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Helping Children
Cope with Disaster

hildren may respond

disaster by demonstrat-
s g increased anxiely or
emotional and behavioral prob-
lems. Some younger children
may return to earlier behavior
patterms, such as bed wetting
and separation anxiety. Older
children may react to physical
and emotional distuptions with
aggression or withdrawal. Even
children who have only indirect
contact with the disaster may

have unresalved feelings.

In most cases, such responses
are lemporary. As lime passes,
symptoms usually ease,
However, high winds, sirens or
uiher reminders of the emotions
associated with the disaster may

calse HI'I.!iI‘.:'l}' 1oy returm.

Children imitate the way adulis
cope with emergencies. They
can detect adults” uncerainty
and griel, Adults can make dis-
asters less traumatic for chil-
dren by maintaiming a sense of
control over the situation, The
most assistance you can provide
a child is to be calm. honest,

and caring.
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A Child’s Reaction to Disaster by Age

Below are some common physical and emotional reactions in children after a
disaster or traumatic event:

BIRTH TO 2 YEARE - When children are pre-verbal and experience a
trauma, they do not have the words to deseribe the event or their feelings.
However, they can retain memories of particular sights, sounds, or smells.
Infants may react o rauma by being imitable. erying more than usual, or
wanting to be held and cuddled. As children get older, their play may involve
acting out elements of the traumatic event that occurred several years in the
past and was seemingly forgoien.

PRESCHOOL - 2 TO 6 YEARS — Preschool children often feel helpless and
powerless in the foce of an overwhelming event. Because of their age and
small size, they lack the ability to protect themselves or others. As a result,
they feel intense fear and insecunity. Preschoolers cannot grasp the concept of
permanent loss. They see consequences as being reversible. In the weeks fol-
lowing a raumatic event, preschoolers’ play activities may involve aspects of
the evenl. They may reenact the incident or the disaster over and over again.

SCHOOL AGE - 8 TO 10 YEARS — The school-age child has the ability 10
understand the permanence of loss. Some children become intensely preoccu-
pied with the detals of a trnumatic event and want to talk about it continually.
This preoccupation can interfere with the child’s concentration ot sehool and
academic performance may decline. School-aged children may display a wide
range of reactions — puilt, feelings of failure, anger that the event was not
prevented, or fantasies of playing rescuer.

PRE-ADOLESCENCE TO ADOLESCENCE - 11 TO 18 YEARS — As children
grow older, their responses begin o resemble adults” resction to trauma, They
combine some more childlike reactions with others that seem more consistent
with adult reactions. Survival of trauma can be equated with a sense of
immortality, A teenager may become involved in dangerous, risk-tuking
behavior, such as reckless driving or alcohol or drug use. In contrast, 4 teenager
can become fearful of leaving home. Much of adolescence 15 focused on moy-
ing out into the world. After a trauma, the world can seem dangerous and
unsafe. A teenager may feel overwhelmed by intense emotions, and yet feel
undable to discuss them with relatives,

(Informatien courtexy of the American Red Cross and the Universiey of Hlinois)




Meeting the Child’s Emotional Needs

repaning for disister helps

everyone in the family accept

the facr that disaster can hap-
pen, and provides an opportunity 1o
identify and collect the resounces
needed 10 meet basic needs after
disuster. Preparedness includes:

B Talking about damage that may
be caused by disasters that can

strike in your arca of the country.

B Deciding on a number to call
and a place where the family will

adults. Adults should share their true feelings about the incident, but

C hildren wsually take their lead in a situation by reading the emotions of
miintain @ sense of calm for the child’s sense of well-being,

Listen to what the child is saying. If a voung child is asking questions
about the event, answer them simply without the elaboration needed for an
older child or adult. 17 a child has difficulty expressing feelings. allow the
child to draw a picture or tell a story of what happened.

Try 1o understand what is cousing anxieties
and fears. Be aware that following a
disaster, children are most afraid that —

B The event will happen again

reunite if separated by a disaster.

B Pulling together supplies of basic
items; food, water, battery, rdio,
fashlipht, e

B Selecting valued persomal itlems
for each member of the family to
take if you are required to leave
your home. For a child, such
items may include o favonie oy,
hlanket or other item that the

child uses as 0 source of comion

whitn upset,

B Satepuarding personal posses-
sioms with emotional importance
such as photographs, family
hetrlooms, baby books, or other
wems that can't be replaced. Be
sure to include one or two items
that your child is especially

prowd of

o e

B Someone with e koitted

B They will be separated from the family

B They will be left alone

REASSURE CHILDREN WITH COMPASSION
AND UNDERSTANDING. Suggestions 1o help:

B Huyg and wuch your children.
B Calmly and firmly provide factual information about the recent disaster,

B Encourage your children o alk about their feelings, Be honest about
VOLIT WL

B Spend extra time with your children at bedtime.
B Re-establish a schedule for work, play, meals and rest.

B Involve your children by giving them specific chores 1o help them feel
they are helping to restore family and community life.

B Encouraee vour children to help develop a family disaster plan. |

B Make sure your children know what to do when they hear smoke detec-
tors, fire alarms, and local community warning systems such as homs |
or sirens.

B Praise and recognize responsible behavior

B Understand that your children will need to mourn their own losses,

You've tried to croate a reassuring environmaent. If your childron do
not respond when you follow the suggestions listed above, seek
help from an appropriate professional such as the child's primary
care physician, a mental health provider specializing in children's

, needs or a mamber of the clergy.
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Emergency Teaching Your

Children How to

Phone Numbers Call for Help

cach children how and

when to call for help.

They should call 9-1-1
if you live ina 9-1-1-service
My Family Name: =

area. If not, check the tele-

phone directory for local

Phone Number:

My e emergency numbers,

My Address: Post the numbers near the
lelephone, clearly visible to
chaldren. Even very young

My Town: e ; Y young

chaldren can learm how and

when to call for emergency

My County:

assistance.

If your child can read numbers
but not words, the charl on this
page has pictures that may

{} help the child o find the right
j ? number to call.

As yvou expluin each picture.
have your child color the
symbol on the chart. Doing

soomay help your child

remember who to ask for in
| Ambulance Fire Police/Sheriff AN CIMergency.

O O Federal Emergency

E § @ Management Agency

American

Mother Father Other Red Cross
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Lear“ Mnrﬂ' For more information, please
; ) contact your local emergenc
he Federal Emergency Management Agency's Community & Family ' : B
; - ) management office or
Preparedness Program and the American Red Cross are engaged in : :
g i : American Red Cross chapler,
nationwide efforts to help peaple prepare for disasters, e
This brochure and other
They provide the following additional publications on disaster preparedness: preparedness materials are
available by calling FEMA at
1-800-480-2520, or writing:
B "EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS CHECKLIST" (FEMA L154) FEMA

(ARC 4471)

H "YOUR FAMILY DISASTER PLAN" (FEMA L191) {ARC 4466)

PO, BOX 2012

—is
B "DISASTER PREPAREDNESS COLORING BOOK" [agcs 3-10] or by visiting your local Red
(FEMA 243) (ARC 2200) Cross chapter.
B 'ADVENTURES OF THE DISASTER DUDES" | Video and Presenier’s Puhlications are also available
Guide for use by an adult with children ages 9-11] (FEMA 242) on the World Wide Web at:

&y
(ARC 5024) FEMA:

hitp:ffwww.fema.gov
Amencan Red Cross:

hupefwww.redcross.org

Your Local Contact 15

FEMAT.L 156
, ARC-430
Flipwisesd Lo h 1955
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