You & Your Teen

Helping your teen to cope with the loss of a loved one

By STEVE DEBENEDETTI-

EMANUEL
East Sacramento News columnist
steve@rivercitycounseling.com

The mother of a fifteen-
year-old boy called me re-
cently. While on the way
to the airport to visit his
father, his stepmother
called and told him that
his father had a massive
heart attack that morn-
ing and died on the way
to the hospital. Instead of
getting to enjoy time with
his father, he got to go to
his funeral.

When “Dave” came home
a few days later, he insisted
that he was fine. After all,
he only saw his father twice
a year and had never been
close. “Joan” wasn't con-
vinced; as she knew from
his cell phone bills and by
monitoring his Facebook
account that they commu-
nicated regularly. She also
noticed that he was quiet-
er than usual, wasn't eating
much, and spent most of
his time in his room.

Joan was worried and
encouraged him to talk to
a therapist, but Dave was
against it. He promised
his mom that he would go
if he really needed to, but
he didn’t think it would
be necessary. Rather than
insist that he see someone
right away, she asked that
I advise her.

When we met, I suggest-
ed that she tell Dave just
how sorry she was about
his dad and ask if he’s ok.
I also encouraged her to
tell him gently what she'd
noticed and let him know
she'd be available to talk
if he wanted. When peo-
ple experience trauma,
they’re often too shocked
to talk at first. By letting

him know she’d be open
to talking about it, he'd
come to her when and if
he’s ready.

I also reminded her of
how it’s normal for teens
to turn to their friends for
support. Even if he only
hung out with them and
didn’t talk about his fa-
ther at all, he'd benefit
from the time with them.
I encouraged her to guide
Dave toward those friends
who would be “there for
him,” should he want to
talk about his father.

When Joan told me how
fearful she was that he
wasn't talking to her or
any other adults, I suggest-
ed that she guide Dave to-
ward adults with whom he
connects. Perhaps he could
talk to relatives, a trusted
teacher or coach. Or may-
be he'd be open to speak-
ing with his minister. I also
suggested that she contact
Dave’s counselor at school
and ask if she would check-
in with Dave and offer to
talk if he wanted.

I also encouraged her to
help Dave keep his regu-
lar schedule. As much as
death and grief are over-
whelming and it’s tempt-
ing to drop everything,
the reality is that life
needs to continue. The
goal wasn’t to ignore the
loss and pretend every-
thing is fine. Instead the
hope was that by encour-
aging Dave to study, go
to practice, and work af-
ter school, she could help
him keep his routine and
ease his pain.

As much as Dave insist-
ed that he was fine, I en-
couraged her to keep an
eye out for major chang-
es in his behavior. Were
she to get any hints of
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deep depression, signifi-
cant drug use, or other
more serious choices, [
encouraged her to insist
that he speak to a pro-
fessional.

Although it’s too soon
to tell for sure, it looks

like Dave is coping pretty
well with his dad’s death.
Unfortunately, other
teens have a much more
difficult time coping with
death, and it’s important
for parents to keep a close
eye on how they’re are do-

ing and take necessary
steps to help them. By do-
ing so, the likelihood in-
creases that their teens
will be able to adjust to
the tragedy without being
completely overwhelmed
by the loss.
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