
How to Respond to Children Affected by Tragedy was developed to support adults 
(parents, grandparents, early childhood educators and others who care for children) in 
creating a safe and reassuring environment for children following a traumatic event 
(specifically the attacks on the World Trade Center Towers, September 11, 2001).   
 
Maintaining comforting routines and regular daily activities combined with encouraging 
conversation, responsive flexibility, opportunities for expressive play and attention to 
behavior that indicates stress in children from one to 18 years of age are recommended. 
 
Early childhood programs will also find information regarding steps that may be taken to 
support staff in time of disaster or tragedy.  The following phone numbers provide 
additional help from local mental health professionals; the websites offer access to more 
extensive resources.  
 
Mental Health Referral Hotlines: 
 
New York City      (212) 995-5825 
Nassau County       (516) 504-4357 
Orange County      (845) 294-9355 
Putnam County      (845) 278-2100 
Rockland County       (845) 364-8976 
Suffolk County      (631) 751-7500 
Westchester County       (914) 995-5237 
 
Rest of New York State Contact your county department of mental health 
 
New Jersey       (800) 382-6717 
Connecticut       (800) 446 7348 
 
Suicide Crisis Telephone Numbers for New York State by County is a list of suicide 
crisis phone numbers including numbers for local county mental health clinics or the 
mental health units of hospitals, as these are the only places equipped to handle crisis 
calls in some counties. 
http://www.omh.state.ny.us/omhweb/speak/speakcrisisnumbers%5Fbak.htm 
 
For additional information: 
 
New York State homepage     www.state.ny.us 
 
NYS Council on Children and Families        www.ccf.state.ny.us 
 
NYS Office of Mental Health                                           www.omh.state.ny.us 
 
The brochure was developed by the Council on Children and Families in collaboration with 
Family Communications Inc., The Child Witness to Violence Project of the Boston Medical 
Center, the New York State Offices of Mental Health and Children and Family Services. 



Guidelines for Responding to Children 
Who are Affected by aTragedy 
The following steps are guidelines to use when 
responding to children affected by a tragedy: 

Validate tbe child's feelings, 
Reflect back the emotions that the child conveys. If a chi ld appears to be angry or 
frightened by what s/he saw, yo u can say, "That sounds scary," or "You seem to bc 
upset, tell me more." 

COl)sider tbe effects of the child's story 01) others. 
Are other cbildren listel)il)g? 

Do they seem upset? Do other children know of the tragedy? What exactly do they 
know ? You can be simp le and honest without being graph ic or going into detail. 
C hildren need to know that it is okay to talk about scary events . However, teachers 
need to use their judgment to dec ide when to conduct a discussio n in the group 
and when it is more app ropr iate to talk to a child one-on-o ne. 

Give the child permission to tell the story. 
If a child seems willing to talk, ask neutra l questio ns to facilitate torytelling: 
"What happened next? " "T hen what?" "Did yo u know the pe rson who got hurt?" 
Do not ask questions if a child eerns uncomfortable or unw illing to talk further. It 
is important to respect a child's right to talk as much or as littl e as s/he wou ld like. 

Model for the cbild that it is okay to say, "l'rn scared." 
For example, you might say something like, "If I had een th at, I think tha t would 
have scared me," or "Many people w ho have seen this arc frightened," or "Let' 
find the pictures o f the people who are helping." 

Start witb wbat the child knows and tbinks, 
You do not have to supply information about a tragedy. Talking wi th hildren 
about how they feci provide an opportunity to correct distortions abou t the 
specifics of an event. 

Reassure the cbild that adults are there to help 
bin) or her feel safe. 

Children need to know that they are safe. When y ung children are affected by a 
tragedy, they interpret it from their own point of view. They might think, "Will 
that happen to me?" They need to be reassured that adults will do everything they 
can to protect them. 
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Let the cbild know that you are interested ir) what s/be 
bas to say. 

Even if y u don't have all the an wers, it is important for a chi ld to be able to tell 
his or her story. Being able to confide in a trusted adult about the detai ls of a scary 
event is the first step toward fecling in contro!' 

Reflect back the emotions the cbild expresses. 
Reflecting back the emotions tha t a child feels let that child know /he has been 
heard. It can also create an opportunity to talk about how s/he feels. Even if this 
doesn 't happen right away, you have identifi d yoursel f a s meonc who talks 
about feelings, and the child may take you up on your offer at a later time. 

Establish eye contact and provide facial expressions 
and gestures. 

Get down to the chi ld's level to list en to him or her. Our facial expressions and 
our body language expres more tha n our words, and they let that child know 
s/hc was heard. 

Rel1)air) non-judgmental about wbat the child tells you. 
Resist making judgments about what a child says. 

Show interest il) wbat a child tells you witbout probing 
for more information, 

Listen to what a child says, ackn wledging and respecting w hat the child feels, and 
correcting distortions if nece sary. 

Be alert to other changes ir) behavior that suggest stress. 
I the child exhibiting behavior that indicates s/he i · stre sed? Is s/he more 
aggressive or less outgoing than Ihe u ed to be? Remember, ch ildren tell us w hat is 
bothering them with their actions as much as they do vith the ir words . 

Let the cbild know tbat you are available for more 
conversation and support. 

Some chil dren are n t alway ready t talk. It is important that you create 
opportunities for them to do so . Children will orne to you for comfort when they 
arc ready to share their thoughts. C hild ren should never be forced to ta lk. 
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Behavioral Signals 
PresChool 

Generally the world for small children is predictable, stable and served by 
depen dable people. Any d isruption in stability causes stre s. Th two most Frequent 
ind icato rs tha t chi ldren are stressed are CHA 'GE in behaviors and RI:GRESSrO of Childhood 
be hav iors. Ch ildren can change their b havior and react by doing things that arc nor 

in keeping with their usual style. Behaviors seen in earlier phases of development Adolescence 
suc h a thumb sucking and regress ion in roilcring may reap pear. Age groups differ in 
react ions. Fo r example, loss of prized po sessions, especially pets, hold greater meaning 
during midd le childhood. Of concern to adolescents during/after a major disaster is the fear 
related to their own bo dy (intactness) and lisruption of peer relationships and scho I life. 
Adolescents feci their growing independence fro m parents and family is th reatened because 
the fami ly needs II pull together and less independence is allowed. Whil, adolescent de ire 
independence, they till need the .ornfort and support of parents and family. Encouraging teens to 
participate in community service and pee r support program wit hin their own school w ill help them feel 
they arc aiding others as well as them selves. 

Normal Behavior vs. Stressed Behavior 

Preschool A~es 
Normal Reactions P I Ie t ul 

Thumh sucking, hedweuin ' 

lackin • self-c ntrol: n
 
time; ointing to c hil it
 
indepcndc n (1)
 

lear of the dark or anjm.ils,
 
n i ~ l1t terror
 

clingmg III parent 

curious, expl rarive 

loss of hbJJ .r/bowel control 

p cch Jifficuilic 

changes in ,Ippe ire 

Middle Cbildbo 
mit bility 

whining 

dinging 

'liT ssron quesuc ning authorit .
 
tr}'l0~ n behaviors lo r " fll "
 

overt compcunon with slblmg for
 
parents' . t tvn tr n
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The Importance of Play ...
 
Part icularly ill times of stress children need to be encouraged 

to express themselves through play. hi ' easy for parents to become 
absorbed with the events surrounding a tragedy and not 
understand how children proc ss these experience '. For example, 
in response to the World Trade Center disaster, children might 
play by building block tructurcs and knocking them vcr, Parents may see this b havior as 
inappropriate and uncaring, bur it is a child' way of attempting to understand what happened. 

Th e following are guideline to help children express themselves: 

Cbildrel) need to PLAY 
Play is a natural way children work on their feelings and concerns. Through play, .hildren 
learn abo ut themselves, others and the world around them. Play can be c pecially healing 
for children vho witn ss violence because it gives them ways to deal with their feelings, 
fear and concern . 

PLAY belps children express themselves. 
Children who witness violence an feel overwhelmed, cared and anxiou when feelings 
remain b nled up insid them. The energy that it tal es to hold in inten e feclings robs 
children of the energy they need to play, learn and grow. Play gives children a safe way to 

'press these scary tho ught and feelings. Children with limit d verbal ability can often 
expre s complicated thought. and feeling through their playas well. 

Cbildrel) need large blocks of time to PLAY. 
Chi ldr n need time to recreate and rework their experiences. It takes time f r them to 
negotiate roles and develop richer themes. With limited time to pla t children tend to 

wander arou nd aimlessly. At these times, it helps for a supportive adul t to engage a ch ild 111 

an activity ihar sparks the child's attention. 

PLAY allows children to bave some control over their 
feelings about scary events, 

When children witness violence, they may fe J that they are the h lpl ss by tandcrs in a w rid 
that is ou t f control. But when children play, they are in charge of what happen. They can 
rework a scary event by playing it over and over, taking on different roles and understanding 
it in new ways that can allow them to reach a positive resolution to their story. 

PLAY helps adults understand a child's needs. 
B ' carefu lly observing children's play, tea hers can gain insight into how hildren are 
experiencing .1Od perceiving certai n events. With that knowledge, adu lt! arc better able to 

give information and supp rr in a way that best matches the chi ld's needs. 

PLAY creates an opportunity for dialogue. 
/\. child's drawings or play can be the start of a dialc gue with an adult who can a k 
quest ions and help childre n make meaning of their complex feclings and concern . 
S mc iirnes teacher can help by joining in the play, They can try asking chi ldren to give 
them a role, and, f llowing the child's lead, a k h w their role should be carried Out. 

Teachers can also notice new direction . changes in levels f intensiry or expression, and 
when play becomes disorganized . 
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When Tragedy Affects Your Center or Program • • • 

Staff meetings aboutthe tragedy should allow staff to: 

•	 Share knowledge and posi tive strategies with on e another; 

•	 Clear up any misconceptio ns and exaggerations about the tragedy; 

•	 Talk about their feelings about the traged y; 

•	 Ask for help in feeling safe if the y need it; 

•	 A k for specific ccurity measures which might make them feel afer; 

•	 D iscuss whether or not the regular operations of the school or cent er need to be
 
altere d to help them feel mo re safe.
 

Some additional information: 

•	 Respect personal sty les of participatin g in meetings that disc uss the tr aged y. 

•	 If you are personally up 'ct abou t the trage dy, let yo ur ire director know. 

•	 Staff members who feel overwhelmed by the traged y may have a hard time helping
 
a ch ild or family member. Th is needs to be brought to the attent ion of the
 
program director.
 

•	 Staff di rector need to follow up with staff in the fo llowing wee s and months to
 
discover if staff are feeling safer or if they need furthe r su ppOrt.
 

•	 Talking abo ut tragedy in a group can be helpful, calming, and restore a sense of
 
control if people have been frigh tened.
 

•	 Without strong leadershi p. however, such meetings can do the opposi te: T hey can
 
leave taff feeling help less and paralyzed.
 

•	 Site directors and principa ls need to u c calm judgment and help staff members
 
decide what will best help them feel safe at w rk.
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NYS Council on Children and Families 
5 Empire tate Plaza, Suite 2810 
Albany, N ew York 12223-1553 

Ways to Support Your Staff . . . 
•	 Recognize that staff are some of the most important people 

in children's live . 

•	 G ive staff information on the effects of experiencing 
tragedy on children's development. 

•	 Create a list of local reso urces for staff who need help coping with stresses. 

•	 Model for staff how to listen and respond to children vho seem to be 
out of control. 

• Help staff feel less isolated by creating opportunities for them to get 
together to talk about their concerns.
 

• Become familiar with outside mental health resources to suggest in the
 
event that a child or his/her family needs mo re he lp.
 

• Help staff .ce the power of their relationships with th e ch ildre n in their
 
care and the importance of maintaining the program as a safe haven 
for children . 
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