
What children understand about death varies with age. 
We consulted information on children and grief, written by noted 
author Dr. Alan Wolfelt.  Of course, not all children fall into these 
categories by age. Each child develops and matures in their own, 
unique way.

Ages 1-3. Children in this group have little understanding of 
death. They often do not realize what has happened. Sometimes 
they believe the person is sleeping and cannot understand the 
permanence.

Ages 4-6. Children in this age group have little concept of death, 
but more of an idea than 1-3 year olds. These kids may understand 
that death is sad, but may not know why. They typically react to the 
people around them. As they approach the age of six, they begin 
to understand more about death, however, the permanence is still 
not totally understood. Children around the age of six become 
preoccupied by funerals and cemeteries.

Age 7-9. These children start to perceptualize the finality of death 
and become interested in the cause of death. They now understand 
the concept of death and begin asking questions about what happens 
after death, and realize they will someday become old and die.

Age 10- Early Teen. As kids mature into teens, they start to 
understand that every human being eventually dies–regardless 
of grades, behavior, wishes or any attempt to stop it. They cope 
best with death when given accurate, simple, clear and honest 
explanations about what happened.

Older Children begin to comprehend fully that death is irreversible, 
that all living things die and that they too will die one day. Some 
begin working on philosophical views of life and death. Teenagers 
often become intrigued with seeking the meaning of life. Some 
youngsters react to their fear of death by taking unnecessary risks 
with their lives. In confronting death, they are trying to overcome 
their fears by confirming their “control” over mortality. They learn to 
draw on their faith, traditions and community during times of death.

About Dr. Alan Wolfelt – Alan D. Wolfelt, Ph.D., C.T. is an educator, 
grief counselor and internationally noted author. He serves as Director 
of the Center for Loss and Life Transition and is on the faculty at the  
University of Colorado Medical School’s Department of Family Medicine.
 



Aron

A Hebrew word for casket.

Bier

Framework for supporting a casket.

Casket

Case where human remains are placed.

Cemetery

An area of ground for the final disposition.

Chevra Kadisha

“Holy Society”; group of men or women who care for the deceased. 

Committal Service

Service conducted at the place of interment/disposition.

Cortege

Vehicle procession from the place of funeral to the place of 
interment.

Cremation

A regulated process using intense heat in a special chamber to burn 

human remains. 

Death Certificate

Legal document containing vital statistical information of the 
deceased. It is signed by a physician, medical examiner, coroner 
or other medical health professional certifying the death of an 
individual. It is used for many legal processes pertaining to death, 
from arrangement for interment to the settlement of estate assets.

Death Notice

Classified notice publicizing a death, giving details of a funeral.

Deceased

One in whom all physical life has ceased.
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Disposition

Any manner in which remains will be finally taken care of, including 
ground burial, entombment, scattering of cremated remains and all 

other forms of placement.

Embalming

A process by which the deceased is restored to a life-like appearance 

through preservation, disinfection and restoration.

Eulogy

Oration praising a deceased individual.

Family Car (Limousine) 

Automobile designated for the use of the family of the deceased.

Funeral

Flexible, group oriented, purposeful, organized, time limited 
response to death where the rites are held at the time of disposition 
with the deceased present.

Funeral Arrangement

Completion of funeral service details. (See pages 4-5)

Funeral Director

The licensed professional who assists with all the arrangements for 
the funeral service, prepares the deceased for burial, supervises the 

disposition and maintains a funeral home for these purposes.

Funeral Home

A licensed, regulated business that provides for the care, planning 
and preparation of a deceased person for their final disposition. 

Funeral and memorial services are frequently held at a funeral home. 

Funeral Service

Ceremony, religious or secular, in which the bereaved say goodbye 

to the deceased. 

Grave

The place for interment.

Grave Liner

A receptacle usually made of concrete or other durable material 
covering the top and sides of the casket to support the weight of 
the earth and activity above ground. Illinois law does not require it, 

however, most Illinois cemeteries do.
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Green Burial

Also called “environmentally friendly” burial, is the process of 
burying a body without the use of chemical preservation in a simple 
biodegradable container.

Hesped

A Hebrew word meaning eulogy.

Interment

The burial.

Kaddish

Jewish prayer recited by the mourners in memory of the deceased.

Kever

Hebrew word meaning grave.

Kevura

Hebrew word meaning burial. 

Mausoleum

An above-ground structure or building, often on cemetery grounds, 
that holds casketed remains. Historically, the word mausoleum 
comes from the large temple-like structure which was erected by 
Queen Artemisia in the ancient city of Harlicarnassua as the final 

resting place for her late husband, King Mausolus, circa 350 BC.

Obituary

A news item concerning the death of a person, containing a 

biographical sketch of the deceased and his/her achievements.

Pallbearers

Individuals who are asked to carry the casket. Traditionally, this is 
an honor for those closest to the deceased, but not the immediate 

mourners.

Perpetual Care Trust Funds

A certain portion of the cost of a burial plot is set aside in a trust 

fund for its ongoing care usually restricted to grounds keeping.

Pre-arranged Funeral

Arrangements which have been completed prior to a death. (See 

pamphlet Respect My Wishes)

Register Book

A book for those attending the service to sign.



Remains

Another term for deceased.

Shiva

A Hebrew word referring to a period of mourning lasting seven days. 

The Shiva house is where people go after the funeral.

Shloshim

A Hebrew word referring to a period of mourning lasting
thirty days.

Shomer

A Hebrew word meaning a “guard”, one who sits with the deceased 
from the time of death until the time of the funeral.

Tachrichim

A Hebrew word meaning special burial garment or shroud. This 

should be white, symbolizing purity.  It has no pockets.

Tahara

The ceremony of ritual washing the deceased by the Chevra 
Kadisha. Men wash deceased males. Women wash deceased 

females.

Tallith or Tallis

A Hebrew word meaning prayer shawl. Before it is placed on the 

deceased, one of the fringes is cut.

Vault

A lined, sealed burial receptacle which performs all the functions 
for the concrete grave liner, and in addition is designed and 
constructed using one or more lining and sealing materials to 
increase the overall tensile strength of the finished unit and to 
reduce the risk of the intrusion of exterior elements. Another term 

for vault is outer burial chamber.

Yahrzeit

The anniversary date of death according to the Hebrew calendar. 
This is a Yiddish term for “time of year”. In the Jewish tradition, a 
Yahrzeit candle is lit on the evening before the anniversary of the 
death of a loved one. It burns for 24 hours and signifies the soul 

and spirit of the deceased.

Yizkor

Memorial service recited four times a year at Yom Kippur and  
on each of the last days of Sukkot, Passover and Shavuot.
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