“If you could do ANYTHING you wanted with the rest of your life, what would it be?”  It was with this question that JoAnn Zimmerman started a journey which would help thousands of grieving children and families from Iowa and all across the country.

In 1980, JoAnn donned a panda suit and, as “Amanda the Panda,” she began to help people cope with one of the most difficult parts of life: death.  She started a non-profit organization named after the panda that started it all, focusing on weekend camps and support groups with supplemental programs to provide an entire year of care and support to grieving families.

Amanda the Panda is a family grief center which provides a safe environment for youth ages 6-17 as well as adults to express their feelings of grief.  The participants are divided up by age group and they work with facilitators through age appropriate activities that teach them about the grief process and give them coping skills.  One such activity for the youth is the Jenga game, played like regular Jenga where each person pulls out a tile, trying to keep the tower from crumbling, but with a twist: some of the tiles have grief related questions for them to answer, such as “What do you miss most about your loved one?” and “Do you worry about someone else dying?”

Adults are given the opportunity to share their story.  They journal, they reflect on what they miss most about their loved one as well as what they still have, and they talk about subjects such as financial planning, which is especially important for those families in which the main breadwinner has died.

One of the most important elements of the programs may seem on the surface to have no place in the grieving process, but it is vital: having fun.  Kids carve pumpkins, teens throw around a football, adults go on a wagon ride, and everyone creates their own unique tie dye T-shirt!  Often, children feel guilty having fun after a loved one has died.  At camp, they are given the opportunity to play and laugh with other grieving children.  They are given permission to be kids again.  

Most importantly, the participants have the time to form close bonds with the others in their group, both at camp through the weekend experience, and in support groups where they meet with the same group for 8 weeks.  This peer support is crucial; especially to children who often feel isolated when they are the only one in their class at school who has experienced the death of a family member.  As Meghan, who attended camp at 15 after the death of her father, explained, “I was able to relate to people again, there were people going through the same things.  Immediately my walls broke down, I cried, I screamed, I laughed, and I played with other people who felt just like I did.  I was no longer the ‘odd’ one out.”

Cindy Meek, a 10 time camp counselor, has seen this many times: “As campers express themselves through art, interactive play, and memory sharing, a transformation occurs.  Often parents say that before camp their child seemed shut down or angry, and after camp, their child wanted to share more and smile more.”  As one parent described the change in her daughter: “Now you can see the sparkle back in her eyes.”

This Thursday, November 11, 2010, Amanda the Panda will celebrate its 30th birthday as a caring presence in the community!  What started as the dream of a young woman wanting to answer that ever present question of “What do you want to be when you grow up?” has become a tradition of support and love that has spanned three decades, and touched countless lives.  Death and grief are a part of everyone’s life, something that we will all at some point experience.  When we are in need of hope and healing, it is good to know that Amanda’s here.

Upcoming camp: April 16-17, 2011

Upcoming support groups:  January 17-March 7, 2011 (Monday nights for eight weeks from 6:00 p.m. to 7:30 p.m.)

For more information: http://www.amandathepanda.org or call 515-223-4847
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