Happy Sad Club at St. Philp’s Primary School –article written for “Learning Together” termly magazine for school staff and Governors provided by Cambs County Council (issue 15 Summer 2006) 

“Happy Sad Club” is a very special part of our school. It was founded eleven years ago by Jill Pauling, the previous Head Teacher. At the time, staff were aware that a number of children had been affected by the death of parents, siblings or members of their immediate family and it was felt that some sort of support was needed. Having attended bereavement training, Jill established the group of children to talk about their feelings and experiences in a safe, secure environment. The group has grown and evolved and is now attended by around fifty children each week and is led by Kate Barham the PSHE Coordinator. 

The group meets each Monday afternoon for about 30 minutes and after an introduction, which may involve puppets or sharing a story, provides an opportunity for children to share happy or sad news. Having established the ground rules of mutual respect and careful listening, we have found that the children are comfortable to discuss difficult subjects like death, divorce or parents in prison as well as the joys of birthdays, new babies and pets. 

We asked some Year 5 and 6 pupils to explain the work of “Happy Sad Club”. Many of these children had faced significant personal bereavements and they described the benefits of the group as follows: 

“When I go to Happy Sad Club, I know that I can talk to other people who have faced similar situations, so I know that I am not alone” Matthew

“It means that you don’t have to keep your feelings in. Happy Sad Club understands about not spreading important things in the playground.” Jack

“I go to Happy Sad Club so I can support my friends and people going through difficult times.” Siobhan

“Happy Sad Club is a safe place; you can talk about anything and people will listen, sympathise and offer advice” Declan

When school becomes aware that a child has been affected by bereavement, their class teacher will suggest that they attend Happy Sad Club. Many children find support in hearing their peers talk about similar experiences and in realising that they are not alone in dealing with feelings of loss. At the end of each session, there is an opportunity for children to speak individually to an adult if they wish to.  
In February 2005, an HMI visited the school as part of the “Healthy Minds” project, to look at our work to support children’s emotional well-being. The report comments that: 

“Clubs and after school activities also enabled schools to support vulnerable pupils in a way which reduced the stigma of referrals. In one primary school, 50 pupils regularly attended the “Happy Sad Club”, where they talked about positive or negative experiences that concerned them. Clear ground rules had been established, which were understood by pupils, such as respecting what had been discussed and not gossiping. Pupils could put a photograph in s crap book of people that were special to them. The teacher usually led a short, directed session based on an appropriate text and provided an opportunity for mediation and reflection. The high number of children attending reduced the possibility of negative labelling and pupils had good opportunities to share their thoughts and feelings openly with their peers.”

Pupils dealing with the death of a parent are given a special booklet to work through, which explains the grieving process. They discuss ways they would like to remember the person and have often written poems as tributes. The following example is shared with the permission of the family:

My Mum

My mum was the best mum in the world.

She looked after me even when I as upset or sick or cross.

She was always kind to us and helped other people.

She was beautiful and caring, she liked to look pretty and wore cool clothes.

She had loads of music; Grandad liked some of it!

She was excellent at making parties…especially the food.

Mum, I really miss you now and hope you have a good time with the angels.

Lots of love Mikey, Jack and Aron
