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Brenda was 15 when she stood before the filled church 
benches, in the new clothes she had gotten for her broth
er's memorial service. There were a lot of flowers, bqt no 
coffin, her 17-year-old brother had just commited suicide. 
Brenda cleared her throat and recited the poem she had 
written the night before, entitled, "Free at Last." 

He came by day and left by night 
He was there but we did not know what he wanted 
us to see · 
He was beautiful and wonderful but most of all he 
was special 
Everyone who knew him loved and cherished him 
But there were those who would not recognize the 
need in his heart 
He made mistakes but everyone does, 
We want to remember him as he was-
Cherished memories of yesterday are here to behold 
The light has gone dim · 
'He is free at last. 

"I was really, really depressed," Brenda, now a Hellgate 
junior, said of the moment when she read the poem. "I 
looked at all these people and their reactions. People un
derstood. 

"He was always in trouble with the cops," Brenda ex
plained, "when he died then there were no more problems, 
nothing to worry about." 

Suicide is the fourth leading cause of death among teen
agers, and although Brenda understood her brother's 
choice, she said, "Taking your own life is really selfish be
cause there are other ways to go. You can change your life 
if you don't feel it's worthwhile. You can make it better." 

Brenda is just one of many teen-agers who have had to 
experience the emotional trauma of the death of a close 
friend or relative. It is a critical age group for tl}ese young 
people who must face and cope with the occurance of 
death earlier than the majority of their peers, because how 
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"Teen-agers have been so 
protected from death th)lt 
they have absolutely no con
cept of it. We have these 
silly hospital signs up: No 
Children Allowed. It's a dis
grace. 

Today everybody who is 
dying is shilped immedi
ately to a nursing home or a 
hospital. It's like growing up · 
in a greenhouse - you're 
never exposed to a cold 
wind, the realities of death. 
Talking with a dying relative 
or paying visits to a nursing 
home with a class is of fan
tastic benefit. 

If you start thinking about 
death when young, espe
cially in high school, you will 
have far fewer problems 
later on when faced with a 

death in the family. --. 
- Dr. Elisabeth 

Kubler-Ross 

These words are on the cover 
of "A Teen-ager's Thanatopsis," 
and eight-page dittoed welcome 
to Kermit Edmond's class at 
Hellgate, Thanatopsis. the class, 
which was started as an experi
ment in 1973, exposes students 
to death and the issues sur
rounding death. 

Areas of study range from 
those involving attitudes about 
dying and death such as "Me 
and Mine", "The Elderly", to 
the practical functions of "The 
Funeral Rituals", "Legal After
math", to controversial subjects 
like "War"; "Abortion and 
Euthanasia" and "Captial Pun
ishment''. 

Edmonds said there are nu
merous objectives to the pur
pose of the course. One being 
"to assist young people to get 
more out of life by learning 
more about death." Edmonds . 
explained, "Placing death, (of 
self, of\ significant other, of un
known and unmet others, etc.) 
in a healthy and realistio per
spective eliminates illusions and 
ignorance. Life is a passing and 
rare gift. Students learn that we 
do not have time to waste, to be 
bored, to hurt others. Our time 
is limited, and we pass this way 
only once." 

"To learn about death is in 
reality to learn about many 
things," Edmonds said. '_'By its 
very nature, death involves sci- . 
ence, medicine, sociology, psy
chology, history, art, literature, 
music, law, insurance, ·etc." 

Edmonds also said, "I hope to 

help students avoid deep and un
healed wounds that can occur if 
one does not understand and 
react appropriately to grief and 
loss. Knowledge about and prep
aration for a traumatic event can 
help in the recovery process and 
lessens the negative psychologi
cal damage potential." 

Another part of the way Ed
monds teaches the class of Than
atopsis is by using "the commu
nity as a classroom." This in
cludes guest speakers on issues 
such as abortion, euthanasia, 
field trips to mortuaries and the 
animal shelter and on the other 
hand acqUiring knowledge about 
the physical sides of death, what 
has to be done legally. 

"Young people are placed in a 
contradictory situation. They are 
daily with life-and-death con
cerns: war, abortion, Euthana-

sia, suicide, the entire range of 
ecological concerns, violence in 
the. fictional and realistic media, 
and so on. All these and more 
are real problems to young 
people," Edmonds concluded. 
"They are plagued by adults 
with the admonition to 'think 
about these things', and to get 
ready to deal with these reali
ties. And yet, many of the same 
adults deny them the opportu
nity to develop a realistic frame 
of reference through which to 
draw a conclusion and formulate 
solution. 

"I believe that 'There is only 
one subject matter for educa
tion, and that is life in all its ma
nifestations'. Death is a part of 
life," Edmonds continued, "Fur
ther I believe any curriculum 
subject matter shopld; must be 
universal or unique; must be in
tellectually challenging; must 
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