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History of death education

The Australian death awareness movement of the 1970s was inspired by the work of Elisabeth
Kübler-Ross. A seminar at Melbourne’s St Vincent’s Hospital in 1971 saw the start of the
Australian movement to foster more open responses to death and grief both in the community and
in hospitals.

This 2007 study surveys the developments in the field, looking at Changing ways of death in
twentieth century Australia.

Today the PM Glynn Institute at the Australian Catholic University calls for a public conversation
about death and dying, while the annualDying to Know Day empowers adults to be self advocates
for their own personal death planning.

In modern Australia the professional role of end of lIfe consultant has developed, with practitioners
typically supplying death education, grief support and counselling. Gentle Death Education and
Planning provides training courses for end of life consultants and doulas.

Death cafes such as those in Queensland have become popular, while The Death Literacy Index
(DLI) provides a transparent way to measure public palliative care initiatives.

 

Schools and colleges

In 1991 a study explored new directions in death education for adolescents. Meanwhile a
2009 study looked at death education in schools for older children.This BBC article explains how in
2018 The Australian Medical Association Queensland called for death education to be added to the
school curriculum as a standalone subject. The same year, a study investigated sources of
children’s knowledge about death and dying.

While there is no standardised teaching module, The Australian National University
supplies Trauma, loss and grief resources for schools, and Palliative Care Australia
offers resources explaining how teachers can support students. The Cancer Council NSW has
advice for schools on what to do if a parent, student or sibling dies. Books for educators on the
subject include Teaching Death and Dying: Resources for teachers.

Higher education
A number of institutions supply death education and thanatology courses. Flinders University has
a Research Centre for Palliative Care, Death and Dying which seeks to advance knowledge in the
field. Griffith University offers end of life courses such as Death, Grief and Culture, and Newcastle
University runs the module Grave matters: the anthropology of death and dying. The University of
Adelaide has aLife, Death and Culture course.
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https://muse.jhu.edu/article/225114/summary
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/225114/summary
https://www.acu.edu.au/about-acu/institutes-academies-and-centres/pm-glynn-institute/projects-and-programs/speaking-of-suffering-towards-a-conversation-about-death-and-dying
https://www.dyingtoknowday.com/
https://endoflifeplanning.com.au/training/
https://www.gdep.com.au/training-and-workshops/online-end-of-life-training/
https://www.gdep.com.au/training-and-workshops/online-end-of-life-training/
https://seasonsofgrief.com.au/death-education/
https://researchdirect.westernsydney.edu.au/islandora/object/uws:56211/datastream/PDF/view
https://researchdirect.westernsydney.edu.au/islandora/object/uws:56211/datastream/PDF/view
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/0140197191900018
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262792290_Death_Education_in_the_Schools_for_Older_Children
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-44689506
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rstb.2017.0267
https://earlytraumagrief.anu.edu.au/resource-centre/schools-trauma
https://palliativecare.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/PCA04936_FactSheet9_WEB_180118-1730.pdf
https://www.cancercouncil.com.au/cancer-information/schools-and-teachers/cancer-in-the-school-community/bereaved-school-community/
https://garrattpublishing.com.au/product/9781921538841/
https://www.flinders.edu.au/research-centre-palliative-care-death-dying
https://www.griffith.edu.au/study/courses/end-of-life-studies-3004NRS
https://www.open.edu.au/subjects/griffith-university-death-grief-and-culture-grf-sgy352
https://www.newcastle.edu.au/course/SOCA2022
https://www.adelaide.edu.au/course-outlines/105861/1/summer/2022/


 

 

Medical and nursing programmes
In 2009 a study surveyed Australian undergraduate nursing curricula. Results showed that death
education had a ‘minimal presence’ in nursing schools’ courses. Since then, there have been
moves to address death education in medical and nursing programmes. In many medical degrees,
death is introduced in a theoretical way in the first year of study, with lectures on the ethics of body
donation, and deaths of hypothetical patients.

A 2014 paper from the University of Notre Dame Australia explored nursing students’ experiences
of death and dying and the implications for teaching. A study the same year looked at nursing
students’ attitudes, experiences and education concerning end of life care.

The University of Melbourne outlines what medical schools teach students about death. Its Medical
School has a learning option entitledDeath and Dying: Lifting the Lid.

The Flinders Research Centre for Palliative Care, Death and Dying investigates end of life online
health education uptake by Australian health professionals while the 2020 Care at end of life:
Education and training framework from Clinical Excellence Queensland assists hospitals and
health services to develop localised education and training strategies.

Hospices and palliative care

The Australian Government’s National Palliative Care Strategy has adopted the World Health
Organization’s definition of palliative care.

Palliative Care Australia is an umbrella organisation that promotes the availability of high quality
palliative care. Caresearch provides an overview of palliative care in the country, and the Centre
for Palliative Care delivers education and supplies courses and webinars.

A 2006 study on Adult education and palliative care examined connections between the hospice
movement and adult continuing education. Later a 2023 study explored volunteers’ lived
experience of grief and loss.

 

Studies

A seminal 1975 study examined death education as a learning experience. Currently a
five-year study led by the University of Adelaide begun in 2022 promotes death literacy as part of a
broader project to improve access to end of life services for vulnerable communities across South
Australia.

 

Institutions

The Australian Death Studies Society is a membership organisation which promotes the academic
study of death, while DeathTech Research is a joint venture between Oxford and Melbourne
Universities looking at the intersection of death, technology and society.
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1440-172X.2009.01790.x
https://researchonline.nd.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1053&context=nursing_conference
https://www.magonlinelibrary.com/doi/abs/10.12968/ijpn.2014.20.8.395
https://findanexpert.unimelb.edu.au/news/5439-how-doctors-are-taught-to-deal-with-death
https://medicine.unimelb.edu.au/school-structure/medical-education/study/md-discovery/discovery-foundation/death-and-dying
https://www.flinders.edu.au/content/dam/documents/research/research-centre-death-dying-palliative-care/End-of-Life-online-health-education-uptake-and-usage_White-Paper.pdf
http://clinicalexcellence.qld.gov.au/sites/default/files/docs/improvement/end-life-care/Education_and_training_framework.pdf
http://clinicalexcellence.qld.gov.au/sites/default/files/docs/improvement/end-life-care/Education_and_training_framework.pdf
https://www.caresearch.com.au/tabid/6450/Default.aspx
https://www.who.int/health-topics/palliative-care
https://www.who.int/health-topics/palliative-care
https://palliativecare.org.au/
https://www.caresearch.com.au/About-Us/Our-Model/Palliative-Care-in-Brief/Palliative-Care-in-Australia
https://www.centreforpallcare.org/page/163/cpceducation
https://www.centreforpallcare.org/page/163/cpceducation
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/0260137960150305
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/00302228231164863?icid=int.sj-full-text.citing-articles.6
https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/catalog/5295034
https://www.adelaide.edu.au/newsroom/news/list/2022/10/07/225m-grant-enables-death-literacy-research
https://www.deathstudies.org/
https://deathtech.research.unimelb.edu.au/


 

The Natural Death Advocacy Network supports holistic approaches to death and dying through
research and education. Grief Australiaprovides counselling and training.

The Death Literacy Institute offers training and supports compassionate communities. End of Life
Essentials has practical resources for health professionals, and aims to improve the experience of
those in hospital. The Australian Medical Association has issued a statementabout its position on
end of life planning.

 

Books

Death and Dying in Australia was the first interdisciplinary scholarly book on death and dying in the
country.

The Best Death: How to Die Well is a collection of personal and professional experiences. The
Intimacy of Death and Dying is filled with personal stories.

In the End: a practical guide to dying is for families, carers and health professionals and looks at
the dying process as a natural part of living.

St Vincent’s Hospital, Sydney, provides a list of books for those who are grieving.
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https://ndan.com.au/
https://www.grief.org.au/
https://www.deathliteracy.institute/
https://www.endoflifeessentials.com.au/
https://www.endoflifeessentials.com.au/
https://www.ama.com.au/sites/default/files/2023-08/AMA%20Position%20Statement%20on%20Issues%20Arising%20at%20the%20End%20of%20Life%202023.pdf
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Death-Dying-Australia-Allan-Kellehear/dp/0195511506
https://medicine.uq.edu.au/article/2017/09/good-death-possible-australia
https://www.allenandunwin.com/browse/book/Claire-Leimbach,-Trypheyna-McShane-and-Zenith-Virago-Intimacy-of-Death-and-Dying-9781741758948
https://www.allenandunwin.com/browse/book/Claire-Leimbach,-Trypheyna-McShane-and-Zenith-Virago-Intimacy-of-Death-and-Dying-9781741758948
https://www.fernlea.com.au/product/in-the-end-a-practical-guide-to-dying
https://www.svhs.org.au/our-services/list-of-services/bereavement/suggested-reading-grief
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