
Fostering Resilience for Cancer Survivors
Resilience in children of parents with cancer



Certified Child Life Specialist

Help children and families cope 
with illness, injury and treatment 
by providing evidence-based, 
developmentally appropriate, 
therapeutic play, preparation 
and education to reduce fear, 
anxiety and pain.



Diagnosis
Who, What, When, Where and Why to tell 
the children about the cancer diagnosis



There is no right answer or perfect way…It depends on the family

• Who- A caregiver or loved one

• What- Honest and concrete information

• When- During diagnosis process or soon 
after diagnosis

• Where- In a comforting environment

• Why- Kids are intuitive and will know 
something is going on. They should be 
taught how to cope.



3 most important things for children to know:

1) They did not cause this.
2) They can not catch it.
3) How it will impact their life.







During Treatment



Explaining Treatment and Medication Side Effects

•Physical changes 
•scars from surgeries  
•loss of hair
•weight changes

•Lack of energy to play with child or attend 
events

•Frequency and routines of treatment
•Weekly clinic visits
•Daily radiation



Including Children in Parents Care

• Have then help with medical care when possible such as flush lines, turn on 
equipment, pick out supplies 

• Bring them to an outpatient visit so they can get to know the medical team 
caring for their parent

• Have teens update caring bridge pages

• Have them go on short walks with parent as it will help decrease stress for 
both child and parent



Additional Tips

• Communicate with the child's school

• Help the child find a safe person they can always talk to 

• Encourage children to maintain friendships and normal activities

• Be sure each child knows who is taking care of them

• Have emergency plans- how to communicate to them, where they go if it’s the 
middle of the night, etc

• Maintain rules and limits you have set as a parent

• Reaffirm that you will keep children updated on changes of care



When Cure Is No Longer Feasible 



Talking About Death
• “There is no medicine that will make 

mommy/daddy better.”

• Death is a natural part of life and no one can ever 
be sure when that will happen.

• Use concrete words such as “death” and “die”, not 
phrases like “passed away”, “resting”, “going to 
sleep.”

• Give little bits of information at a time when each 
child is ready for it.

• Reiterate that this is no ones fault and that 
everyone did what they could.





How to Prepare Kids for Death
• Give choices and control when possible and respect their wishes.

• Do you want to visit the hospital? Do you want to hold moms hand? Do you want to 
go to the funeral?

• Talk about who will take care of them when parent dies.

• Create positive rituals prior to death (Kissing Hand book).

• Engage in family memory making activities (family tree with hand prints).



Resources/References
After a Loved One Dies- How children grieve and how parents and other adults can support them: 
https://www.thewatsoninstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/New-York-Life-Foundation-
Bereavement-Guide-After-a-Loved-One-Dies-.pdf

American Cancer Society: https://www.cancer.org/treatment/children-and-cancer/when-a-family-
member-has-cancer.html

A Guide for Young People Taking Care of Someone with Cancer: 
http://be.macmillan.org.uk/Downloads/CancerInformation/ChildrenAndYoungPeople/MAC13009young
carersE04lowrespdf20171115.pdf

The Gathering Place: https://www.touchedbycancer.org/resources

Helping Children When a Family Member has Cancer: https://www.cancercare.org/publications/22-
helping_children_when_a_family_member_has_cancer#

Kids Connected: https://www.kidskonnected.org/

Preparing a Child for Loss: 
http://be.macmillan.org.uk/Downloads/CancerInformation/ChildrenAndYoungPeople/MAC15372childf
orlossE1lowrespdf20151223.pdf

Sesame Street Grief: https://www.sesamestreet.org/toolkits/grief



Resources /References
Sesame Street: When families grieve: 
https://cdn.sesamestreet.org/sites/default/files/media_folders/Media%20Root/Grief_CaregiverGui
de.pdf

Talking with Children and Teenagers When an Adult has Cancer: 
http://be.macmillan.org.uk/Downloads/CancerInformation/LivingWithAndAfterCancer/MAC5766tal
ktochildlowrespdfFP20170307.pdf

Talking to Kids about Cancer: A guide for people with cancer, their family and friends: 
https://www.cancerwa.asn.au/resources/2016-06-21-talking-to-kids-about-cancer.pdf

When a Parent has Cancer 
http://www.uhn.ca/PatientsFamilies/Health_Information/Health_Topics/Documents/When_a_Pare
nt_Has_Cancer.pdf

When Your Parent has Caner: A guide for teens: https://www.cancer.gov/publications/patient-
education/when-your-parent-has-cancer

McCue, K. (1994). How to help a children through a parents serious illness.



Comments or Questions?

Becky Halagarda, MSW, CCLS, CTRS

Child Life Specialist

bhalagarda@umm.edu

410-328-7440


