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Education, the process by which 
one develops one’s potential, for one’s 
own sake as well as for that of society, 
has included education about loss and 
grief since prehistoric times. Different 
cultures have introduced their young to 
the reality of losses as a part of tribal or 
religious custom, and only more recently 
through formal teaching.

The term “death education” has 
many meanings, but three seem basic. 
In analogy to many specific forms of 
education such as medical education, 
death education has the sense of 
“preparation for death”. The I Ching, The 
Tibetan Book of the Dead, the Ars Moriendi 
literature, and the Hebrew-Christian 
Bible have, to a greater or lesser degree, 
the purpose of preparing the person for 
death, and death-related issues.

The second meaning of death 
education is education for those decisions 
affected by actual or possible death. The 
practice of medicine and nursing; law; 
religious ministry; counselling; military, 
police and fire-fighting services as well as 

funeral direction are all affected by the possibility of preventing or causing death, 
and by the consequences of death. Death education in this sense is preparation for 
the death-related issues faced by the care-givers mentioned above.

The third meaning of death education refers to formal education, that is, a 
course, or part of a course focusing on the meaning death, attitudes toward death, 
and ways of coping with mortality. These often have as their purpose the realization 

John D. Morgan

Un pionier în cercetarea problematicii 
morþii, dr. John D. (Jack) Morgan a adus 
în atenþie un important numãr de tema 
din câmpul studiilor dedicate morþii, 
în calitate de educator, autor, profesor 
şi organizator de programe. In 1997 a 
primit premiul din partea Association 
for Death Education and Counseling, 
pentru activitatea sa în domeniu. Nãscut 
în San Francisco, şi având un doctorat 
la University of Southern California, 
Jack rezideazã în Canada din 1963. Este 
Professor Emeritus în filosofie la King’s 
College, Universitx of Western Ontario, 
fondatorul şi directorul King’s College 
Center for Education about Death and 
Bereavement. A introdus studiul morþii 
în universitãþile canadiene din 1967. 
A organizat şi coordonat ceea ce avea 
sã devinã un program iterdisciplinar 
de succes cu privire la moarte la King’s 
College. A coordonat 20 de conferinþe 
internaþionale despre problematica 
morþii, adunând laolaltã peste 4000 de 
persoane din 40 de þãri.

Death Education in Canada

John D. Morgan

Caiete de antropologie istoricã, anul III, nr. 1-2 (5-6), ianuarie - decembrie 2004, pp. 385-391



386

that (a) death is a part of the natural life cycle, (b) dying persons are still fully 
alive and have unique needs in the terminal stage of their illness, (c) the bereaved 
have normal reactions and needs, (d) the needs of the dying and bereaved can be 
satisfied by a supportive community, and (e) children have the right to know about 
the fullness of the life cycle, including death and bereavement. This form of death 
education is what is meant in Canada when one speaks of death education. While 
death education would differ as taught in elementary, secondary and university 
programs, the above five elements are common enough to be considered a general 
orientation. 

THE NEED FOR FORMAL LOSS AND GRIEF EDUCATION.
Due to a longer life-span as well as the professionalization of death-related 

activities such as medical care and funeral direction, death is less frequently 
experienced immediately. It is common in the developed world to grow into one’s 
twenties or even thirties without having experienced the death of a significant 
other. Since it is less known, death is less accepted as an integral part of a human 
life. As a result, children and adults have few role models in accommodating 
to their losses. Grandparents who are most likely losing spouses, siblings, and 
friends may live hundreds, if not thousands, of kilometers away from a child. 
The child does not see the grandparent grieve. The effect has been a generalized 
death and grief denial in the 20th century. To grieve, to admit the losses in our 
lives, seems inappropriate, something to be kept in the privacy of one’s own home. 
Accommodating to losses in life takes time, something for which our fast paced 
society has little patience. Accommodation to loss may mean a reduced period of 
reduced job or school efficiency; something for which our success oriented society 
has little patience.

Adults seek to protect children from what the adults perceive as life’s harsh 
realities. Silverman points out that the only way truly to protect the child is to allow 
them to be involved in life’s drama, and develop age-appropriate coping skills that help 
them understand what is happening (Silverman, 2000) A curriculum is a statement of 
priorities. Just as driver’s education, sex education and family life education have been 
adopted into the school curricula, we believe that it is important that education about 
death, loss and grief should be a life skills training unit. A curriculum would deal with 
information, values, coping behaviours, and attitudes. 

THE AIMS OF LOSS AND GRIEF EDUCATION
Many goals have been established for loss and grief education. The list below 

represents what was mentioned in literature from 1977 to the present, and are the 
goals that drive this present curriculum. 

(1) to remove the taboo aspect of death language; 
(2) to promote comfortable and intelligent interactions with the dying; 
(3) to educate children about death so they develop a minimum of death-

related anxieties; 
(4) to understand the dynamics of grief; 
(5) to understand and be able to interact with a suicidal person; 
(6) to understand the social structure of dying (the “death system”); and 
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(7) to recognize the variations involved in aspects of death both within and 
among cultures (Leviton, 1977, p. 44). 

Death education exists within a context of the many losses that people face. 
Donna O’Toole lists several losses that children are exposed to, they apply even 
more so to adults. Some of these losses are relationship losses, external object 
losses (things), loss of a familiar environment, loss of dreams, goals, expectations, 
loss of skills and abilities, loss of habits (O’Toole, 1989, p. 7-9).

The International Work Group on Death, Dying and Bereavement, an organization 
composed of the leading researchers, educators and practitioners in this field, has 
recommended the following criteria for education about death and bereavement: 

(1) that it be based on the current state of knowledge from a variety of 
disciplines; 

(2) that it integrate theory and practice; 
(3) that it promote sensitivity, awareness, and skills development through role 

modeling and supervised practice; and 
(4) that it provide emotional support and foster confidence [Corr et. al., 1994, 

p. 236].

Death education in Canada, and the United States, began formally in the 
late 1960s. The first formal course about death, taught by this author, occurred 
in Montreal at Loyola College (now Concordia University). Some formal courses 
existed at the graduate level in universities in the United States prior to that date, 
but this course in Montreal seems to be the first regularly scheduled undergraduate 
course in North America. 

KING’S COLLEGE 
King’s College in London Ontario has had an effective Death Education 

Program since 1976. Close to 10,000 students have taken these university courses 
in death and bereavement. In cooperation with the University of Western Ontario, 
Centre for Continuing Studies, King’s developed a Certificate Program in Palliative 
Care and Thanatology. There are fewer than 10 such programs in North America.

In addition to the nineteen international conferences on Death, Dying and 
Bereavement, King’s College hosted the annual meetings of the International Work 
Group on Death, Dying and Bereavement (1986 and 1994) as well as that of the 
Association for Death Education and Counseling (1987). 

DEATH EDUCATION BELOW THE UNIVERSITY LEVEL 
While there have been some courses in death, loss, and grief prior to the 

university level, especially the work of Dr. Robert Stevenson in New Jersey, there as 
been little formal structure at the School Board Level. To change this, the Ontario 
Funeral Service Association (OFSA) as part of its commitment to maintaining a 
high standard of efficient service among its members in the interests of public 
welfare, OFSA strives to increase public awareness of grief and bereavement issues 
as well as a public awareness of the funeral profession.

OFSA initiated a project that grew out of the realization that children in the 
school system were not getting enough support as they moved through loss and 
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grief in their lives. The guiding principles are that proactive teaching is more 
valuable than reactive sessions, and that the study of loss and grief enhances life. 
We accept the limits of our financial resources and know that we get the most out of 
our resources if we accept that they are limited and that we must use our resources 
wisely. Yet, we naively live in a world that believes that “we have all the time in the 
world”. We assume that we will always be able to reach into our pocket or purse 
and pull out another five years of life, another ten years of a relationship. Time is 
our most precious asset. The realization of the limitation of time and relationships 
is an important part of education about the fullness of life.

In August 2003, and independent Loss, Grief and Group Management Group 
was established to continue the development of the curriculum and to facilitate its 
implementation, now also funded by the Board of Funeral Services, a self-governing 
body established by The Funeral Directors and Establishments Act to administer the 
Act and regulate the practices of funeral directors, funeral service establishments. 
In September, 2003, The Board of Funeral Services partnered with The Loss, Grief 
and Growth Curriculum Project Management Group to continue the development 
and implementation of the curriculum.

This project has been designed for four age/grade groupings in the school 
system. The basic value being conveyed is that grief and loss can be dealt with 
in the spectrum of life, and that children and adults can return to a joyous life 
experience. Grief and loss will encompass not only death of a parent, sibling, or 
friend, student or teacher, but also loss through divorce, moving, and even pets, 
with the focus on grades Kindergarten to Grade 12. 

The outline below lists what the Loss, Grief and Growth Curriculum project 
hops each students will learn by the end of the program.

Basic Values of Death Education
The basic values of the project should be kept at the forefront of, and reflected 

in, all developments, discussions, teacher preparation programs. These values are:
1. An optimum level of living is the sought after outcome of the program.
2. The outflow of suppressed grief creates more energy to live.
3. A balance of all life experiences, including grief and loss, should be part of 

everyday life
4. There should be an integration of life and death as a continuum we all 

experience.
5. Life and loss are both meaningful experiences when understood.
6. Life is to be appreciated. 

Desired Outcomes of the Program 
It is expected that by the time a child completes this curriculum, s/he will 

have acquired knowledge, skills and attitudes dealing with the following general 
and specific expectations:

The place of losses and grief in our lives
Knowledge 

1. Understand that life is full of losses 
2. Understand that loss is rooted in attachment. We feel pain when those persons, 

animals or things who have been important in our lives are no longer present 
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to us. This loss may be caused by human death, but it may also be caused by 
the death of a pet, moving, separation, divorce, change loss of innocence, loss 
of friends, social exclusion, in schools, family dysfunction, abusive relations, 
change in career or school paths;

3. Realize that the breaking of a bond causes pain and that this pain is normal;
Attitudes 

1. Only in looking at our losses and feeling the pain that we live fully;
b. Come to feel that living is worthwhile in spite of the losses and pain that we feel;
c. Realize that by addressing our losses we live better.
1. Realize the preciousness of life.

Basic Knowledge about Loss, and Grief 
Knowledge 

1. Understand the universality of death, that all living beings die;
2.  Understand the non-functionality of death, that dead beings do not do 

anything;
3.  Understand the irreversibility of death, that is, once someone dies they do 

not return to life, at least in the way that we normally think of living human 
beings;

4.  Understand that death is physiological, by natural causes, not by magical 
sources;
Attitudes 

1. Understand that blocking pain by addictive behaviour, drugs, alcohol, 
excessive work or denial is not helpful in the long run;

2.  Accept the fact that pain shared is pain diminished;
3.  Learn to be patient in accepting and living with pain; Some hurts last a long 

time;
Skills 

1. Learn to use terminology that represents reality, that is, use the word “death” 
rather than “passed away” or other euphemisms;

2.  Learn to seek out social support in loss situations;

Being Helpful in loss and grief situations 
Knowledge 

1.  Understand that grief will re-occur at various times of life;
2.  Understand that people grieve in their own ways. Understand that no one way 

is THE right way to grieve.
3.  Understand that there are age and gender differences in grieving.
4.  Understand that there are gender differences in the way people handle losses 

and that both masculine and feminine modes of grief are good, and that 
everyone uses both from time to time;
Attitudes 

1.  Learn that grief is long lasting;
2.  Understand that it is okay to go on with life and to enjoy life;
3.  Understand that loving a new person or pet does not mean that you have 

stopped loving the deceased person;
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4.  Understand that some losses are not socially supported in our culture and that 
we must be very careful not to hurt people more by ignoring their loss;
Skills 

1.  Learn to give social support in loss situations;
2.  Learn how to attend a funeral or memorial service;
3.  Learn how to design a funeral service for a pet;
4.  Learn to write or draw letters of condolence;
5.  Learn what to say to the bereaved;
6.  Learn how to accept condolences from others;

Being Helpful when Someone is Dying 
Knowledge 

1.  Understand that people close to death still have all the needs of living people;
Attitudes 

1.  Understand that it is important to complete unfinished business;
 2. Understand that it is important to talk about any cause of death even those 

that make us uncomfortable such as AIDS, suicide, war or homicide.
3.  Understand that dying people wish to talk about their dying so they can 

complete unfinished business;
4.  Understand that the loved ones of a dying person are going through many 

painful changes in their lives and that we must be understanding and helpful 
to them;

Various Ways of Dealing with Loss and Grief 
Knowledge 

1.  Understand that many beliefs and customs that we have about death, loss and 
grief are rooted in our culture;

2.  Understand that people have many different cultural influences: ethnic, 
national, religious; Understand that funerals and other rituals are important 
ways of celebrating the life of the person we loved and giving/receiving social 
support and beginning the grief process;

3.  Understand that sometimes people experience so much pain in their lives that 
they wish to end the pain by hurting themselves or by dying;

4.  Understand that suicide causes great pain to one’s loved ones;
Attitudes 

1.  Understand that all these cultural influences are beautiful and important to 
the people who follow them;

2.  Understand that people who have a different set of cultural beliefs will have 
different loss related understandings and practices;

3.  Learn to be understand and appreciate other sets of cultural beliefs;
4.  Learn to accept differences;
5.  Understand that sometimes people may need counselors to help them with 

grief and that it is okay to seek help; It is okay to get help;
6.  Understand that many peers and adults are available to young people to help 

them with their loss issues: parents, teachers, counsllors, school administrators, 
clergy persons, coaches, funeral directors;
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7.  Understand that there are other ways of solving one’s problems than suicide;
8.  Understand that suicide is not the best way to end personal pain because it is 

a “long term solution to a short term problem”.

CONCLUSION
It is possible to have good death education for children of all ages. The 

work done in Canada can be implemented in all jurisdictions. Japan has made a 
commitment to improve all children’s knowledge of these issues. Those who wish 
further information can contact the author at GriefEducation@Rogers.com.
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