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TIPS FOR
PARENTS 

&
CAREGIVERS

1

2

3

4

Managing Expectations: No parent ever expects to have a conversation like this in their
lifetime. It is painful, messy, and heartbreaking. The goal of talking with your children  Is
NOT that they are free from pain. Instead, one of the goals  is to share in grief together,
side-by-side. Reactions to grief can be as varied as children themselves.   

Speak the Language of a Child: Children need basic, clear communication that is
gentle but direct and concrete. Avoid euphemisms (i.e. "won't be here much longer")
and name the disease.Honesty with children establishes trust.  

A "Series of Talks": The first conversation about a parent's terminal illness is just the
first of many on-going conversations; a "series of talks". Communicate often as a
family. Ask questions, respect silence.  Be available, present, and open. 

8

Listen, Watch, Validate: Children can express many of their emotions through  play,
so be attentive to any themes you observe. Offer continued honest reassurance that
the illness is not contagious or their fault.  Be quick to validate their emotions and
feelings without interrupting or minimizing their fears.  

5
Keep the Routines and Structure: In a world of so much uncertainty and unknowns,
children especially need predictability that can come from daily structures and
routines. Continue to provide age-appropriate responsibilities for household
tasks/chores so the child/teen can continue to feel useful and like part of the team. 

6
Encourage Play: Children and teens process their world and emotions through play
or activities they enjoy. Empower them in those outlets, encourage friendships with
peers. And not only is play good for your children, it is good for you, too. Seek
enjoyment together as a family to give you a breath from your grief.  

7 It Takes a Village: Involve others in being able to care and support your child. This
road is not meant to be walked alone. Seek out professional help to support the
specific needs of your grieving child/teen.  

The Dougy Center,
2021 

Follow their Lead: Children will give you cues when they need space or when they
have more questions. Follow your child's lead for how much they want to know, how
involved they want to be in the loved one's care. Be honest if you don't have an
answer to their questions. Being patient in the unknowns is an important life skill.  
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STRATEGIZE

EMBRACE

ASSESS 

ALERT

DISCLOSE

A GUIDE FOR PARENTS: 
HOW TO HOLD "SERIES OF TALKS" ABOUT

 TERMINAL ILLNESS 

INCLUDE YOUR ALLIES (SPOUSE,
PARTNER, CLOSE FRIEND/FAMILY
MEMBER) TO HELP YOU PROCESS
WHAT SUPPORT DO YOU NEED?  
FORMULATE A PLAN ON WHAT
YOU WANT TO SAY 
DETERMINE SETTING 

STRATEGIZE

WHAT DOES YOUR CHILD
ALREADY KNOW?  
WHAT CONCRETE THINGS
HAVE THEY
NOTICED/SEEN/HEARD?  
LISTEN, LISTEN, LISTEN 

IN A PLACE THAT IS SAFE, 
 QUIET SURROUNDED BY
COMFORT, LEARN:

ASSESS

ALERT CHILDREN THAT THERE
IS HARD NEWS TO BE SHARED
SETS THE APPROPRIATE TONE
AND GIVES A BRIEF MOMENT
OF PREPARATION 
"I HAVE SOME SAD NEWS...",
"WE ARE VERY WORRIED
ABOUT _____"  
GIVES SPACE FOR
EMOTION...THEIRS AND YOURS

ALERT: "WARNING SHOT"

NAME THE DISEASE 
EXPLAIN THE DISEASE IN
CLEAR, CONCRETE TERMS
FOCUS ON HOW THE
DISEASE IMPACTS THE
BODY
WHEN APPROPRIATE,
VISUALS CAN BE HELPFUL
IT IS OKAY TO SHOW HOW
YOU FEEL...VERBALIZE AND
MODEL YOUR OWN
EMOTIONS 
PROVIDE, CORRECT, OR
VALIDATE NEW
INFORMATION

DISCLOSE 
CONCRETE INFO

ASK QUESTIONS, PLAY, PROCESS, 

CONTINUE TO OFFER REASSURANCE & EMPATHY
FOSTER RELATIONSHIPS WITH OTHERS 
MODEL & REFLECT YOUR OWN FEELINGS 
PAY ATTENTION, LISTEN 

GIVE SPACE/PERMISSION TO...

DISENGAGE/BE SILENT, ETC. 

EMBRACE 
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CONVERSATION CARDS 
Keeping the communication lines open as a family is critical as you take each day at a
time, especially as feelings can come and go and can change in an instant. Use these
conversations cards to promote ongoing dialogue as a whole family. Cut them and

pass them around the dinner table, incorporate them as you take turns playing a board
game, use them as a prompt before bedtime.  

What is one

thing that is

worrying

you today?

What is one

thing you 

 are grateful

for today?

What is one

thing/goal

you want to

do this week? 

What is one

thing you are

looking

forward to? 
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What is

something that

is bothering

you? 

What is a

question you

keep thinking

about? 

Who is someone

you really

appreciate? 

What was the

best part of

your week or

day?
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What is

something you

wish people

knew about

you? 

What is one

memory you

really love?

What is

something that

can always

cheer you up?

how are you

getting good

or growing at

something?
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CHILDREN'S 
ACTIVITY 
BOOK
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FAMILY PORTRAIT
Draw or paste a picture of your family. 

Further Discussion
What do you love about your family?  
Talk about each person in your family. 

10
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1 2 3

THREE THINGS  I LOVE
ABOUT MY FAMILY...

What things will change and what things will stay the
same since your loved one got sick?

There are no relationships in the world quite as special as your relationship with your
family. What do you love about them? Or what do you love doing together?

Further Discussion

11 
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A PERSON I FEEL SAFE WITH

FEELING SAFE means... 
that you feel especially 
comfortable and yourself.
You don't worry, you feel in
control, and your body is relaxed.  

Draw/paste/or write about THAt PERSON. 

12 
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A PLACE OR ROOM 
I FEEL SAFE IS...
Draw or write about it. 

In this place... 
I see... I hear... I smell... I touch... I TASTE.. 
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WHEN I FOUND OUT MY SPECIAL
PERSON IS SICK, I FELT... 

Sad 

Scared Angry Nothing

confusedhappy

circle or write in how you feel. 

Another feeling...

/other thoughts.

14
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MY SPECIAL PERSON IS SICK. 
THE SICKNESS LOOKS LIKE...

IMAGINE WHAT THE SICKNESS LOOKS LIKE IF IT WERE A

CHARACTER...IS It big or SMALL? WHAT DOES ITS FACE LOOK

LIKE?  WHAT COLOR IS IT? WRITE OR DRAW ABOUT IT.

15 
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I AM WONDERING 
ABOUT... 

What are your questions? 

After you learned more about how your special person is sick, you
may have a lot of questions still.There may be a lot that is unknown,

but you are safe to ask your questions and wonder together.  

Question Answer

Question Answer

Question Answer

Question Answer

16
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MY DAY LOOKS LIKE...
You have gone through a lot of change. And change can feel hard or scary sometimes.

So, what are some things that stay the same every day and don't change? What are
some things you always do? Or things you look forward to each day? 

Morning

Afternoon

Evening

Options to cut/paste or circle 

Eat 

PLAY

SLEEP or rest

TALK/PLAY

WITH FRIENDS 

School

clean up

get dressed 

outside time 

read

Pray

Sports or

special activites 

help clean 

ARTS/CRAFTS 

watch show 
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IN CONTROL AND OUT OF 
THE CIRCLE CONTROL. 

When someone you love is sick, it can feel like there is so much out of your control. You may feel
helpless. It can be important to recognize the things that are hard and feel out of your control.

AND, it can also be important to try to look for the things that you DO have control over. Write or
paste from the cards what feels in your circle of control and what feels outside your circle.  

In my circle...

Out of my circle

...

18 
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My friends. Who 
I spend time with.

How others around
me act.What I say to

others.

The future. What
happens tomorrow.

The past. What
happened yesterday.

My special person's
sickness.

How I treat my
body. (What I wear,

what I eat). 

How I treat others.
How my special

person's body feels. 

CIRCLE OF CONTROL CARDS. 
Cut and paste these cards (or add your own) to help

see what is in and outside of your control. 

How others treat or
talk to me.  

19
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CAN & CANT'S 
A parent's illness is unfair. It's hard. It hurts. There may be many

things that feel taken away from you and things your special

person can't do. It's okay to acknowledge the loss...and then

think about what your special person can still do.  

My special person can't...
BUT My special person can...

My special person can't...
BUT My special person can...

My special person can't...
BUT My special person can...

20
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WORRY PET FOOD
What are you worried about today? Write it

down or draw a picture of your worry. 
Then, feed it to your worry pet.  

WORRY PET FOOD
What are you worried about today? Write it

down or draw a picture of your worry. 
Then, feed it to your worry pet.  

WORRY PET FOOD
What are you worried about today? Write it

down or draw a picture of your worry. 
Then, feed it to your worry pet.  

WORRY PET FOOD
What are you worried about today? Write it

down or draw a picture of your worry. 
Then, feed it to your worry pet.  

WORRY PET 
Things may feel scary or uncertain. And that can cause 

a lot to worry about. What are you worrying about? 
Write your worries down and then feed them to your home-made

"Worry Pet." Make your worry pet out of a paper bag. Decorate your pet
how you would like, especially with a mouth so the pet can eat and carry

your worries for you.  

21 
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WORRY PET FOOD
What are you worried about today? Write it

down or draw a picture of your worry. 
Then, feed it to your worry pet.  

WORRY PET FOOD
What are you worried about today? Write it

down or draw a picture of your worry. 
Then, feed it to your worry pet.  

WORRY PET FOOD
What are you worried about today? Write it

down or draw a picture of your worry. 
Then, feed it to your worry pet.  

WORRY PET FOOD
What are you worried about today? Write it

down or draw a picture of your worry. 
Then, feed it to your worry pet.  
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THE ROAD AHEAD... 
When someone you love is sick, you may not know

what will happen next. Draw about what you think

the road ahead looks like for you and your

family...does it feel bumpy? does it feel smooth? is it

twisty or straight? 

23 
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I DREAM ABOUT...
Write or draw a picture about what your hopes and dream.  

It could be a dream for your family, a hope for your special person, or a

wish for you! 
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TEEN 
JOURNAL
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FAMILY TREE 
WRITE ABOUT YOUR FAMILY or draw a family

tree. how do you relate to each person?  

26
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1.

2.

3.

TOP THREE
What immediate feelings did you feel when

you were told about your parent's illness?

The feeling that is the hardest right now is....

Why?

one person i feel comfortable sharing these

emotions with this week is... 

27
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UNANSWERED QUESTIONS 
WRITE ALL YOUR QUESTIONS YOU ARE LEFT

wondering about after talking with your

parent about their illness.

28
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A NOTE TO THE ILLNESS 
WRITE A NOTE TO YOUR parent's illness. What

do you hate about it? How are you

wronged by it? Don't hold back.  

29
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MANAGING THE STRESS 
Think about a time in the past when you felt

overwhelmed. What has helped you manage

the stress when you have felt that way? 

What are some things you can try today? 

30
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1.

2.

3.

GOALS
What TOP 3 goals do you have for your self

this week? 

1.

2.

3.

What TOP 3 goals do you have for your

family for the next month? 
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