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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

Children are confronted with death more often than is 

generally thought. Almost every child will experience the 

death of a pet, neighbor, friend, or grandparent, and one 

out of every 20 children will lose a parent by death during 

childhood (Clay, 1976). Schools have traditionally ignored 

the problem of death education, leaving it as a subject 

to be managed by parents and religious institutions. Neg

lect of .the topic is probably due to the inability that 

exists in American culture to face death, and the dilemma 

of how to handle death so as to help students without dis

tressing parents. However, if education is supposed to 

prepare children for life, death education must be included. 

The profound effect of death upon the development of 

chil dren is generally accepted (Stein, Beyer, & Ronald, 

1975). Pervasive and long term consequences are associated 

wit h fi rst experiences; thus, "a thoughtful approach to 

death e ducation for the very young may even be more criti

cal (Crase & Crase, 1979, p. 40) . However, a paucity of 

p rofessional literature exists regarding death education 

a nd the preschool child , and this researcher has found only 
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one study to date examining parental attitudes toward the 

role of the teacher in death education for young children 

(Crase & Crase, Note 1). Determining the attitudes of 

parents toward death education is i~portant, as parental 

interest and support is vital to the success of early child

hood programs. If parents of young children are opposed to 

death education, conflict between home and school is likely 

to cause confusion in the child; conversely, parental 

interest and support of death education, in alliance with 

the teacher, should be beneficial to the young child's 

emotional development. Therefore, since it appears impor

tant to determine parents' attitudes tow~rd death education 

fo r their young children, it seems logical to examine what 

elements may be influential in effecting such attitudes. 

One such element is parental income level, and to date this 

resea rcher has found no study examining the relationship -

if a ny-- between parents' attitudes toward death education 

fo r y oun g children and income level. 

Statemen t o f the Problem 

I s i ncome l e ve l related to parents' attitudes toward 

the role of teachers in dea t h education for preschool 

children? I n the Cr as e a nd Cras e s tudies (1979, Note 1), 

r e spondent s consisted of p r e domi nant ly middl e -to-upper 

i n come, well - e ducat e d white p arents and t eachers. The 
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purpose of this study was to expand the scope of the Crase 

and Crase findings by comparing attitudes of parents of low 

and high income levels toward the role of teachers in death 

education for preschool children. 

Hypotheses 

The hypotheses for this study were: 

Major Hypothesis: There is no significant difference 

in attitudes toward the role of teachers in death education 

f or young children between parents of low income with chil

dren · a t tendinglowincome preschool centers a nd parents of 

hi gh income with children attending a high income reli

gious day school. 

Secondary Hypotheses: There are no significant dif

fe r e nces in attitude toward the role of teachers in death 

e ducation for young children between the two groups of 

par e nts f or each of the following aspects of death educa

tion: 

1. Sel f de velopment of the teacher 

2. Te acher's cooperation with parents 

3 . Communication with children 

4 . Teach e r-init i ated death e ducation curriculum. 
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ne·f·i ·n·i'tTon of Terms 

The terms to be used in this study are: 

1. Death Education - refers to school personnel 

"helping children toward an understanding and acceptance of 

the end of life" (Clay, 1976, p. 179). "Death education 

helps studerits confront their feelings about death without 

causing excessive stress" (Heisler ., 1977, p. 333). 

2. High Income or Upper-Middle Income - refers to 

"families, most often from professional backgrounds, in 

which the average annual income is no less than $30,000 and 

most often $70,000 or greater " (Miller, B., Personal 

communication, November 5, 1981). 

3. Low Income - refers to families eligible for Aid 

to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), who can also 

receive federal Title XX social services. Families 

eligible for AFDC can have a monthly gross income of no more 

than $252, or $3,024 annually (based on a family of three, 

Texas Department of Human Resources Information Release, 

Septembe r 24, 1981). 

4 . Young Children, or Preschool Children - refers to 

"children, aged two to five" (Stein, Beyer, and Ronald, 

1975, p. 359). 



Assumptions and Limitations 

Because the preschool centers and subjects were not 

selected in a random fashion, generalization to a broader 

population is not possible .. Furthermore, as no formal 

statistical measure of income level was used other than 

existing information in each school dir~ctor's records, 

assumptions must be made concerning income level and 

accuracy of the report. However, this researcher assumes 

these records are accurate reflections of income level 

for the respondents studied and are accepted for the 

purposes of the study. 

Summary 

5 

Death-related experiences occur frequently in the lives 

of young children, and the need exists for parents and 

teachers to cooperate in the effective handling of this 

subject . The purpose of this study was to compare the at

atitudes of parents of low and high income levels toward 

t he role of teachers in death education for preschool chil~ 

drenwith the primary hypothesis assuming no differences 

would be found. Limitations of the study included non-random 

selection of s ubjects and the lack of a formal statistical 

measure of income level . 



CHAPTER 2 

Review of the Literature 

The review will be divided into five main sections: 

(1) children's understanding of death, (2) explanations of 

death to children, (3) death education in the preschool, 

(4) current perspectives, and (5) summary. 

Children's Understanding of Death 

What do children know of death? Historically, 

"children's conceptions of death have been neglected and 

ignored" (Berg, 1978, p. 169). Beginning in the 1920's, 

few psychologists discussed children's ideas about death. 

Anthony (1940), Nagy (1948), Mahler (1950), and Bender 

(1953) wrote about children's conceptions of death long 

before the subject was of professional and popular interest, 

for only in the past decade has there been a sharp escala

tion in research exploring children's understanding of 

death. 

Authorities are now suggesting that death awareness 

may begin during infancy. Children between eight and 12 

months of age begin to play ''peek-a-boo." "Peek-a-boo" 

stems from Old English words meaning "alive or dead" (Crase 

& Crase, 1976, p. 21). As the ch ild's interest in games of 
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disappearance and return develops, he gradually comes to 

suspect that some things do not return; they may instead be 

"all-gone." The young child's fascination with the toilet 

is in part due to the possibility of "all-goneness." 

"Perhaps the toddler is experimenting with experiences of 

separation, loss, and nonbeing more than we realize" (Crase 

& Crase, 1976, p. 21). From ages three to five years the 

child demonstrates an expanding awareness of death, con~ 

tinuing to view it as separation, or as a temporary state. 

Children at this age may imagine death as life in another 

form, believing that life continues in the grave, the dead 

are able to breathe and eat, and that death is not inevi

table, but an accident (Anthony, 1940; Bender, 1953; Mahler, 

1950; Nagy, 1948; Romero, 1976). 

Steiner (1965), Koocher (1974), Melear (1975), and 

Everett (1976) agree the child's ideas about death follow 

the sequence of cognitive development described by Piaget. 

For example, Koocher (1974) studied 75 children, ages six 

to 15, in which he asked four questions about death. 

Results indicated that children's ideas about death ranged 

from very concrete to very abstract. The youngest chil

dren's responses were characteristic of Piaget's description 

of the preoperational child: explanations were closely 

tied to the child's personal experience (egocentrism), 



8 

fantasies and magical thinking were not distinguished from 

reality, and death was not viewed as permanent. Although 

no children under six years of age were included in this 

study, Koocher believed "it would be reasonable to conclude 

that they would also tend to view death as reversible" 

(1974, p. 408). Melear (1975) studied 65 kindergarten 

children's conceptions of death, and his results gave evi

dence that Koocher's conclusion was valid. According to 

Melear, not until children are about nine years of age do 

they comprehend the universality, irreversibility , and 

inevitability of death. 

Explanat ions of Death to Young Children 

In summary, the authors reviewed agree that children 

are able to consider what death is from a young age, are 

able to talk about death, and should not have this reality 

of life conce aled from them. All stress open , factual, and 

f ree discussion of the issue with children. Direct, simple 

explanations which draw as much as possible from the 

child's own experience are recommended. 

Allowing the child to explain back to the adult what 

he has been told reveals his understanding, distortions, 

a nd misperceptions, and enables the adult to clarify these 

with the child . Clearly, "it is fa r better to explore 

and attempt to respond to the child's ideas, than to allow 



magical or unspoken fears " (Koocher, 1974, p. 410). The 

child, then, is confronted with two developmental tasks: 

to gain a realistic concept of what death is and to master 

the feelings which accompany death. 

Miller and Ozga (1973), Leviton and Forman (1974), 

Crase and Crase (1976), Ryerson (1977), Grollman (1977), 

Elkind (1977), and Pope (1979) agree as to how adults can 

e xplain death to young children, both cognitively and 

af fectively. According to these authors, the adult should 

f irst come to terms with his own feelings about death, as 

non verbal cues from adults (anxiety, denial, etc.) are 

qui ckl y and easily picked up by children. Explaining 

nat urally and loving l y, by focusing not on the morbidity 

of deat h but on the beauty of the life cycle is also advo

cate d. Words should be chosen carefully: concrete terms 

such as " d i ed" and "buried" emphasize the observable and 

understandab l e f acts about death, whereas euphemisims 

(s leep, heaven) on ly add to the child's confusion. 

Sensitivi t y t o hi dde n mean i ng s in t he child's ques

tions is stress ed by the a ut hors i n o rder t o t rul y assuage 

fea rs and anxieties . Beca us e children's cognition is 

characterized by magical t h i nki ng, young chi l dren believe 

thei r wishes have power to influence events . Fo r example , 

if a child has said to his fathe r , " I wish you woul d get 

9 



sick and die," and the father dies at a later date, the 

child might feel guilty and responsible for the death. 

Thus, the adult must be attuned to the child's underlying 

concerns in seemingly innocuous questions such as "Why 

did Daddy die?" 
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The authors also agree that children should be allowed 

to use their own methods, verbal or symbolic (art, play), 

to express their ideas about death. And in cases where a 

child suffers a loss such as a parental death, the adult 

should be sympathetic, maintain physical contact, andreas

sure the child he is loved and will always be cared for. 

Furthermore, allowing the child to share in the natural 

grief process by participating in events such as the funeral 

is also advised (Miller & Ozga, 1973; Leviton & Forman, 

1974; Crase & Crase, 1976; Ryerson, 1977; Grollman, 1977; 

Elkind, 1977; and Pope, 1979). 

Authorities agree adults should not use figurative 

language, as such expressions are understood concretely by 

the young child. Examples include: 

1. Telling a child a dead person "went to sleep." 

This explanation can cause sleep disturbances, fear of the 

dark, etc ., as going to sleep is equated with dying in the 

yo ung child's mind . 



2. Telling a child God took someone away "because 

He loved" them or because the person "was so good . " The 

child may fear being loved by God or "being good," as 

these acts might cause him to die, ' too. 

3. Telling a child a person died "because he was so 

sick. " The child may associate all sickness with death 

and become terrified of even catching a cold. 

4. Telling a child "Mother has gone on a long trip" 

ma y incite anger and resentment in the young child at 

h a v ing been abandoned. 

11 

5 . Finally, attempting to "protect" the child from 

pain , loss , and other unpleasant emotions should be avoided. 

Such evasion " denies t he child's innate curiosity, retards 

emotional growth and ability to cope with feelings, and 

permits fan t as i es to run rampant in lieu of reality" 

(Everett, 1976 , p. 28). 

Deat h Educ a tion i n the Preschool 

Even i f paren t s or other concerned a dults attemp t to 

e xplain death to young chi l dre n , the e ducation process 

c o nt inues elsewhere in t he chil d' s e nv ironment ; i.e., reli

giou s ins t itutions, peer s, s ib l ings , television , books, 

natur e, etc . Fur t her more, as g r eat er numb e rs of mot hers 

r e turn to t he job market , more y oung children a r e e n ter ing 

day c are and n u r se r y programs . Thus the preschool 



environment has become an increasingly important area for 

learning, and the nursery teacher has been identified as 

"the single most atabilizing factor in the lives of many 

young children" (Crase & Crase, 1979, p. 40). 

12 

According to Kastenbaum (1972), "part of each child's 

adventure into life is his discovery of loss, separation, 

non-being, death. No one can have this adventure for him, 

nor can death be locked in another room until a child comes 

of age" (p. 37). Because death-related experiences occur 

whenever relevant issues arise, it is important that young 

children are aided in understanding and accepting the end 

of life. Fortunately, "some psychologists and educators 

are now realizing that interventions (psychological educa

tion) early in children's lives can help children reduce 

their anxieties about death and therefore cope with death 

experiences more effectively throughout their lives" (Rowe 

& Loesch, 1978, p. 103). In fact, a number of professionals 

(Clay, 1976; Crase & Crase, 1976; Galen, 1972; Nelson, 

Peterson, & Sartore, 1975; Sadker, Sadker , & Crockett, 1976; 

Sharapan, 1977; Somerville, 1971) consider death education 

not only a legitimate subject, but an essential and integral 

part of any school curriculum at all concerned with signi

ficant life issues. 
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Yet whether to introduce death education into the 

school is presently a controversial issue. Parents may 

resent the encroachment on "my territory" or the church's 

territory if educators explore children's ideas and feelings 

about death. 

tive: 

Obviously, teachers' and parents' religious 
backgrounds and previous socialization experi
ences influence their reaction to children's 
experimentations, questions, and concerns 
about death. Taking into account children's 
and teachers' different backgrounds, is there 
a common ground of understanding where teachers 
may feel free, indeed responsible, to respond 
and/or initiate consideration of death in the 
classroom or center? (Crase & Crase, 1976, p. 22). 

According to Sharapan (1977), the answer is affirma-

"It is important to talk about death with children 

in an everyday way that is not closely tied to a traumatic 

and highly emotional situation" (p. 132). In addition to 

Sharapan, Galen (1972), Leviton and Forman (1974), Crase 

and Crase (1976, 1979), Clay (1976), Grollman (1977), Bryant 

(19 78) , Furman (1978) , and Rowe and Loesch (1978) offer sug-

ges tions for death education in the classroom. 

However, thus far the major emphasis in death education 

has been directed toward elementary , secondary, collegiate, 

o r pro fes sional audiences; "limited information is available 

regarding death e duca t ion as an aspect of early childhood 

education ' (Crase & Crase, 1979, p. 32). In 1972, Galen was 



the first to address death education in the preschool, and 

to date, only one other article (Crase & Crase, 1976) has 

been located by this researcher concerning death education 

guidelines for teachers of the preschool child. 
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In "A Matter of Life and Death" (Galen, 1972), the 

author describes practical guidelines for teachers in hand

ling the subject of death with young children. As the di~ 

rector and head teacher of a New Jersey nursery school, 

Galen found teachers in her school had ambivalent feelings 

about the inclusion of the subject of death in the early 

childhood curriculum: the teachers knew that death could 

not be concealed from the young child, qut desired reas

surance of the validity of coping with this subject in the 

preschool. These teachers also felt they needed practical 

guidelines to help them deal effectively with the topic of 

death . 

Galen first had the teachers review .relevant research 

concerning the young child's discovery of and reactions to 

death, which reinforced the validity of addressing the 

topic in preschool . She then proposed guidelines for the 

teachers' role in three areas: assuming the proper per

spective, e ncouraging children's comprehension of the facts 

about death, and fostering children's expressions of emo

tion concerning death . 
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According to Galen, the teachers' acceptance of 

preschoolers' views of death as an essential part of their 

growing curiosity about and their understanding of everyday 

phenomena is the first vital facet in helping young children 

cope with death. Once the teacher has put children's con

cerns into the proper perspective, she will realize that 

harm can occur if she evades or ignores children's questions 

about death. Furthermore, she will be aware of "the neces

sity of allowing each individual child the freedom of organ

izing, talking about, acting out, and interpreting his 

thoughts and feelings about death in his own way and at his 

own P.ace" (Galen, 1972, p. 352) . 

Galen continues: "The teacher's encouragement of 

children's gradual comprehension of the facts about death 

is the second essential phase of her role in assisting 

children with their discoveries of death" (1972, p. 353). 

In fulfilling this responsibility the teacher must take 

into consideration not only each child's level of cognitive 

and affective development, but also his participation in in

c idents concerning death both within and outside of the 

preschool . Galen believes the early childhood educator must 

take great care to present only basic truths about death 

( in concrete terms) which the child can "return to, expand 

upon, and develop further as he matures" ( 1972, p. 353). 
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In addition to encouraging cognitive comprehension, the 

author asserts the third necessary aspect of the teacher's 

role in helping young children cope with death is fostering 

their expressions of emotion concerning death. Galen feels 

in many cases, the preschool teacher will be able to help 

the children gain self-sufficiency both in identifying their 

own emotions and in finding satisfactory forms of expressing 

them. For example, the early childhood educator should 

recognize play as one avenue through which children can 

express their emotions about death. 

Preschoolers often engage in death play. Such 
play is not just a game to them. Acting out 
death and dying and associated emotions of sad
ness, fear, and anger can reduce children's 
anxieties about this mysterious happening. The 
teacher should maintain a supportive classroom 
environment in which death play is accepted 
and desirable rather than an action to be 
discouraged. (Galen, 1972, p. 34) 

The author also notes that the teacher should be aware 

of young children's reactions to death, for if a reaction 

is harmf ul, the teacher must help the child channel his 

feeli ngs into safer, yet equally satisfying forms of 

expr e ssion. 

Ga len concludes by reminding teachers that children 

requi r e vary ing degrees o f repeated encouragement before 

they can live c omf or t ably with their emotions about death. 
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A list of death education references for teachers completes 

this well-written, practical source. 

The only other article discovered by this researcher 

to date addressing death education guidelines for teachers 

of the preschool child is "Helping Children Understand 

Death" (Crase & Crase, 1976). Dixie and Darrell Crase 

also advocate the importance of the teacher's self-develop

ment in understanding her own attitudes about death. The 

authors stress effective concrete communication when ex

plaining death to young children, note the importance of 

"making positive use of death experiences of plants and 

animals as they occur in the classroom or on the play

ground" (p. 24), and advocate parent-teacher cooperation 

in the process of the child's death education. 

Several articles addressing the topic primarily for 

e le~entary-aged children also offer suggestions for the 

preschool child's death education. Clay (1976) and Ryerson 

( 1977) suggest t lle "Magic Circle" for younger children, in 

which f e elings are shared in "a place where children can 

talk about sad subjects as well as glad ones" (Clay, 1976, 

p. 182), and " children can find comfort in the discovery 

that o thers share similar reactions to the idea of death" 

(Ryerson, 1977 , p. 172). Books, art, and even puppets are 

me n t i oned by Ry erson , who believes "younger children 
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often feel more comfortable and are consequently more 

expressive using puppets for role-playing activities" 

( 1977, p. 172) when exploring ideas about death. 

Clay (1976) suggests concrete learning experiences 

for the young child: 

In order for children to learn what death is 
really like, they need to be able to hold, 
touch, and feel a dead thing in their hands. 
Then they can better comprehend the qualities 
of " dead" as being cold and stiff, smelling 
bad , not being able to ever move or feel 
again. Children are curious about death; 
t hey do not find it upsetting or scary. At
titudes of revulsion and fear are learned 
from older children and adults. (p. 181) 

And Gro l lman believes the teacher, too, should "be human 

a nd express her own emotions " (1977, p. 339). 

Current Perspectives 

Pr es en t l y , several aspects of death education are 

making s t r i des in helping young children become aware of 

death a nd it s me aning. Fo r example, children's literature 

wri tt en and p ub lishe d b e tween 1900 and 1970 rare ly addressed 

o r include d the topi c , whe r e as a number o f children's books 

wh i c h app eared i n the '70 ' s have fo cuse d s p eci f ically on 

feel ings about death which c hi l dren expe rience. "Written 

wit h s e nsi t i v it y and understanding, such books can r e duce 

tensions and prob lems for those children who must c op e with 
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death, and provide an empathetic situation for others not 

affected by death" (Sadker, Sadker, & Crockett, · 1976, p. 76). 

Sharapan (1977) describes a "Mister Rogers' Neighbor-

hood" television show, produced in 1970 and repeated regu-

larly, which confronts "some of the intellectual, emotional, 

and social aspects of death in a low-anxiety way (dialogue, 

songs, puppet drama)" (p. 131). The "Mister Rogers' 

Neighborhood" television show reaches approximately eight 

million preschoolers daily. The program on death is shown 

in context of a series about the life cycle, and Sharapan 

reports favorable responses, asserting "television can have 

a positive impact on mental health, including the area of 

death education" (1977, p. 131). 

And Ryerson (1977) shares an exemplary application of 

death education currently in practice in a preschool class: 

One nursery school teacher in Sacramento, 
California helps her students learn about the 
life cycle in a concrete way. The children 
observe guppy fish from birth to death. They 
witness the burial of a fish, and a few weeks 
later the teacher unearths the fish's remains. 
The children then observe and discuss what 
changes have occurred. (pp. 167-168) 

Although some steps have been taken, research con-

cerning death education for preschool children has just 

begun. The scop e o f existing programs should be determined, 

a nd the nee d f or assessing the effects of death education 
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upon preschool children is paramount. One study has already 

been undertaken to develop and measure the effects of an 

affective, small group experience for helping older children 

cope with death. Rowe and Loesch (1978) designed this death 

education program, and a small sample (N=24) of nine year

old children participated in seven death education sessions. 

The children expressed their feelings through discussion 

and art-related activities following various media presen

tations (e.g., books, films) with death themes. Rowe and 

Loesch found the program to be successful in reducing death

re l a ted anxiety in the small sample (as opposed to a control 

group of 34 subjects), and stress the necessity for further 

resear ch to substantiate their results. 

Crase and Crase (1979) noted the need to assess the at

t itude s o f t e achers of young children toward death education. 

Thus, a st a te-wide survey of 186 Tennessee early childhood 

e ducato r s' p e r spectives of death education was conducted by 

t hese r ese a r c h ers, a nd results o f responses to a specially 

de s igned questio nn aire me asuring the t eachers' attitudes 

revealed: 

1 . "A majority of t he t e achers agreed or strongly 

ag r ee d with the need f or ear ly ch i ldhood edu c ators ' sel f 

development and unde r standing of death e du c a ti o n " ( Cra se 

& Cr ase, 1979, p . 34); 



2. The need for early childhood educators to 

cooperate with parents in supporting children who had 

experienced a loss was expressed by almost all of the 

teachers; 
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3. "A majority of the teachers agreed or strongly 

agreed with the need for early childhood educators to 

effectively communicate with children in response to their 

questions or concerns related to death" (Crase & Crase, 

1979, p. 34); and 

4. "Ninety-five percent of the teachers disagreed 

or strongly disagreed with the possibility of incorporating 

death education in the early childhood education curriculum 

as a form of isolated instruction, a period set aside for 

'death education'" (Crase & Crase, 1979, p. 39). A 

majority of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed with 

the need to introduce children to accurate concepts of 

de ath through carefully selected activities in ongoing 

ce nters such as science, literature, or music, or through 

natural ly occurring situations (e.g., plant , animal deaths). 

Alt hough the Crase and Crase (1979) survey is 

r eveal ing , several methodological problems are important to 

note . Fi r st of all , the questionnaire was mailed to 505 

t e ache r s , of wh ich 1 86 were returned. The 37% response 

i ndicates the necess ity to inquire as to why the majority 
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(63%) of the teachers did not reply. For instance, if the 

"death taboo" prevented them from addressing the topic, 

what would this reaction suggest as to the death education 

of the pupils of these teachers? Secondly, the respon

dents in this study were primarily young to middle-aged 

white Protestant middle-class females, college educated 

with approximately nine years teaching experience. 

Obviously, this sample was biased regarding age, race, 

religion, socioeconomic status, sex, education, and 

experience (virtually all variables). 

In an effort to ascertain the attitudes of parents 

toward the role of early childhood educators in teaching 

yo un g children about aspects of death, Crase and Crase 

(Not e 1) administered to parents the same questionnaire 

ut i lized in their 1979 study with teachers. Results were 

compared t o t he 1979 findings ; although generally positive, 

parent s were found to be less supportive than teachers 

regar ding de a th e duc a tion in the preschool. This Crase 

and Crase explorat o r y study is also l i mited in generaliza

bility to the lar ge r populat i o n due to t he small, biased 

sample (i . e . , 39 predomi nantly yo ung, white , well-educated 

pro~estant parents) . Due t o the restr i c ted samp l es uti lized 

in the Crase and Crase stud ies, t h is r esear cher ques t ioned 

whethe r a demographic variable s u c h a s i ncome l evel mi ght 
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be influential in determining parents' attitudes toward the 

role of teachers in death education for preschoolers. A 

search of the literature found no studies examining this 

relationship; thus, the present research was inaugurated. 

Summary 

A review of the literature indicates the need for 

young children to understand death, and a willingness 

of 9reschool teachers to address this sensitive topic. 

However, if parents of these children are opposed to death 

education, conflict between home and school is likely to 

cause confusion in the child. On the other hand, parental 

interest and support of death education, in alliance with 

the teacher, should be beneficial to the young child's 

emotional development. 

Crase and Crase (1979, Note 1) have initiated explo

ration into this crucial parent/teacher relationship and 

found parents to be generally positive toward but less 

supportive than teachers regarding death education in the 

preschool . Because the Crase studies utilized homogenous 

samples, the next step in research , then, is to determine 

how a variable such as income level might influence parental 

attitudes toward death e ducation for preschoolers. 



CHAPTER 3 

Methodology 

Subjects 

The subjects of this study were 26 Houston area parents 

of low income with preschool-age children attending four 

Title XX centers and 38 parents of upper-middle to high 

income with preschool children attendin~ a religious day 

school. Contact was made by the researcher with a Title 

XX day care caseworker who suggested four centers that 

would be most amenable to such research. The caseworker 

then accompanied the researcher to these four centers. The 

high income religious day school was selected by the re

searcher because of the large preschool population attending 

the school. Approval for research was secured from the re~ · 

ligious school director and the directors of the four Title 

XX centers via the Texas Woman's University Agency Permis

sion for Conducting Study Form (Appendix A). Letters of 

approval for using human subjects were received from the 

Texas Woman's University Human Research Committee and the 

Texas Research Institute of Mental Sciences (TRIMS) Central 

Of fice Research and Review Committee (CORRC). Copies 

of these documents are also included in Appendix A. 

. 24 
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The directors were asked to indicate the number of 

preschool children attending their centers and school. The 

number of potential subjects was determined by the number 

available. A sufficient amount of questionnaires were then 

provided so that both a mother and a father could complete 

one separately. 

Instrument 

The questionnaire, Attitudes Toward Death Education for 

Young Children, an instrument developed by D. R. Crase and 

D. Crase (1979), was used to assess the parents' attitudes 

toward death education for preschoolers. The questionnaire 

consists of 50 items with a marking system permitting the 

respondent to agree or disagree with the attitude state

ments . These statements have a continuum range (Likert 

Scale) from strongly agree to strongly disagree. The 

questionnaire collects parental responses concerning atti

tudes toward the role of teachers of young children re

garding four aspects of death education: (1) self-develop

ment of the teacher, (2) teacher's cooperation with parents, 

(3) communication with children, and (4) teacher-initiated 

death education curriculum . The questionnaire is considered 

to be vali d by the researche rs, who assume items within each 

subscale meas ure aspects of the major concept (Crase, D. and 

Crase D., Personal communication, 11arch 5, 1981). 
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In general, a low score on an item indicated a 

positive attitude. However, eleven of the fifty items 

were reversed ; i.e. , a positive response was indicated by 

a higher number. The scoring key included in Appendix B 

along with a copy of the At.ti tudes Toward Death Educa·tion 

for Young Children Questio-nnaire indicates the reversed 

items. 

In addition to the fifty items, the Crase and Crase 

instrument also requests demographic data from each 

respondent, including age, sex, race, religious background, 

and educational background. Finally, the questionnaire 

provides for subjective dat~ in the form of parental 

responses to questions concerning death-related experiences 

their child may have had at horne or in the school, and 

the parent's reaction to such experiences. 

Procedure 

After the directors formally consented to allow their 

centers/school to participate in the study, the researcher 

hand delivered the indicated amount of questionnaires. A 

combined total of 150 questionnaires were g iven to the 

four Title XX center directors, and 150 questionnaires 

were g i ve n to the religious day school director. (Total 

number of questionnaires distributed = 300.) The directors 

agreed to dist ribute the questionnaires to the parents and 
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collect them upon return. When all the completed 

questionnaires had been received, the researcher procured 

them from the directors. 

The questionnaires were enclosed in envelopes , each 

of which included two questionnaires (one for each parent). 

Cover letters, explaining the research and assuring 

anon ymity , were attached to the instrument (See Appendix 

B). Parents were requested to complete the questionnaires 

i ndependently, and due to the sensitive nature of the 

s ubject , assurance was made as to the researcher's availa

bi l ity to accomodate any questions or concerns. Envelopes 

we re also provided for the return of· the completed 

quest ionnaires. 

Al though the parents were requested to re t urn the 

questionnaires within one week , response was slow and the 

resear cher c ollected the f inal questionnaire three weeks 

after the req ues te d '' due date. " In addition to the sluggish 

rate of r eturn , responses were also minimal in comparison 

to the amount of q u e s tionnai res d ist r i b u t ed , ( i.e., 

300 dist r ibute d , 72 r eturn e d). Therefore , t he researcher 

conducted a non- respondent fol l ow-up t o de termine possible 

causes for the lackluster return. Si x p are nts were 

selected at random to be co n tacted by the r esear ch e r v i a 

telephone for purposes of determining possible reasons fo r 



28 

non-response. The telephone contacts were secured through 

the directors , who revealed the names of six parents who 

had received questionnaires. 

Sumn1ary 

The subjects of this study were Houston area parents 

of low income with preschool-age children attending four 

Title XX centers and parents of upper middle to high income 

with preschool children attending a religious day school. 

A total of 300 Attitudes Toward Death' Educatio"n ·for· Young 

Children questionnaires (Crase & Crase, 1979) were dis

tributed to the parents. The questionnaire was used to 

assess parents ' attitudes regarding four aspects of death 

educat ion for preschoolers. Because the return rate was 

minimal, a non-respondent follow-up was conducted to de

termine possible reasons for the sluggish response. 



CHAPTER 4 

Results 

In order to test for questionnaire reliability, 

coefficient alpha, as described in Nunnally (1967, p. 196), 

was computed using the formula R = ~(1-i12+i22 ... fK
2

) 
K-1 l2Y 

for each subscale and totals. (Where R = coefficient alpha, 

K = number of questionnaire items, £12 = variance of an 

item, andY= variance of a sum of items.) Results are 

presented in Table 1, along with corresponding reliability 

estimates obtained from the two groups of test subjects 

in the Crase and Crase (Note 1) study. For basic research 

p urposes, Nunnally (1967) indicates a reliability coeffi-

cient of .70 - .80 is adequate: in the present study, the 

smallest reliability coefficient was .72. Thus the 

r e liability estimates seem high enough to permit valid 

g r o up inferences. These findings are further supported 

by t heir congruence to the coefficient alphas reported 

by Crase and Crase (Personal communication, March 5, 1981). 
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Table 1 

Coefficient Alpha Reliability Estimates 

Subecale 

Se'l t-deYelo~at 
ot the teacher 
(It- 1 tbru 7) 

Teachere' cooper
ation with oareate 
(It- 8 thru 13) 

eo-.Jaicatioa 
with c blldrea 

( It- 14 tbru ~) 

Teacber-iai t1ated 
deatb educatioa 
curriculU8 

( It- 28 tbru 50) 

Total 

Pr.eeat etudJ 

(R•M) 

.74 

.79 

.72 

. 83 

. 90 

•uadb ( Craae • Craaa, Peraoeal ~lcatloe, llarcll 5, UJBl . ) 

lleUab1Uty E8t1-te 

Craaa r. Craaa 

Teaebara (lf•103)a 

.83 

.79 

.83 

.111 

Craae a. Craae 

Dareata (N•39)b 

. 74 

. 82 

.90 

.111 

Demographic characteristics of the subjects were 
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analyze d by group, and the results are tabulated in Table 2. 

Based upon the one hundred and fifty questionnaires mailed 

to each group, Group I (low income) returned 26, a 17% 

response rate. Group II (upper- middle to high income) 

returned 38 q uestionnaires , a 25.3% response rate. Thus, 

a total of 64 questionnaires were utilized for the study. 

The non-respondent follow-up survey, conducted by the 

researcher vi a telephone contact with six couples, indi-

c ated these pa r e nts had forgotte n to complete and return the 



questionnaires. A total of eight returned questionnaires 

were rendered invalid: four did not include the demo-

graphic data, and four completed demographic data 

pertaining to the child instead of the parent. 

Group !Its median age was slightly higher than 

Group I 1 s; however, whereas subjects in Group I scattered 

evenly between the ages of 19 and 49, the bulk of Group II 

ranged between the ages of 29 and 33 (60.50%). 

Table 2 

Demographic Characteristics of Subjects 

Ch arac t e r is ti c s 

Number of sub j ects 

lled i an a ~te 111 yean 

Se:o~ 

lla le 
f'e!Ule 
Unk nown 

Race 
Black 
lib I te 
Unllnow 11 

Rellglo11 
Christ I lUI 

Jew lab 
Unllnow11 

EducatIon 
81gb School 
Co llege 
Professiona l 
Unknown 

Group I 
( Tit l e XX c eatere) 

28 

28 . !10 

11 . !1~ 
73 . 0~ 
1 !1 .~ 

88 . !1~ 

11 .~ 

98 . 001 
-

4 . 001 

7 .7~ 
!13 . 901 
3 . 8~ 

34 . 60S 

lfroup II 
(Relidoua dar acbool) 

38 

32 . 31) 

39 . !1~ 
!12.0~ 
18 . !101 

-
94 . 7~ 

!1 . 3~ 

14 . 2~ 
83 . 2~ 

2 . 801 

-
!10 . 001 
44 . 801 
!1.2~ 

Compar ison of t he two g roups indicates great contrasts 

in regar d to sex, race, r eligion , a nd e du cation of t he res-

pondents . Group I's subjects we r e predomi n a nt ly f emale 

( 73 . 00%), black (8 8 . 50%), Christian (96 . 00%), an d co l lege-
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educated (53.90%). Group II was more representative of 

both sexes (52.00% female, 39.50% male); however, these 

subjects were largely white (94.70%), Jewish (83.20%), and 

highly educated (50.00% college, 44.80% professional). 

Thus, the two groups did not only differ on the constant 

for which they were selected (i.e., low income versus high 

income), an analysis also reveals wide deviations in the 

variables .of sex, race, religion, and education. 
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In order to determine whether income level was related 

to parents' attitudes, an analysis of variance was con-

ducted for each subscale and totals. Means and standard 

deviations by groups are depicted in Table 3, and the cor~ 

responding analysis of variance results for subscales 

and totals are presented in Table 4. 

Table 3 

Means and Standard Deviations of Questionnaire Responses 

Given by Low Income and High Income Groups 

Group I (N•:l8) rlroup II (lf-38) 
( Low t nc.oee) ( Bi..:b 1ncc:ae) 

Sube c ale :r SD I SD 

Sel!-deve lo~nt 1. 7~ 0 . 43 1. 70 0 . 34 

Coope r& tion •ttb 
' parente 1. 78 0 . 41! 1.~4 0.39 

c.:->a tcat t o n 
• I th c h i l dre D 1. 7:l 0 . 3 1 1.68 O. :l9 

l nttlatlag c ur-
rl c u l u. 1. 87 0 . 28 1. 91 0. 30 

To t a l e 1. 8 1 0. 211 1. 78 0 . 211 



Table 4 

Analysis of Variance of Questionnaire Responses 

Between Low Income and High Income Groups 

Subscale F-ratioa 

Self-development of 
the teacher 

Teachers' cooperation 
with parents 

Communication with 
children 

Teacher-initiated death 
education curriculum 

To t al 

aAll F-ratios have df=l/62. 

*significant at the .05 level. 

0.31 

5.16* 

0.46 

0.30 

0.18 

F-prob 

).50 

.03 

).50 

).50 

).50 

Overall, both groups reported positive attitudes 

toward t he role of teachers in death education for pre-

schoolers , a s mean scores ranged from 1 to 2 and lower 

scores indicated a more favo rable response (See Table 3). 

According to the results presented in Table 4, the two 

g roups did not significantly di ffe r on three of the sub-

scales and the total scores. Stat isti cally significant 

diffe rences were found on one of the s ubscales , "teachers' 

c ooperati on with parents" (f=5 . 16, p . 05 ). ~able 3 
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indicates that on this subscale, Group Its responses to 

questionnaire items (X=l.78) were greater than Group II's 

(X=1.54). A higher score on a questionnaire item indi

cated a more negative response. Thus, the analysis of 

variance indicates the low income group reported signi

ficantly more negative attitudes toward this death educa

tion component than the high income group. As total and 

subscales correspond respectively to the primary hypothesis 

and four secondary hypotheses, statistical analysis sub

stantiated significance of one of the secondary hypotheses. 

Impressionistic results, obtained from the written 

responses by parents in answer to the essay-type ques

t i ons concerning death-related experiences their children 

had , lend a more well-rounded understanding to the sta

tistical results. These responses are listed verbatim 

in Ap p endix C and wi ll be di s cussed in great er depth in 

the n ext chapt e r. 

Summary 

In ligh t of the r e su l ts o f th i s study, i t can be 

stated t hat fo r the popu l a t ion t ested , no s ignificant 

diffe r ences existed in attitude s towa r d t he r o le o f 

teachers in death education for preschoole rs. I n f act , 

both groups of parents reported predominantly pos i t ive 

attitudes toward the subject . Statistically sign ifican t 
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differences were found on one of the subscales, "teachers' 

cooperation with parents," thus substantiating the corres

ponding secondary hypothesis. Coefficient alpha analysis 

supported q-uestionnaire reliability, and demographic 

figures indicated Group I was predominantly female, black, 

Christian, and college educated. Group II's subjects 

were found to be more representative of both sexes and 

largely white, Jewish, and highly educated. 



CHAPTER 5 

Summary, Discussion, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this study was to determine if income 

level was significantly related to parents' attitudes 

toward the role of teachers in death education for pre

school children. The primary hypothesis for this research 

project was that there was no significant difference in 

attitudes toward the role of teachers in death education 

for young children between parents of children attending 

diverse income level preschool centers. Questionnaires 

were sent to 150 parents of low income with preschool-age 

children attending four Title XX centers and 150 parents 

of upper-middle to high income with preschool children 

attending a religious day school. Sixty-four parents 

completed and returned the Attitudes Toward Death Education 

fo r Young Children Questionnaire, which indicated attitudes 

concerning the following four aspects of death education: 

(1) self-development of the teacher, (2) teachers' coopera

tion with parents, (3) communication with children, and 

(4) teacher-initiated death education curriculum. Secondary 

hypotheses assumed no differences would be found between 

the groups on each of these variables. 
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A total of 64 completed questionnaires were utilized 

for the study: 26 of the respondents were from the low 

income group and 38 from the upper-middle to high income 

group. Results were in the suspected direction. Overall, 

no statistically significant differences in attitudes were 

found between the two groups; in fact, both groups reported 

predominantly positive attitudes toward the role of teachers 

in death education for young children. However, statisti

cally significant differences were found on one of the sub

scales, "teachers' cooperation with parents." Results 

indicate the low income parents reported more negative 

attitudes toward this· death education component (i.e., 

less supportive) than the high income parents. These 

findings are interesting in light of the Crase and Crase 

(Note 1) study, in which parents agreed almost without 

exception that the home and school should cooperate in the 

support of children experiencing a significant loss. On the 

other hand, parents in the Crase and Crase study (Note 1) 

did not view teachers as prepared or qualified to offer 

a ssistance in this aspect of early childhood education. 

Perhaps the low income parents in the present study also 

question preschool teachers' qualifications in teaching 

yo ung childre n about death. 
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The samples used in this study were not matched on 

variables, and the groups differed widely in regard to sex, 

race, religion, and education. Therefore, it is impossible 

to conclude that the results can be unequivocally correla

ted with differences in income level, as they may be equally 

indicitive of variations in other sample characteristics. 

For example, a majority of the low income respondents 

(53.9%) reported having a college education, a characteris

tic that seems unusual in a low income population. Perhaps 

the results of this study are more indicative of similar 

value systems among the two groups, reflecting the higher 

educational level in both. Furthermore, income level was 

inferred, as no formal measure was used to assess this 

variable. Thus, the division factor segregating the two 

groups may be inaccurate, rendering all inferential sta

tistics invalid. 

Non-random selection of centers and small sample size 

( N=64) prohibit generalizability to the broader population. 

The question must also be asked if these samples are repre

sentative of the population they were drawn from, as the 

majority of potential subjects did not respond. 

Impressionistic results (See Appendix C), obtained 

f r om the wri t ten responses by parents in answer to the 

ess a y-type q u e stions concerning death-related experiences 
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their children had, lend a more well-rounded understanding 

to the statistical results. In answer to the question, 

"Briefly describe any death-related experience(s) your 

child has had at home," high income parents usually 

described animal or insect deaths: for example, one parent 

in this group answered, "Usual fish story." Conversely, 

parents in the low income group more often reported the 

death of a family member or friend: e.g., 

He (the child) once live (sic) with a friend of 
mine, and her mother passed. He didn't believe 
me, so I wanted to take him to see her but by 
the time we got there they had already left for 
the church. He told me that diing (sic) means 
that you are dead. He doesn't understand, not 
really. 

Only one parent in each group described at length a 

death-related experience their child had encountered in a 

clas sroom or center. Yet the contrast in how each teacher 

handled the situation is revealing. From the low income 

group comes this story: "The other day my child told me 

that the goldfish died at school and they put the bowl out-

side and some of the kids played with the rocks that was 

lefted (sic) in the bowl." The high income parent reports: 

' Two dead birds were found on the playground at school. The 

teacher dealt with this, discussing possibilities of what 

happe ned and helping children with questions." No mention 



40 

is made of how the first teacher addressed the topic of 

death with the children, whereas the second teacher's con-

frontation gives insight into actual quality death education 

in the preschool. 

Parents were also asked to describe their personal re-

actions to their children's death-related experience(s). 

Many high income parents responding to this question re

vealed a wide range of sensi ti vi ty, from "(I) let the child 

know I felt grief and it was allright (sic) for her to have 

similar feelings" to "No reaction." Several described 

p erceptive approaches in handling such experiences, as in 

t he following rendition concerning the illness and subse-

q uent death o f a beloved pet: 

I f eel we prep ared for our pet's death as well 
a s possible. - ( t he dog) had been quite sick
We wanted her to die at home versus the vet -
We prep ared t he kids - the vet talked with them 
a b out ( t he dog's) old age; t hen I bought "The 
10 Best Things About Barney " - Be fo re (the dog) 
d i ed we took lots of pictures o f her and used 
o ne to paste i n the "Barney " book and made our 
own 10 best th i ngs l ist - It i s a help f ul book 
fo r c hildre n. 

Anothe r describ ed how the de a th of a chi l d's f ri e nd 

(age 2 ~) was handled : 

It was good that we told her since it was a 
ve r y close f riend . . Now she can go to 
the friend s house . . The questions continue 
but she r e a lly seems to understand an d I feel 



it will help her in later year~ to cope with 
other deaths. Other friends did not tell their 
children and now they are unable to bring their 
children to the mother's house. 

"Many well-intentioned adults fear that facing the 

facts of death straightforwardly with children will rob 

them of their essential innocence and therefore, of their 

childhood" (Stillion & Wass, 1979, p. 209). Like the 
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parents who are unable to bring their children to the house 

of the deceased child, another parent tried "not to give 

him (the child) any cues or reaction on my part so he 

wouldn't associate the dead bird with any unpleasantness" 

(See Appendix C). Corr (1980) describes such an attitude 

as "misguided protectionism;" i . e., children should not be 

"burdened" by the "harsh realities" of a most difficult 

subject (p. 7). Crase and Crase (Note 1) also found 

parents in their study exhibited a protective attitude 

toward children's questions andjor expressed concerns about 

death. 

Transmission of attitudes toward death can be seen in 

the following constrasting examples. One parent, in des-

cribing her reaction to her child's discovery of a dead 

bird, wrote : " (r) strongly stressed it had ge rms and- not 

get close to it or touch it. He (the child) said it was 

a mean bird . " Another parent described how animal deaths 
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are handled in her family: "Comfortably have discussed 

them as they occur. I have purposely used them to begin 

her (the child's) conceptualization of the life cycle and 

appreciation for living things."' 

There were only a few responses to this question from 

the low income group. One parent noted: 

I think that if my children ask certain 
questions about death, which I am not an 
expert. (sic) Until that time comes that 
they become curious enough to persist further, 
I will get the required information. 

Some parents in both groups expressed positive 

feelings about death education in general -- "so vital and 

important" -- and specifically: - II doing this survey 

has really opened my eyes and I need to go into a greater 

(sic) detail with my child on death. Ask him questions 

and get his different reactions." 

The directors of the preschool centers were also 

very concerned about the topic. One director in particu-

l ar expressed con f usion as to how teachers should explain 

death to children of different religious backgrounds. 

Recommendations 

Three recommendations are proposed based on metho-

dological probl e ms exp e rience d during the course of this 
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research, all of which may be related to the poor response 

rate. 

The first recommendation relates to the sequencing 

of the questionnaire sheets. The questionnaire was printed 

on the front and back of two sheets, the essay-type 

questions and requested demographic information being 

located on the back of the second sheet. Four returned 

questionnaires had to be eliminated from the study as 

subjects failed to complete this final sheet. Therefore, 

if the instrument is used in further research, rearrange

ment of the sheets is suggested; e.g., demographic data at 

the top of the first sheet. 

A second recommendation concerns wording assumptions. 

Several parents listed the age, sex, etc. of their child 

in the blanks requesting such information for the adult 

completing the questionnaire. Although such a mistake is 

understandable considering the fact these instructions 

were not explicitly stated, loss of four valuable subjects 

was again incurred as these questionnaires were rendered 

invalid . Thus, a secon d suggested revision of the ques

tionnaire would include a specific statement, such as, 

"Please respond to the following by providing information 

p ertaining to yourself, not you child." 
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The final recommendation regards research protocol. 

Although all questionnaires included a cover sheet to 

parents from the researcher, one director also wrote an 

accompanying letter urging parents to complete and return 

the questionnaires. Response rate was greatest from 

parents receiving these amended questionnaires. Perhaps 

the number of subjects in this study would have been 

increased if all the directors had written a similar 

letter. Such action would be recommended if this study 

were to be replicated. 

Conclusions and Implications for Further Research 

Two conclusions can be determined from the results 

of this research. First, according to coefficient alpha 

reliability estimates (See Table 1), this study supports 

and contributes to the reliability of the Crase and Crase 

Attitudes Toward Death Education for Young Children 

Questionnaire. Second, results are consistent with the 

Crase and Crase (Note 1) study upon which this research 

was derived; i.e., parents in both studies reported 

predominantl y positive attitudes toward the role of 

teachers in death education for preschool children. 

Considering the limitations of this study, implica

tions fo r future research are numerous. Suggested revi

sions i n both methodology and the questionnaire should 
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be considered; i.e., including a cover letter from the 

school director, reorganization and clarification of cer

tain sections of the questionnaire. Replication of the 

study should utilize random selection of centers and a 

larger sample size so generalizability will be more 

expansive. Samples should be matched as carefully as 

possible, and different variables should be manipulated. 

For example, a characteristic such as religion may reveal 

greater differences in attitudes than income level. If 

income level control is desired, a measure of socioeconomic 

status such as the McGuire-White Index of Social Status 

(1955) should be used. 

Another idea for future research could examine paren

tal attitudes toward death education for preschoolers in 

relation to the parents level of morality, using both 

the Crase instrument and the Kohlberg Moral Judgement 

Scale (1973). It wo uld also be interesting to compare 

paren t s attitudes toward death education for preschoolers 

with thei r children' s feeli n gs toward death. 

It was hoped that info rma tion gleaned from this 

research could provide early c hi ldhood educators with use

ful knowledge concerning parental opposition or support in 

t he development of appropriate death e ducat ion programs 

fo r childr en from diverse backgrounds . Perhaps the next 
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step in research into this area might be the actual design 

of a joint death education and cooperation program for 

parents and teachers of preschoolers. Since death edu

cation "really means permission to share attitudes, fears, 

and concerns" (Bertman, 1979, p. 147), ideally, "both the 

family and school must make a concerted effort to help 

each person develop from infancy through childhood, and 

maturity to old age, the view that death is a fact of 

life" (Sadker, Sadker, & Crockett, 1976, p. 76). Such a 

program could enhance the knowledge and broaden the base 

of support among the two most influential groups of adults 

in a young child's life , and perhaps all will gain greater 

understanding of this intricate and emotional part of life. 
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3. The agency (wants) (does not want) a conference with the student 
when the report is completed. 

4. The agency is (willing) (unwilling) to allow the completed report 
to be circulated through interlibrary loan. 

5. Other -----------------------------------

Signature of Student 

Signature of Agency Representative 

Signature of Research Committee Chair
man, TWU Faculty Member 

~ mber of f orms required: one completed original and three duplicated copies 
(with signatures). 

Gis ·r i but ion: one copy each to student (original ) ; Agency, Dean of Graduate 
School - t to accompany prospectus); Dept. of NGS, TWU-Houston Center. 



TEXAS 1.1CMAN' S u1ITVERSITY 
Box 23717 TNU Station 

Denton, Texas 76204 

:1u1'1AN. SUBJECTS F.EVIETd COMMI'I'l'££ 

Name of Investigator: Janet Rothschild C t Houston ----------------------------------en er: ____________ _ 
Address: 7600 Kirby Drive #1421 D t April 27, 1981 

--------------------------------------------~a e: ______________ __ 
Houston, TX 77030 

De2r Ms. Rothschild: 

Your study entitled Socioeconomic Status and Parental Attitudes Toward 

eath Education for Preschool Children 

has been reviewed by a committee of the Human Subjects Review Committee and it 
appears to meet our :'equirements in regard to protection of the individual's 
rights. 
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tov'ard death education for preschool children," by Janet Rothschild has 
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The principal investigator should submit a progress report at least 
every twelve months until the research is completed and his final 
findings to the Chairman of the Central Office Research Review 
Committee. 
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CoLLEGE OF NUTRITION, TEXTILES, 
AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 

April 23, 1981 

Dear Parent ( s): 

TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 

DENTON, TEXAS 76204 

DEPARTMENT OF CHILD DEVELOPMENT 
AND FAMILY LIVING 

"Mommy, our goldfish at school died today! You know 
what the teacher did?" 

Death education is a concern of both teachers and parents. 
I am a graduate student in Child Development at Texas 
Woman's University, and for my thesis I am conducting a 
study on the attitudes of parents toward the teacher's role 
in death education for young children. As parents of 
preschoolers, I would like to ask you to participate in this 
study by completing the enclosed questionnaire. Two 
questionnaires are enclosed, one for each parent. Please 
answer them separately, do not share answers, and return 
the completed questionnaire(s) to your child's teacher 
within one week. As part of TWU's research requirements, 
I am including the following sentence: no medical service 
or compensation is provided to subjects by the University 
as a result of injury from participation in research. 

Your answers are anonymous and confidential since you are 
not asked to put your name on t~e questionnaire. Please 
answer each question as honestly as you can; I am interested 
in your opinions -- there are no "right" or "wrong" 
answers. 

I UNDERSTAND THAT MY RETURN OF THIS QUESTIONNAIRE CONSTITUTES 
1Y INFORMED CONSENT TO ACT AS A SUBJECT IN THIS RESEARCH. 

Your participation in this study is greatly appreciated . 
. ith your cooperation, the information gained from this 

study will be of benefit to persons involved in providing 
desi~eable education for preschool children. 

Please feel free to contact me if you feel uncomfortable 
after completing the questionnaire, or if you have any 
questions or concerns. 

Sincerely, 

~~ 
Janet Rothschild 
797-1796 ext . 209 

DE. rro. CAMPUS 
Box 23975 TWU STATIO 

DE. ·. Tx 76204 
1 81 7 ) 387-2921 , 382-5441 , 

382-1574 , 383-1767 

I WOOD CAMP US 
1810 INWOOD R OAD 
DALLAS. Tx 75235 
(214 ) 631-3713 

Dr. Toby Hyers 

H OUSTON CENTER 
1130 M .D . A DERSO BLVD. 

H OUSTO . Tx n030 
(713 ) 792-7911 



ATTITUDES TOWARD DEATH EDUCATION FOR YOUNG CHILDREN 

Directions: Read each statement carefully. Circle the 
response which most clearly describes your 
level of agreement. 

Strongly Agree (SA) 
Agree (A) 
Disagree (DA) 
Strongly Disagree (SDA) 

AN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATOR SHOULD 

1. explore and begin to confront 
his/her feelings and thoughts 
about death and death education. 

2. attend courses and/or workshops 
related to death education. 

3. feel free to share personal 
beliefs about death with 
children in the classroom. 

4. come to terms with his or her 
own eventual death. 

5. acquire knowledge about death 
and death education. 

6. develop an understanding of 
children 's perceptions of 
death at each developmental 
level. 

7. recognize that children's under
standing of death may be limited 
by their ability to comprehend 
concrete and abstract concepts . 

8. cooperate with parents to support 
children who have experienced a 
specific loss of a pet or family 
member. 
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SA A DA SDA 

SA A DA SDA 

SA A DA SDA 

SA A DA SDA 

SA A DA SDA 

SA A DA SDA 

SA A DA SDA 

SA A DA SDA 
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9. cooperate with parents to support SA A DA SDA 
children who are faced with ter-
minal illness of a family member . 

10. cooperate with other professionals SA A DA SDA 
in meeting the needs of children 
and their families facing an 
immediate crisis revo l ving around 
a serious illness or loss of a 
family member. 

11. encourage and facilitate the SA A DA SDA 
normal mourning process within 
children who have experienced a 
signif i cant personal or family 
loss 

12. leave death education to the home SA A DA SDA 

13. leave death education to the SA A DA SDA 
church and/or church related 
programs for children. 

14 . truth f ul l y answer chi l dren ' s SA A DA SDA 
questions about death. 

15. protect children f rom unpleasant SA A DA SDA 
or poss i ble d i s t urbing answers 
about de ath. 

16 . acknowled g e t he mystery or SA A DA SDA 
uncert a i n ty of certain aspects 
of de at h . 

17 . try to understand exac tly wh a t SA A DA SDA 
childr e n are aski ng a bou t deat h. 

18 . he l p chi l dren develop an ecumeni - SA A DA SDA 
cal understanding of and r espect 
f o r other people ' s beliefs about 
death. 

19. s har e his or her own philosophical SA A DA SDA 
belie fs abou t death with children 
in the c l a ssroom. 

20 . avo id co n fus ing o r fe ar-p roducing 
explanations o f death. 

SA A DA SDA 
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21. accept (not necessarily agree SA A DA SDA 
with) a child's perception, or 
reaction to death. 

22. help children recognize that both SA A DA SDA 
happy and sad feelings are a 
normal part of living. 

23. help children recognize that sad SA A DA SDA 
feelings accompanying death 
are normal. 

24. help children recognize that SA A DA SDA 
living goes on despite the grief 
caused by death. 

25. help children to understand that SA A DA SDA 
it is all right to talk about 
death related events. 

26. introduce children to concepts of SA A DA SDA 
death in objective, simple, non-
personal situations. 

27. make positive use of experiences SA A DA SDA 
with death of plants or animals 
as they occur in the classroom 
or on the playground. 

28. dispose of a dead bird on the SA A DA SDA 
playground without the children's 
knowledge of the death. 

29. dispose of a dead fish in the SA A DA SDA 
acquarium in the classroom 
without the children's knowledge 
of the death. 

30. replace a dead fish with a similar SA A DA SDA 
fish so that no explanation is 
necessary. 

31. invite the children to observe 
and discuss a dead bird and/or 
fish . 

SA A DA SDA 



32. invite the children to consider 
the disposal of a dead bird and 
the possible replacement of a 
dead fish. 

33. explain that a dead bird or fish 
is sleeping. 

34. teach children that washing hands 
"kills germsn. 
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SA A DA SDA 

SA A DA SDA 

SA A DA SDA 

35. teach children that some plants SA A DA SDA 
and animals serve as food for 
other animals or for people. 

36. teach children that harmful ro- SA A DA SDA 
dents or pests should be exter-
minated as quickly and painlessly 
as possible. 

37. teach children that old plants die SA A DA SDA 
and enrich the soil for new 
plants. 

38. initiate a planned curriculum SA A DA SDA 
on death education as a part of 
early childhood education. 

39. clarify children 's misconcepts SA A DA SDA 
about death which may be gained 
from television, fai ry tales, and 
other sources . 

40 . introduce children to accurate SA A DA SDA 
concepts about death through care-
fully selected activities. 

41. integrate activities and dis- SA A DA SDA 
cussions about death into on-
going centers, e . g. , science, 
literature, music, etc . 

42 . help children gain knowledge SA A DA SDA 
about various aspects of death 
which c an serve to reduce fears 
and misunderstandings. 
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43. incorporate death education in SA A DA SDA 
the curriculum as a form of iso-
lated instruction, a period set 
aside for 11 death education." 

44. emphasize children's acquisition SA A DA SDA 
of knowledge about death and death 
education. 

45. emphasize the importance of chil- SA A DA SDA 
dren's expresions of feelings in 
reaction to death related events. 

46. introduce beginning concepts SA A DA SDA 
related to the cycle of life. 

47. replace a dead classroom animal SA A DA SDA 
quickly in order to "spare the 
children". 

48. leave all aspects of death SA A DA SDA 
education to elementary teachers. 

49. leave all aspects of death SA A DA SDA 
education to secondary teachers. 

50. teach children that animals die SA A DA SDA 
when their bodies are old and 
wo rn out or when they have a 
serious accident or illness. 



Briefly describe any death related experience(s) your 
child has had: 

at home -

in a classroom or center -

Briefly describe your personal reactions to the above 
experience ( s) : 

Please fill in t h e followi n g so aces : 

Age 

Sex 

Race 

Religious Background 

Educational Background 
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Scoring Key for Questionnaire 

For questions 1' 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 14, 16' 

17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 

31, 32, 34, 35, 36' 37, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42, 

44, 45, 46, 50: 

1 = Strongly Agree 

2 = Agree 

3 = Disagree 

4 = Strongly Disagree 

The lower numbers indicate positive (favorable) attitude. 

For questions 12' 13, 15, 28, 29, 30, 33, 43, 47' 48, 49: 

1 = Strongly Agree 

2 = Agree 

3 Disagree 

4 Strongly Disagree 

The higher numbers indicate positive (favorable) attitude. 
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PARENTS' RESPONSES TO ESSAY QUESTIONS 

ON QUESTIONNAIRE 

Low Income 

Briefly describe any death related experience(s) your 
child has had at home: 

"She has seen dead insects" 
"My child's godfather died recently, he really didn't 
have any type of reaction. I explained to him what 
had happened, I didn't really get off into it." 

"Their uncle died, it was explained to them that he 
was sick and the Lord called for him. So they think 
that if you die it's ok as long as you are in the 
sky with Jesus." 

"My cousin got shot in the thort (_sic) June/19/81." 
"Child's grandfather died. Child was 2! years old 
and felt that grandfather was still in hospital. 
Then child felt that going into hospital meant 
person was going to die, until close friend went 
into hospital for operation and came out all well." 

"He once live with a friend of mine, and her mother 
passed. He didn't believe me, so I wanted to take 
him to see her but by the time we got there they 
had already left for the church. He told me that 
diing (sic) means that you are dead. He doesn't 
understand, not really." 

"None" (5 responses) 
No response (13) 

Briefly describe any death related ex erience(s) our 
c ild has ha 1n a classroom or center: 

" The othe r day my child told me that the goldfish 
died at school and they put the bowl outside and 
some o f the kids played with the rocks that was 
left e d in bowl." 

"Unknown " 
"None , t hat I know o f . " 
"None" (3 r esponses ) 
No r esponse (20) 
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Briefly describe your personal reactions to the above 
experience( s): -
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"When I see an insect in the house I exterminate it 
or kill it." 

"I really don't have any reaction, except that doing 
this survey has really opened my eyes and I need to 
go into a greater detail with my child on death. Ask 
him questions and get his different reactions." 

"I think that if my children ask certain questions 
about death, which I am not an expert. Until that 
time comes that they become curious enough to per
sist further, I will get the required information." 

"No comment." 
"I cried and I though (sic) that may (sic) He' 11 be 
allright and live better than me." 

"Unable to answer at this time." 
"I was very sadely (sic) by my friend (sic) loss, I 
felt pain for her i (sic) couldn't look at her she 
loved her mother very much, I also felt that i was 
not out of pain, no more pain. Thank God for 
that." 

"You always miss a person when they die. The close
ness to (of) you and the deceased depends on whether 
you get over it or learn to live with the loss. I 
feel there is something pleasant after death. I 
don't remember not being here; I don't remember being 
a week old-- but I know I was." 

"None." 
No response (17) 

High Income 

Briefly describe any death related experience(s) your 
child has had at home: 

"None - only bugs and plants dying but no persons." 
" Only with bugs." 
"4 dogs dying in past year. Explained that the dogs 
were sick and old. Now they are no long (sicJ sick 
or in pain and were in the company of other deceased 
pets." 

'Our dog (14 yrs old) died 2 years ago." 
"Upset about the death of bugs which she had collected 

and saved - death of a squirrel run over by a car in 
the street." 
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"This child's pet goldfish died. We buried it in 
the backyard." 

"Has participated in exterminating for pests and kills 
flies, mosquitos, etc. Has collected bugs and had 
them die - decided she would let them go sooner and 
now does." 

"death of friend (3-yr old child); death of cat; 
death of baby (6 mo)" 

"Our fish died and I 'flushed' it and put the con
tainer away . . . several days later my husband 
mentioned the fish and my son (about 3!) said "Oh 
dad, the fish died - Mommy flushed it down the toi~ 
let and we are going to buy a new one!" He seemingly 
was not disturbed - possibly because the attachment 
was not that great." 

"A friend of hers age 2! died in a tragic accident at 
a day care center - she was told about it on her 
level. It was hard to explain it but she and I felt 
better afterwards. Later, we had a cat that died. 
Previously, a young baby, age 4 mos. died. He 
lived on our street. She knew him and was told of 
his death (she was almost 3)." 

"Roach died." 
"Death of greatgrandmother's dog discussed with child. 
Death of neighbor's cat discussed with child; death 
of grandparent's dog discussed with child." 

"My son (3!) asked where and who are his grandmother's 
'Mommy and Daddy' are? She replied 'They got very 
old and died and went to heaven. '" 

"Several goldfish in our fountain died. Several plants 
have died." 

"The cat next door killed a bird, which we found laying 
on the ground by the car. I told him what happened, 
exactly, but strongly stressed it has germs and not 
to get close to it or touch it. He said it was a 
mean bird. He also likes to step on insects which 
I've tried to discourage." 

"A bird in the yard died after being rejected from 
the nest." 

"Usual fish story. Baby birds in yard." 
"My child's maternal and paternal grandmothers are not 
living. We talk about it openly and in detail and we 
always have. We once found a dead bird in our yard. 
We buried it in our backyard." 

' Fish brought home from weekend fishing expeditions. 
Son sees dead trout, bass, etc., and says "Daddy 
eat fish." Son will not eat any fish; does watch 
filleting . " 



"Dead pests, insects, bird in yard. Non-living 
grandparents." 
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"Brian saw a dead bird - seemed interested and con
cerned (sad?) that bird could no longer fly. Showed 
great excitement at seeing other birds flying moments 
later." 

"Death of grandparent's dog." 
"None." (4 responses) 
No response (12) 

Briefly describe any death related experience(s) your child 
has had in a classroom or center: 

"None that I know of." (3 responses) 
"Finding a dead bird on the schoolyard." 
"Two dead birds were found on the playground at 
school. The teacher dealt with this, discussing 
possibilities of what happened and helping children 
with questions." 

"Unknown." 
"None." (10 responses) 
No response (22) 

Briefly describe your personal reactions to the above 
experiences( s): 

"I feel children need to feel that all their feelings 
are acceptable. Please also take 1nto account the 
feeling that children often, in anger, wish some
one will die. They need to know that w1sh1ng will 
not make death happen, relei ving (sicJ them of guilt 
for natural feelings." 

"Let the child know I felt grief and it was allright 
for her to have similar feeling." 

"I felt that the situations were handled well. The 
concept of death was briefly discussed and I felt 
that her questions were adequately answered, but not 
dwelled upon." 

"I explained that the fish either got very sick or 
very old and died. I emphasized it was not the fault 
of the child that the animal died. We did not 
replace the fish." 

"Comfortably have discussed them as they occur. I 
have purposely used them to begin her conceptuali
zation of the life cycle and appreciation for 
living things ." 
Tried to help/told child of death . Tried to distin
guish between common and severe illness." 



65 

"He really surprised me that more questions were not 
asked - he is much more preoccupied with God - who 
he is, where is he - how do you get to God - I 
thought he meant by death etc. and he said "No Mom, 
by car, boat, etc.!!" The explanation of God seems 
to be a forerunner to the serious questions of 
death-" 

"No reaction." 
"I did not feel our child fully understood concept of 
death, but she knows that she will no longer be able 
to be with these animals anymore. She understands 
more fully the concept of existance v. non-existance." 

"We didn't dwell on the subject; however, we did 
answer his question truthfully on a level he might 
have been able to relate to or comprehend.n 

"Sorrow @ the loss of the goldfish. Matter of fact 
attitude towards the loss of the plants." 

"It didn't bother me because it didn't upset him. I 
was more worried about him touching the bird. He 
probably said it was mean because he does the same 
with ants -- they bite so that makes them mean and 
he wants to 'kill' them." 

"We explained to our 6 year old the system of natural 
selection (Darwin) on her level and my husband 
disposed of the bird. She did not ask what we did 
with the bird and we only answered what she asked." 

"Evasive." 
"I like the way we have handled things. My mother and 

my husband's mother were very important people in our 
lives and we want our child to know about her grand
mothers. As for burying the bird, I want my child 
to learn to care about all creatures of G-d, 
therefore, I buried it with my child helping and 
watching, rather than throwing it in the trash can." 

"I accept son's desire not to eat fish. We go to see 
fish in aquariums as a balance between fish that we 
eat and fish that we have as pets." 

"Deep sadness of grandparents death but mature under
standing." 

"Brian wasn't upset and accepted a favorite type of 
animal not being alive and I was trying not to give 
him any cues or reaction on my part so he wouldn't 
associate the dead bird with any unpleasantness. No 
big reaction to this experience." 

" Do e s not understand the concept of death." 
"I f e el we prepared for our pet's death as well as 
p oss ib le . - (the dog] had been quite sick - We wanted 
he r t o die at home versus the vet - We prepared the 
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kids - the vet talked with them about (the dog'~ 
old age; then I bought "The 10 Best Things About 
Barney" - Before (the dog) died we took lots of 
pictures of her and used one to paste in the "Barney" 
book and made our own 10 best things list - it is 
a helpful book for children." 

"~t was good that we told her since it was a very 
close friend ... Now she can go to the friend's 
house . . . The questions continue but she really 
seems to understand and I feel it will help her in 
later years to cope with other deaths. Other 
friends did not tell their children and now they are 
unable to bring their children to the mother's 
house." 

"None." 
No response (17) 

Miscellaneous comments: 

"Death education is so vital and impt. Very interesting 
subject!" 
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