such a kind of comprehensive base of materials and resources there, we were able to quite easily adapt and, and grow what we had and additional support needs was obviously an area that people were really keen to have more confidence and information about. You know, we've got a lot of children in our schools who really struggle to communicate, really struggle to understand concepts like death and, and practitioners were feeling really concerned about how do we explain this? How do we help them process this, how, what activities can be used? So being able to, to provide them with resources and provide them with activities and the language that they gave them much more confidence was, was it was a really beneficial, was, was really beneficial thing to do. But what we were, there was always an undercurrent of this is all well and good and this is fantastic that we're able to provide all this support to people. But it's all reactive. You know, it's all after the fact. It's all okay, yes, this has happened and we need to deal with it and we will, we'll provide you with support. But how, what we weren't doing, what we didn't feel we were doing was really providing this the, the, the, the ability to cope. Not, you know, it's difficult to cope, isn't it you know, you never, you never know how to cope. You never able to, to, to, to really effectively manage when somebody dies. But preparing children to understand that this is going to happen and to start to kind of lay some of those building blocks of, you know, this is a, a normal life event and it will be really difficult. But here are some of the things that you can do to help you through that.

So we started to think about creating a programme for schools to be able to use that would be universal. So it wouldn't just be for children who'd experienced a loss from primary one up to senior phase in high school, every child would receive lessons around bereavement, loss and grief. And I think again, we, again we started with a bit of a vision, which then became this really big project to make sure that every child at each stage was able to access relevant and appropriate lessons that were progressive. So it wasn't just a case of you're not just repeating yourself every year, you know, year on year from primary one up to senior phase, that, that we were actually creating something that teachers could use really effectively and providing really high quality learning around this really difficult topic.

LI: And, and the listeners won't be able to see you nodding, Karen, but I noticed you nodding quite a bit during what Ainsley was saying there. And I wonder one, what, what you, what was your nodding about but also two what, you know from a school perspective, because I know that your school has done a lot of this work what, what would you add into that?

KW: I think I'd probably echo firstly what Ainsley was saying that you, you realise there's a need there and over and above the need there was a want from staff as well. And I think also, you know, in amongst all of that as well, this sort of expectations around emotionally, pastorally, what schools now do for young people to support them in the, in the wider sense has also grown as well. So I think staff were interested in it and exactly as Ainsley said, they didn't want to be reactive, they wanted to be proactive. So I think in terms of speaking to practitioners, you know, were they happy with the thought of something like this. There was absolutely trepidation. So as I say, I kind of, when we were working on this, I had spoken to practitioners in here. We had a kind of idea. We got together in the group and we looked at all of the Curriculum for Excellence experiences and outcomes. What we were agreeing with was absolutely, this has to be something that's comprehensive for staff. It can't be that staff have to go away and start researching or doing their homework or am I, am I saying the right thing or you know, so it's a lift kind of something that can be absolutely lifted for staff. It's filled with hyperlinks, it's linked to Curriculum for Excellence. All the experiences and outcomes are completely linked in and it's very, very clear with the key themes.
What we did as well was we gave it a structure, so every single stage is broken into three parts and that's repeated consistently right through so that it's the same language. So we use, the first lesson is learn, the second is explore, and the third is grow. And we very much had a focus on, you know, you know, the kind of the understanding around that, that the first step is we're learning about this. We don't have all the answers to it. We're learning, then we're beginning to sort of explore it. What do we feel about it? What do we think? What do we know? What do we not know? And then how have we grown from, from the learning that we've taken part in? All of the hyperlinks are there. We've given sort of, tried to be topical with the different stimuli that we've used. We have books, we have wee movie clips. So for instance, the example for Primary seven is from the movie Up.

LI: Oh right.

KW: So there's, so there's a wee hyperlink there and you know, all of the questions and the prompts and so on are there. The key learning and the themes are all listed for people. So for example, primary two key learning is death as part of life. It then moves on key learning is changes in life can be very difficult and so on. So we've even got those kind of strap lines there at each section for people to know clearly what the, what the clear message is for each kind of lesson, each stage and so on. So it's, it's definitely progressive and it's coherent as it works through. So I felt as though as, as a practitioner for people at the chalkface, it's very important if there is a sort of wariness, for want of a better word, if there is trepidation that actually it's got to be a really robust piece of work that will actually help contribute to people's confidence levels in delivering something like this.

LI: And I know that it's available for the general public to have a look at it isn't it on your website. Is that right, yeah.

KW: Well, the summary document of that is

LI: Oh, right okay. 

KW: yeah. So again, there are multiple layers to it.

LI: So people can look. Yeah.

KW: Absolutely. So we've got that on there for parents, and we send that link home and encourage people to look at it, ask us questions if there's anything they want to get us, to get in touch with us about. But it's full transparency on that upfront. The lesson plans are super detailed. I mean, as a teacher, it's a gift essentially, you know, when you look at it, everything's there. Absolutely everything that you need. There's PowerPoints, there's everything. And again, the PowerPoints, no matter what age and stage, have the same kinds of openings. So it's things like ground rules, respect, expectations around what the sessions are going to look like and feel like. And that is repeated every single time you enter into this kind of part of learning. And like I said, from primary one right through to the, the senior phase. So it's, it's really structured in terms of children understanding when they're revisiting this learning - ah, right, I've been here before I know what's coming. It's going to be the learn, explore, grow and we know the expectations and the sort of the learning environment, the ethos and the culture that we want to have in the classroom for these things to be able to happen.

LI: And I was just thinking that, you know, often speaking about death, grief and bereavement can be quite difficult for folks and, and some people don't really want to talk about it because it is difficult. And I suppose I was wondering there were, were there any barriers to you introducing this as a, as a school, I suppose, or more widely across the, the, the, across the area?

KW: Yeah, we've actually put that kind of, we've alluded to that in the policy that, you know, there's full acknowledgement that this can be something that is very difficult for people to talk about. People want to shy away from it. There's discomfort. There's personal circumstances that understandably, you know, 100% would mean that it's, it's an area that you don't really, don't want to delve into, rightly or wrongly. I kind of comment about the fact that we are a Catholic school and almost, you know, talk about death frequently. And in fact, we've actually have a month entirely dedicated to remembering dead people. So the month of November in the Catholic Church is dedicated to remembering those who have died. We have mass for All Souls Day. We would have a dedicated kind of prayer alter in the classroom. So we've got a book of remembrance where children can write down people that they want us to remember and pray about and so on. And that is the month that we choose to do the suite of bereavement, loss and grief lessons. So it's kind of, it's sat within a kind of broader context. And I've spoken to colleagues from non-denominational schools and I've said, you know, and I know that you don't necessarily have that. However, it's also Children's Grief Awareness in November. And we also, did I say week, Children's Grief Awareness Week and we have Remembrance Sunday as well. So there's and also thinking about Halloween, the sort of origins of Halloween. And we, we speak more broadly about that with our children about Day of the Dead in Mexico and so on, all the kind of different worldly traditions around it. And two other schools have said we've decided to do it in November because of, of similar reasons. And it means it's contained and we know that's what happens in that month. So it's a bit of an anchor for it really.

So in terms of in terms of sort of challenges in Saint Joseph's, I have to say our staff are superb practitioners, they’re an outstanding team. And really how I went about this was kind of really just full transparency in saying I'm sure there's absolute trepidation here. And I think acknowledging that for people, I kind of showed them the materials. I think one of the key things that we did was dedicate time to this. This wasn't rushed through. We, you know, as a management team, we had it fully embedded in our school improvement plan. So it, it was given the weight and the time and the attention that it actually required. So we would, we would kind of plan it out across the year. So within an in service day, we actually had time to talk about this. Staff went away and looked at the materials, kind of looked at it for their stage. And I said to them if there’s anything that you aren't keen on, you think could be improved, anything you don't feel comfortable with, anything you've got questions about, take this half hour, 45 minutes and then come back.

I think in terms of feedback from staff, they spoke about the honesty and the transparency being really important and the fact that they felt supported. We also offered to team teach with anybody who wasn't overly keen or I had offered to say, ‘look, if you, if you don't want to do it right now or you want to watch me, I can do that as well’. I have to say, not one person did. Everybody felt as though they wanted to go for it. And then as I say in the video, if anybody's interested, you'll hear staff and pupils talking about it. And the staff feedback was very much, I think they sort of understood and acknowledged that there sort of nervousness, if you like, around beginning to introduce it was completely normal because it wasn't something that they were necessarily talking about on a day-to-day basis, they maybe didn't have, you know, therapeutic or clinical experience or anything like those kinds of things, they're classroom teachers. But the fact that the material was so clear, there was such a, a clear sort of progression of guidance. We actually have a practitioner's handbook as well that has every question possible that we have been able to think of or find or have recorded or that staff have brought to us that children might ask with suggested answers to it and so on. And so the staff ultimately said it has improved their professional practice but also helped them personally. And the one thing that they spoke about was, you know, perhaps euphemisms that they may have used in the past when they've felt uncomfortable shying away oh, you know, that person's past. I'm sorry to hear about somebody passing or whatever. They're very much more comfortable in using clear language. I heard your grandpa died. I'm so sorry to hear that. You know where I am if I want to speak to you about it, if you want to speak to me and so on.

So yeah, there was really, really positive feedback. We have done questionnaires, feedback and so on from staff. And that was around the resource. Things like all children could relate to the topics and were able to discuss and share personal experiences when appropriate. The lessons allowed difficult topics to be discussed and created a safe environment for open conversations with children. A very positive message, reinforcing that everyone deals with grief in different ways. Using short clips from animated films to help children understand death and loss was a useful starting point. Resources were very well pitched and it created opportunities to have mature class discussions. Children were a support to one another. And learners - learners realise that grief is a process and the group project in primary seven allowed children to conduct their own research and make sense of the grief journey themselves, so.

LI: I like the, when you said that children were a support to one another. That sounds like a really kind of relational piece of work that you did there in terms of bringing them all together to, to look at this as, as a whole. Ainsley, I wondered if there's anything you kind of wanted to add into that about any of the evaluation work. I don't know if you were involved in separate evaluation of it at all.

AM: Yeah, our main, our main evaluation has been Saint Joseph's just because

LI: Ah right.

AM: they partly because they have embedded it in such a way, do you know, that really in terms of practitioner inquiry, it's an incredible piece of work. And the, we've got a video which includes the, the children and their and their comments and feedback as well. And it is it's overwhelmingly positive. I don't really think, in fact, I can't think of any children who, or, or parents or staff members who felt it was inappropriate or that it, it wasn't, you know, it, it wasn't the right thing to be talking about it. And actually the children themselves, you know, we asked them, do you think this is something that, that we should be discussing in school. They all overwhelmingly said, yes, we are all going to experience death and loss and being prepared and, and understanding how to cope with the, and, and who to speak to and what to do when, when that does happen is it's incredibly beneficial. And we've got, we've got about 20 schools across the authority are, are using this resource in different ways. And I think that's, that's part of the, you know, the, the, the, the beauty of it as well. We, we created it and implemented it as a universal approach for all children. However, there are some schools for, for various reasons are using in different ways. They might be using it for one to one work or group support with, with children who've experienced loss. And that's absolutely fine. We’re not precious about how it's used. We just want, we want schools to be using it as much as they can, but in the way that is right for them. So I think the, the, the flexibility with which you can use the resource has been a real, has been a real benefit as well.

LI: I suppose that brings, I mean, you said there's 20 schools across the area using it and that that made, I was, I was thinking before you said that. So how do you spread this? How do you spread this across Scotland? I mean, you've obviously spread it in your own area, but how you know, it seems such a valuable piece of work to do, not just as a piece of work, but actually to, to give children. And it sounds like your, your some of your teachers, those kind of basic life skills around talking about grief and bereavement. And we often talk about not using euphemisms, but it feels like euphemisms are everywhere. And, and it’s become almost past or passing has become the word for dead or dying. And so I wonder how you, how you spread that.

AM: So I'm working at the moment with the West Partnership. So that's a, a group of authorities on the West Coast of Scotland who are, who are all looking at their processes and practices around bereavement, loss and grief. And we're all at different stages in terms of this, this journey. So I've been talking a lot to my counterparts in different authority and different educational psychology services about what we've developed and, and not, not just the curricular lessons, but the whole, you know, the whole package of the community approach. So authorities are taking on board what they can depending on what their, their different priorities are at the moment. But certainly, across the West Coast of Scotland, there's a lot of interest in it and we're happy to share any of the lessons if people, if any practitioner, any schools, any psychologists are interested in, in understanding a wee bit more about what is actually in the, the lessons, then we're happy to share that and to discuss with, with them about how to implement it and best practice across, across that.

LI: So from that perspective, is there somewhere people can contact you or do you have a generic email address or is there something that folks, if people did listening to this wanted to get in touch.

AM: I suppose that would be me yeah, I’d just be, I’d be happy for my email address to be, to be on the show notes afterwards

LI: Okay, okay.

AM: and happy to, to speak to anybody thinking about doing something similar in their authority. 

KW: And I would add that, you know, people are always welcome to come and see us in Saint Joseph's. We do have a fairly robust amount of information on our website. So, and again, like I say the, the videos on there, we're more than happy to share that link because that probably the, the, the film itself probably would answer a lot of questions and, and let people see how that kind of went from start to finish where we sort of ended up, if you like.

LI: Okay. And, and I know that as a consequence of doing this work, you've recently, I don't know how recent actually that, I'm making that up. That may not be true. But you've you, you've you applied for the Charter Mark, the Bereavement Charter Mark. Can you tell me a wee bit

KW: Yeah.

LI: about how that came about?

KW: We did. So Donna Hastings from the hospice came to one of our sessions, one of our meetings so she came along and she spoke to us about the work there and a couple of sample lessons that were happening in that region and then showed us the sort of draft of the, the Bereavement Charter for the Charter Mark for schools. And again, it just completely aligned with what we were doing. So unlike a lot of things that you find in school that are gigantic pieces of work that you have to do, we, I was pleasantly surprised because Donna came and she was showing us it. And she's saying Karen, Saint Joseph's is already kind of meeting the criteria there essentially. So what I did was I took the criteria and kind of made a, a sort of action plan, if you like, and a wee timescale for us to sort of plan that out. So one of the, the first things that we had to do was for all staff and parents to be informed that the school was applying for the Bereavement Charter Mark. So I, I mean, I will send home emails and say to parents, I am on the strategic working group for bereavement loss and grief and so on. And then I informed them and the parent council that we were now going for this.

However, they did know the work that we were doing because as I say, we send home the annual email in November about the bereavement, loss and grief curricular, sorry, bereavement, loss and grief curricular resource being used at that point in the year. So we had to provide them with information and different links and so on to be able to access bereavement support for adults and for children. So all of that stuff is on our school website. So I had presented that in early November 2024 to the parent council and then it went later on in November to the parent body and the wider school community, things like the parish and so on to let Saint Joseph's Parish Church know that we were getting involved as well. All members of the senior leadership team had to read the Being a Supportive Manager section of the Scottish Bereavement Friendly Workplace Toolkit. So that was the ladies had their homework for once.

The third thing was that the senior leadership team has developed or adopted a bereavement policy. Now the East Renfrewshire policy is actually very detailed, so we had adopted that one because it's got the bereavement guidance for the school, covering best practice for, for both staff and student bereavement. All classes, now this was a very small requirement in comparison to what we were doing, all classes had to read and undertake one activity. So read a book or do a lesson that explored themes relating to death and bereavement. So obviously whatever we were doing was kind of far exceeding that and we've been doing that since November 2022. Staff have received an education session on understanding childhood grief. Again, we have done numerous sessions. What we've also done as a strategic group is we offer CLPL across the authority. And again, a bit like what you were sort of alluding to Lynne, you know, maybe not nationally, but how do we maintain this and sustain it at local level across the authority with the turnover of staff, people get promoted, people leave and so on, how do we make sure that, you know, that skill set is fresh and in school.

So we've had various conferences, one of which we had in the hospice. We’ve had different conferences here. We’ve had children presenting. We've had lots of stalls holders that we invited along that would support Richmond’s, Winston's Wish, all of that kind of thing where people could go on, I'm saying, people always like a leaflet or a number of the contact and they could take stuff that's particular to their setting, you know, and to actually get to meet people that would be supporting schools. We did all the stuff with Samaritans as well when they came along and, and did their presentation. So I did one on how we rolled it out in school and I took some of the, the very young people along to present as well. So we've constantly got that at the forefront of our minds, how do we keep the momentum going here. So we've, we've again, we've done over and above what's required there.

The last and final thing, you didn't have to meet all of the criteria, we met more than was required, but we still have not worked together to develop and display a school Bereavement Charter. So that's something

LI: Oh right.

KW: that's a long-term

LI: it’s a, yeah

KW: kind of project which,

LI: work on, yeah.

KW: which we felt would be more appropriate. Yeah. Once we actually have this embedded over time and our young people have actually got a, a really good substantial kind of point of reference where they can actually talk about the experience and what do they want to look like? What do they want that to look like longer term in the school? What do the staff want to, want it to look like? So they're then coming from a place of having experience of, of taught at potentially different stages, different levels within different departments kind of over, over a sort of longer period time, period of time rather than just the three or four years.

LI: I'm just thinking that I have a question that maybe I think I asked Ainsley at the start, but I'm just thinking Karen now it's come up as you're talking about the Bereavement Charter, I suppose fundamentally why, why is this so important to you as a school?

KW: Yeah, I think it's, I think it's helping people to understand first of all, the whole thing about this being such a part of life that sometimes is so avoided. I suppose nobody wants to talk about death really, nobody unless we're in the bereavement, loss and grief group where, where we all get together and talk about that, you know. And I think beyond that as well, helping people to understand that we do the best that we can at any given time. So what can we do to help that to be the best that we can? And there are some really, really simple things that the, the charter can guide us to and, and have that sort of, you know, baseline expectation that people are supported to learn about. People are supported to become competent and, and I say to staff again, repeatedly, this is not about being a therapist or, or counsellor or anything like that, not at all like that. It's having a, a few basic skills in your skill set that nobody panics or worries ‘oh did I say the wrong thing?’ Cause’ we have a sort of a sound understanding through the work that we've done through our CLPL, through our training, through our practitioners handbook, through experiences that practitioners have now had in the classroom. And they actually see the impact of the work that they do there. And I think that's a sort of strengthening and sort of fortifying experience for staff that they've, you know, they've lived to tell the tale and actually they feel more confident and more able to do this. And, and I always say to them, nobody says this work is easy, you know, but that's sometimes where the most powerful work happens and things that are difficult and things that we've maybe been a wee bit tentative about going towards. So for us, I think that's, that's the beauty, if you like, in the work and, and also, you know, as teachers, we, we want to be fixers, don't we, you know, and rescuers. So it's, it's avoiding that temptation, but understanding that we can really play quite often, and I have seen this, a pivotal role for families when things like this happen where, you know, the security and the predictability of coming to school each day for a child is, is vital to supporting a family and keeping that family going. And, and the support that we can offer around about that by, by joining up and, and working with them, supporting class teachers, supporting the, you know, the family around the child and the child in school too. And, and again, it just links in with a lot of the stuff that we do around seasons for growth groups that we have, the nurture groups that we have, and we've started using give us, Give Us A Break as well. So we're really building up a very, very strong network of support, if you like, in the school.

LI: So Ainsley, I suppose I'm wondering, as we come towards the end of the podcast, are there any kind of final messages that you want to impart that you haven't had the opportunity to do so already? Is there anything that you wanted to add?

AM: I think I would say there's a real role here for education staff and I think that's evolved over time. I think 10/15 years ago teachers would have really struggled to see their role around bereavement and loss and health and wellbeing more widely, and I don't think that's the case now. I think they all see that as somebody who has a really close relationship with these children. You know they see these children every single day, that they do have a really pivotal role. And while it can seem scary to talk about grief and loss and death, that actually just with a few key skills, a few key ideas about, you know, understanding death and loss, understanding some, some theories and then bringing them into the classroom with some simple strategies can actually be really powerful in terms of both the child and the adults understanding of death and, and ability to, to understand and, and cope when things are really, really difficult.

LI: Okay, and what about you Karen? What would you, what would your final kind of messages be for people to take away?

KW: I, I think the key is, you know, we've said that kind of structure around that support, but I think within a school to, to build capacity that is absolutely important. But do you know, even if we don't have that, I think the key is really about staying compassionate, having flexibility, remaining connected to each other and remembering that even small acts of care, a listening ear, a check in, sharing a resource with somebody, the end of the day, it's those small things can make a real difference.

LI: Yeah, I’ve tried to remove the word of just out of some of, you know, listening and that kind of thing because listening is such a powerful thing to do for one another. We under kind of estimate it really. And all of that, all of what you've just said there is kind of really powerful stuff, but it sounds, it sounds small, but actually it's really impactful.
Thank you so much, both of you for sharing your kind of story about how you, how the, how all this works come about and how, you know, I'm not saying the end result, but you've also signed up to the Bereavement Charter, I think that's really exciting for other people to hear. And I think you you're saying, Karen, you had already done quite a lot of the stuff you'd already done quite a lot of the work in the background or in the foreground really to bring it to, to fruition. And thank you, Ainsley, for offering to, to be a contact if people do want to get in touch and find out a bit more about it. I think that's really helpful cause’ it does sound like some really amazing work. So thank you so much again.

AM: Thank you. 

KW: Thank you.

LI: If you find this episode helpful, please consider subscribing, sharing it with a colleague or friend, and leaving us a review. Your support helps us reach more people and keep these important conversations going. If you'd like to listen to more episodes of this podcast, you can do so on Podbean or Spotify. Just search Talking About Bereavement or if you'd like to find out more about the NES Bereavement Education Programme or have any questions, please get in touch or check out the Support Around Death website at www.sad.scot.nhs.uk/podcast.


This podcast episode was recorded in March 2026 and can be found at https://www.sad.scot.nhs.uk/podcast/ or on Spotify.
For more information visit www.sad.scot.nhs.uk or contact SupportAroundDeath@nes.scot.nhs.uk 
©PSD Scotland 2026. You can copy or reproduce the information in this resource for use within NHS Scotland and for non-commercial educational purposes under creative commons CC BY-NC 4.0 Deed | Attribution Non-Commercial 4.0 International | Creative Commons. Use of this document for commercial purposes is permitted only with the written permission of PSD Scotland.
2

image2.png
Public Services Delivery
Scotland




image1.jpeg
7\\::\ L/;::fj
SCOTLAND




