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Abstract
This study is part of a larger project with the general aim of developing the ability of preschool practi-

tioners to reflect critically on their practice related to children’s grief and questions about death. The

article is based on six focus-group interviews and a workshop during which preschool practitioners

reflected on and worked with a national crisis management tool: the crisis box. Through the theory

of didactic transposition the analysis sheds light on how death education and crisis management related

to death in Swedish early childhood education represents a disconnect between the practitioners’ dis-
comfort with teaching about biologic death and the children’s need of comfort and understanding of

what biologic death entails. The realization of this disconnect prompted the practitioners to consider

developing a child-friendly didactic tool that would better support children’s emotional processing and

that could also be used for proactive death education. Our findings indicate that early childhood edu-

cators are in need of training in how to teach about the biological facts of human death in terms of

universality, irreversibility, nonfunctionality, causality, and noncorporeal continuation. Only this way

can educators be equipped with the knowledge, skills, and confidence to engage in open and age-

appropriate conversations with children about biologic death, fostering a supportive and safe environ-

ment for them to express their feelings and ask questions.
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Introduction
In Sweden, over 80% of all children aged 1–5 years are enrolled in preschool education. In the age
range 3–5, the rate is 95% (Skolverket, 2023).1 Consequently, the Swedish preschool is not only the
first stage of the national education system but also an important socialization arena where practi-
tioners are given the task to promote children’s learning as well as their social and psychological
well-being. In addition, preschool practitioners are given the task to “ensure that each child devel-
ops the ability to discover, reflect on and work out their position on different ethical dilemmas and
fundamental questions of life in daily reality” (Skolverket, 2018:13). The situations in which chil-
dren experience death may vary. Children can be exposed to existential questions concerning death
and dying, both in their everyday lives and through various forms of media reports about armed
conflicts and fatal gun violence that has troubled Swedish society in the past few years (Sturup
et al., 2019). In addition, in Sweden around 3,500 children experience the loss of a parent every
year. Sudden death caused by suicide, violence, or accident affects around 600–650 children per
year (MFOF.se). Hence, it is inevitable that preschool practitioners face situations in which they
have to manage children’s coping with grief following traumatic loss, as well as their questions
about death in relation to traumatic or tragic events.

In Swedish preschools, crisis situations related to tragic events or grief are to be handled accord-
ing to institutional crisis-response plans. These plans have been developed following a national
tragedy, when 63 teenagers died in fire in a youth club. In relation to this tragic event, the
Swedish National Agency for Education was given the task by the government to investigate
how schools dealt with crisis management. The government report (Dnr 1999/1532/S) has
shown that schools had a key role in the grief work, that they needed a crisis strategy and that
rituals and symbolic acts were appreciated by the grieving students. As a direct consequence
of the report the National Agency published a crisis-management manual in which an example
is given for material for a so called “crisis box” with a tablecloth, a candle holder, candle,
matches, a condolence book, poems, and a cassette tape with calm music (Skolverket, 2000b.
41). The pronounced aim of the crisis box is preparedness for unforeseen events that involve
death (Skolverket, 2000b). Since 2000 the crisis box seems to have become standard equipment
in Swedish schools and preschools.2 Yet, there are no evaluations or studies that address the
content and usage of this crisis management tool, either in schools or preschools.

The aim of this article is to explore preschool practitioners’ reflections on how, when, why, and
for whom the crisis box is useful and how its didactic potential could be developed. Theoretically,
the paper engages with the didactics of death (Galende, 2015) according to which death education
ought to be dealt with either as any other curricular subject, in response to specific events, or in both
ways (Bowie, 2000).

Literature review
In our study, death education implies any approach designed to reduce death-related grief and
anxiety, as well as working proactively with children’s understanding of what biological death
entails. This is why the literature review is structured to consider works focusing on death education
for young children on the one hand, and on strategies for supporting children in grief in preschools
on the other.

Research on how children understand death has been dominated by the cognitive developmental
perspective. According to the research within this perspective, children include the term death in
their vocabulary as early as age two (Carey, 1985); however, a full understanding of death does
not develop before age seven at the earliest (Slaughter, 2005; Slaughter and Lyons, 2003). In
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order to understand what biological death entails, children need to make meaning of the fact that
death is not something that can be reversed; that it is a permanent condition, as well as a natural
process, unavoidable for all living things; and that most of the times death is caused by natural
factors over which we do not have control (Christian, 1997).

At the same time, research on children’s interest in and fear of death (Slaughter et al., 1999)
shows that that fear of death typically emerges in the preschool period and that learning the bio-
logical facts about death is associated with children feeling less afraid of it (Author). Thus, teachers
may calm children’s fear about death and dying through teaching about biological death. Yet, prac-
titioners often express ambivalent feelings about talking of death in general and with young chil-
dren in particular (Puskás et al., 2023; Holland, 2008). Teachers often feel that they lack
sufficient training/knowledge about the didactics of death and do not know how to deal with
their own attitudes and fears towards it (Bowie, 2000; Galende, 2015).

Research on death education in terms of grief management also shows that practitioners in pre-
schools and schools hold a unique key to helping children grieve (Dyregrov et al., 2013; Lytje and
Dyregrov 2022, 2023). For children and adolescents who have little or no experience with loss,
death, grief, and mourning the teachers’ expertise and support may be essential for healthy grieving
to occur (Case et al., 2020). This is why the attitudes, experiences, and competence of school teachers
and preschool practitioners is of particular importance for being able to discuss death-related questions.

When it comes to research on how educational institutions support children in grief, most of the
research has been conducted in schools, with a few important exceptions. Lytje and Dyregrov (2022,
2023) studied bereavement responses in Danish day-care institutions that, similarly to Swedish pre-
schools, provide day care for children up to six years. They found that Danish day-care staff consid-
ered their role to provide support not only to the grieving child but also to the family. Lytje and
Dyregrov (2022) also found that the support of practitioners focused not only on processing the chil-
dren’s grief but also on helping children to understand what has happened. One possible explanation
for the staff’s engagement suggested in the article was the availability of a bereavement-response plan
that is available at many Danish educational institutions (Lytje and Dyregrov 2023).

Predetermined bereavement-response plans are available not only in Denmark but also in other
Scandinavian countries, including Sweden. In a comparative study of 30 Norwegian and 65 Danish
bereavement response plans used in day-care situations, Lytje et al. (2023) found that the two
systems of response have the same origin but have developed in different directions. The aim
with both countries’ response plans is to provide structured responses when families and children
experience grief and other challenging life circumstances. The Norwegian plans were found to be
broader in terms of what kind of crisis situations the contingency plan should cover. The termin-
ology for response plans also differs in that they are generally called bereavement-response
plans in Denmark and contingency plans in Norway (Lytje et al. 2023).

To our knowledge, there is no systematic study of the Swedish response plans, but each pre-
school and school is obliged to have a so called crisis plan (MSB and SKR 2021) that regulates
crisis preparedness and crisis management in schools and preschools. Our article provides some
insights into how preschool practitioners in Sweden reflect upon the role of the crisis box that is
part of their preschools’ crisis plans. As mentioned in the introduction, the crisis box was introduced
by the Swedish National Agency for Education’s crisis management manual that provides examples
of crisis plans used in different schools.

Theory
In order to be able to explore and problematize the content and the function of the crisis box we
draw on the didactic transposition theory (Chevallard and Bosch, 2020) in relation to the didactics
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of death. The concept didactics of death has been defined as the knowledge and skills teachers need
in order to be able to tackle the issues related to death (Galende, 2015). The didactics of death may
be set into practice either proactively, as a curricular subject, or reactively, implying that death is
solely discussed when necessary (Bowie, 2000). Yet both approaches require discussing death in
biological terms, thereby supporting children’s grief as well as their understanding of death as
final, irreversible, and inevitable (Christian, 1997; Joy et al., 2024).

We position ourselves within the research field on didactic transposition (Bosch and Gascón,
2006) through which we make visible how something generated outside preschool is transposed
to preschool out of a social need to deal with crisis situations and children’s questions related to
death in an educational institution for young children. Didactic transposition is based on the idea
that the teachers’ epistemological beliefs and knowledge are an integral part of the didactic relation
between teachers and children. In the school subjects, “the taught knowledge, the concrete practices
and bodies of knowledge proposed to be learned at school, originates from what is called the schol-
arly knowledge, generally produced at universities and other scholarly institutions, also integrating
elements taken from a variety of related social practices” (Chevallard and Bosch, 2020: 214).
Applied to our own preschool context this helps us to highlight that what is practiced in preschools
originates in institutions and is constructed in practices outside the preschool. Didactics of death
reflects the dialectical unity of theory and practice related to different notions on what, how,
when, why, and for whom the crisis box is useful and how its didactic potential could be developed.

Method
This study is part of a larger project, the general aim of which is to develop the ability of preschool
practitioners to reflect critically on questions, topics, and theories related to different understandings
of death(s). At the beginning of the project, research collaboration was initiated with three pre-
schools in different catchment areas—urban, suburban, and rural. This paper is based on six
focus-group interviews in three preschools and a workshop with preschool practitioners represent-
ing two preschools. The focus-group interviews lasted for 38–59 min. each and the topic of the
interviews was how practitioners worked with issues related to death. Data were collected using
video (focus-group interviews) and audio recordings (workshop). The number of participating prac-
titioners in the focus-group interviews ranged from three to seven. The six focus-group interviews
focused on the practitioners’ previous experiences of working with existential questions, and how
they deal in their everyday practice with the issues of death in relation to children’s interests and
inquiries. During these interviews each group described a box that they were given the task from
their respective municipalities to put together, as part of the municipalities’ crisis plans. The
three boxes described in the three different preschools, situated in three different municipalities
had the same content: a candlestick and a candle, a white tablecloth, a book about death and
sorrow, a vase for flowers, and photo frames. During the focus-group interviews, none of the infor-
mants could recall how the boxes were ever used in the preschools they worked in. At a later stage
of the project, we organized a workshop to which we asked the participants to bring along their
crisis boxes. Practitioners from two of the three preschools accepted our invitation and participated
in the workshop that focused on the didactics of death. The third preschool chose not to continue
with their participation in our project, referring to the ongoing COVID pandemic.

The aim of the workshop was to share preschool practitioners’ experiences of working with
issues related to biological death, and to investigate the advantages and disadvantages of the
crisis boxes. At the same time the crisis boxes served as stimulus material for natural conversation
between the practitioners because it enabled them to reflect on their own experiences of what chil-
dren in grief are in need of (Törrönen, 2002). These activity-oriented questions (Colucci, 2007)
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were used to solicit the practitioners’ reflections on and discussions about how they could include
death education in everyday practice. The strategy of involving activity-oriented questions also
proved to be beneficial for focusing the attention of the group on the core topic of the study, as
the content of their own crisis boxes made it easier for the participants to recall their experiences
of addressing the issue dealing with crisis management in relation to children’s grief.

Ethics
The participating preschool practitioners were informed about the advantages and the risks of par-
ticipating in a study that focuses on potentially sensitive questions related to death. To eliminate the
risk of feeling “unprofessional” as regards to death education, we explained that that the study was
not evaluative in nature. We also clarified that participating was voluntary, and that the research
data are treated as strictly confidential (Adler, Salanterä and Zumstein-Shaha, 2019). The informa-
tion letter and the consent form for written consent were approved by the Swedish Ethical Board
and the consent form was signed by all participants. All participants were given pseudonyms to
ensure their confidentiality.

Data analysis
The collected data material was transcribed and qualitatively processed with the help of a computer-
assisted qualitative data analysis program, MaxQda. At the first stage the coding was done induct-
ively; data were chunked into small units and marked with a descriptor by one of the researchers
(Leech and Onwuegbuzie, 2008; Strauss and Corbin, 1994). As a result of inductive coding, we
have identified a pattern related to the crisis box with didactic significance. Therefore, in the
second stage, the coding was done deductively using the theory of didactic transposition (Bosch
and Gascón, 2006) while focusing on the notions on how, when, why and for whom the crisis
box is useful, and how its didactic potential could be developed. During this stage, a developmental
sequence of narratives was identified that shed light on how group reflections promote transforma-
tive change for death education. The extracts included as illustrations in this article have been trans-
lated with particular consideration of the preschool practitioners’ own way of expressing
themselves. This is why we have at times applied non-idiomatic translation in order to ensure
that the meaning of the expression is recreated in the target language.

Results
Supporting children in grief is part of everyday preschool practice. During the first round of
focus-group interviews, practitioners in all three preschools narrated cases where they faced situa-
tions in which they tried to support bereaved children and their families or answered children’s
questions about death. A preschool practitioner in preschool 2 narrated:

Excerpt 1

We’ve seen a parent pass away and the family didn’t want to talk about his death at home. [At home] the

child was told that the father “just laid and rested,” so to speak, “he was very tired so”… Then it became

difficult because, the news about the fathers’ death spread on Facebook so other children (in the pre-

school) knew and said to this child that “Your father is dead”; “No he is not!” (said the child). (P6)
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The practitioners did not know how to support the family in grief, so they contacted the municipal-
ity’s child trauma unit and got help with supporting the child in grief. As they narrated further, most
of the work consisted of putting words to what had happened with the father. As one of the practi-
tioners explained, “They [the child trauma unit] said it was really important that we didn’t just say
he was asleep, but that we actually expressed what really happened.” Another practitioner added
that they also read children books about death in small groups of children, thereby providing oppor-
tunities for the child’s group to talk and ask questions about death and to express their grief. Thus, in
this crisis situation, the practitioners chose to rely on expert help in constructing ways to deal with
the family’s inability to talk about death, and on their own competence in providing care. The prac-
titioners maintained that they were in need of more knowledge about death education so that they
could better support grieving children as well as engage in proactive death education. In relation to
this narrative, none of the practitioners mentioned the preschool’s crisis management plan, but as
the discussion went on, one of them mentioned that they had a crisis box.

The crisis box as a tool for grief management
Eventually, practitioners in all three preschools described a crisis box, that they themselves put
together in accordance with their preschool’s crisis plan, to be used as a crisis management tool.
The three preschools developed their own crisis box independently, but when we compared their
narratives, it became clear that the content of the three boxes was the same. The following discus-
sion illustrates the “becoming” of the box’s content in preschool 3:

Excerpt 2

Excerpt 2 shows that the content of the box is approved but not reflected by the participants. P10
assumes that the equipment of the box—a candlestick and a candle, a white tablecloth, a children’s
book about death and sorrow—has been formed in accordance with some guidelines. She adds that
the content of the box can be extended but that has not been done. P11 clarifies that the guidelines
P10 refers to are part of a crisis management plan the preschool follows.

1 INTV: You mentioned a crisis box; how was it made, is it something you designed yourselves or are

there requirements for it?

2 P9: We ought to have one, but you can design it as you want. However, there should still be a plan in

case something happens.

3 P10: There are preschools that have had to use theirs when staff members have passed away or when

a parent has died here in the municipality.

4 P11: But we haven’t experienced much of that, neither with staff nor parents, nor any close relatives.

5 P10: We are fortunate.

6 INTV: Have you been involved in designing the box’s content?

7 P9: A colleague was entrusted with it, so she did most of it and then we approved it.

8 INTV: Do you remember how you reasoned about it, what is customary to have in such a box?

9 P10: There is a piece of paper in our folder (refers to a folder containing the preschool’s guideline

papers) that says there should be a cloth, a candle, a photo frame, and a book in the sorrow

box, if I remember correctly. You can also add more things if you want.

10 P11: There are different guidelines that deal with whether it’s a crisis of some kind or if a close relative

dies, and those guidelines are available.
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A similar conclusion is drawn in one of the other preschools: The crisis box and its content, in all
three municipalities in which the preschools are located, have been designed at the central level and
implemented at the local level. As all preschools presented their box at the first interview as a
central part of their work with death education, we asked the practitioners to also bring their respect-
ive crisis boxes with them to the common workshop.

A considerable part of the workshop was dedicated to the crisis boxes’ design and content. The
practitioners were asked to present, compare, and discuss the content of their respective boxes for
each other and discuss their content. At first, the practitioners stated that the content of their respect-
ive boxes was more or less the same. During further discussions, they reached an insight that can be
interpreted as an AHA experience because they found that the content of the boxes was “depres-
sing.” What they found depressing was the design of the content because it reminded them of
mourning rituals that adults were familiar with.

Only one of the workshop participants has had direct experience of putting the crisis box into
work when a child in her previous workplace died. She narrated the experience of death among
children as follows:

Excerpt 3

We used the crisis box and created a memory table with a candle and a photo (of the child) in the photo

frame. But it is also very much of an adult perspective. It felt very good with the white tablecloth and

the neutral setting for the adults, but the children started to bring pink things, everything they found in

pink, because she (the dead child) loved pink. They (the children) placed pink items on the memory

table covered with the white tablecloth. So I think that the children did not find the memory table

beautiful. It was beautiful only from an adult perspective; the children wanted to embellish it with

glitter. (P7)

As the narrative exemplifies, the requisites of the memory table—the white tablecloth, a photo of
the dead child in the photo frame, and the candles—created a physical space that the practitioners
themselves found comforting. The artefacts in the crisis box make up a memory table that resembles
a Lutheran Christian altar. This is probably why the adults associate it with grief and mourning.

Prior to the workshop, this materiality of mourning has gone largely unnoticed by the practi-
tioners, probably because of their routine familiarity with it (Brennan, 2018). During the workshop,
the practitioners realized that the current design of the crisis box did not resonate with children, who
wanted to personalize and embellish the memory table with items that held meaning for them. This
realization prompted the practitioners to consider developing a child-friendly sorrow box that
would better support children’s emotional processing.

The material objects on the memorial table display reverence for the dead, while the space
created by these items ties the living to the dead. For adults, the memorial table marks death and
remembrance in situ and provides a space for expressing social solidarity (Brennan, 2018).
However, when the practitioners looked at the crisis boxes from the perspective of the children,
they realized that the crisis box’s content was not relevant for children who had no experience
of rituals whereby the absent person is made present for the mourners in the form of a space for
a public ritual (Hallam and Hockey 2001; Maddrell, 2016). While the expressed aim with the
crisis boxes was to reduce the negative effects of a trauma caused by the death of someone in
the preschool or caused by events that upset children’s feelings, as the discussions evolved, the pre-
school practitioners became more convinced that the crisis boxes represented an adult perspective
on grief management.
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A crisis box for children—working reactively from a child perspective
The realization that the crisis box was not child friendly and did not contribute to death education
became a turning point in the discussion about an alternative box designed for children.

Excerpt 4

The excerpt shows how the participants of the workshop agreed that a crisis box for children
should be developed. Thereafter the discussion focused mostly on the content of a child-friendly
box. A common view among participants was that children needed help with processing their emo-
tions, and for doing that they needed to talk about their feelings and grief, and feel supported:

Excerpt 5

The practitioners stressed the importance of being able to express and interpret emotions regard-
less of whether it was sadness, happiness, or anger. Using emotions cards, mentioned in Excerpt 5
appeared to be a common way of helping children develop their emotion knowledge through dis-
cussing possible feelings shown on the pictures as, according to the discussions, all participants had

1 P1: We were talking about the possibility of having two boxes, that is, there could be one for the adults,

but also having a box specifically for when children happen, you know.We were discussing the idea

of putting in, like, you were talking about stuffed animals, you know …

2 P2: Ones that you can both hug and cry and talk to, talk things through …

3 P8: And maybe we can’t have live candles among the children, so perhaps we would need a

battery-operated candle that we could light.

4 P6: But we will definitely add something.

5 P8: Change it.

6 P6: We must do that.

7 P2: Yes.

1 P3: But maybe we should have emotion cards then, I’m thinking. We have read in that literature that it’s

okay to not just be sad, you can actually be angry too. These, what are they called…Do they have a

name?

2 P1: “Me the little one,” “Big and small,”3 right?

3 P3: “Big and small,” yes, yes, they are great.

4 P4: So that you don’t feel bad for getting angry; “now I feel angry.”

5 P1: Or for not crying. Not everyone cries. Maybe they are angry instead.

6 P8: I think that’s good.

7 P1: Yes, I think so too, especially when it comes to emotions.

8 P6: Then you accept all emotions, and that you also get to be happy, you get to laugh because someone

says something funny even if you’re sad, it doesn’t mean you’re not sad, or that you’re not grieving

as much.
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experience of making use of them. Furthermore, the practitioners’ reflections witness an awareness
of the importance of working with children’s reactions to death and loss, and helping children to
accept their emotions. During the discussions, the practitioners asserted that in addition to emotions
cards, the child-friendly crisis box should include other artefacts that may help children to come to
terms with their emotions. Thus, the child-friendly crisis box would also include soft toys to play
with and talk to, snuff blankets to cry with, picture books with a relevant theme, paper and pencils to
draw with, and links to films about death and sorrow. As the interview extracts reveal, the crisis box
directed to children was envisioned as a kit that would help the practitioners to work reactively, that
is, the focus is on helping children work through grief and loss. Overall, the discussions about a
child-friendly crisis box had a great focus on the care aspects, while sidelining the educational
aspects of death education. The focus of attention was on responsiveness to children’s needs of
comfort, assertiveness, and interpreting their own and others’ feelings. One of the participants sum-
marized what was said:

Excerpt 6

The important thing is to take care of the child; that the children would get to process what has happened

and their feelings. Here, I think, at least, the child should get to process what has happened, you know.

Then we can have another box where we work preventively, where we maybe have more open-ended

questions.

The suggestion that reactive death education should be supplemented with working preventively
has become a turning point in the discussions as the participants started to talk about teaching
about death in a proactive manner.

Proactive death education
Working proactively was talked about as another way of approaching death education. Ideas about
how and what to teach proactively were discussed in terms of what artefacts to obtain and how to
make them available to children in everyday practice. Another box with artefacts was proposed that
would make talking about death “easy to handle.” This proactive box was imagined as a package of
artefacts that would enable both children and practitioners to engage in conversations about death as
a biologic phenomenon. The practitioners stressed that the content of the box “needs to be comfort-
able for all.” One of the practitioners highlighted that:

Excerpt 7

It is important that we would be comfortable with using the box together with the children, so that we

could make the children feel safe to talk about death, so that they would not become like us who find

talking about death scary.

The quote reveals that the practitioner is conscious about the adults’ own unease regarding talking
about death. Getting comfortable with talking about death is described as equally important for the
children as for the adults themselves. As is formulated in the quote, children need proactive death
education so that they do not become scared of talking about death in the way that their teachers are.
The insight is used as an argument for a box that both the children and the practitioners are com-
fortable with. The practitioners suggested several artefacts to be included in the proactive kit, such
as an emotion pictures, digital tools, and films, but they did not specify what the different artefacts
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should represent or how they would be made use of in the teaching practice. One specific book got a
considerable amount of attention: the story about Mr. Muffin (Nilsson and Tidholm, 2002), a guinea
pig who looks back and contemplates his life from birth to old age. The book also describes how the
aged Mr. Muffin gets sick and eventually dies. The story continues with describing the grieving of
the family who lost their favorite pet, the death rites, and the question of afterlife. All the workshop
participants liked the idea of including the picture book about Mr. Muffin in the proactive kit, most
probably because they agreed that the content of the box should be “neutral,” “unobtrusive,” “dis-
crete” and “should fit all cultures,” “so that it could be used in multicultural settings.” They stressed
that teaching about death in preschools ought not to touch upon religious beliefs, and if the children
brought up issues related to afterlife beliefs, the preschool practitioners “should listen to what the
children have to say about them.” Furthermore, the practitioners seemed to agree about that anthro-
pomorphism, that is, ascribing of human attributes to nonhuman things such as a guinea pig, was a
neutral and unobtrusive way of talking about biologic death with children.

As the discussions went on, one of the practitioners mentioned the human life cycle as a possible
way of talking about death as a part of life. She suggested that they could “follow a person from
birth to adulthood, aging and death.” The idea that the teaching would involve “the human life
cycle” was dismissed by the other participants.

Excerpt 8

As the excerpt shows the practitioners found it difficult to talk about biologic death in relation to
human beings. One way or another, all three practitioners state that it is easier to talk about the death
of animals than of human beings. Their reluctance to talk about death of humans is motivated by the
children’s feelings. However, the fact that none of them touches upon the other aspects of biologic
death—universality, irreversibility, and noncorporeal continuation—indicates that talking about
biologic death may be challenging for the practitioners themselves.

At the same time, they acknowledge the importance of teaching children about death in terms of
non-functionality and causality. They emphasized the importance of discussing the various ways in
which death can occur, as it can happen at any age.

Discussion
The analysis sheds light on the challenges of death education and crisis management related to
death in Swedish early childhood education. In alignment with the didactic transposition theory
(Bosch and Gascón, 2006), our study could make visible how something generated outside

1 P8: We were actually talking about animals, the life cycle of an animal, it would be easier, but that is still

the same, the same thing so to speak.

2 P1: And then you also bring in the biological aspect, that it doesn’t eat anymore, that it’s still, doesn’t

move, doesn’t breathe. It’s the same thing even though it’s an animal and it might be easier …

3 P2: So that it’s not as hard for them to deal with as if we were talking about whether Mom or Dad is going

to die. It’s sad when an animal dies, but it might be easier to start with, we said.

4 P8: We also talked about how, why it [an animal] dies. It stops eating but it doesn’t have to be old, it can be

sick, and those pieces, … it’s also important to shed light on and talk about the different ways one

can die. Because unfortunately it happens, not just when you get old.
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preschool is transposed to preschool out of a social need to deal with crisis situations and children’s
questions related to death in an educational institution for young children. The presence of the crisis
box in preschools can be traced back to a broader national phenomenon related to mourning rituals
rooted in Lutheran Christian tradition. The discussion around the crisis box’s design and content
resembling traditional mourning symbols and reflecting cultural and religious influences, is consist-
ent with the work of Galende (2015) and Spišiaková (2022), which highlights the impact of cultural
and religious factors on death-related practices and rituals.

Yet, the crisis box that during the focus-group interviews was presented as a self-evident crisis
and grief management tool was, in the course of the workshop, reevaluated and questioned from a
child perspective. Lytje and Dyregrov’s (2023) study on Danish practitioners’ attitudes towards
their own bereavement plan also highlighted a lack of reflection and relevance in practitioners’
approaches to supporting children experiencing grief. This similarity suggests a shared need for
reflective practices and improvements in crisis management strategies across different cultural con-
texts. As our study shows, the existing crisis-management plan and tool gave the practitioners false
security in terms of grief management. During the workshop, the participants came to the realiza-
tion that their crisis boxes did not meet the needs of young children experiencing grief. This real-
ization indicates that when the practitioners came to discuss whether and how their crisis
management tool was useful, the focus shifted to the children’s needs and the practitioners role
in providing support in times of crisis, as well as in helping children to understand biologic
death. Thus, similarly to Danish day-care staff (Lytje and Dyregrov 2022), the practitioners’
focus is not only on processing the children’s grief but also on helping children to understand
what happens when one dies.

The findings of the analysis align with previous research that emphasized the importance of
death education, and the need for practitioners to engage in reflective practice. During the work-
shop, when preschool practitioners from different municipalities engaged in reflexive practice,
the discussions expanded beyond reactive approaches to grief support and touched on the import-
ance of proactive death education. Nevertheless, the discussions also highlighted the practitioners’
awareness of their own discomfort surrounding talking about human death, as well as talking about
death in terms of irreversibility, universality, and noncorporeal continuation. The discussions also
highlighted the practitioners’ awareness of their own discomfort surrounding talking about human
death, as well as talking about death in terms of irreversibility, universality, and noncorporeal con-
tinuation. The participants’ acknowledgement of their own discomfort and anxieties surrounding
conversations about death corresponds to the findings of Bowie (2000) and Spišiaková (2022),
which emphasize the importance of creating a safe and open environment for discussing and explor-
ing death-related topics, addressing practitioners’ fears and promoting meaningful engagement with
the subject.

This study indicates that it is crucial for early childhood educators to critically evaluate the suit-
ability and relevance of the artefacts they use, especially when dealing with sensitive topics such as
death and grief. Furthermore, the fact that the content of the crisis box was found to be more rele-
vant and meaningful to adults than to children highlights the importance of adopting a child-
centered approach when creating a crisis-response plan specifically directed at young children.
The discussions analyzed above led to the realization that there was a growing recognition of the
need for proactive death education to help children understand and cope with death as a natural
part of life. This shift in perspective highlights the importance of incorporating both reactive and
proactive strategies in supporting children’s emotional well-being and developing their understand-
ing of death. Nevertheless, the practitioners expressed discomfort and anxiety when discussing and
teaching the children about biologic death. This reflects a broader societal discomfort with discuss-
ing biologic death, and the need for educators to receive appropriate training and support in
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addressing this topic. Our findings indicate that early childhood educators are in need of training in
how to teach about the biological facts of human death in terms of universality, irreversibility, non-
functionality, causality, and noncorporeal continuation. Only in this way can educators be equipped
with the knowledge, skills, and confidence to engage in open and age-appropriate conversations
with children about biologic death, fostering a supportive and safe environment for them to
express their feelings and ask questions.
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Notes

1. Around 40% of preschool employees have preschool teacher qualification (3.5 years university degree), and

around 30% have a three-year upper secondary vocational training in childcare and leisure-time studies

(Skolverket 2023). In the text we make use of “preschool practitioner” referring to both categories of

employees.
2. There are no statistics on the use of crisis boxes but a Google search on Swedish municipalities’ crisis plans

reveals that it is a common phenomenon to include such a box in the municipalities’ crisis plans for schools
and preschools. In addition, several under- and advanced-level student theses found that a significant pro-

portion of the studied schools and preschools included crisis boxes in their plans (Bergström and Holmgren,

2019; Elnerud and Lidbacken, 2022).
3. “Me the little one” and “Big and Small” refer to educational materials used in both preschools.
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