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The Emotional Recovery Resource Kit

* Parents or children are self-medicating pain with substance abuse or
negative behaviors, such as drugs, alcohol, eating disorders, or excessive
Internet use.

* Parents notice other signs of depression, including pessimistic attitudes,
persistent feelings of anger, hopelessness, meaninglessness, or loss of
interest in normal activities and peers.

* Parents have any concerns or questions about their children’s behaviors
or moods.

* Acting-out behaviors threaten children’s safety or the safety of pets or
other people.

® Children ask to talk to someone for more help. (It does happen!)

® Parents want more ideas and reassurance that they are doing everything
they can to help their children through the period of trauma.

Sometimes it’s best to seek professional help before it is needed. By
taking a proactive approach to children’s recovery, parents may prevent long-
term problems from occurring. Seeking professional help can also be an
empowering step for families to take together.
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WHEN TO SEEK
PROFESSIONAL HELP

Most children recover from a traumatic event in a relatively short time
with help and support from parents, teachers, and other caring adults in their
lives. Some children, however, may develop persistent problems or post-
traumatic stress disorder (P’TSD), which requires professional treatment.

PTSD is a serious and sometimes long-lasting problem that may arise
weeks or months following a traumatic event. Children who were most di-
rectly exposed to a trauma are at a higher risk for long-term emotional harm.
Those who experienced second-hand exposure, including graphic media
reports, should also be monitored for signs of emotional distress, as these
children can also be greatly affected. Some form of therapy is usually neces-
sary to resolve P'T'SD, which is often accompanied by depression and linger-
ing grief.

It’s common for people to experience some symptoms of PTSD, rather
than the full disorder. Although they may be unpleasant, intrusive and pain-
ful, symptoms are a natural consequence of an unnatural event. However, to
avoid prolonged problems, it is best to seek help if symptoms aren’t gradually
lessening or if they are interfering with daily living. A mental health profes-
sional who has specialized training in post-trauma treatment with children
and adolescents will be the best person to help determine children’s needs.

Parents should be advised to seek help immediately if
any of the following warning signs are present:

® Their child, or they themselves, have expressed suicidal thoughts, feel-
ings, comments or actions.

* Feelings of stress and anxiety aren’t gradually diminishing over a
month’s time.

e Children display prolonged grief or an inability to grieve.

® Parents or other concerned adults are unable to comfort children or
ease their distress.

e Parents are less available to their children, because of their own natural
reactions of anxiety and grief.
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Be the grownup

At home, children need their parents to be grown-up. Be careful not to
look to them to meet your own needs or take care of your worries and fears.
Seek support for yourself, if your own needs are not being met. It’s helpful
for all family members to share love, concern, and comfort with one another,
as long as the expectations are realistic and age-appropriate. If you are over-
whelmed by your own anxiety, depression, or fears, take care of yourself im-
mediately and seek professional support, so you can be available to your chil-
dren.

Go home and love your family

When asked what we could do to stop violence in the world, Mother
Teresa gave the advice: Go home and love your family. It’s wonderful advice
for healing trauma too. Pave the road to healing by allowing your children to
be the center of your world, letting them feel they are your most important
treasure, and loving them unconditionally.
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INTRODUCTION

Even under the best of circumstances, caring for children is hard work.
Whatever their personal or professional background, most adults are not
experienced in helping children through times of significant trauma. As a
parent, educator, or counselor—or even as a friend—you can use this guide
to help you understand where to begin and how to attend to a child’s great-
est needs in school, home, or therapeutic settings. While portions of this
booklet are written specifically for an educator or parent, all adults can use
it. And depending on the roles you hold in the lives of traumatized children,
this guide may prove to be both personally and professionally useful.

Trauma can encompass a wide range of life events and situations, and
this guide is adaptable to any type of traumatic situation. Whether the
trauma is divorce, witnessing violence, an accident, a natural disaster, or an
act of terrorism, it’s important for you to know how to recognize and address
the wide range of reactions common to children. Regardless of the source of
traumatic injury, or how deep the wounds, this booklet will help prepare you
for what to expect and offer you helpful ways to support and respond.

The emotional recovery process is not an easy one, but with your guid-
ance and understanding it is possible to help children learn how to counter
painful experiences with renewed hope. What children learn now can help
them feel better prepared for anything tomorrow may bring.

as they can heal from an illness or injury. Normalize the process of healing
and recovery.

- It’s important to help children create a new sense of purpose and meaning
in life. Explain that pain is a part of life, and that right now they are living
through a painful part. You can also reassure them that it is not all of life.

Help children understand that they will not always feel as afraid, sad, or
nervous as they may today. Explain that talking about thoughts and feelings
can help, and so can doing things that help them feel better. Remind them
that as more time passes, it will be easier to remember what hurts so much
now.

Point out that most of life is predictable. We know what to expect most
days, but even when something happens that we aren’t prepared for, there are
lots of people who are trained to help if necessary. Talk about all the ways
people can help in the aftermath of a difficult experience and all the ways
grownups can work to prevent bad things from happening.

Most importantly, provide constant reassurance of your concern and
protection. And remember, you can’t prevent or protect children from every-
thing you’d like to. Be honest about that (o, but let children know that you
will always do everything in your power to take care of them.

If you are a parent or caretaker, let your children know your love will
always be with them, no matter what happens. Explain that you plan to be
with them for a very long time, but if something were to happen to you, there
are people who love them that would step in to take care of them. Be as spe-
cific as you can. Children need to know how they will be cared for every step
of the way.

Take action and help others

Following a tragedy, many children feel a desire to help those in need.
They can be easily inspired to take action on the behalf of others when they
watch adults around them setting the example. Children gain courage, hope,
and security from seeing adults spring into action during tough times.

When you show children how to care for others, you are teaching them
important life skills for coping and making the world a better place. Giving
feels good. Support any and all efforts children make to give and help others.
Talk about their ideas and show them how much you admire and respect their
concern and empathy for others. It’s a wonderful opportunity to reinforce
strong feelings of self-esteem and pride in being able to think beyond their
own needs.
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aren’t comfortable talking to you. Help comes from a variety of relationships,
so do what you can to support their most important friendships.

Limit exposure to the media

Exposure to television, movies, radio, and even the newspaper can re-
stimulate traumatic reactions in children, causing them further distress.
Research indicates that watching violence harms children in critical ways.
The effects appear to be cuamulative, and among other reactions, can cause
them to feel less safe.

Older children who wish to watch the news or stories about the event
should be in the company of a caring adult who can help put words to the
images they see and can take the time to directly talk about what they have
read or seen.

When possible, prevent younger children from viewing or listening to
media reports about traumatic events. Redirect them to other activities they
can focus on, and turn off the television or radio.

Pay attention to the themes of movies and television shows children see,
and avoid those that may be upsetting. Even some cartoon classics have
strong abandonment and death themes that can be especially upsetting to
children.

Share what you know to be true

In a family setting, sharing your values, beliefs, and faith with children
can be especially helpful following a tragedy. Many things about life and
death are called into question.

It can be helpful to talk about your values concerning issues of hate
crimes, respect, justice, war, and freedom. Beliefs and/or a faith that are a
source of comfort to you may prove to be a source of comfort for your child
as well. Share what you know to be true, and talk about how your faith helps
you.

If you practice a religion, explain what your religious beliefs say about
what happened, how to respond, and ways to heal. Participate in activities
that help you express your faith together and find comfort.

Reassure and give hope

Explain what the words “recovery” and “healing” mean. Reassure chil-
dren that people can recover and heal from wounds to the heart and soul just
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WHAT TO EXPECT

‘Trauma overwhelms children with feelings of terror and helplessness. It
is normal for them to experience a wide range of reactions following a trau-
matic loss or life-changing experience. While every child’s response is unique,
there are a number of symptoms and behaviors that are common to most
children. The following list will give you some idea of what to expect.

Children return to a younger age

Following a traumatic event, children of all ages tend to revert back to
earlier stages in their development. They often become more dependent and
resume habits, speech patterns, and behaviors from their earlier childhood.

What to watch and listen for: bedwetting; a refusal to dress and/or feed
self; thumb-sucking; clinginess; whining; separation anxiety; loss of toilet
training; rebellion; refusal to do chores; tantrums; and an inability to sleep

through the night.

Reactions are likely to affect many areas
of children’s lives

Emotions, thoughts, physical health, and spiritual well-being are impor-
tant areas of children’s lives that are likely to be impacted.

1. Emotions
Fear

Intense fears and insecurities are common. For many children, the great-
est fear they have is of being hurt or separated from loved ones. Fears
about personal safety, death, or recurrence of the trauma can also cause
children significant stress and suffering. Other symptoms include fear of
the dark, fear of sleeping alone, and feeling “crazy” because so many new
and different emotions come and go and feel so frightening. Some chil-
dren struggle with a lack of trust in the ability of parents and other adults
to protect them, because these adults may have been immobilized by the
event or unable to prevent it.

Anxiety

Children may experience extreme or mild separation anxiety. They may
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find it especially difficult to attend school and to be apart from loved
ones. In the aftermath of trauma, children attempt to make sense of what
happened and counteract feelings of powerlessness and helplessness
through their play activities. Their play may look different, with repeated
themes that reenact the event or the child’s inner conflicts. Play may also
have a sense of intensity and urgency, instead of enjoyment and relax-
ation. Children may display agitated behavior, nervousness, attention-
seeking behaviors, nightmares, or panic attacks. In older children, you
may see extreme excitement and euphoria at having survived the event,
sometimes strengthening a sense of immortality and a superstitious belief
about why they survived.

Sadness

Sadness often comes and goes in children. They may show a loss of inter-
est in regular activities. They may also become irritable, angry, with-
drawn, tearful, subdued, and—more commonly in younger children—
even mute.

Anger

Anger may be a result of feeling frustrated, powerless, rejected, or aban-
doned. Children may be trying to strike out at the event, or resent the
fact that since the trauma, life doesn’t seem like fun anymore. Conflicts
with siblings, family members, and peers may also increase. Older kids
sometimes experience more ambivalence towards authority figures. Their
acting-out behavior is often an attempt to voice anger or numb angry
feelings.

Guilt

Feelings of guilt may result from beliefs children hold about why or how
the traumatic event happened. Guilt may be reflected in statements like
these: “It should’ve happened to me,” “I’'m glad it happened to someone
else and not me,” “I must have done something wrong or this wouldn’t
have happened,” or “I should have known how to stop it from happen-
ing.” Survivor guilt is common and can slow the process of healing unless
it is addressed and worked through.

2. Thoughts

Disturbing memories can impact a child’s thinking and ability to concen-
trate. Some children go through their day believing there is potential danger
lurking around every corner. They see what happened as if it were a movie

children won’t share what they need to talk about for fear of adding more
stress to the adults around them. They need to know that what they share
won’t upset, frighten, or cause you further distress.

Be ready to talk

Acknowledge what happened openly and honestly. Address how irrational
or sudden the tragedy or disaster was. Children need factual information;
correct any distortions and misinformation as soon as you can.

Whenever possible, allow and encourage children to express their
thoughts, feelings, and reactions, without judgment. Let them know that
people deal with emergencies in all different ways. Explain that talking about
what happened can relieve stress, worry, and their feelings of isolation. Chil-
dren need to vent and to know they are not alone in what they may be think-
ing and feeling. When you can, help them put words to their feelings and
figure out what might be bothering them, if they don’t know.

Some children won’t want to talk. They may prefer to avoid facing what
happened. Others may refuse to talk because they lack the verbal skills to
explain their experience, or they lack the desire to share what happened with
anyone. Never force or expect children to talk about something they aren’t
ready to share. Instead, let them know that you understand how difficult it is
to talk about what happened, and give them permission to share what they
want whenever they’re ready. In the meantime, find other outlets for their
expression of feelings, and continue to provide plenty of love, support and
physical comfort. Art, dance, puppets, paint, music, books, clay, coloring, and
games are a few options for self-expression that can help release hidden con-
flicts and strong emotions.

Prepare children for the changes and added strain they may feel on rela-
tionships with family or friends. It will help them to understand that a trauma
impacts everyone, even when only one person was directly hurt or affected.

Plan regular play time

Make sure that children continue to have opportunities to be with friends
and play on a regular basis. Provide peer group activities for preadolescents
and early adolescents. Peer reactions are especially important to older chil-
dren, because they want to be assured that others their age share their reac-
tions.

Spending time with friends can be another way children find relief and
comfort from distress. They may also be able to talk to friends in ways they
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Spending time together in a familiar setting and in familiar activities, such as
playing games, reading, or just sitting with each other can help reduce ten-
sion and refuel feelings of security.

Expect children to change

Accept the fact that children are likely to have more needs and behave
differently following a traumatic event. Lessen your demands and expecta-
tions for a while. Expect them to regress to earlier stages of development, and
adjust to these behaviors with patience and acceptance. Do what you need to
help them feel safe again, and tolerate anger and acting-out behaviors on a
temporary basis. Remember, symptoms and reactions are feelings in disguise.
Acting-out behaviors often serve to numb feelings or express anger in the
only way they know how. Do not criticize or shame children for their feelings
or changes in behavior, and don’t expect them to be brave and strong.

Explain that you understand why they may be feeling and acting different
for now, and that with more time, they will regain self-control and the ability
to respond to strong emotions in healthy ways. Whenever possible, point out
to them the connection between their behavior and what happened. For
example, you might say, “You may feel more nervous at night for a while
because that’s when you heard the bad news.”

Children who have a history of past trauma, serious illness, or personal
tragedy will be more susceptible to stress reactions. Professional assistance is
often helpful and necessary for children who have a complex background or
are grieving multiple losses.

Be ready to listen

‘The best way to find out what children really need, and how best to sup-
port them is to listen. Listen to any theories children might have about what
they witnessed, experienced, or heard about. Let older children spend time
analyzing the situation and the consequences of the event. Empathize with
everything you hear. When you share empathy as you listen, children learn to
develop empathy for others.

It’s also important to normalize what you hear. Reassure children that
nothing they think or feel is abnormal. Let them know their thoughts and
feelings are natural ones to have after the kind of trauma they were exposed
to or heard about.

Children may have strong reactions to a traumatic event. Reassure
them that you want to hear whatever they need to say or talk about. Some
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playing over and over again in their minds. Most children hold persistent
thoughts that the trauma will happen again. They may think, “If this could
happen, anything can.”

What to watch and listen for: confusion; problems with concentration in
school and elsewhere; a decline or dramatic improvement in school perfor-
mance (sometimes children find school a welcome distraction from thoughts
of what happened); rebellious acts in school or at home; nightmares; and the
desire to talk continually about what happened at odd times or not talk about
it at all in an attempt to forget about it. You may see radical changes in be-
havior. Quiet, withdrawn children may become suddenly active and noisy,
and vice versa. You may also hear children describe thoughts or images that
intrude on their ability to focus, learn, and relax. Even if they don’t tell you
about it, many children suffer with visual reminders of what happened. Many
will describe their thoughts as “crazy” and confusing. Preadolescent and
adolescent children may also be extremely judgmental towards themselves
and others.

3. Physical health

Physical symptoms can result from stress and/or actual physical memo-
ries of the event. Physical sensations children may have felt just before, dur-
ing, or after the event may be associated with current physical symptoms they
express.

What to watch and listen for: Stomach aches; headaches; changes in
appetite; nausea; fatigue; sleep disorders; biting; crying; racing heartbeat;
difficulty breathing; speech difficulties, such as stuttering or stammering;
dizziness; and an increased need to be held and physically comforted.

4. Spiritual well-being

Regardless of age and background, many children have spiritual concerns
and questions related to life and death. They may wonder why bad things
happen and make comments like, “This is not the way life is supposed to be.”
"Irauma can wound their spirit and their sense of hope and meaning in life.

What to watch and listen for: Children may have an increased desire to
be a part of rituals that bring people together to honor, remember, pray, and
support those in need. It may be very important to them to feel included in
all services, memorials, or gatherings where others are participating.
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Be prepared for questions. Some of the more common ones are:

e Questions about death: What happens when people die? Where do
they go? Do they come back? Will I see them again? When will you
die?

e Questions about faith and family beliefs: Is there a God? How do you

know? Is there a heaven? How do you know? How could this happen if
there is a God?

e Questions about the meaning of life: Why are we alive? What is the
reason we are here?> Why do bad things happen, even to good people?
Why are there people in the world who do such bad things?

How long might reactions last?

Healing requires time. There are no quick fixes or magic cures to the
distress caused by traumatic life events. It might be helpful to remember,
though, that healing happens and continues even in the midst of pain.

Given enough stress, trauma reactions happen to everyone. They are a
normal part of the recovery process. Children’s reactions are likely to resolve
more quickly when they have the support of caring adults around them. The
sooner children are able to share what they’ve been through with someone
who understands, the sooner they will learn to successfully cope with what-
ever they must face.

Keep in mind that trauma reactions are likely to resurface as children
grow up. Be prepared to help them through any new reactions they might
encounter. As they mature, many children will want more clarification about
what happened. Keep the door open for future discussions and support their
need for further understanding.

HOW YOU CAN HELP

Children are unable to cope effectively with sudden stress and random
acts of violence or disasters by themselves. They will look to family members
and other caring adults in their lives for comfort and security.

Parents, educators, and other caregivers have the sometimes overwhelm-
ing responsibility of helping children learn how to live through times of
sorrow, grief, death, and trauma. It is a responsibility that carries long-term
consequences for a child’s continued development. Support from parents,
teachers, and other caring adults can help children avoid long-term emo-
tional harm.

In addition to the professional help children may need, there are many
supportive ways to respond to children in times of crisis and stress. The fol-
lowing guidelines may be useful:

Stay calm

Children watch and listen carefully to your reactions. If you communi-
cate your own despair, anxiety, or panic, you may contribute to their distress
and inability to recover. When an adult’s personality and role changes, it can
throw a child into a deeper crisis.

Children look to adults to see how they should react and feel. In times of
stress, Lhey need to see adults as a constant and dependable source of caring
and support. They need to know they have a “safety net” through hard times.
Stay calm and serious, and respond in a nondramatic fashion to children’
questions and concerns. When you remain in control of yourself, it will help
children feel more secure.

Increase safety and security

Trust and security are primary needs for young children. Increasing
physical comfort, emotional support, and nurturing will be especially impor-
tant at this time. Children need to know ahead of time what to expect, who
will care for them, and where loved ones will be throughout the day.

Maintain structure and gradually return to day-to-day routines as soon as
you can, but adjust for fears at the same time. It helps to maintain normal
sleep times, bedtime rituals, and meals, but be flexible in response to
children’s needs. A stable home and school environment will help children
relax and feel like at least a part of life is still the same.

Whenever you can, reduce the amount of stress children are subjected to.
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regular basis, you may want to plan daily or weekly discussions about the
event. At the same time, be careful not to overemphasize the event and over-
whelm children with more information than they need or want. Pay attention
to the needs of students, and consult with counselors, school psychologists, or
other mental health specialists to help you decide the best course of action to
meet the long-term needs of your class.

Publish information and resources in your school newsletters to increase
awareness and knowledge about children and trauma. Ask mental health
professionals to contribute articles and other written resources that can be
handed out. It is also helpful for trauma specialists to be available at special
meetings set up for parents. Plan a time where information and strategies
can be shared and discussed. It’s important to work with parents and help
them respond to their children in productive ways. Working as a team, edu-
cators, counselors, and parents are more likely to successfully meet the needs
of the children they care about.

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

It’s important for children to feel free to ask all the questions they have
on their minds. Be available and encourage them to think about what con-
cerns they might have since the traumatic event occurred. Remind them that
their questions are important and that you want to help them discover the
answers.

If you find it difficult to speak to children or respond to the challenging
issues they present, the following suggestions may help you get started.

How do I answer questions I may not have answers for?

Always be honest, direct, and keep all your answers simple. Part of re-
building trust for children is being able to depend on hearing the truth from
you. Support their willingness to ask questions, and encourage their attempts
to talk about whatever they have on their mind.

What you might say:

* “What a good question. I don’t have an answer to that, but let’ see if
we can find out.”

* “I like how you are able to think all this through. Your concerns are
important ones for us to think about, even though we may not find the
answers.”

* “I want to know the answer to that too, but 'm not sure we’ll ever
know for sure.”

® “There are a lot of different answers to your question, because people
have different opinions. I'm still deciding what I think about it. What
have you heard?”

* “I'm not sure if I'm right, but here’s my best thinking about that...”

® “I can’t answer because I don’t know, but it’s a very smart question to
ask.”

* “What other problems (doubts/concerns) do you have or wonder
about?”
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How much should I say or explain?

Most children know more than you think. It may be difficult for some
children to talk about what’s on their minds, so you may want to ask some
open-ended questions to give them permission to explore what happened.

Children’s age and ability should impact how much information you
share. Explain as much or as little as they ask, and never include details or any
information that may be too graphic or upsetting.

Encourage children to ask what they’d like to know, and keep your an-

swers general and simple. Correct misunderstandings as you become aware of

them, and point out any rumors you hear in children’s discussions. Give the
facts as best you can.

What you might say:

e “Pm so sorry this happened. Id like to hear whatever you’d like to
tell me or ask me about.”

* “What do you understand so far?”

® “What part doesn’t make sense?”

* “What would you like to know more about?”

® “What have you learned at school about this?”

* “What do you feel most confused about at this point?”

e “What do you think other children feel or think about what
happened?”

What if I’'m feeling afraid too?

As long as you aren’t compounding their distress by sharing your own, it

What you can do:

e List all responses on the board and affirm all expressions and answers
you receive. At the same time, normalize the wide range of reactions
that are expressed. Discuss how sudden, unexpected, and random the
event was. Help differentiate between what is predictable and expected
in life and what happens that is out of the ordinary.

e Share the variety of ways children have coped with the range of feelings
listed and give everyone the opportunity to help each other problem
solve. Brainstorm ways to help everyone feel better. Post the ideas in a
place where children can refer to them.

e Create a “memory wall” where children can convey their thoughts,
feelings, and memories. Tape up large pieces of drawing paper and put
out art supplies. Encourage children to use their creativity to express
themselves.

* Be sure to close by reaffirming the future and giving children reason
for hope.

What you can ask to inspire a sense of hope:

e “What was handled well through this most difficult time?”
e “Who was helpful?”

 “Who stayed in control and knew just what to do?”

e “Who were the heroes? Why do you admire what they did? Who else
might have done what they did?”

e “What was done to take care of the injured?”
* “What would we do if it happened again?”

Follow up on how your students are doing. Periodically check to see how

they are coping and whether or not reactions seem to be diminishing. Those
who continue to feel high levels of distress may need to be referred for pro-
fessional assistance.

can be reassuring for children to hear they aren’t alone in their feelings. It
can also give you the opportunity to model ways you have learned to cope
with strong emotions like fear. Talking openly about difficult feelings and _ _
actively doing things to counteract helplessness and anxiety will help children Follow-up questions you might ask:

do the same. * “How has this changed your lifer”

What you might say: * “How do you feel different since this started or happened?”

e “Tt’s okay to be afraid at a time like this. Let’s think about a time in the
past when you felt afraid and what helped you feel better. What can we
agree to do this time when you feel afraid?”

e “How has it changed your friends (family)?”
e “How has it changed our school (community/nation)?”

If traumatic events are ongoing and continue to impact children on a
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WHAT TO DO IN THE CLASSROOM

Educators can help prevent isolation in children by providing a forum for
discussion in their classrooms. Painful feelings can be revealed, better under-
stood, and normalized in the group setting. Before any discussion, always
encourage peer understanding and support. Remind students there are no
right or wrong ways to feel. Help them understand that they are likely to see
many of their own reactions in other children, and they may also have reac-
tions that are unique to them.

Children should never be forced to participate in class discussions about a
traumatic event. Respect their choice not to participate and make it easy for
them to do something different. Always provide other activities for children
who don’t wish to be involved in the discussion sessions.

If possible, enlist the help of school counselors or mental health special-
ists trained in helping children talk about trauma. It is also valuable to have
adults from different cultural backgrounds available to lead and assist in the
discussions. It’s critical to be sensitive to cultural differences in the expression
of thoughts and feelings and the sharing of personal reactions. Those who
lack understanding about a child’s particular culture may misinterpret some
behaviors. For example, lack of eye contact during a discussion may look to
some like a “red flag” signaling avoidance or possible depression. However, in
some cultures, this behavior could be perfectly normal and appropriate.

Begin by letting the class know that you will be taking a “survey” of all
the ways everyone feels different since the trauma. Ask questions about the
reactions they have noticed.

What you might say:

“With a show of hands, how many of you have had...

* ...repeated thoughts (memories/questions) about the event?”
* ...fear that it will happen again?”

® ...new fears you didn’t have before it happened?”

® ...sleep problems, scary dreams, and places in your body that don’t feel
good?”

° ...trouble thinking, concentrating, or remembering things?”

* ...a similar experience to the one we’ve talked about?”
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* “I understand how you feel because I feel the same way sometimes.
Here’s what I do...”

® “It must be hard to feel so afraid (angry/sad). Let’s think about ways
you can handle those feelings.”

* “It’s smart of you to tell your teacher (family/other grownups) what you
teel afraid about.”

* “When I feel afraid or sad, I cry sometimes. Letting my tears out helps
me feel better.”

® “It is scary. Lots of people feel the same way. One time I was afraid
when.... Here’s what I did to stop myself from feeling so afraid....”

Why did it happen?

Children often ask the same questions adults ask themselves. How could
this event have happened and why? Why do such terrible things have to
happen in our world, and what makes people do them? Is there purpose and
meaning to life when something so senseless can happen? Why didn’t we
prevent it from happening?

What you might say:

* “I don’t know why yet. When I find out, I'll be able to explain more to
you.”

® “There are different ideas about why it happened. Here’s what I know
so far...”

* “No one knows for sure but most people are wondering the same
things you are.”

* “Sometimes even when we do our best to help, we can’t.”

® “It is hard to understand why things happen the way they do, but it’s

important for us to accept that there are some things in life that are out
of our control.”

Could it happen again?

Most children fear that a tragedy will repeat itself. They have a hard time
believing it won’t happen again. It’s important to be honest and realistic about
the possibility of whether or not the trauma they endured, or something
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similar to it, could in fact take place again. It’s also important to remain opti- e “The person who died did not want to leave you. You will never lose
mistic and focused on all the reasons you have to believe it won’t happen the love they felt for you. You will always be able to hold that love in
again. your heart.”

Children who feel emotionally and physically prepared for whatever the e “Most of the time people who are hurt get better. Sometimes people
future might bring often feel more secure and less anxious about the un- are hurt so badly they can’t get better, even after trained medical work-
known. Knowing the reality—positive and negative—up front often helps ers have tried everything they can to save them.”

people cope more successfully.
What you might say:
e “Tt could happen again, but here’s why I don’t think it will...”
* “No one knows for sure. That’s why so many people are doing every-
thing they can to try to keep it from happening again.”
e “Most of life is predictable, and with more time, it will feel that way
again.”

e “T really doubt you will ever have to go through something like this
again. Most people don’t have things like this happen more than once
in their lives.”

e “At different times in our lives, we all seem to have difficult situations
to live through. This time may not be the last, but what you have
learned from it can help you in the future.”

o “Let’s talk about what we would do if it did happen again. Let’s make a
plan.”

What happens when people die?

Death needs to be discussed directly and in concrete terms with children.
They may need help in dealing with feelings of rejection and abandonment
when the person who died was a loved one. They need to understand the

permanence of death and the normal process of grieving that everyone goes
through.

What you might say:
e “Death is permanent. When people die they cannot come back.”
* “You are not to blame for his/her death.”

e “Death is sad, and grieving is a process that gets easier with time. It's a
time to feel pain, loss, and sadness and to eventually remember the
person with happiness again.”
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