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Abstract: Social work values client-centered holistic approaches of care, yet there is a lack of ap-
proaches addressing spirituality in counselling with children. Children’s spirituality and concep-
tualization have been disenfranchised. Children’s spiritual experiences, ways of knowing and
perceptions are important to attend to when supporting them through an impactful life event such
as trauma, grief, or loss (TGL). Parents may not fully understand or have the capacity to attend to
their child’s spirituality. Counsellors appear to lack knowledge and training to attend to the spiritual
needs and capacities of children. This article offers some research findings of children’s spirituality
deemed to be vital for healing from TGL and counselling. It provides an understanding of some of the
constructs and isolating processes described by children, parents and counsellors related to children’s
spirituality in TGL. It also will present a spiritually sensitive framework specifically attuned to
the spiritual dimension and creating spaces of safety and hope when working with children. The
implications of not addressing the critical spiritual dimensions in practice for children are discussed,
and recommendations for continued research and training for further theoretical development and
future social work practice are offered.
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1. Introduction

Typically, counsellors working with children who have experienced trauma, grief,
and loss (TGL) will focus on the cognitive, emotional, and physical symptoms and as-
pects; however, the spiritual dimension, which can be central to the experience, is often
overlooked and disenfranchised. This dismissal leads to a lack of spiritually sensitive
frameworks and treatment strategies that honour and support children’s spirituality in
counselling. Consequently, neglect of children’s spirituality can result in missed opportuni-
ties for counsellors to draw upon spiritual resources and supports and identify spiritual
needs and the development of spiritually integrative approaches to help children through
adversity, such as TGL. We contend that the spiritual dimension is essential when treating
TGL and in facilitating posttraumatic growth (PTG) for children. Counsellors focused
on understanding the spiritual aspects of children, and opening space to attend to any
important spiritual narratives, strengths, and practices, as well as distress, struggles, and
concerns, will offer greater support for children, especially when experiencing TGL.

We argue that it is critical for counsellors to create space for the sacred and be open
to the spiritual dimension if they are to apply a holistic counselling approach, whereby
children fully engage and typically prefer. We provide research and literature, as well as
children’s own conceptualizations of spirituality, which will inform practitioners on the
spiritual dimension for the child. We also share how children engage in and experience
spirituality, connect with their various spiritual relationships, and how they integrate
diverse aspects into a robust spiritual foundation.

A scan of the literature demonstrates that much of the research conducted in children’s
spirituality is grounded in child development and Early Childhood Education (Bosacki and
Ota 2000; Fowler 1981; Hay and Nye 2006; Hyde 2008; Ratcliff 2008; Roehlkepartain et al.
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2006). Many proponents of holistic education have argued for the inclusion of the spiritual
dimension in educational frameworks (Miller 2007; McLaughlin 1996). Moreover, the
intersection of TGL and its impacts and effects on development and growth are incomplete
as they omit children’s spirituality. Currently, social workers and counsellors must rely
on the deficient research and literature across different professions due to the absence of
specific frameworks related to children’s spirituality. Social work practitioners are then
tasked with translating education or other professions’ understandings of spirituality into
an ethical counselling practice with children. This article aims to address these needs and
to contribute to the dialogue, research, and literature regarding the spiritual needs and
strengths of children involved in counselling for TGL. It also offers a spiritually sensitive
framework for counsellors. Lastly, we strongly advocate, along with previous researchers,
for continued research to support further theoretical development, and education and
training for social workers who will inevitably encounter children’s spirituality in coun-
selling practice (Kvarfordt and Sheridan 2007; Kvarfordt and Herba 2018; Moore et al. 2012).
This article draws on the findings of Boynton’s first PhD research work that employed a
constructivist grounded theory approach and was conducted in Northwestern Ontario,
Canada, in which she interviewed six children 8–12 years of age experiencing TGL, five
parents, and seven clinicians in an outpatient counselling centre. Ethical approval for this
study was obtained at the University of Calgary and at the counselling centre where the
research was conducted. The research question was “What are the processes, experiences,
and understandings of children’s spirituality for children, their parents, and clinicians involved in
trauma, grief, and loss outpatient counselling?”

The core category of this research was Navigating in Seclusion, which described an
isolating experience of children’s spirituality and two dialectical meaning constructions
of spirituality that deemed it to be weird and taboo and normal and important. The results
pertaining to the category of weird and taboo and its resultant processes and struggles
regarding spirituality are discussed in another manuscript (Boynton 2021), whereas this
paper will shed more light on some of the normal and important aspects of children’s
spirituality and a framework for counselling. We offer this knowledge with the aim of miti-
gating some of the social constructs and processes found to impede crucial conversations
and openness regarding children’s spirituality. We want to begin to provide a map to for
navigating conversations about spirituality with children and parents. As such, we will
raise awareness on the importance of situating the child’s spiritual worldview at the centre
of the counselling process and highlight the implications of not addressing the spiritual
dimension in practice with children.

2. Creating Space for the Sacred in Counselling Children

Creating space for the sacred in counselling begins with a spiritually sensitive frame-
work for working with children experiencing TGL. Our framework is a first attempt at
providing a roadmap for counsellors. It is grounded in research, theory, and literature
supporting children’s conceptualizations, experiences, and desires related to spirituality
and counselling for TGL. The framework values the child’s perspective in creating space for
open expression of spirituality, while bearing witness to the impacts of TGL, and offering
safety, healing, and hope. The framework embraces openness, inquiry, honouring, and
acceptance as tools of safety and hope. These tools help facilitate spiritual dialogue, support
the child, and may foster PTG. We have used verbs as we believe this should be an ongoing,
dynamic, and spiritually co-creative process for the child and the clinician. The first four
components focus on how counsellors can understand a holistic approach that includes
spirituality. The final four components focus on how counsellors can integrate children’s
spirituality into practice when supporting children through TGL. The framework entails:

i. Conceptualizing spirituality and its diversity, complexity, and multidimensionality,
and its intersection with and difference from religion and religiosity.

ii. Accepting children as spiritual beings through adopting a holistic lens and attuning
to relational consciousness.
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iii. Opening one’s heart for sacred relationships; developing skills for genuine connec-
tion and deep empathy for engaging children.

iv. Recognizing the role of spirituality and supporting children in TGL, meaning
making, development of worldview, and identity formation or revision.

v. Creating a safe space for spirituality to enter through openness, exploration, inquiry,
discussion, and validation.

vi. Honouring spiritual emergence and sacred creative expression.
vii. Facilitating spiritual coping and growth.
viii. Expecting the unexpected.

3. Conceptualizing Spirituality and Its Diversity

Spirituality is multidimensional in that it is intrapersonal, interpersonal, and transper-
sonal (Swinton 2001), and it is a complex construct with various aspects and dimensions.
It is influenced by contextual factors, space, time, and place. There are many definitions
in the literature which speak to the expansiveness of spirituality and its unique nature
for each individual. Within the social work literature, Canda et al. (2020) suggested us-
ing an “open working definition” which takes “into account previous scholarly work”
(p. 82). They highlighted that spirituality is viewed by many as a search for or a sense of
connectedness to self, others, nature, and the earthly world, and with the universe. They
further conveyed that it relates to the transcendent, and to a higher power or being, and
other beings or entities beyond humans. Similar definitions are found across disciplines
including education, religious education, nursing, and medicine (Burkhardt 1991; De Souza
2012; Hay and Nye 2006; Koenig 2011; Woolley et al. 2008). Spirituality involves identity
and developmental concerns, and it has multiple dimensions and facets including love,
gratitude, virtues of hope and forgiveness, joy, values, beliefs, and it comprises the cogni-
tive, physical, emotional, experiential, social, environmental, existential, and supernatural
dimensions (Canda et al. 2020; Roehlkepartain et al. 2006). MacDonald (2000) reviewed
20 measures of spirituality and identified its relation to various dimensions including cog-
nition, experiential/phenomenological, existential, paranormal, and religiousness. Fisher
(2009) conceptualized four relational dimensions of spirituality as the personal (with self),
communal (with others), environmental (with the environment), and the transcendental
(with transcendent Other).

The conceptualization of spirituality includes significant aspects of the development
of identity, self-discovery, or understanding of Self (the spiritual or divine aspect of oneself)
(Burkhardt and Nagai-Jacobson 2002). Many of the wisdom traditions across our planet
convey that the important aspects of spirituality involve cognitions and emotions of
love, hope, faith, comfort, and peace, which are associated with our inner and our outer
social connections, and with transcendent experiences (Canda et al. 2020). Spirituality is
experienced by individuals in different and unique ways, and it overlaps with religion and
religiosity.

Often spirituality and religion are used interchangeably within the literature, which
can make it confounding for researchers, scholars, and practitioners. Canda and Furman
(2010) conveyed that religion included the transmission of traditions over time, as well
as providing community support functions. A scan of the literature highlights some
consensus of religion involving institutionalized beliefs shared by a community, dogma
related to a denominational identity, and that it is a means of spiritual expression involving
rituals, practices, and traditions (Canda and Furman 2010; Carroll 1998; Sheridan 2004).
Wilkinson (2012) elucidated seven elements of religion, which include doctrine, mythology,
religious experience, religious institution, ethical content, ritual, and sacred objects. Canda
and Furman (2010) deemed that religiosity is characterized as ascribing to religion and
religious practices, and it can also be a vehicle of spirituality. Religiosity and religion may
be pertinent for many children and families, although for others, it may not.
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4. Children’s Conceptualizations of Spirituality

The spiritual domain of children’s lives has remained unacknowledged, dismissed,
pathologized, and misunderstood, thereby limiting practitioners’ capacity to fully un-
derstand the child. This neglect has resulted in children experiencing social oppression
regarding their spirituality and beliefs, which ultimately leads to the repression of chil-
dren’s natural spirituality and exploration (Boynton 2016; Hart 2003; Hay and Nye 2006).
Boynton (2016) found that preadolescent children comprehend and have the capacity to
discuss spirituality. They are highly open to and can think, consider, express, and philos-
ophize about spiritual and existential concerns at advanced levels when provided with
safety and opportunity.

Although children’s spirituality is somewhat similar to adult conceptualizations and
definitions, children have a unique perspective and way of describing their understandings
and experiences of spirituality. Sveidqvist et al. (2003) found that adolescents aged
14–18 felt their spirituality provided them with a sense of support and comfort, and
it was a source of strength, energy, and inspiration. Boynton (2016) discovered these
assertions in youth aged 8–12 where expression of and engagement in spiritual practices
also brought joy, happiness, peace, and comfort. She found that children described relating
and communicating to spiritual beings and entities such animals, trees, angels, the devil,
fairies, pixies, and higher powers such as God, Gaia, and Creator. The children in her study
experienced the spiritual world through their bodies, their senses, and through their minds.
Children described spiritual experiences as creating a sense of butterflies in the stomach
region that feels good as opposed to anxious feelings of butterflies, which is similar to
the findings of Lovelock and Adams (2017) who also interviewed preadolescents. They
described engaging with the spiritual world through their own spirit, their heart, through
human relationships and with the natural world. They described experiences of flow as
described by Csikszntmihalyi (2008) that brought them creativity, inspiration, and strength,
but also seemed to be a process of channeling information from a higher source beyond
themselves.

These children described spirituality as pertaining to feelings, thoughts, intuition,
knowledge, relationships, and activities, which contribute to a unifying holistic spiritual
experience. They articulated that spirituality is associated with many virtues in life such as
love, kindness, authenticity, integrity, fairness, compassion, honesty, loyalty, appreciation,
and healing. Children’s spirituality involved relationships of varying kinds, communica-
tion with the natural and spiritual worlds, and various practices, rituals, and activities.
The children expressed that some of their spiritual experiences were ineffable. They dis-
cussed spirituality as relating to the heart and soul. Iza (8 years old) was the first child
to be interviewed and, immediately, she demonstrated she had a strong grasp of what
spirituality meant to her. Her understanding of spirituality was that it had to do with love
and kindness, being authentic and true to yourself, and healing and much more:

Spirituality means to me that you have to love someone in your life and be nice to them
and be kind and if you’re not kind then this can’t happen . . . my strong points are actually
being nice to friends, trying to let them take their own actions and also being kind . . .
Being you . . . Yes being me is how you want to be . . . Life is the four elements, Life is the
talent of healing, Life is believing in yourself, Life is loving yourself, but that’s not all!

Children described how an individual is actively engaged with the spiritual realm and
many mentioned that one’s spirituality evolves over time. Children felt that spirituality
involved aspects of one’s whole life such as relationships with significant others, the
natural world, and the spiritual world. It also involved activities that provide and create
purpose through connectedness, compassion, and meaning. Bobby Boblehead (11 years
old) mentioned other aspects:

Well, family, friends. I think animals are a really important part of life, especially if you’re
in a city and you’re all alone. It’s the little things like lizards—I want to get one—it’s
just that you know there’s another presence other than yourself. You just feel a whole lot
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better. That’s what I think anyway. But I think having like kindness and honesty and
loyalty and school is very important to me, and so is soccer. And like being—just being
compassionate or you know, accepting and understanding of others and non-judgmental
. . . I think that’s pretty important in life, just with life as it is instead of worrying about
what else is going on . . . When I’m like appreciative of family, friends, animals, nature,
sports and anything like that. I find it easy to tell especially . . . you can catch yourself
doing it. I think that’s the most fun because you don’t even know until afterwards. I’m
like, “Well, yeah. I was being spiritual there.”

The children explained how spirituality was experienced internally through thoughts,
prayers, feelings, and physical sensations. Although children expressed positive expres-
sions of spirituality, they also felt that spirituality could be experienced through negative
emotions including anger, mistrust, and despair. They depicted an intuitive or perceptive
nature to spirituality which individuals experience in varying degrees. All the participants
felt that spirituality was very significant, important, and critical, especially in managing
TGL events.

Interestingly, spiritual expressions and beliefs are present in children, even if the
family unit identifies as secular or less religious or spiritual, as Boynton (2016) has found
in her personal practice and research. Comparatively, Moore et al. (2012) conducted open
ended semi-structured interviews with 64 preadolescents ages 6–11 in Canada from a
variety of religious affiliations, varying income brackets, with 81% speaking more than
one language in their home. Although 28% of parents described their children as not
religious or spiritual, there were only 5% percent of children who stated they were skeptical
or did not hold religious or spiritual beliefs, and these children still shared conceptions
and aspects of spirituality. They also uncovered common themes from children about
spirituality, regardless of the child’s religious affiliation. This further demonstrates how
adults, even parents who are experts in their child’s life, can be unaware of children’s
inner spiritual cogitations and development. Therefore, it is important that counsellors
not assume that the beliefs of the parent or family are those of the child. Conceptualizing
spirituality within the child’s worldview considers how the child understands, explains,
and experiences the multidimensionality of their lived spirituality, which may or may not
intersect with religion and religiosity, or parental worldviews.

In Boynton’s (2016) research, preadolescent children felt that spirituality and thoughts
about spiritual matters were natural, and normal and important in their life. The parent
and child participants in her study identified themselves as spiritual but not religious.
Although some stated they were affiliated with religions of their upbringing, they had
evolving spiritual worldviews that appeared to be complex and expansive beyond religion.
All participants felt that humans develop their own unique spiritual worldview and shared
the belief that individuals have a right to choose what they believe and practice regarding
spirituality. Although children’s spirituality is influenced by culture, family relationships,
generational transmission, location and context, children develop and exert agency in
creating their own spiritual foundation.

5. Accepting Children as Spiritual Beings Through Adopting a Holistic Lens

Creating and opening space for children’s spirituality in practice begins with accepting
children holistically as spiritual beings and adopting a holistic lens. Canda and Furman
(2010) believe that “holistic helping is healing” and is part of a strengths-oriented practice
that includes spirituality (p. 222). A social worker who has developed a spiritually
sensitive practice will assess whether and how the spiritual dimension is a significant factor
in the worldview and within the events of TGL for the child. Hawkins (2005) discusses
various guidelines for a spiritually sensitive practice including affirming, conveying the
importance of the child’s worldview, and using language and images congruent with
the child’s worldview. These approaches work towards strengthening the therapeutic
relationship with the child. She further discusses the importance of discerning the child’s
cognitive, moral and faith development, distinguishing between healthy and unhealthy
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practices, and knowing when to refer to clergy or the appropriate religious or spiritual
leader as critical.

Consequently, one of the most crucial steps of embracing a spiritually sensitive frame-
work is to consider what one’s own spiritual beliefs, values, and worldviews are, and how
this may impact a practitioner’s work within the counselling realm. One can then consider
the spiritual worldview and unique spiritual expressions and experiences of the children
they encounter in their practice. Embracing a stance of spiritual humility when exploring
the child’s spiritual worldview is critical.

6. Attuning to Relational Consciousness in Children

Several researchers have described the spirituality of children to be innate (Coles 1990;
Hart 2003; Hay and Nye 2006; Hyde 2008; Reimer and Furrow 2001). Hay and Nye (1998)
coined the construct relational consciousness, which they describe as “an unusual level of
consciousness or perceptiveness”, where children have the capacity to express things within
“a context of how the child related to things, other people, him/herself, and God” (p. 109).
It appears that children demonstrate this awareness and capacity at very young ages and
that humans are predisposed to recognize and understand spiritual interconnectedness
(Champagne 2001; Coles 1990).

Reimer and Furrow (2001) identified an existential map, along with a socio-contextual
framework, which described unique spiritual experiences not typically shared with others
and could hold clues to the mental representations of spiritual knowledge for children.
They surmised that some of the children’s spiritual expressions represented parts of an
inner spiritual dialogue that was beyond that of social learning. They also noted that
parents were shocked by their child’s spiritual dialogue and awareness. Moreover, previous
scholarship (Hay and Nye 2006; Woolley et al. 2008; Hooffman 1992; Karleson et al. 2013)
further confirmed a lack of openness regarding children’s spiritual dialogue with other
people. These findings are consistent with Boynton’s (2016) research where children did
not share their spiritual thoughts and experiences with others, and that they appeared to
articulate spiritual matters at a very high level. It is evident that children have surprised
adults regarding the level of their spiritual capacities, experiences, and understandings,
and this is a very important consideration if we are to mitigate situations of suppressed
spirituality.

Corresponding with Vialle et al. (2008), Boynton (2016) noted that there was complex-
ity and abstraction in children’s dialogue, which was beyond the accepted constructions of
child development stage theorists. Vialle et al. (2008) found that although older preadoles-
cent children were able to provide more details and facts about their views on the world
and existence, there were no major differences in the content of the conversations they held
with children, even as young as five years of age.

Attunement to the spiritual worldview of children involves spiritual awareness and
listening, while considering the relational consciousness and spiritual capacities of the
child. It is imperative to listen to the child’s metaphysical concerns and meanings of events.
Creating space for mutual spiritual understanding shifts practitioners from just gathering
and assessing spiritual information to attunement and validation of the child’s spiritual
experiences. It employs an anti-oppressive, multidimensional, and collaborative clinical
process of exploring spiritual worldviews and meaning systems through the creation of
shared understandings.

7. Opening One’s Heart for Sacred Relationships

The children Boynton (2016) interviewed offered important advice for counselling
practice. They wanted counsellors to open their hearts to allow spirituality to be present and
validated, and for clinicians to know that kids have deep spiritual thoughts and questions
and require support and protection. Three of the children envisioned that listening and
talking about spirituality in counselling could be fascinating and a fun experience. They
also felt that establishing trust with clients was paramount, and that clinicians should allow
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the child to share and express their spirituality at their own pace. Children considered that
spiritual dialogue is a two-way process and that there is a level of co-creation involved.
This confirms the critical importance of the aspects of relationality and connectedness and
the need for empathy and a heart connection for spirituality to have sacred space within
the counselling relationship. The manner of connection and attuning to the other happens
at multiple levels and often is intuitive in nature and beyond the expression of words.

Martin Buber ([1937] 1958) first presented a relational dynamic of how we engage
with one another, the world, and a higher power. Buber ([1937] 1958) described an “I-thou”
relationship as a perception of another as a whole being, where mutuality, connectedness,
and reciprocity are involved. Hart (2003) discussed that there is a “knowingness” in the
heart that opens the individual to deeper relationships, compassion, and empathy. Rogers
(1980) transformed the counselling space in talking about empathy, genuineness, and
unconditional positive regard. This entails entering a full state of “being with”, open
and sensitive to felt meanings flowing within and from another individual. Cochran and
Cochran (2021) stressed engaging in deep connection and deep empathy, which involves
“experiencing the inner world of another, the other person’s full and unique experience”
(p. 58), which is a shared experience beyond active listening. This deep sensing and
attunement coupled with the I–thou relationship is what creates the magic and power
of a deeper authentic heart-based and soul-based connection. It allows for a safe space
for bearing witness to pain, struggle, and strife, while offering safety, care, and empathy.
It also is facilitative of new experiences for the client to experience emotions deeply,
interpret thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and values, to make meaning of TGL and suffering,
while developing a new awareness, and a revised sense of identity. For some children
experiencing TGL, their ability to readily know when the “other” is not authentically
present or congruent in their thoughts and actions, or mind and heart, is heightened. This
means that counsellors must be fully present in opening their hearts to spirituality.

8. Recognizing the Role of Spirituality in TGL Meaning Creation and Identity

Counsellors working with children must understand the complexity and depth of
concerns for children experiencing TGL, which include spiritual needs. TGL can overlap
with interrelated responses and processes. Responses of TGL in children can vary and
may include confusion and preoccupation, pining, yearning, loneliness, a range of dys-
phoric emotions, withdrawal, oppositional and aggressive behaviour, school problems,
avoidance of feelings and expression, physical symptoms, peer and relationship issues,
loss of motivation, withdrawal, isolation, and loss of interest in activities, which can persist
intermittently and, for some, over long periods of time (Bonanno and Kaltman 2001; Cohen
et al. 2010; Fiorini and Mullen 2006; Pearlman et al. 2010). Adult responses to children
who are grieving are one of the most important influences on children’s reactions and
responses (Walters 2008). Without support from caring adults, these responses can elicit
feelings of fear and anxiety, sadness and depression, a lack of a sense of control, or loss of a
sense of identity (Cohen et al. 2010; Fiorini and Mullen 2006). The child may experience
intensified negative feelings, including powerlessness, ambivalence, guilt or even anger
(Attig 2004; Hooyman and Kramer 2006). Attig (2004) contends that the disenfranchisement
of children’s TGL experience undermines coping and coming to terms with hurt, suffering,
and hardship; it deprives the individual of comfort and support, and the potential to thrive
and live meaningfully. TGL and disenfranchisement can also lead to traumatic, prolonged,
or complicated grief (these terms are often used interchangeably) (Cohen et al. 2006, 2010).

When children experience the death of a caregiver, sibling, or close relation, it is often
deemed by the child to be traumatic, and the likelihood of the child to struggle strongly
increases. Contrary to mainstream conceptions, children recognize death as permanent
by the age of five, and by age eight, they begin to make meaning of the death (Hooyman
and Kramer 2006). The death of someone can bring forth questions or ponderings related
to life, death, the existence of an afterlife, or the purpose of death and/or suffering in life,
creating a need for existential meaning making. Pearlman et al. (2010) convey that risk of
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suicide is relevant in children experiencing TGL. Children may wish to be reunited with
the person who has died (Pearlman et al. 2010; Webb 2003). This desire may not necessarily
mean that the child wants to die; rather, it may represent an expression of confused and
sad emotions (Pearlman et al. 2010) and a strong desire for connection. A safety-first stance
is imperative when working with children, while simultaneously recognizing the needs for
continuing bonds and attachment concerns and any spiritual needs.

When children experience sudden or unexpected TGL events that are beyond their
perspective of day-to-day familiarity, or that lack contextual fit, they are challenged with
making sense of a disrupted worldview and constructing a revised worldview, and a
self-identity that includes negative aspects and often nasty bits from the trauma that may
be threatening and painful (Corr 2000; Gillies and Neimeyer 2006; Janoff-Bulman 2006;
Mossige et al. 2005). This process can challenge a child’s spiritual confidence, create a loss
of ontological security (our sense of rootedness) and a crisis of meaning, and ruptures in
previously supportive spiritual relationships (Boynton 2016; Angell et al. 1998; Tedeschi
and Calhoun 2006). Gabarino and Bedard (1996) conveyed that TGL can involve enormous
challenges to metaphysical and spiritual meanings and spirituality, which can pose great
struggles for children attempting to process difficult ruminations on their own. Therefore,
adult guidance in the facilitation of expressing narratives through organizing and con-
structing meaning of traumatic experiences is imperative. Thompson (2007) argued that
spirituality can provide an avenue for meaning making.

Spiritual meaning reconstruction involves engaging the child in identifying trouble-
some narratives and creating new coherent frameworks of meaning, reconceptualizing
relationships and roles in events, and often a revised sense of self. In spiritual meaning
making, children draw upon cognitions, prior learning, family beliefs, social and cultural
stories and narratives, including media and popular cultural, and spiritual frameworks
(Boynton 2016; Hyde 2008). Walters (2008) contends “when a child is assisted in making
grief meaningful, he or she is also afforded an opportunity to enrich their spiritual resource-
fulness” (p. 277). Boynton (2016) found children engaged in processing TGL and wrestling
with spiritual struggles and existential questions that caused them to deeply consider these
aspects more abstractly, contrary to popular spiritual developmental theories. She further
discovered that spiritual processes, behaviours, and engagement in spiritual activities and
spiritual relationships were activated because of TGL. The adverse experiences “sparked
and catapulted” the need for existential meaning making, deeper spiritual contemplation,
and engagement in spiritual rituals and activities. In particular, children entered processes
of spiritual rumination, questioning, and reflecting on the TGL event, as well as changes
that the event created in their life, its related meaning, purpose, and life itself. She found
that children demonstrated capacities in Fowler’s (1981) synthetic conventional stage (ado-
lescence), where they were integrating spirituality beyond the family system. Several
counsellors in Boynton’s (2016) study disclosed how the children asked mature existential
questions, engaged in spiritual reasoning, and queried the spiritual purpose of things, and
were deemed to be growing up too fast.

Although knowledge and theoretical perspectives on children’s cognitive and spiritual
development can be helpful in thinking about cognitive capacities such as conceptualiza-
tions of traumatic events and death, and considerations for how children may cope and
respond to TGL, counsellors need to be open to discrepancies in theory and what they
notice in practice. When supporting children through TGL, it is crucial for counsellors to
create safe and sacred space for conversations surrounding spirituality and that include
the spiritual and/or religious developmental level of the child’s narrative and capacity,
which may not be congruent with stage theories. A holistic perspective must include how
spirituality plays a role in a child’s experience after TGL. Furthermore, when we view
children holistically as spiritual beings, we can empower them and assist with deeper
spiritual meaning making (Dudley 2016) and healthy reconstruction of narratives and
relationships while facilitating PTG.
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9. Creating Safe Space for Spirituality

We have discussed the first four components of the proposed spiritually sensitive
framework, which create an understanding as to why holistic spiritual approaches are
supportive of the child’s healing process. We now shift to ways spirituality can be integrated
within counselling practice to further create a safe space for children to fully engage in the
healing process.

The children in Boynton’s (2016) research expressed that they wanted spiritual dia-
logue and content to involve creativity, play, and expression. They felt it was important
for clinicians to understand how the child makes sense of the world and their spiritual
worldview through this creative spiritual engagement. They also conveyed that attending
to spirituality in practice included figuring things out, talking about spiritual struggles
to alleviate distress, and helping the child to not be afraid to talk about their spiritual
life. In relation to spiritual experiences, they strongly stated that it was crucial children
be believed regarding their spiritual experiences, and that these perspectives be accepted
as truth for them and their reality. Counsellors who accept children as spiritual beings,
create a safe space for the sacred, and attune to the spiritual dimension, can connect with
children around the spiritual mysteries, wonder, and awe. They are creating opportunities
for children to grow and understand themselves and their place in the universe. Spiritual
conversations can be facilitated, and they can also spontaneously emerge through these
creative and expressive activities, which relates to expecting the unexpected (Boynton 2016;
Coholic 2010; Hyde 2008).

10. Honouring Spiritual Emergence and the Sacred Creative Expression

Play stimulates a child’s creative expression: it is a means for making sense of the
world, and a process that contributes to a child’s overall development. Play, and creative
and expressive therapies, are transformational pathways to the sacred, and internal and
external spiritual meaning making surrounding life, existence and beyond (Bhagwan
2009; Boynton and Vis 2011). Adams et al. (2016) found that, in the literature, play was
the main difference between adolescent and childhood spirituality. Play offers a mode
for existential expression, particularly when there is a lack of language, and it facilitates
creativity, imagination, and freedom from restrictions (Richardson 2015). Richardson (2015)
expressed “In attempting to understand childhood spirituality and the meanings children
gave to their experiences of illness, play became a window through which to gaze upon
this often hidden part of their being” (p. 103). Expressions of spirituality can be facilitated
or emerge through creativity in play, art, drama, and music, and may involve symbolic
expression that enable children to explore and create meanings and can elicit the child’s
conceptualization of spirituality (Boynton and Vis 2011; Coholic 2010; Webb 2003).

Spiritual struggles, and feelings that are uncomfortable or difficult to talk about, are
often revealed and released through creative expressive therapies (Webb 2003). Play allows
the child to process and communicate feelings and reactions, and spiritual meanings and it
can facilitate resolution of TGL (Edgar-Bailey and Kress 2010). Play and creative expression
provide a non-threatening, safe, symbolic distance from the intensity of the emotions
and indirect confrontation of traumatic events (Crenshaw 2005; Green and Connolly
2009). Gabarino and Bedard (1996) proclaimed, “the importance of play to children as they
process their grief cannot be overstated” (p. 44). Thus, play and creativity are not only
transformational in instances of TGL but woven into the spiritual expressions of children,
which fosters and supports healthy coping and meaning making.

Mata-McMahon (2017) suggested that humour plays a role in expressing a child’s
spiritual self. Combined in play via storytelling, spiritual expression can be revealed in
moments of humour and joy. Mountain (2016) connected play therapy with children’s
spirituality, and it allows children to express themselves at their own level and pace. Play
often involves storytelling and reminiscence, which have adaptive therapeutic possibilities
that can help us reframe traumatic events into resiliencies, strengths, and stronger coping
abilities (Angell et al. 1998). Crenshaw (2005) and Corr (2000) present a diverse range of
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stories that counsellors can use as tools to stimulate children’s TGL processing and teach
concepts of death and recovery in a therapeutic context.

Rituals are also helpful engagement tools which allow spiritual expression and con-
nection and can create sacred moments. Rituals allow children to reminisce and explore
memories, and they provide symbolic expressions of feelings and thoughts that assist the
grief process (Hooyman and Kramer 2006; Lewis and Hoy 2011). Rituals can evoke an
emotional connection and support the transformation of the relationship to a spiritual
connection, providing emotional comfort (Lewis and Hoy 2011). Rituals can include light-
ing a candle in memory of a loved one, visiting the gravesite, displaying photos, wearing
or interacting with a belonging of the deceased, planting trees, writing letters or letting
balloons go with messages inside (Boynton and Vis 2011; Lewis and Hoy 2011).

11. Spiritually Symbolic Objects and Spiritual Bonds

It is important for counsellors to integrate grief processes, acknowledgment of con-
tinuing bonds, and application of the dual process model, when working with children
experiencing TGL (Worden 2009; Klass et al. 1996). Pearlman et al. (2010) emphasized that
bereaved children should continue and preserve bonds with loved ones. Redefining and
maintaining a connection can become essential for meaning reconstruction of a spiritual
worldview and a renewed sense of self (Pearlman et al. 2010). Moreover, strategies formu-
lated from the child’s spiritual expressions and practices can further support worldview
reconstruction.

One such example in the continuing bond process is that the relationship with the de-
ceased becomes transformed from a physical one to an emotional and spiritual relationship
(Rothaupt and Becker 2007). In this process, an individual may remain physically attached
to objects that belonged to or represent the loved one, and these objects have been coined
as linking objects (Andrews and Marotta 2005; Rothaupt and Becker 2007). However,
Boynton (2016) has termed these linking objects as “spiritually symbolic objects”as children
described the objects as holding spiritual meaning and engaging with the objects had a
transcendent quality creating spiritual relationships and bonds to place, time, and people.
Spiritually symbolic objects can also be used in rituals, facilitate mindfulness, and aid in
moments of flow and transcendence. For instance, objects from nature can transport an
individual’s thoughts and feelings to another place and time by assisting in connecting to
the spiritual realm and/or ground a person to the present moment. Some objects, such as
worry stones, crystals, dream catchers, and incense, are viewed as having the ability to
absorb and combat or dissipate negative emotions and anxious feelings from the child and
are used when the child is experiencing distress (Boynton 2016; Fletcher and Ota 1997).

12. Facilitating Spiritual Coping and Growth

Counsellors often assist children in developing or strengthening coping. Incorporating
meditation, guided imagery, and breathing techniques can assist children with relaxation
and coping and can be spiritual in nature. Positive and spiritual methods of coping can
contribute to a sense of control, mastery and hope, which are necessary in recovery from
TGL (Nader 2008; Thompson and Walsh 2010). Children articulate that prayer is a common
spiritual activity and feel that praying to a higher power helps them through adversity
and loss, makes them feel good or happy, and assists in achieving goals (Boynton 2016;
Moore et al. 2012). Children shared with Boynton (2016) that when they go through
difficult times, they communicate their needs to a higher power, a spiritual entity, or
natural beings such as trees or animals for assistance. They disclosed how they shared
deep personal struggles, thoughts, and feelings with these spiritual entities. Spiritual
relationships, prayer, and the use of spiritually symbolic objects were the most salient
supportive and helpful spiritual coping activities children appeared to engage in during
adversity. They also used distraction techniques and relied on time to improve a situation.
In facilitating spiritual coping and growth, counsellors can include other spiritual coping
practices such as mindfulness, nature therapy, yoga, breathwork, spiritual readings, and
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the use of angel cards if these were amenable to the child and family. Supporting children’s
spiritual connectedness, meaning and coping would likely increase the potential for PTG.

13. Expect the Unexpected

Children are explorers and adventurers in their world. They ask existential questions
and are unabashed from asking about or pointing towards differences. Early educators,
Nimmo et al. (2019), highlighted how spiritual inclusivity in safe spaces honours the child’s
authentic self that includes their religious traditions and/or spiritual practices. A spiritually
sensitive framework requires a suspension of disbelief on behalf of the counsellor to be
ready and flexible in welcoming the unexpected gifts the spiritual child may bring to
the session. Boynton (2016) noted children engaged in what were deemed to be weird
conversations related to existence and possibilities. Counsellors may need to suspend
judgement and theoretical knowledge in order to fully embrace what emerges in the
co-creative process related to the spiritual dimension, especially in the assessment and
treatment of TGL.

14. Implications for Future Practice and Research

Kvarfordt and Sheridan (2007) interviewed social workers in the United States, dis-
covering that many incorporated a variety of spiritually based interventions with youth.
The social workers believed that spirituality was significant for the youth they encountered.
However, they failed to receive adequate or any education or training on how to integrate
spiritually based interventions. In a later study, Kvarfordt and Herba (2018) conducted a
survey of 307 social workers and social service workers working with youth in Ontario,
Canada. They also reported similar results where practitioners felt spirituality was relevant
for working with children and they were using various spiritual approaches in interven-
tions. Yet, still a decade later, 69% of social workers indicated either no or very little content
related to spirituality in their education and training. The main barriers to integrating
spiritually sensitive practice with children were a lack of knowledge and experience and
a lack of agency and supervisory support. They argued for spiritually sensitive practice
content, spiritual development, and intervention approaches to be included in academia
and training. Moore et al. (2012) declared that further research into spirituality and its
relationship to children’s coping through TGL was warranted. They also asserted that un-
derstanding the role of spirituality in coping and wellbeing was important for educational
and clinical settings. The clinicians in Boynton’s (2016) study also shared similar concerns
and needs.

Lastly, opening space for spiritually sensitive frameworks requires more research from
the child’s perspective in order to attend to their unique spiritual expressions, activities,
and practices. How children create meaning is multidimensional and requires further
study regarding their spirituality and/or religiosity. More research situated from the
child’s perspective will help to further support children’s ways of knowing and ability to
express themselves, particularly when those expressions are situated in the dimension of
spirituality. Research that includes observing counselling sessions could illuminate tacit
features of spirituality, implicit and explicit spiritual dialogue, and implicit and explicit
spiritual interventions, as well as the qualities of the spiritual relationship between clients
and clinicians. Development and research on spiritual interventions and practice are
required, along with counsellor training.

15. Conclusions

This article has presented a spiritually sensitive framework to help social work prac-
titioners and counsellors understand the importance of the spiritual dimension and how
to integrate this understanding into practice. It encompasses eight areas pertinent for
working with children experiencing TGL, including conceptualizing spirituality, accepting
children as spiritual beings, opening one’s heart to sacred relationships, recognizing the
importance of spirituality following TGL, creating safe spaces for spirituality to emerge,
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honouring spiritual emergence and sacred creative expression, facilitating spiritual coping
and growth, and expecting the unexpected. Ultimately, opening up to the sacredness of
children’s spirituality is critical for a spiritually sensitive holistic approach in counselling.

Children within Boynton’s (2016) study wanted practitioners and family members to
allow them to fully express their spirituality through TGL. Part of this expression includes
the sacred, the fantastical, and the deep relational connections they have with others,
nature, and/or a higher power. It requires attunement to the child’s understanding of
spirituality for processing and integrating the child’s TGL events in spiritual meaning
making. Facilitating spiritual healing is integral to PTG, and as counsellors open safe
spaces in supporting a child’s expression of their authentic and spiritual self, this will
ultimately foster a deeper respect for the client.
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