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Children and Disaster: Part 2
What Parents and Caregivers 
Can Say and Do

Dawn C. Koger, Program Leader, Family and Consumer Sciences,
Michigan State University Extension

Disasters, both natural
and man-made, hap-
pen all over the

world. Whether it is an earth-
quake, a chemical spill, a mud
slide or a terrorist attack,
extensive media coverage
brings images of disaster into
the lives of nearly every family
across our country. Even if
children do not personally
know anyone who is affected
by the loss and destruction
that goes along with these
kinds of disasters, they have
probably seen or heard about
them in their neighborhood, school or living room. 

It is usually quite difficult to describe or explain disasters.
By definition, most disasters are sudden and out of our
control, which makes them that much more terrifying. Yet,
those of us who care for and about children are faced with
the daunting task of explaining things such as earth-
quakes, hurricanes, plane crashes and even wars to our
young people. Though it is never easy to talk about diffi-
cult subjects and there are no perfect words, there are
ways to help children understand and cope with disaster
and trauma.

The following guidelines are categorized by age group and
offer ways to support children during disaster. Keep in
mind that the suggestions are generic and what you say
and do needs to be tailored to the developmental stage,
personality and life experiences of individual children. 
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As you look for words to use,
keep in mind what a particu-
lar child is capable of under-
standing. Is the child's natural
tendency to be anxious, fear-
ful or worrisome, or relaxed
and calm? Consider the
child's history of trauma and
loss, as well. Children who
have experienced trauma and
loss before will have different
needs than those who have
not. All of these factors will
affect how you can expect a
particular child to understand
and react to what he/she sees 
and hears.

Infants and Toddlers
Young children are learning whether their world is a safe
and secure place. They are establishing relationships with
family members and other important caregivers, and they
need the comfort and security of loving adults who consis-
tently meet their needs. Very young children are generally
unaware of current world events; however, they will pick
up on the stress and anxiety their caregivers are feeling. 

What parents and other caregivers 
can do:

Children this age need structure, routines and predicta-
bility, along with a calm, supportive and responsive care-
giver who is able to consistently meet their needs, in times
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of great distress or not. Try to do
things just as you did before the disas-
ter, if you can. Knowing what to
expect and when helps young children
feel safe and secure. If you or your
family was affected by the disaster
directly, try to have something familiar
for your child, such as a blanket or
special toy. Loved objects bring young
children a great deal of comfort and
security. Also, be sure to take care of
your own emotional needs as much as
possible so that you are able to meet
the needs of others. Sometimes, get-
ting help for yourself is the best way
to help your child.

Preschoolers
Preschool children, ages 3 to 5, are unable to understand
abstract ideas and language. Time, distance and location
are confusing to children this age. They will not under-
stand that something they see or hear about is happening
far away. Nor will they realize that a single event is being
rebroadcast time and time again on the television. Instead,
they have a sense that something keeps happening over
and over and that it is happening close to them. Also,
preschoolers have active imaginations and trouble distin-
guishing between fantasy and reality. 

What Parents Can Do
As caregivers of preschoolers, our first and foremost
responsibility is to protect them. If they have not seen or
heard about what happened, there is no need to tell them.
On the other hand, if preschoolers have been exposed to
the events, our main concern is to reassure their sense of
safety and security. Preschoolers will be worried about
their lives, their families and their daily routines. If your
preschooler is anxious or worried, find creative ways for
her to express herself. Try reading children's books that
talk about disaster-related concerns, or allow her to play
out her feelings. Keep her routine as consistent as possible,
as well. Preschoolers find comfort and security in knowing
what to expect and when.

What Parents Can Say
If you need to talk about what hap-
pened with your preschooler, start
with a question to determine what she
already knows and what her concerns
may be. Ask questions such as: 

• “What do you think happened?”

• “That looked scary when that build-
ing fell down. What do you think
about that?”

• “What worries you?”

• “Tell me about what you saw.”

Answer questions truthfully, using
simple, factual language. Use the
child's words as much as possible.
Remember that children's primary
concern will be their own safety and

security, so be as patient and reassuring as possible. She
also may ask the same questions over and over. This is
completely normal and one of the ways she tries to make
sense of what she sees and hears. Examples of ways to talk
to preschool-aged children include:

• “Some people did something very bad and a lot of peo-
ple got hurt and died.”

• “Hurting other people is never a good way to solve
problems.”

• “Sometimes the ground moves and cracks apart. It is
called an earthquake.” 

• “I feel sad that people’s houses were washed away in the
deep water.”

• “A hurricane is a rainy windstorm. They happen in
places by the ocean.”

• “The grown-ups who care about you are trying very hard
to keep you safe and protect you.”

School-aged Children
School-aged children 6 to 12 years old are curious, like
detailed information and will ask questions about what
they want to know. Although they are beginning to under-
stand complex ideas, they still may have difficulty distin-
guishing between fact and opinion, exaggeration and
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truth. School-aged children understand that there are con-
sequences to behaviors and are concerned about fairness
and punishment. They also grasp the permanence of death
and loss, and may feel sad or angry that people — even
strangers — have lost their lives. At this age, many chil-
dren use humor inappropriately and may be insensitive to
the needs of others as they sort through their own feelings. 

What Parents Can Do:
Regardless of whether you have
exposed your school-aged child to
what happened, he has probably
heard something about it from his
friends, at school or on the news.
Children often misunderstand
important ideas or details. It is
important that caring adults have
and are willing to share accurate
and complete information in a man-
ner that is consistent with their
child's developmental level. Also,
normalize the feelings children
express by explaining that many
other people feel exactly the same
way. Expect some regressive behav-
iors, as well. Children adversely
affected by disasters may revert to
younger behaviors such as bed-
wetting, nightmares, irrational fears
and co-sleeping. Finally, because
children this age spend so much time outside of the home,
make sure the school is aware of ways to support children
who are coping with the aftermath of disaster.

What Parents Can Say
Because he may be getting information from many sources,
it is especially important that you initiate conversation
with your child and help him sort out his thoughts and
feelings. Begin with a question to determine what he has
seen and heard and how he understands it. Ask questions
such as:

• “What have you heard about what happened in Iraq?”

• “Have your teachers or friends at school talked about
what happened?”

• “Do you worry about what happened? What exactly
worries you?”

• “Do you have any ideas about how storms like this
happen?”

Encourage your children to talk about what they have seen
or heard often and in many ways. Listen to their ideas
when they feel like talking, ask open-ended questions or
have them retell the story. When children are encouraged

to talk openly and honestly, they
hear the message that nothing is so
terrible that it cannot be talked
about. Keep in mind that school-
aged children worry about the
safety and security of themselves,
their families and their friends.
Address their worries and concerns
in a simple, direct way, explaining
the facts as they happened. Say
things such as:

• “A war is when countries fight
and one way that countries think
they can solve problems.”

• “I don't know why something like
this had to happen, but there are
people who are working really
hard to figure out how to keep us
safe.”

• “I think a lot of people are won-
dering if a storm like this will
happen where they live.”

• “A lot of adults are doing whatever they can to make
things safer for all of us who live here.”

• “I was shocked when I saw what happened. I feel sad
that so many people died.”

• “Sometimes I worry that a hurricane will happen here,
but we have a plan to keep our family safe.”

Older school-aged children may resist sharing their
thoughts and feelings, especially with adults. Consider
sharing some of your own feelings to stimulate conversa-
tion, and discuss topics such as natural catastrophes, grief,
loss, anger management and conflict resolution. To focus
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the conversation in a way that is
most relevant to preadolescent chil-
dren, say things such as:

• “It is hard to understand why
things like this happen in the
world.”

• “Terrorists are people who try to
scare and intimidate others by
killing and destroying.”

• “I was offended by your jokes,
especially since I am so sad.”

• “What sorts of things do you think
might happen as a result of this?”

• “Let's think about ways we can
help.”

Teen-agers
Teen-agers, ages 13 and older, are able to understand com-
plex issues, and many of them will be able to discuss
events on the same level as an adult. Teen-agers need to
explore issues to develop their own views, and they typi-
cally enjoy discussing moral and philosophical topics.
Teenagers are concerned about the future, fairness and jus-
tice. Disasters enhance their vulnerability and threaten
their sense of security and hope for the future.  

What Parents Can Do
This is an excellent opportunity to discuss complex issues
such as violence, racism, hate, war, religion and politics.
Do not be surprised if adolescents become so interested in
their position that they feel the need to take a stand or
become politically or socially active. Disasters enhance all
of our feelings of vulnerability, and becoming involved
often helps adolescents feel more powerful and in control.
Remember though, that while teen-agers may ask you for

details about the events or enjoy
debating their views with you, they
often prefer sharing feelings with
their peers. Make sure they know
the lines of communication are
open, but respect their need to
connect with, and possibly con-
form to, their peer group in times
such as these.

What Parents Can Say
Begin a dialogue with teens by ask-
ing questions to determine their
feelings and concerns. Ask ques-
tions such as:

• “How do you feel about what
happened?”

• “What do you think motivates a terrorist?”

• “When is war OK?” or “Is war ever OK?”

• “Why would someone kill himself and so many others
for a cause?”

• “Are you worried that there will be a war?”

• “What were your first thoughts when this happened?”

• “I would like to contribute to the relief efforts. Do you
have any ideas?”
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