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What is a child life specialist?

Scope: Adult patients who are experiencing a life altering illness, 
injury, or who are nearing end of life with minor children.
Main goal: Collaborate with families to maximize family coping
through communication and connection.
Theories that ground this work:





How much can a child carry?

• Keep information clear and simple.

• Dose information.

• Separate children if age/temperaments are 
greatly different.

• Use tools to enrich understanding.

• Model coping ideas.



"I have some important information I'd like us to talk about..."

Simple background: “You know how I’ve had some trouble swallowing...well, I went to the 
doctor the other day.”

Recent happenings: “They did some testing and took pictures of my neck. They found out 
that the lump in my neck is a group of unhealthy cancer cells.”

Assess: Check for understanding and to see if they have other information about 
cancer.

Brief explanation: “There are different types of cancer. The type I have is cancer in 
my neck. For me, this means there are unhealthy cells collecting in one place. This is 
causing pain in my neck.”

What’s coming up: “The doctors and team are going to create a treatment plan. This plan 
is going to help get rid of the cancer. I will start by having surgery."

Transition: Address questions, feelings, and switch gears.





Support in motion

• Regular family meetings and planning sessions

• Family coping ideas

• Maintaining routines and boundaries

• Readily available information | "Coffee Table Books"

• Expressive activities

• Support groups and other outside resources



• Coping

Childhood coping

Coping Considerations:
• Development
• Baseline temperament
• Expressive patterns

Seeking additional help:
• Is the child engaging in regular activities?
• Are earlier coping strategies no longer helping?
• Is the child trying to create a sense of control in 

other ways (acting out, repetitive behaviors, etc.)?

If behavior isn’t getting to a new normal that is manageable, persists for more than a few 
weeks and/or is getting worse, connecting with a mental health professional is best.



Resources
• Wonders & Worries

o Resources [app, topic specific, etc.]
o Parent webinars
o Helpline

• Pickles Group
o Family support kit
o Parent webinars
o Virtual support groups for children

• Bright Spot Network
o Resources
o Groups and parent webinars
o Free books!

• UC Davis Cancer Center
o Resources
o Support groups
o Teen Advisory Council

• Camp Kesem
o Free camp programming for 

children impacted by a 
parent's cancer

• Parenting At a Challenging Time 
(PACT)
o Website/resources
o Toolkit for teachers



• Clinicians: "We realize this situation impacts the whole family. There are 
resources geared for children coping with a parent's illness."

• Parents: "Parenting through this illness is challenging. Are there resources to 
support families in my situation with minor aged children?"

Implications | Gratitude
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Jessica Dagley – Proud mother of Three Children



Willie Pelote – Dad to Twins



Kesem provides free, year-round, mental health support to children ages 6-18 and their 
families.

Camp Kesem, Kesem's flagship program, is a free, week-long overnight summer camp 
experience. 
We focus on creating fun experiences that help children escape - even if for a short time - the 
challenges of coping with a parent’s cancer diagnosis. More than 100 Kesem chapters offer 
Camp Kesem.

The following programs are NEW in 2024:

Club Kesem is an age-based, national virtual meet-up offered monthly for more connection 
opportunities from coast to coast.

Kesem Gatherings are in-person, hours-long programs offered locally monthly for more 
frequent time together annually. Seven Kesem chapters currently offer Gatherings.

Kesem Better Days are in-person, full-day programs offered locally multiple times a year for 
more extended time together annually. Six Kesem chapters currently offer Better Days.

Kids and their families also receive grief support, care packages, birthday and holiday cards, and 
community events.

Our vision is that every child impacted 
by a parent’s cancer is never alone. 

Join us at kesem.org. Programs open Jan 23!

“Camp Kesem helped my daughter’s confidence so 
much, and this has carried on after the end of camp. I 

cannot say enough about how great of an impact 
this program has had on my child’s emotional well-

being.” 
-Kesem Parent, 2023

Family resources are available through 
the website above!



Camp Kesem Send Off!    

Beverly and her husband with 
8yr old daughter, “Lemur”

Ready for Camp Kesem 2023!



Resource Slides 

HNCA Resources 

• Head and Neck Cancer Alliance, www.headandneck.org

• Online Community Support Group on Inspire , 
https://www.headandneck.org/support-community/

• Peer-to-Peer Program, Sign Up for a Mentor, 
https://www.headandneck.org/peer-to-peer-program/

http://www.headandneck.org/
https://www.headandneck.org/support-community/


Thank you for attending

Contact us:
Head and Neck Cancer Alliance
info@headandneckcancer.org

QUESTIONS?
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