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Introduction 
We are living through times of uncertainty as Covid-19 continues to spread throughout the 
world. Many reputable organisations, including the World Health Organisation, the 
Conversation, our government leaders, and other organisations are providing useful 
information for understanding the developing situation and providing strategies for keeping 
us and others safe. Some of the resources provided in this pack provide ways to talk about 
things we can do to protect ourselves and others, in accessible language. We can all play a 
role in helping to protect everyone’s health!  
 
A lot of the current pandemic can bring up a lot of worry, uncertainty, and fear. We can’t play 
sports or go to the park like usual. We have to spend a lot more time with our families. That 
can make things feel pretty miserable. 
 
Fortunately, just like there are things that we can do to take good care of our physical health, 
there are things we can do to help support our thoughts and feelings as well. This pack 
includes a series of tips and activities for proactively supporting positive mental health, 
resources on helping children understand the Coronavirus, and further information on 
helping children cope with disaster, including signs to look for at different ages and key tips 
to boost coping abilities. This is just a start. What ideas might you have?  

 

Helpful Resources: 
There are some really helpful online and phone-based resources, specifically tailored to 
young people:  

● Youth BeyondBlue provides information, online, and phone counselling for your 
people (12-25 years) with trained mental health professionals 24 hours a day, 7 days 
a week:  1300 224 636; www.youthbeyondblue.com   

● KidsHelpline Online provides email and phone counselling for young people with a 
website tailored for kids (5-12) and teens (13-25). Online ‘chat’ counselling open 7 days 
a week: 1800 55 1800 (24/7), www.kidshelpline.com.au   

● Lifeline Online Crisis Support allows a person to chat with a trained crisis support 
24 hours a day, 7 days a week: 13 11 14, www.lifeline.org.au/Get-Help  

● eheadspace provides online chat, email and phone counselling with a qualified 
youth mental health professional for young people aged 12-25 as well as 
parents/carers concerned about a young person: 1800 650 890, 
www.eheadspace.org.au  

● Suicide Call Back Service provides free nationwide professional telephone and 
online counselling for anyone affected by suicide, available 24 hours a day, 7 days a 
week: 1300 659 467, www.suicidecallbackservice.org.au  
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Ideas for Supporting Positive Mental Health 
It’s easy to focus on all that is going wrong, which can quickly become a pretty hopeless and 
dark place. Just like people are taking steps like washing hands and physical distancing to 
protect from catching or spreading the virus, it’s important to take steps to protect our 
mental health.  
 
Some General Tips:  

• Things are rapidly changing, which can be really scary. Setting up regular routines 
and sticking to them, whether you feel like it or not, can help ease anxiety and 
uncertainty. Routines are especially important for young people, providing stability 
when things feel somewhat chaotic. As a family, plan out a general schedule that 
includes waking up at a regular time, physical activity, eating healthy, limiting screen 
time, doing some productive activities (e.g., study, work, spending time in prayer), and 
doing some enjoyable activities (e.g., read a good book, work on a hobby).  

• Limit social media. Social media is a great way to stay connected, with people 
offering lots of tips and ideas for everything from how to pass the time, child-friendly 
activities, and ideas for learning at home. But we can also read a lot of bad and scary 
things online. It can be helpful to limit time spent on social media as much as possible 
– find a few sites with some helpful ideas, check those out for updates, and perhaps 
check up on friends and family. Then find some offline activities to do. Consider 
having ongoing family conversations about the responsible use of technology, with 
both children and parents holding each other accountable on where attention is 
focussed. 

• Staying active, healthy eating, and good sleep are key. Studies show that even 
simple movement - going for a walk (if you are able to go outside), yoga or Pilates 
(there are many classes and videos now available online), dancing, and other ways to 
move improves physical, mental, and cognitive functioning. Sleep is vital to restoring 
us, and healthy eating helps sustain us. 

• Cultivate an attitude of gratitude. Gratitude involves noticing and appreciating 
good things, people, etc. It’s very easy to notice and focus on all the bad things 
happening, which can add to feelings of sadness and worry. Purposely looking for 
things that are good and right helps shift our perspective. Each day may not be good, 
but goodness can be found in each day. 

• Stay hopeful. With all of the challenges going on, it is easy to start feeling rather 
hopeless about things. A lot of our young people (and adults) are feeling increasingly 
hopeless, which can start to push towards depression and other problems. It can be 
helpful to think about things in terms of seasons. The world moves in seasons - times 
of spring, summer, winter, etc. Like winter, this can feel like a pretty cold, grey time. 
But spring will come again. Help maintain perspective that this is temporary and 
things will get better. Talk about what everyone is looking forward to. What could be 
done now that might start working towards that?  
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Tips from Beyond Blue: 
● Remind yourself that this is a temporary period of isolation to slow the spread of the 

virus. 
● Remember that your effort is helping others in the community avoid contracting the 

virus. 
● Stay connected with friends, family and colleagues via email, social media, video 

conferencing or telephone. 
● Engage in healthy activities that you enjoy and find relaxing. 
● Keep regular sleep routines and eat healthy foods. 
● Try to maintain physical activity. 
● Establish routines as best possible and try to view this period as a new experience 

that can bring health benefits. 
● For those working from home, try to maintain a healthy balance by allocating specific 

work hours, taking regular breaks and, if possible, establishing a dedicated work 
space. 

● Avoid news and social media if you find it distressing. 
● Seek support when you need it. 

 
 
14 Surprises of Being Stuck at Home for 14 Days (or more) 

1. A lot of cleaning can get done. 

2. Time with family members face to face is precious. This unexpected opportunity may 
be the most quality time you have had in months. How can you explore that? 

3. The stages of emotion changed for us and many friends. Some things you might feel: 

a) Fear. Obsessive reading of social media and news updates… rebellion and 
questions about what rights we have… concerns about the unknown… what 
options do we have? What if this or that? 

b) Overwhelmed. At times feeling overwhelmed with the intensity of change. The 
‘first’ of each thing. First day not going out. First week. First time in a while we 
hadn’t got a fresh delivery of vegetables. Lethargy. Sometimes anger at feeling 
imposed. 

c) Acceptance. At some point, you might reach a point of resigned productivity 
now, and even dread the thought of ‘normal’ life resuming. Traffic jams and in-
person meetings have a lack of efficiency that being home avoids! You mightn’t 
want to go back to life as you knew it before. Having tasted more time at home 
will you reshape your post-pandemic routine? 

4. Less choice actually can breed deeper thankfulness to the choice we get used to and 
have come to expect. 

5. Tracking COVID-19 has fabulous potential for mathematics analysis, geography, and 
growing mini minds (and parent minds) to be more globally aware. 
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6. Some people long for peace, others long for company. 

7. Stopping the hustle of life out and about enables time to think about different things. 
This can be scary, or fabulous. Apparently, Einstein developed his theories of calculus 
and gravity during temporary closure of Cambridge due to Bubonic plague. 

8. The humility of Jesus from Philippians 2 in giving up his power and rights to think of 
others. This has been especially powerful as we live out tangible powerlessness and 
have opportunities to joyfully give up freedom for the sake of others. 

9. There’s real comfort of knowing the security of Good Shepherd from Psalm 23 and 
John 10.  

10. The reach of God is truly global. In a world cross-crossed by air travel routes, and 
where the virus knows no borders, our God is king over the whole world. 

11. And at the same time, appreciate the intimacy of God in-us by his Holy Spirit during a 
time of isolation. We are known intimately, as the Psalmist of Ps 139 knew. 

12. Social distancing like this can feel like an endless string of sort-of Saturdays. It strips 
back how much despite the social media era we really do need other people to have 
a full and meaningful life, and text messages are severely lacking. Will the pandemic 
give a new appreciation to leave our phones and be present once we can be together 
again? 

13. Embracing and accepting social isolation can lead to great opportunities to exercise 
the mind with problem solving – from how to use the time to how to prepare food 
with a reduced ingredients list. 

14. You never quite know what you will discover young children doing if you are isolated 
with them. When you open the freezer… or go into the bathroom… if you have ever 
prayed for patience, this may be your answer! 

 

Ideas for Navigating Being Stuck at Home 
1. Processing. Child friendly videos and songs can help children process what is going 

on. You might wrote down a sheet of emotional responses and ask your children to 
write or draw what was making them feel each emotion. This can help you be more 
sensitive to what they are going through.  

2. Planning. Planning can help you and your children know where you are going over 
the week.  

3. Routine. Get the routine going and keep it up. That way, if two weeks pass and things 
have worsened so the isolation will continue, at least you can look back on what you 
have done. It’s easier to tweak a routine than set up a new one that is at odds with 
the status quo.  

4. Flexible. Make the routine full enough to keep everyone busy but relaxed enough to 
flex when the fears and tears come out at the slightest challenge.  

5. Variety. Gradually build more variety, interest and fun into the routine.  
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6. Themes. Pick a theme, find some songs to match it and play it when the kids are 
having down time.  

7. Checklists. Give the children checklists and end the day with something they look 
forward to. There is freedom in giving children freedom in choosing the order of task 
(this gives a sense of control).  

8. Ownership. Each day, have one child choose activities, such as dances done, chores, 
choosing menus, and helping to cook. This gives a sense of ownership and 
contribution to food, which can be a source of pickiness during change and stress.  

9. Reading. Being indoors provides opportunities to connect & explore themes provided 
through many books easily available.  

10. Realistic. Expect that someone’s going to have a bad day now and again. The pressure 
of the external situation plus the change, is a lot for little people to navigate. Expecting 
they will need extra encouragement helps to give in when they struggle.  

11. Use the space. Think creatively about every part of the home.  

12. Change it up. Rearrange rooms – multiple times. This gives an outlet of control, 
provides physical work, and offers opportunities for conversations about what 
different family members think matters most  

13. Hopscotch. Tape a hopscotch tape ladder on the floor in the lounge, and the kids can 
invent games to use this.  

14. Limit screen time. Screen time can be helpful, but take breaks in between screens 
and move between rooms to mitigate feelings of stagnancy. 
 

Ideas for helping you and your family feel good at home  
Below are some simple strategies and activities that might help that can help people feel 
and function better despite the challenges going on, adapted from Your wellbeing blueprint: 
Feeling good and doing well at work and Boosting school belonging. Think of these as daily 
positive habits that we can do to help stay mentally well. Different things will work for 
different people – the key is to find what works for you.  

● Jolts of Joy: Write down a list of jolts of joy – small actions that bring a smile to your 
face and help you feel good. It might be drawing or painting, reading a good book, 
listening to some fun music, doing a little dance, or other simple activities. When you 
start to feel down, select something from the list that you can do to give yourself a 
little pick-me-up.  

● Gratitude Scraps: Take a bowl and create scraps of paper. During the day, look for 
things that you can be grateful for. Add to the bowl. At the end of day, read through 
and appreciate the positive things that you experienced during the day. This can be 
good to do as a family, hunting for good things during the day, then spending part of 
dinner sharing these together.  
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● Create a Hope Map: Take a sheet of paper horizontally and fold it into thirds. In the 
right column, write the heading “Goals” and write down a “want-to” goal you’re 
genuinely excited to achieve over a time period that feels right for you. In the left 
column, write the heading “Pathways” and list at least three actions that could help 
you to reach your goal. In the middle, write the heading “Obstacles” and for each 
pathway you listed, note 
obstacles or challenges you 
might encounter. Then, around 
the edges, or at the bottom of the 
page, add the things you can do 
to maintain your motivation and 
wellbeing, track your progress, 
and celebrate your efforts and 
achievements along the way.  

● Hot Potato Memories. Stuck at home? This activity provides a bit of movement, 
positive emotion, and cooperation – works best with at least 3 people. You need a 
bean bag (or a small stuffed animal works well). Form a circle. Ask everyone to think 
of a positive memory they have about the family. This may be recent or a long time 
ago. Then the game begins. Start music, and toss the bean bag to one another. Stop 
the music, and whoever is holding the beanbag must share their memory. Then 
restart the music and the game begins again. 

● Worry Snowball Fight. One way to help manage negative emotions is to recognise 
the emotions that we feel, then choose to let them go. Make a stack of quarter sheets 
of paper. Have everyone write worries they have. They may be very small of very big 
worries. Invite them to write one per sheet. Have everyone share one or two, and 
together brainstorm ways to tackle that worry. Now the fun begins. Have everyone 
scrunch up their paper into individual balls to make “snow balls”. Have a snowball 
fight, pretending that you are throwing the worries away.  Alternatively scrunch up 
the paper and play a paper/waste basket type game. You can even introduce fans, 
and other obstacles to make it more novel. End by noting that once problems have 
been dealt with, we can truly get rid of them! 

● Getting to Know our Strengths. We are all good at different things. Maybe you are 
able to make people laugh. You enjoy being kind to others. You stick with things until 
they are done. You approach life with energy and zest. What is it that lights you up 
inside? We all have strengths – it can be helpful to get to help young people recognise 
their own strengths and those of others. Go to the VIA Character website 
(www.viacharacter.org). There’s a survey that adults can take, and one for children. 
Take turns to complete the survey and get your results. Talk about the results. Are 
they similar or different? Think about ways to use the strength over the next few days 
(you can find some ideas on the next page) – then try it out!   
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Examples of how the VIA Character Strengths Can be Used to Enhance Relationships (see more ideas at www.viacharacter.org)  

Strength Examples of how to put it to use 
Appreciation of 
beauty  

Take a few minutes to think about what is beautiful or excellent in your parents. Think about what they have to offer that impacts on your life. Later today, tell 
them what you appreciate about them.  

Bravery After a disagreement, take the first step to initiate a resolution like saying sorry or expressing how you are feeling. Or ask your parent to talk and work together 
to create a change.  

Creativity Identify novel and fun ways that you can spend time together with your parent.  
Curiosity Consider what your parent does that you are curious about. Ask them about it, and see if you can try it with them. Or consider something new that you and 

your parent might enjoy. Ask them to try it together with you.  
Fairness Think about the job that your parent has to do to be your parent. Think about a situation where you got mad at your parent. Were they being unfair, or was 

there a good reason for their action? What would be a fair way to respond? The next time you think you are being treated unfairly, take a deep breath and 
consider what a fair response would be.  

Forgiveness Consider the things your parent has done that you are angry about. Choose to let at least one of these go (This doesn’t mean that they are right, but that you 
aren’t going to hold on to it.) 

Gratitude Spend 5 minutes brainstorming what you appreciate about your parent. What are you grateful for? Later today, tell them one thing you appreciate about them. 
Honesty Consider if there are ways you have lied or told half-truths to your parent. How can you share the truth? 
Hope Try to say more hopeful and optimistic statements than negative and unhopeful statements in the course of the day. When you find yourself thinking about 

what might go wrong, shift your thought to think of what could go right.  
Humility Use your listening skills and try to do more listening than talking in a future conversation with your parents/caregivers. Does this give you any more insights into 

them? Admit your mistakes. 
Humour Humour and playfulness can be a great circuit breaker for conflict. It can be effective at lightening a moment. Try to incorporate this at an appropriate time.  
Judgment Spending time thinking about what role you have to play in improving your relationship. Choose to take responsibility for what’s within your control.  
Kindness Think about something that your parent would really enjoy – what would make them smile? Later today, engage in a kind act to pleasantly surprise them.  
Leadership Consider how you can take a leading role in admitting mistakes and how you can actively work to improve your relationship with your parent.  
Love Express love to your parent, either in a note or verbally. 
Love of learning Think about relationships as being something that takes time and work to improve. What relationships skills could be learnt to help improve your relationship? 
Perseverance Keep working to improve your relationship. Try one strategy, and if that doesn’t work, keep trying others. Stick with it despite challenges along the way.  
Perspective Put yourself in your parent’s shoes. How would your parent/caregiver feel about the situation? What kind of relationship would they like to have? 
Prudence During conflict, make a conscientious effort to think before you speak. If provoked, count to 10 before responding, taking several deep breaths.  
Self-regulation When you feel yourself becoming upset, regulate your reaction. Take several deep breaths – count to 7 as you breathe in, hold your breath for 4 counts, then 

count to 8 as you breathe out. Repeat this several times.  
Social 
intelligence 

Be aware and able to acknowledge that your parent is only human and has feelings too. Tune into what they might be struggling with or what they might be 
thinking or feeling, and how that might be impacting their behaviour. 

Spirituality Go for a walk in the park or bush with your parent and discuss how being in nature makes you feel.   
Teamwork Imagine that you and your parents/caregivers are a team and need to work together in order to both be happy. Chat with your parent about ways to work 

together.  
Zest Be willing to do an activity with your parent and show energy and enthusiasm toward the activity.  
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● Circles of Control: There are some things that we have control over, like what we 
choose to focus our attention on, how we respond to others, and activities that we 
choose to engage in. Other things are within our control, but we need help from 
others. And still other things are completely outside of our control, like how others 
respond to us and policies being implemented in our region. It can be helpful to take 
responsibility for and act upon the things that are within our control, ask for help from 
others for things that we can control with the help of others, and let go of things that 
are outside of our control (even better - pray and give everything that is outside of our 
control to God). Take a sheet of paper and draw a large circle, with a smaller circle 
inside. Brainstorm things that you can control within the inner circle. Think about 
things that you can control with the help of 
others and note those in the middle circle. 
Then think about things that are outside of 
your control (that perhaps you are worried 
or stressing about), and place those on the 
outside outside of the circle. Then, think 
about the things that are within your 
control. What can you do to make those 
happen? Make a specific plan. For things 
within your control with the help of others, 
how can you ask for help and work 
together? For the things outside of your 
control, spend some time praying and 
giving to God the things outside of your 
control. 

● Rocks of Life. Ever wonder where your time goes? One of the most common 
complaints people have is that they don’t have enough time to do what they want or 
need to do. Or if you are stuck at home, you might have more time, but it seems to 
just be wasted away. We usually have time for the things that we make time for, but 
we need to be purposeful in how we use time.  

o For this activity, you need two large jars, some rocks of various sizes, sand, and 
water (try this out first to get the right sizes and proportions.  

o Begin by brainstorming together the different ways that you spend time. Write 
different activities on small notecards, until you get a big range of activities.  

o Then place the jar on the table. Fill it part way with sand. Note that the sand is 
like all the little things that take our attention. They aren’t particularly 
important, but add up, and take a lot of our time. Then add small rocks. These 
rocks are more important things. Add some bigger rocks. Then try to put the 
largest rocks inside (they should not be able to fit inside with the sand and 
smaller rocks inside). These large rocks are the really important things – those 
that we either really care about or know that we need to care about, such as 
our studies. What happens when we try to add them to the jar? There’s not 
enough room.  

Outside of my control 

Within my control, with help 
from others 

Within my 
control 
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o Take the second jar. Place the bigger rocks inside. What happens if we put the 
big rocks in first? They fit well. Add smaller rocks, then the sand. Note that little 
rocks fit around the big rocks, and the sand fills in around the rocks. Then add 
water. We find we even have space for a bit of extra – represented by the water. 
By placing the big rocks in first, we make sure they fit, and other things fit 
around them.  

o Return to the notecards. What are the big rocks? What are the small rocks? 
What’s the sand and what’s the water? Use the jar as a reminder each day to 
prioritise the big rocks first, and then fill in the other pieces. By adding our big 
rocks first – what matters most to us or the tasks that we need to do to be 
successful– we find that we do actually have more time than we first thought. 

● Pomodoros. Do your children need to study at home? Young people can benefit from 
making studying a routine. One technique that has been used effectively in writing – 
and can be applied to homework tasks – is the Pomodoro Technique, developed by 
Italian Francesco Cirillo (2006). The idea is to sit down for a limited period of time, 
indicated by a timer. You work until the timer sounds – and then earn a Pomodoro. 
Take a short rest, then repeat, sometimes with longer rest intervals, sometimes with 
shorter intervals.  

o Set a timer for 5 minutes. Have your children engage in a non-interrupted study 
task (e.g., writing, note-taking, reading). They must work until the timer rings.  
Take a 1-minute break. Congratulate them, noting they’ve earned their first 
Pomodoro (or other fruit). Give them a 1-minute rest and reset the timer. Again, 
have them work for 5 minutes. Repeat (1-minute rest, 5 minutes work).  

o Then congratulate them on earning 3 Pomodoros. Explain the process and set 
up the challenge for them to trial this technique over the next week, increasing 
their time to 20 to 35 minutes.  

o It can be helpful to start with shorter intervals, and then work to extend those 
over time. Mix up intervals, with some longer periods, some shorter periods, 
and varying the amount of rest. Mix it up across different days, or the amount 
of time spent on various tasks.  

o The original is a Pomodoro (tomato in Italian), but use other fruits (or have 
students choose their favourite fruit).  

o Have a competition. See how many fruits the family can earn over the week. 

● Positive Mood Diary. How often are you in a positive or negative mood? Studies find 
that we tend to focus more on our negative moods and experiences than with what 
goes right. It’s helpful to recognise our positive experiences. This can help us 
remember good times and purposely bring more positive experiences about. Over 
the week, keep a positive mood diary, noting each of the following: 

o Describe your best mood of the day. 
o What were you doing when you experienced this mood?  
o What were you thinking at the time?  
o How could you make this happen more frequently? 
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Finally, Action for Happiness offers this “coping calendar”: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

These are just a few ideas. the rest of this 
pack provides resources for helping young 

people understand the virus and coping with 
disaster. 
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Helping Children Cope with Disaster
Explanation of how children of different ages react to disasters and advice for those who counsel 
them.

When global tragedy happens it is not uncommon for Christians to wonder why God allows such 
things to occur. Like adults, children often have the same questions. The Bible, God’s Word, can help 
give us understanding of these situations.

In Luke 13:1-5 we read an account where this very issue of tragedy is discussed. This account is of a 
time when Pilate had murdered many from Galilee and had used their blood in pagan sacrifices. 
Jesus answered the questions asked by many if this was God’s punishment by posing a question 
Himself. He asked those around him “Do you think these Galileans were worse sinners than all the 
other Galileans because they suffered these things? … Or those eighteen who were killed when the 
tower of Siloam fell on them, do you think they were worse offenders than all the others who lived 
in Jerusalem?””

Here are two examples of tragedies, one that was the direct action of a person (Pilate). The other 
tragedy might have been from a natural disaster such as an earthquake or negligence by those who 
constructed the tower. In both incidences people died. Jesus clarified that it was wrong to think that 
these people died because they were worse sinners than others. Jesus also said that when these 
things happen it should be a wake up call to everyone to consider their own relationship with God.

While there are biblical accounts of God allowing natural disasters in judgment for man’s 
disobedience, if we think global disasters are God’s judgment on people we are going against the 
very words of Jesus. Earthquakes happen because this is the way the earth was created; they are 
part of nature and what makes life. Scripture does not support that they are events triggered by God 
against certain nations or people. It is part of nature, part of life and part of death. Jesus calmed the 
storm when he was in the boat with His disciples but Jesus did not end storms forever. Storms, 
earthquakes and tsunamis are all part of nature.

The real question is how we respond to God and others when such tragedies happen. These 
tragedies are not much different than when a family member dies or becomes terminally ill. It is the 
same pain only in global disasters multiplied many thousands of time. In these difficult times we are 
reminded that God loves and cares for each of us. While thousands might be swept into eternity 
when a disaster happens, those who know God and have their faith and trust in God are also swept 
into the very presence of God. For those that know Christ, the scriptures remind us to be gone from 
our earthly bodies is to be immediately present with God.

When tragedy happens. Jesus is there with the victims and there with the rescue workers, 
humanitarian aid providers and others who minister to the victims. Jesus understands the pain they 
are going through because he went through physical pain as well. He is there to help and comfort 
and God also gives us the responsibility to respond and give help and comfort too.
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When tragedy happens this is our opportunity to renew our faith and be reminded that when we 
reach out to others that are in need, we are being followers of Jesus. It was Jesus who told us when 
we help those who are suffering it is the same as helping him. Matthew 25:31-40

This is where we can teach children and youth to understand the biblical principles of faith hope and 
love in the midst of global tragedy; Faith, that God is in control and God cares for every victim. Hope 
in knowing that there is place of peace for all who know Christ as Savior, and the Love that we can 
show in practical ways through responding to help victims and countries, especially in times of 
disaster. 

Global disasters, like massive earthquakes, tsunamis or storms, can have a strong emotional effect 
on people around the world. The scale of the physical devastation and the loss of life in large 
disasters are disturbing even for those not directly affected by the event. Like adults, many children 
and youth try to comprehend the scope of such tragedy and understand how it relates to them. 
Common reactions include sadness and the strong desire to help.

Although most children will be fine in dealing with news of global disasters once the media coverage 
lessens, some may need additional support from adults because of their personal circumstances, in 
particular those who come from or may have lost loved ones in the affected areas. Extended family 
is extremely important in many cultures and many immigrants have strong ties to family back home. 
Adults can help children by supporting their emotional, spiritual and psychological needs, helping 
them to understand the events factually, and providing the opportunity to process their reactions,

Global disaster may strike quickly and without warning. These events can be frightening for adults, 
but they are traumatic for children. Children may become overly anxious, confused or frightened as 
they hear adults and older youth around them talk about catastrophic events. As a parent, teacher 
or other children’s worker, we need to cope with the disaster in a way that will help children avoid 
developing a permanent sense of confusion. It is important to give children guidance that will help 
them reduce their fears and anxieties. Ultimately, the children’s worker in partnership with the 
parents can determine how best to guide children during such catastrophic global occurrences. 

Reactions to disasters may appear immediately after the disaster or after several days, weeks or 
much longer. Most of the time the symptoms will pass after the child readjusts emotionally, 
spiritually and sometimes even physically to tragic world events. 

When any disaster occurs and such disasters are widely covered by the media, it is important to 
recognize normal reactions of children to the event. The following is an overview of normal reactions 
within determined age groups and helpful hints for enabling children to cope with disaster-
precipitated stress. 

How Children Might React 

Preschool 
When children this age are exposed to catastrophic disaster information they may not fully 
understand the gravity of distant situations, especially when the tragedy is not personal or with 
people groups outside their normal sphere. However when preschool children are exposed to such 
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disaster media coverage they may emotionally and physically react. Children this age have great 
difficulty separating what is real from fantasy.

In hearing adults and others talk about disaster and as the adults and children around them discuss 
such events and react, children often feel helpless and might experience a sense of fear and 
insecurity. Many children lack the verbal skills and conceptual skills needed to cope effectively with 
sudden stress brought on by such disasters. The reactions of their parents and families often strongly 
affect them. 

Typical Reactions to Tragedy: 
• Fear of the darkness or animals 
• Clinging to parents 
• Unexplained crying 
• Fear of being left alone 
• Confusion
• Significant reaction if the child has recently lost a loved one, particularly a pet, parent or 

sibling

Helpful Hints: 
• Be sensitive and aware of play reenactment to tragedy they might have been exposed to via 

media
• Keep children this age from being exposed to media coverage
• Be careful around young children discussing global disasters with others
• Provide verbal reassurance and physical comforting 
• Give frequent attention 
• Provide comforting bedtime routines 

School Age (5-11 years)
The school-age child is able to understand permanent changes or losses others might be 
experiencing. Imaginary fears that seem unrelated to the disaster may appear. Some children, 
however, become preoccupied with the details of the disaster and want to talk about it 
continuously. This can get in the way of ongoing life activities and routines.

Typical responses: 
• Clinging 
• Competition with younger siblings for parental attention 
• Nightmares, fear of darkness 
• Withdrawal from peers 
• Loss of interest and poor concentration in school 
• Headaches or other physical complaints 
• Depression 
• Fears about their own safety
• Significant reaction if the child has recently lost a loved one, particularly a parent or sibling 
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Helpful Hints: 
• Open and frank discussions with adults and peers 
• Opportunities for structures but not demanding responsibilities at home 
• Adult encouragement for practical ways children can help or raise funds to assist disaster 

victims. 

Preadolescence (11-14 years)
Peer reactions are especially significant in this age group as children this age are more aware of the 
realities of disasters. Children this age need to know that his/ her fears are both appropriate and 
shared by others. Helping should be aimed at providing ways for children this age to respond to the 
disaster others are experiencing.

Typical Responses: 
• Appetite disturbance 
• School distractions with daily schoolwork or homework as children this age become 

consumed by the disaster media coverage and information. Physical problems (e.g., 
headaches, vague pains, skin eruptions, bowel problems, psychosomatic complaints)

• Significant reaction if the child has recently lost a loved one, particularly a parent or sibling 

Helpful Hints: 
• Group activities geared toward helping victims of disasters 
• Involvement with same age group activity 
• Group discussions geared toward disaster related issues.
• Be ready to discuss Biblical and spiritual perspectives and issues related to tragedies. 

Adolescence (14-18 years)
A disaster may stimulate fears concerning disasters that could personally affect them. As children 
get older, their responses begin to resemble adult reactions to disaster. Teens may also have a 
combination of some more childlike reactions mixed with adult responses. Teens may feel 
overwhelmed by their emotions, and may be unable to discuss them with their families.

Typical Responses: 
• Distraction and lack of attention to daily tasks of school work, home work and home 

responsibilities
• Excessive attention to media coverage of the disaster.
• Withdrawal and isolation 
• Agitation or decrease in energy level 
• Indifference 

Helpful Hints: 
• Encourage participation in community projects and efforts for disaster relief
• Encourage discussion of disaster experiences with peers, family, and significant others 
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• Encourage but do not insist upon discussion of disaster fears within the family, church or 
school setting

• Be ready to discuss Biblical and spiritual perspectives and issues related to tragedies. 

Hints for counseling children:

Talk to your children and students. 
At home or in class, take the time to discuss events factually. Use a map or globe and provide 
relevant information about seismology, geography, cultural issues, emergency and public health 
services, etc. Allow children to discuss their feelings and concerns and encourage questions. Even 
children who do not know anyone hurt may experience a sense of loss or grief, may feel at risk 
themselves, or be concerned that such major disaster can happen with little to no warning. 
Acknowledge and normalize their feelings. A caring listener is important. Let them know that others 
share their feelings and that their reactions are common and expected.

Be a good listener and observer. 
Let children guide you as to how concerned they are or how much information they need. If they are 
not focused on the tragedy, don't dwell on it. But be available to answer their questions to the best 
of your ability. Young children may not be able to express themselves verbally. Pay attention to 
changes in their behavior or social interactions. Most school age children and adolescents can 
discuss their thoughts and feelings although they may need you to provide an "opening" to start a 
conversation.

Highlight people’s compassion and humanity. 
Large-scale tragedies often generate a tremendous outpouring of caring and support from around 
the world. Focus on the aid being provided by governments, non-profit aid agencies, and individual 
donors. Discuss processes of getting aid to the most impacted areas and the cooperation between 
leaders and people of so many nations.

Do something positive with your children or students to help others in need. 
Taking action is one of the most powerful ways to help children feel more in control and to build a 
stronger sense of connection. Suggestions include making individual donations to international 
disaster relief organizations, holding a church, school or community fundraiser, or even working to 
support families impacted by the tragedy.

Emphasize people’s resiliency. 
Help children understand the ability of people to come through a tragic event and go on with their 
lives. Focus on children’s own competencies in terms of their daily life and in difficult times. In age 
appropriate terms, identify other disasters from which communities or countries have recovered.

Be honest. 
Acknowledge your feelings about the event. Be sure your comments are age appropriate but even 
young children will feel more reassured and closer to you if you are honest. For older children in 
particular, it is okay to admit that you feel sad, perhaps a little helpless that you cannot do more to 
make a difference, or even awed at the sheer power and violence of nature. Balance statements of 
concern with information about our emergency preparedness and response systems here at home.
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Monitor the news. 
It is important to stay informed, but exposure to endless news may not be helpful. Images of the 
disaster itself and the resulting human suffering from injury, hunger and disease can become 
overwhelming. Young children in particular cannot distinguish between images on T.V. and their 
personal reality. Older children may choose to watch the news, but be available to discuss what they 
see and help put it into perspective. They may also prefer to ignore the news and watch music 
videos. This is okay.

Spend family time.
 Being with family and friends is always important in difficult or sad times. Even if your children are 
not significantly impacted by this tragedy, this may be a good opportunity to more consciously 
participate in and appreciate family life. Doing things together, even working on disaster relief 
projects together as a family or church, can reinforce children’s sense of stability and connectedness.


