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FACT SHEET – How to Help Children After a Disaster
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Reactions children may have
· After a traumatic event, many children are afraid that something will happen to their parents and that no one will be left to take care of them. 
· They may be afraid to go to school or spend the night with a friend. 
· They may not want to do things they used to do.  
· They may have difficulty going to sleep. 
· Children respond to trauma in many different ways. Some may have reactions very soon after the event. Others may seem to be doing fine for weeks or months, but then begin to show worrisome behavior.  
· Whether a child has personally experienced trauma, seen the event on television, or heard it discussed by adults, it is important to be ready to help if stress occurs.

Tips for talking to children after a disaster
· Provide children with opportunities to talk about what they see on television and to ask questions. 

· Answer questions at a level the child can understand.  Don’t be afraid to admit that you don’t have answers to all their questions. 
· Provide ongoing opportunities for children to talk even as time goes on. 

· Allow children to discuss other fears and concerns about unrelated issues. This is a good opportunity to explore these issues, too. 

· Limit children’s exposure to graphic or troubling scenes. If possible, watch reports of a disaster with children. It is at these times that questions might arise. 

· Help children understand that there are no bad emotions and that a wide range of reactions is normal. Encourage children to express their feelings to adults (including teachers and parents) who can help them understand their sometimes strong and troubling emotions. 

FACT SHEET – How to Help Children After a Disaster (continued)
· Try not to focus on blame.  Help children identify good things, such as heroic actions, families who are grateful for being reunited, and the assistance offered by people throughout the country and the world.  
What to do and what children can do after a disaster

· Establish an emergency plan.  Use this as an opportunity to establish a family emergency plan.  Asking children to think of things they could do if an emergency came up may be very comforting to both children and adults. They may feel there is something they can do to help themselves or others. Examples include 
· calling 9-1-1
· running to a neighbor’s house for help
· finding out answers to questions like “who would take care of them if parents cannot”
· getting a friend or relative to be a “special buddy” to talk to or help with doing things if parents are not available
· Attend family or child counseling. The family as a unit might consider counseling. Disasters often reawaken a child’s fear of loss of parents (frequently their greatest fear) at a time when parents may be preoccupied with their own practical and emotional difficulties. 

· Lower expectations of behavior. Families may choose to permit temporary regressive behavior. Several arrangements may help children separate gradually after the agreed-upon time limit: spending extra time with parents immediately before bedtime, leaving the child's bedroom door slightly ajar, and using a nightlight. 

· Encourage physical activity.  Playing hard, running, swimming, or playing active games are helpful.  Help children work out aggressive, angry, or other upsetting feelings.
· Encourage drawing or other art.  Have children express themselves in creative ways, such as drawing pictures, writing poems, and sending cards to people who were hurt in the disaster.  This can help them release their painful feelings.
· Get help for parents, too.  Many parents have their own fears of leaving a child alone after a disaster or other fears that they may be unable to acknowledge.  Parents often are more able to seek help on children’s behalf. Parents may use children’s problems as a way of asking for help for themselves and other family members. 

FACT SHEET – How to Help Children After a Disaster (continued)
· Add special classroom activities.  Teachers also can help children with similar types of art and play activities. They can encourage group discussions in the classroom and allow informational presentations about the disaster. 

It may be helpful to tell a child that
Everybody wishes the disaster had never happened. we want to feel better right now.  It may not happen quickly, but if you try to help yourself by playing, doing things for others, and talking to a “special budDy.” in time, you will feel like yourself once more.

FOR MORE INFORMATION:


Kentucky Cabinet for Health and Family Services, Frankfort, KY


http://chfs.ky.gov/dph/preparedness





[INSERT Local Health Department Name] [INSERT Local Health Dept phone  #]





Kentucky Community Crisis Response Board, Frankfort, KY


Toll free:  1-888-522-7228


http://kccrb.ky.gov/


         


The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, Center for Mental Health 


Toll free:  1-800-789-2647


http://www.mentalhealth.samhsa.gov








The content of this fact sheet is from


The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration’s (SAMHSA) National Mental Health Information Center— 


Center for Mental Health Services


http://www.mentalhealth.samhsa.gov/publications/allpubs/KEN-01-0091/


Additional note:  Information in this fact sheet is also based on brochures developed by Project Heartland—A Project of the Oklahoma Department of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services (ODMHSAS)  in response to the 1995 bombing of the Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City. Project Heartland was developed with funds from the Federal Emergency Management Agency in consultation with the Federal Center for Mental Health Services.  An ODMHSAS publication series on disaster mental health, called Coping with Disaster: How to Help Yourself and Others, resulted.  This series of publications can be found at:  http://www.odmhsas.org/publications.htm
















