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Project Aim and Objectives 

The overall aim of this project was to create a brochure for parents outlining how their actions impact 

children after a separation or divorce and what they can do to help their children cope.  

Through parental separation, children experience a distressing process. However, the emotional and 

behavioural response of the children are strongly influenced by people around them. Supporting children 

during this time is crucial to ensure their well-being in the long-term. The parental attitude and behaviour 

is a determining factor in this. Thus, it is important to inform the parents about the effects on the children 

and how they can help them. 

 

Project Rationale 

This project is important because there are many children grieving the separation or divorce of their 

parents in the Limerick community, considering the high divorce rate in Limerick. The 2011 Census 

indicated that 19% of the children in Ireland are living in households headed by a single parent and the 

highest rate of marital breakdown occurred in Limerick city (Central Statistics Office, 2012).  

70% of the children attending the Children's Grief Centre are there due to marital breakdown. The support 

of the centre helps children cope, however, the support workers have noticed a lack of understanding 

from the parents about how their actions after their separation or divorce truly impact the children. Helen 

at the Children’s Grief Centre had the idea of creating a brochure to inform the parents about what they 

should and should not be doing in regards to their children after their separation or divorce. The overall 

message of the brochure is intended to be positive and not accusatory, in order to appropriately get the 

message across. The goal of the brochure is to give the parents some resources, knowledge, and 

awareness about what they can do to ease the pain children feel after their parents separate or divorce.  
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The Children's Grief Centre Limerick is a support service for school-aged children and young people affected 

by loss through death, separation or divorce. It was established in 2009 in Limerick by the trained social worker 

Sr. Helen Culhane and a support group of individuals. The focus of the centre is to help the children. The 

participation of children and young people is the heart of the work of the Children’s Grief Centre. The service 

is provided by trained and experienced people and is free of charge. 

The centre provides a safe, non-judgemental and supportive place for children and young people (aged 4 to 

18 years) and their families who are grieving. It gives children the opportunity to explore their experiences of 

loss associated with bereavement and parental separation. The centre offers one on one support for children, 

young people, parents, guardians and their families. Sr. Helen, who works full-time on the project, and 

approximately ten part-time volunteers provide sessions for children and their parents. 

Most times, children are brought to the service by their parents. In the first session, the parent(s) and child 

meet with Sr. Helen or one of the volunteers, to establish reasons for the referral. Subsequently, the child gets 

individual sessions, although they are always accompanied by a parent waiting in another room. The service is 

not counselling, but provides a listening ear. Adjusted to developmental stage and wishes of the children their 

expression of emotion is facilitated through a number of different ways: through talking, as well as through 

creation and play, including the use of paint, music, workbooks, clay, games and storybooks.  

The child can attend as many sessions as they feel they need and are invited back for a follow-up three or four 

months after the final session. On average, children attend three to five one-hour sessions, although this varies 

depending on the complexity of the case and the individual needs. Approximately 70% of the children are 

attending due to marital breakdown and 30% due to bereavement. 

The centre's aim is also to raise the awareness in the community about grieving, coping and ongoing growth 

and development. Thus, the centre engages with school and community groups to inform and educate about 

bereavement and grief. 
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Helen Culhane -  

Children’s Grief Centre’s Founder and Director 

Sr. Helen is a Sister of Mercy and she is also a qualified social 

worker and a psychotherapist. Much of Sr. Helen’s work in her 

earlier life had related to issues around death, bereavement and 

palliative care. Over the years Sr. Helen also became more 

aware of children and young people who were suffering loss in 

other ways, especially through the separation and divorce of 

parents. 

Helen has worked for thirteen years as a social worker with TUSLA in the area Child Protection and Child 

Psychiatry. In, 1991 she obtained an advanced diploma in Child protection from Trinity College. In 2001, 

she moved as Senior Social Worker to Milford Care Centre where she set up and facilitated a group work 

support programme for bereaved children. It was through these types of work situations that Sr. Helen 

developed a clear awareness and insight into the needs of children and young people who were being 

affected by the death of a loved one and the relative dearth of services and supports for these children 

and young people. In 2015 Helen qualified as a Counsellor and Psychotherapist with the Dublin 

Counselling Centre. 

Her vast experience over the years has given her a wealth of experience in working with children and 

adults. Sr. Helen explored and examined other examples of good practice in relation to services for 

children and young people experiencing loss and grief. In 2006, she had direct contact with children’s 

bereavement services in Australia and especially with the National Centre for Childhood Grief (also 

known as The Friend’s Place) which is based in Sydney. Analyses of services in Australia and her own 

experience of working in palliative care in Ireland convinced Sr. Helen of the need to set up a service in 

Ireland which would be specifically focused on children and young people affected by loss and grief. 

Helen has very good communication skills and networks with a variety of agencies within the mid-west. 

In 2009, following consultation with the Provincial Leader of the Sisters of Mercy about the establishment 

of this type of service, Helen established the Children's Grief Centre initially as a pilot project. Her vision 

was that the project would provide children and young people with a listening ear. At this stage the 

Centre is very well established with Mid-West Region, especially with Limerick City and County. Helen is 

supported by the Sisters of Mercy and by the contribution and expertise of our volunteers which is core 

to the success of the Centre. 
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Allana Reckard – University of Minnesota 

I am a third year accounting student at the University of Minnesota Carlson School 

of Management. Although my education background is in business, I have always 

had an interest in social services, especially for children. This project has allowed 

me to gain an understanding of how separation and divorce impact children. 

Working with the Children’s Grief Centre helped me see how this issue impacts 

children within the Limerick community and the importance of the centre for the 

community.  

 

 

 

 

Inga ten Hagen – University Bielefeld (Germany) 

I am a postgraduate Psychology student from Germany. I was always interested in 

support work for children and youth and did years of voluntary work in this area, 

as example organizing weekly groups for youth or work as supervisor for children´s 

vacation programmes. Moreover, I worked in a Youth Training Centre in Germany 

to help classes of children to improve their communication and social abilities. 

During this experiences I learned a lot about the needs of young people and how 

to support them. My studies and an internship in a clinic for children with mental 

disorders and their families showed me how important the psychological help for 

children is, especially in difficult processes as separation and divorce. I also wrote 

my bachelor thesis about the impact of parental feedback on the development of 

children and I am very interested in supporting children and their parents during 

that time. This project gave me insight in the Irish culture and community work 

and I was glad to be part of it. 

 

  

 

 

STUDENTS 



6 
 

 

 

The outcome of our project is the brochure we created. The brochure is addressed to parents to help their 

children cope with separation and divorce. Therefore, it is a support for the families in the Limerick community 

in the process of separation and divorce, especially the children who suffer from this type of loss. It is intended 

to benefit the well-being of the children by educating the parents on the effects of their actions, particularly 

the ones that negatively impact the children. Once Helen distributes the brochure to the parents at the 

Children’s Grief Centre, there will hopefully be a benefit, however, it may take a while for the change to occur. 
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UL Engage: Community Practicum Project - Allana Reckard and Inga ten Hagen  
Community Partner: Children’s Grief Centre  

Date: 11th April, 2018  

 

Participation in the UL Engage Practicum Project as a community partner has been a very beneficial 

experience for us here at the Children’s Grief Centre. We have had an opportunity to collaborate with 

the University of Limerick through the UL Engage programme and access the huge wealth of experience 

and knowledge through our engagement with the UL Engage-appointed students, Allana Reckard and 

Inga ten Hagen. Allana and Inga were tasked with the job of compiling an information booklet aimed at 

parents and guardians of children who access services here at the centre.  

Allana and Inga carried out their appointed tasks with enthusiasm and attention to detail to an 

impressive extent. Additionally, Allana and Inga interviewed our Director, Helen Culhane, our 

administrator, Anne English and Ita Hannan, one of our support workers to gather as much relevant 

information as possible and kept Helen informed of their progress at every stage of the process. Both 

Allana and Inga were a pleasure to deal with and they showed sensitivity and a depth of understanding 

towards the subject matter that was very considerate and empathetic. They have produced a very 

useful leaflet which will be of huge benefit to the parents and guardians.  

We would like to thank Bernie Quillinan, Civic Engagement Champion and Tracey Gleeson, Project 

Administrator for their assistance during this process. Both Bernie and Tracey were extremely helpful 

and offered advice throughout the whole process. 

From the initial UL Practicum introductory meeting through to the Community Progress Review 

workshop (December, 2017) and again at the UL Christmas Community Celebration - Charity 

Presentation hosted by Eamonn Cregan, Director, Corporate Affairs, our experience with the UL Engage 

programme has been enjoyable and rewarding and has afforded the Children’s Grief Centre the 

opportunity to gain something from the experience (Information booklet) and meet other community 

partners. We would sincerely like to thank all involved especially Allana and Inga. 

  

Sincerely,  

 

Helen Culhane  
Anne English  
Ita Hannan 
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As of now, there aren’t any formal recommendations that we have for this project going forward, as 

we have completed the brochure. Our community partner is very happy with what we have done 

throughout the semester, however, the brochure has yet to be implemented at the centre. If there 

are any issues that come up once the brochure is in use at the centre and the project needs to be 

revisited, we recommend future groups get feedback from the parents at the centre and take that 

feedback to revise the brochure we have created. 

  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 



9 
 

 

 
The photographs above are of a support room at the Children’s Grief Centre. Children will meet with a support 

worker in this room for their one on one session. The room has a lot of toys and other activities for the children 

to use. 

  

The above pictures show Inga, Helen, and Anne (left) and Inga, Allana, and Anne (right) discussing potential 

titles and the design of the brochure at the Children’s Grief Centre. 
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