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Foreward
In the Fall of 2005, Hurricanes Katrina and Rita wreaked havoc throughout the
Gulf Coast, causing more than a million people to evacuate their homes and
literally blowing away the finely woven fabric of many people’s lives: their homes,
families, jobs, pets, and possessions that connected them to the past. Hurricanes
Katrina and Rita left hundreds of thousands of people uprooted and homeless,
adrift in a devastated world. Millions more, including children, witnessed the
largest natural disaster in the United States’ history with horror and empathy.
JP Morgan Chase, Mercy Corps, and Bright Horizons established Comfort for Kids
to offer assistance to children and families affected by Katrina and Rita.
As parents, educators, employers, relief workers, and caregivers, we want to
provide the children around us with the support, reassurance, and understanding
they need to understand the forces of nature that can disrupt and devastate the
world as they know it. What Happened to MY World: Helping Children Cope with
Natural Disaster and Catastrophe is intended to help parents*, and all those who
work with families and children, during times of natural disaster. Together we
have an obligation to raise and educate a generation of healthy, vibrant children
who live in the world with confidence and wisdom, understand the natural world,
and are committed to making the world a better place.

What
happened to
MY world?
Helping children cope with natural
disasters and catastrophes

*Note: The term parent is used to refer not only to biological parents, but also to
other adults who have ongoing responsibility for a child.

©2001, Bright Horizons Family Solutions LLC. All Rights Reserved.
200 Talcott Ave, Watertown, MA 02472
www.brighthorizons.com
This resource has been adapted for Australia through Community Child Care Resource and Development Unit,
Professional Support Coordinator for Victorian Children’s Services. The Professional Support Coordinator is an
initiative funded by the Australian Government under the Inclusion and Professional Support Program.

The Australian Adaptation
Shortly after Black Saturday (February 7 2009), when bushfires in Victoria
became the most devastating natural disaster in Australian history, the
late Jim Greenman, Senior Vice President for Education and Program
Development of Bright Horizons Family Solutions, generously offered to
make available an electronic version of What Happened to MY World:
Helping Children Cope with Natural Disaster and Catastrophe to Community
Child Care Victoria so that organisations and individuals could access the
resource. Bright Horizons, even more generously, subsequently donated over
1000 printed copies of the booklet to be given to services and professionals
affected by the bushfires. At that time Jim offered permission for Community
Child Care to adapt the booklet’s contents to suit the Australian context.
This publication is the result. The aim in adapting the original version was to
make it as similar as possible, while at the same time producing a resource
that fits the Australian context. There is some focus, mainly through quotes,
drawings and stories, on the Victorian bushfires and the North Queensland
floods of 2009 in this adaptation. However, children in Australia witness natural
disasters and catastrophes in all parts of the world through the media on an
almost daily basis. For example, as this adaptation was being written the media
was filled with images of the suffering and loss from the earthquakes in Haiti,
Chile and Japan. The booklet acknowledges the effect that witnessing natural
disasters through the media can have on children.
As with the original booklet, the aim of this adaptation is to help those who
work with children and families, as well as families themselves, appreciate the
range of ways children may be affected in the short, medium and longer term
by natural disasters. More importantly, the hope is that the contents of the
pages that follow will encourage all adults who know children to relate to them
respectfully and help them to live in a world that contains many wonderful and
terrible things.
Since the adaptation of this booklet, other natural disasters have occurred:
Western Australian bushfires, Cyclone Yasi in Queensland, flooding in Victoria
and Queensland, New Zealand Cyclone and earthquake and tsunami in Japan.
The principles throughout this booklet can be applied to the above natural
disasters as well. Everybody across Australia and throughout the world has
been affected by these recent natural disasters and this booklet can assist in
helping everyone to talk to children about them.
Jim Greenman died in April 2009. The early childhood profession worldwide
lost one of its most effective advocates, best writers and speakers, and most
creative thinkers about children and childhood. This adaptation is dedicated to
his memory. We hope and trust that he would be proud that his work has helped
so many people.

Biography – Jim Greenman
Jim Greenman, (1949 – 2009) was the late Senior
Vice President of Education and Program Development
for Bright Horizons Family Solutions since 1984. Jim
held a master’s degree and completed additional
advanced graduate studies at the University of
California at Berkeley. He was involved in the design
and program development of many of Bright Horizons’
workplace centers and had more than 25 years of
experience as a child care administrator, researcher,
college instructor, and consultant. He also participated
in the design process for more than 100 child care
projects. In designing child care facilities, he worked
with nationally and internationally known architectural
firms. Jim and Mike Lindstrom, architect, taught
the Institute on Child Care Design for the Harvard
Graduate School of Design for several years.
Jim was the author of What Happened to the World:
Helping Children Cope in Turbulent Times; Places
for Childhoods: Making Quality Happen in the Real
World (Exchange Press); Prime Times: A Handbook for
Excellence in Infant and Toddler Care (Redleaf Press,
with Anne Stonehouse); Caring Spaces, Learning

Places: Children’s Environments That Work (Exchange
Press); and Making Day Care Better: Training,
Evaluation, and the Process of Change (Teachers
College Press). He is also the producer and writer
of several videos: A Partnership of Caring: Comfort
for Kids; Great Places for Childhood (with Mike
Lindstrom); My Kind of Place: Identifying Quality Care
for Infants and Toddlers; and Best for My Baby: Low
Income Parents and the Struggle to Do the RightThing.
Jim wrote numerous articles for magazines and
journals and presented keynote speeches, seminars,
and workshops throughout the United States,
Australia, and Canada on issues including: program
development and environmental design, children and
social policy, children’s environments, infant/toddler
care, parent and family issues, and the education
of young children. He was a contributing editor and
featured columnist for Exchange, a leading publication
in the United States for leaders in the field of early
childhood.
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introduction
Anything that is human is mentionable,
and anything that is mentionable can
be more manageable. When we can talk
about our feelings, they can become
less overwhelming, less upsetting, and
less scary. The people that we trust with
that important talk can help us know
that we are not alone.
FRED ROGERS - 

Life’s Journeys According to Mister Rogers:
Things to Remember Along the Way
Children’s lives have always been marked by change.
Each day brings new revelations that life is filled with
storms as well as sunshine. No child ultimately escapes
from the experience of fear, loss, grief, and trauma. But
extraordinary events that shatter not only their sense of
security but also that of the important adults in their lives,
the people they know, respect and love, put a particular
pressure on these adults to be at their best, whether
they are parents, family members, educators, coaches or
friends of children.

In the summer of 2009, bushfires in Victoria on Black
Saturday (February 7) shattered much more than
emotional security. In the bushfires people lost homes,
family members and friends, jobs, pets, and all the
possessions that connect them to the past. Natural
disasters impact on children’s lives somewhere in the
world every day. Several years ago Hurricanes Katrina
and Rita in the United States and the Asian Tsunami
left hundreds of thousands of people uprooted and
homeless, adrift in a devastated world. Early in 2010 the
devastating earthquakes in Haiti and Chile also impacted
tragically on hundreds of thousands of people.
Extraordinary events like Hurricane Katrina or the
Black Saturday bushfires test us all as citizens and
human beings sharing a planet. They test us in our
roles as guardians of our children, trying to keep them
emotionally safe, and as our children’s educators trying
to raise them to become enlightened and empathetic
adults. Children learn from what we say and don’t say
about the world and their place in it, as well as from
our actions. The children we care for become the kinds
of people they are at least in part because of how we
respond to their questions, concerns, and fears, and how
we use the teachable moments thrust upon us to guide
and teach them.

Every day, children in all parts of the world are
struggling with life’s darker side. The insights into
children’s thinking and behaviour, and what they need
from adults in the aftermath of these events, apply
to other calamities, both personal and social: death
of loved ones; exposure to violence; the descent into
homelessness; or even the sudden loss of a parent due
to divorce or separation. Fear, grief, anxiety, and despair
have the same disabling force no matter the cause.
The understanding, compassion, and thoughtfulness
required by the adults who care for children are much
the same. It is often relatively easy to support and
respect children and families when they are at their
emotional and behavioural best; it’s much harder when
circumstances beyond their control may have driven
them to their worst.
What Happened to MY World? Helping Children Cope
with Natural Disaster and Catastrophe is for educators,
parents, and everyone working to help children and
families make sense of a world where the forces
of nature and humans can unleash a fury in which
buildings are torn apart, lives are lost, and our sense of
safety and security disappears in a flash. It is designed
to help adults peer into the minds of children from

infancy through the teenage years and understand
their fears, grief, and struggles to understand why —
whether through acts of nature or human beings —
the ground under their feet can disappear and the world
can become a very frightening place. It has been written
to help both children who experience and survive
catastrophe firsthand, as well as those who witness it
from a distance and wonder what it was like or whether
they will find themselves in similar circumstances.
The Australian edition of What Happened to MY World?
is adapted from the original American edition written by
Jim Greenman in response to Hurricanes Katrina and
Rita. That booklet, written in 2005, was an adaptation
of What Happened to the World? Helping Children
Cope in Turbulent Times (Greenman, 2001), which was
written in response to the events of September 11,
2001. [An international edition of that initial booklet
was published by Pademelon Press in Australia in April
2002.] The Victorian bushfires and the severe floods in
North Queensland are used here as reference points
for helping children learn to cope with disaster and find
strength within themselves.

PART I  of this booklet explores how children respond to natural disasters and other
catastrophes. Their reactions and what they need from adults are broken down by age.

PART II  looks at how children can begin to understand both the world of nature at its most
powerful and some complex aspects of human society exposed when disaster erupt
including death, poverty, bias and prejudice.
The Resources section includes resources for professionals and families to explore more deeply
all the topics introduced in this book. There are websites and books for adults and children
on coping with stress, understanding the natural world and coping with disasters, addressing
questions about poverty, diversity and difference, and developing plans for survival and recovery.
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1. What Happened to MY World?

PART I

CHILDREN
AND
CATASTROPHE

PART I
CHILDREN
AND
CATASTROPHE

Alli’s
interpretation
of a storm.

Like four-year-old Emily, a September 11 survivor, who
looked out at the World Trade Center rubble in 2001
and asked “What happened to the world?”, every child
touched by catastrophe is thinking similar things:
• Will I be OK?
• Will you be OK?
• Will everyone I love be OK?
• Will the world that I know be OK?

Society-Shaking Events
September 11 touched us all because of the surprise
and the unimaginable horror of planes crashing into
buildings, people disappearing into smoke, and rubble
covering the streets. Anyone who previously had felt
removed from the threat of terror — who thought that
mass destruction happened only in poor countries
or far away on television or movie screens — was
forever shaken and changed. Subsequent bombings in
Bali, Madrid, London, and other places have had the
same effect.

Severe natural disasters, such as Hurricane Katrina,
the earthquakes in Haiti and Chile and bushfires
in Victoria in 2009 create a similar shock. Natural
disasters happen every year, but some have impact on
more people or cause more severe damage because
of the size of the geographic area affected, lives lost,
thrown into chaos and changed forever, property
damaged or lost and the efforts required at many
different levels to respond effectively to avoid ongoing
catastrophic results. The emotional shock goes far
beyond the areas and people are affected directly. The
vast ruin, the images of and interviews with desperate
people who have lost every possession, footage of
emotional reunions with loved ones, images of burntout cars in which people had tried to escape, images
of injured or dead animals and the discovery of bodies
found over days — leaves us all thinking how could
this happen here?
Whether by objective measures a natural disaster
is ‘large scale’ or severe or not, for those affected
directly in dramatic ways it is a major life event.
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Life Is Not Fair
Natural disasters and other large-scale tragedies
touch many people, but not equally or in the same
way. Hundreds of children experienced the force
and damage of the 2009 Australian bushfires and
floods directly. Many more were touched through the
experiences of people they knew. And since large
numbers of children are exposed to the media, where
dramatic accounts and images of horror or grief are
frequent, even more children saw images on TV and
thought, “That could have been me or my friend or
relative or someone I love.” Others thought, “Why
them and not us?” Following the catastrophes have
been continuing attempts to explain these natural
disasters, coupled with ongoing reports on the impact
of global warming and climate change, and all the
efforts to understand what happened in order to be
better prepared should something similar happen
again. This keeps the disasters in our minds and
reminds adults and children that “Next time it could be
me or someone I love.” Anniversaries are particularly
powerful times for a range of reasons, and images
and accounts bring the disaster back to mind for all
of us. The first anniversary of any powerful event has
significant impact on most people.
A year on, some children are having nightmares
again – of being lost and alone in the blaze.
Some children still wake at night screaming
“fire”. A brief blackout late Sunday frightened
many into thinking their dark monster had
returned.
Primary school teacher in a bushfire affected
community (Peter Munro, `I Think Seeing Things
Moving Forward Now has Given the Children
Hope and Reassurance’, The Sunday Age,
February 7, 2010 p.5).
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The effects of many natural disasters linger in
communities and in individual families for a
long time. Re-building can take years. Ann [see
Acknowledgements], a kindergarten teacher in
the Alpine area of Victoria during the 2003 fires,
remembers that for weeks the smoke was very bad,
like fog. People with asthma had to re-locate and
children’s outdoor play was restricted. Even a year
later burnt leaves would appear, and the smell of
smoke was still in the air. Many children who have
experienced cyclones, earthquakes, bushfires, floods
or other natural disasters at some time in their
past may have been shaken again by the Victorian
bushfires. Refugees and asylum seekers trying to build
new lives in this country bring with them experiences
of severe hardship and trauma in their pasts, and
memories of these can be easily triggered.
There are many others already living with personal
trauma or overwhelming stress that are especially
vulnerable to witnessing new tragedy from near or
afar. There are also children and adults whose natural
empathy and high sensitivity to tragedy and trauma
leave them particularly exposed to pain in times when
fear and heartbreak are ever present.
What happened to the world? It has become a place
where we need to support each other and our children
as events unfold. When children experience a worldaltering event, we are the ones called on to provide
comfort and security and to help them make some
sense of what has happened.

Chelsea’s interpretation of a storm.

Everyday Horror
Headline-making events like the Victorian bushfires,
the Asian tsunami, the earthquake in Haiti, severe
floods, and September 11 touched almost all of us.
But remember that every day, untold numbers of
children also look around and ask what happened
to their world? Four-year-old Jorge fleeing with his
family from a burning house; seven-year-old Mala
watching a cyclone blow away her family’s home;
two-year-old Eric and his mother leaving behind an
abusive alcoholic father; nine-year-old Tonya, her three
brothers and sisters, her mother and grandmother
looking for shelter after another eviction; eleven-yearold Mai mourning the death of her father. Whether
from natural disasters or those created by human
beings, societal or personal tragedy, worlds are
shattered every day. The monsters of drug addiction or

violence; the misfortune of fires, job losses, or serious
illness; and the tragedies of marital conflict, divorce or
death — all of these daily tragedies send thousands
of families into a sudden descent of confusion, fear,
anger and the unknown. The child whose predictable
personal world is collapsing will live with the same
fear and uncertainty as the child in a national crisis.
When the numbers of children in Victoria burned all
of us were witnesses. But when the world shatters for
Jorge, Mala, Tonya, or Mai and all the other children
and their families, there are rarely dramatic pictures
of people emerging from the rubble on television.
No politicians make visits and issue comforting
statements. No celebrities hold benefits. There may
or may not be support for their families as daily life
goes on for the others around them. But for the
individual, the experience of a shattered world is the
06
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same whether it’s because of a family tragedy or an
international event; whether by objective measures it’s
large-scale or small.
There are, of course, differences when a calamity or
crisis is personal rather than communal. The sense of
isolation and powerlessness may be greater — how
can the world go on as if nothing happened? On the
other hand, a personal tragedy in a caring community
might engender more support because the rest of the
community is not in crisis. No two individual crises
are exactly the same; each of us is different and the
circumstances are unique. But the shock, disbelief,
grieving, numbness, anger, mood swings, and inability
to go about daily life — the need to talk or the need to
be silent — are the same. And our needs for security
and hope for the future are the same as well.
Damien’s experience was quite different to Lilly’s.
It was like he stayed within his own head with his
fear during the fire. Because he was only two he
had less awareness of what was happening. His
fear was about the wet blankets I put over us and
me lying on top of him to protect him and feeling
our fear. Lilly’s always been the kind of child who
takes everything in and is very aware of what’s
going on around her. Damien became very clingy
after the fires, and needed one parent with him
all the time. He’s still learning a year later to be
away from us. We tried to put him in child care
just after the fires, in a place he was familiar with.
But they phoned us soon after we left him and
told us to come and get him. He was inconsolable
and wouldn’t let anyone there touch him.
He talks about the fire more than Lilly, even
though he didn’t really see what happened. The
two kids fell asleep as soon as we started driving
down the mountain after everything had burned.
(Sam, mother of Lilly, 4 ½ and Damien, 2, at the
time of the fires [see Acknowledgements] )
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Pillars of Security
There is nothing more basic than the need to feel
secure: to feel that I am OK, right here, right now. We
feel secure when the world is safe, predictable, and
manageable. We know we can fit into that world as
ourselves and that we will be accepted by the people
we encounter. We can relax when we are with people
we trust, know what to expect, and have confidence
that our life experience gives us the skills to cope with
whatever comes our way. This is the exact opposite of
how we are likely to feel in a crisis situation.
Young children often surprise us with their wisdom.
However, because they are learning so much
and developing so rapidly, their perceptions and
understandings about everything in their normal
world – people, places, events, objects, themselves
– change frequently. Daily life for young children is
usually full of surprises. As they grow up, learn, and
experience more of life and the world, both good and
bad, they gradually build a stronger base for predicting
what will happen and for coping with life’s surprises.
However, children always depend on four pillars of
security to help them face life’s struggles: people,
place, routine, and ritual.
- People: For most of us, the most insecure feeling
of all is feeling alone — no hand to hold, no one to
look up to, no one to warn us, and no arms to hold
us when we stumble. Security comes from familiar
and trusted loved ones who know and understand
us, and whom we know and understand. But if those
people are just not themselves and are behaving
unpredictably (as often happens in crisis), or worse,
if we have no one and are surrounded by strangers,
a calming sense of security is hard to come by.

- Place: In our homes, we can relax. We take comfort
in its familiar order, its sounds, sights, and smells.
We know our way around and how things work.
There are few surprises. Our treasured things are
there to reassure us, as are our memories. An
unfamiliar place makes demands on our awareness
— we need to be alert. In new places, and we may
not have the freedom to find or create sanctuaries
and places to pause.
- Routine: Routines are regular patterns of actions,
the familiar order of the day. We come to expect
things to happen at certain times and in certain
ways in our daily lives, and this helps us feel secure.
Routines offer some protection from the unknown.
Structuring time into routines has an enormous
impact on how we feel. Routines reassure us and
stabilise groups — the regular meal, the prompt dry
nappy, the inevitability of sleep.
- Ritual: Our individual lives are relatively orderly
and meaningful, with daily rites or rituals that have
gained our affection: the first cup of coffee in our
favourite mug, goodbye kisses, how we wake up or
go to sleep, the routes we take to work or school.
Ritual joins routine and the physical order to bind
individuals and groups together in times of stress
and uncertainty.
The four pillars are not equal; certainly people matter
the most. But place, routine, and ritual are essential
and support the first pillar.
When you are a child or an adult in a crisis, all four
pillars — people, place, routine, ritual — may become
shaky or crumble and your world may feel as though
it is crashing down upon you. It may be filled with
strange people, strange places, strange routines, and
few rituals.

Degrees of Loss and Trauma
Each of the many survivors of any natural or humanmade disaster has a story that deserves to be heard.
Many, perhaps most, were brave and terrified at the
same time. But the range of trauma is extraordinarily
wide. When disaster strikes, many lives are disrupted
and many people are affected; some firsthand,
others from a distance. Putting all survivors together
diminishes all the dimensions of the horror that people
experienced and continue to face. Some may not lose
people or material possessions but rather their sense
of safety and perhaps their optimism; however, neither
of these is a small loss. Some children will have left in
fear before the disaster struck with family intact. They
may however, have lost most or all of their material
possessions. People who had much to begin with may
have lost a great deal, but still have the human or
material resources to start over.
At the opposite extreme, some stayed, terrified, while
others were rescued or took extreme measures to
stay alive. During and after Hurricane Katrina, some
children were literally plucked out of floodwaters or
floated to safety. In the Black Saturday fires, some
families left early, some escaped just in time, some
stayed and almost perished but survived. Some
people (children included) were true heroes, saving
others. Some lost loved ones or were separated from
their families for days after, with no way of knowing
their fate. Some people lost loved family pets, and
many lost key documents or proof of identity: birth
certificates, identification, photographs, financial
papers, insurance documents, and school records.
Many people witnessed death and injury and were
injured themselves. For many, the sight, the smell,
the feel of death will never leave them.
While many lost everything and came out of it
with spirits intact, depression and despair can
come from losing the material substance of your life,
however slight.
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The severity of disasters can be quantified using
objective criteria – for example, the number of lives
lost, the extent of property damage, or the size of
the geographic area affected -- but that says little
about the impact on individuals. In other words, there
is no necessary direct correlation between severity
of natural disaster or ‘objective’ indicators of impact
on individuals and the extent of their real impact on
individual children and families.

Children in the Eye of the Storm
People do not have to have a direct connection to a
catastrophe in order to suffer as a result of it. Some
children and adults are shaken simply by the surprise,
or size, or horror of the event. September 11 left
most of us shocked, sickened, angry, and uncertain
about the future. Even thousands of miles away, the
emotions were real and for some of us, paralysing.
The impact of the Black Saturday fires and most other
natural disasters is that large numbers of children
and families were not only traumatised at the time
and immediately after, but will be living hard lives
for months or years to come. Although counseling or
therapy may be part of what they need, even more
these families need to reconstruct their lives: homes,
jobs, schools, communities and stable families.
People with low incomes tend to fair even worse
in nearly all natural disasters. Without any financial
cushion, their shelter is more precarious, their ’rainy
day‘ resources may be non-existent, and their ability
to evacuate the scene may be hampered by no place
to go and no way to get there. Often their net worth is
not in bank accounts or property, but in the personal
possessions that they have managed to accumulate:
appliances, clothes, furniture, or jewelry.

Homelessness
Home is all the words that call you in for dinner,
over to help, into a hug, out of a dream.
Michael J. Rosen (Home: A Collaboration of
30 Distinguished Authors and Illustrators of Children’s
Books to Aid the Homeless)
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The ache for home lives in all of us, the safe
place where we can go as we are and not be
questioned.
(Maya Angelou, ‘All God’s Children Need
Traveling Shoes’)
As a result of natural disasters, some children
and their families will be homeless for a short, medium
or long time. All families who lost their houses in the
Black Saturday fires had to stay in shelters or move in
with friends and family until they could find mediumto long-term accommodation.
When we left our house as the fire came down
the street, we went to Daniel’s nana and pa’s
house to stay. I think he felt safe there, and it
helped him deal with the fires.
(Michelle, mother of Daniel, age four at the time
of the fires [see Acknowledgements])
We left the mountain that night and went to
friends. They are people the children are really
familiar with, like extended family. I think it meant
a lot to the children to go to a safe place, a place
and people they were familiar with.
(Sam, mother of Lilly and Damien, age four and
two at the time of the fires)
Over a year after the Black Saturday fires, many
families are living in sheds or caravans as they rebuild
their homes. Temporary accommodation, often too
small and inadequate in other ways, as well as the
stresses associated with building a home, add to the
stresses families experience and can interfere with
their ability to focus on their children’s needs.
Imagine what it is like to be a young child without a
home, with only the clothes on your back and a bag
of stuff that makes up your worldly possessions. If
you were a child entering the world of shelters or
temporary accommodation, you would think “What
happened to my world?” This new world may be
cramped and clouded by anxiety, uncertainty, and

stress. It can be hard to find space to play, things to
do, and places to not be in the way. Some days, bright
moments can be hard to come by. Some days, it can
be sad or scary, boring or chaotic. The adults around
you are trying hard to protect you but are often sad or
depressed, angry or worried, struggling to cope in an
often overwhelming situation. Some days, if you are a
child, it can be hard not to get into trouble, because
after all, you have lots of energy trying to make it
through the day.
Imagine if you are that child. Imagine if you are
that young child’s parent or guardian, trying to do
the right thing and hold on to hope in a difficult
situation.
Losing your home is a horrible thing. No matter how
meager it is, no matter how few possessions you
have, losing everything all of a sudden is an emotional
shock. Home is where we can be ourselves, in all our
quirky individuality. You can open the refrigerator and
get a drink, turn the lights on or off, and sift through
the photographs and mementos that chronicle your
past. You can be silly, or noisy, or grouchy. Home is
where you have family, pets, plants, cupboards, toys,
and your own blanket and bed.
When children lose their homes in a disaster or
personal catastrophe, they may also lose pets and
cherished possessions (their collections, trophies,
gifts from special people). They might also lose
friends, routines, rituals, and even maybe their
school. The whole architecture of their lives has
collapsed. Children usually have a parent, but a
parent in distress, and one who may be tired from
heroic efforts to just make it through the day, or who
may be sad or depressed. When they find shelter,
they usually have lost even more: the ability to sleep
easily, to keep clean, to get a snack or pocket money,
and to move around freely without the constant
presence of an adult. What have children usually
found? Perhaps crowded and unfamiliar conditions,
uncertainty and fear, no place to play or do homework,

no private space to pause and be off the beaten path.
Sometimes it’s hard to keep clean and look good.
Older children may have found a social stigma leading
to a sense of embarrassment, shame, or anger.
Disaster changes us (and children) in many ways. We
are very glad to be alive and safe. But in many ways
we are the same people in the aftermath. We are
still shy or modest, or very private, or picky eaters, or
sensitive to noise or smell or quirky in all the same
ways we are at home. Children still care about being
clean or having friends. They still want to have the
right school supplies and all the things that ’normal‘
children have. Living in groups of strangers, as guests
in the homes of others, or in makeshift temporary
accommodation is difficult.
Helping children who have lost their homes begins
by looking beyond their loss and current needs and
focusing on their strengths. Don’t forget what they do
have: family, and the human potential for hopes and
dreams. They may have families that have survived
to this point by large and small acts of courage and
determination; families with deep religious faith; or
families held together by a strong sense of obligation
and love. Children also have the capacity to survive
terrible circumstances. They are living the only life
they know. Much more than adults, most children
are resilient and have the ability to adapt and orient
themselves to new circumstances.
A primary school principal whose school was
destroyed in the 2009 fires in Victoria reported
that when the school received a box of donated
Lego, the students built on the floor of the
classroom, a replica of the town – the police
station, the patisserie shop – and re-created the
school. Now we are looking forward, as one child
said to me, to coming home.’ …
(Miki Perkins, ‘The Best of Back to Schools’, Insight
special, The Age, Saturday, February 6, p.3.)
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It Is Not Always About Trauma
I believe that something traumatic like the fires
can raise issues or exacerbate problems and
concerns that are already there. Everything’s not
a direct result of the fires.
(Sam, mother of Lilly,
4 ½ and Damien, 2, at the time of the fires)

Events like Black Saturday, severe floods, the Asian
tsunami, Hurricane Katrina and other disasters create
more than suffering. For some children, the impact is
less emotional and traumatic, and more intellectual,
political, or spiritual. Why did this happen? How did
this happen? What do we do now? To them it might be
important or interesting, and they want to know more.
Disasters bring a welcome array of mental health
professionals with useful advice on coping with
trauma. However, it is important for professionals and
parents not to become so focused on trauma that
they see it when it isn’t even there, and inadvertently
induce anxiety when they find reactions that are
relatively measured and mild. There will be a variety of
reactions, and many of those not significantly affected
may feel little more than the desire to continue to
live their lives. Josie and Brenda, both family day
educators in Ingham in Queensland, where serious
floods happened in the summer of 2009, said that
many children seemed to take the floods, even the
serious ones, in their stride. Brenda commented that
it was difficult to see that it had any effects on some
children. She attributed this to the fact that floods are
commonplace in this area.

Some children will react strongly at the time of the
disaster and then seem to recover. Others will show
little or no reaction immediately after, but will react
later. Reactions vary, in part because of our individual
temperament and personality. Michelle describes
Daniel, now five, as ‘very sensible and switched on,
a real thinker”. She said he didn’t want to watch
any of the TV coverage of the fires around the first
anniversary, saying ‘Turn it off Mummy. I don’t want to
see it. ‘She says he states with definiteness if the fires
are brought up ‘I don’t want to talk about it’, and he
doesn’t bring the subject up. ‘At first, after the fires”,
said Michelle, ‘he wanted to talk about it a lot, at home
and at kinder. He was very interested in watching
images about the fire on TV. He also was freaked out
by fog – he thought it was smoke. And if the wind
picked up and we were out he wanted to go home.
The only time he became really upset was when Craig
[his dad] was doing some burning off and the wind
picked up. He screamed and panicked then. It took us
a long time to settle him down.’

Daniel’s home was burnt in a fire.
11
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Karina [see Acknowledgements] spoke about her children’s (Mia, 1 ½ and Amaya, 6 at the time of the
floods) experience during the floods and her guesses about its impact on them.
Even though our house wasn’t flooded they probably were more exposed to it than many other children
because of my job [manager of the local newspaper and our situation]. I don’t think Mia will remember
much about it. She’s shown no signs of remembering. She couldn’t go to Brenda’s (family day care) for a
while because we couldn’t get there, so her routine was disrupted. And for a long time children couldn’t
play outdoors because of the possibility of disease, but that’s about it.
It’s a different story for Amaya. She had more understanding. She missed a week of school – she’d just
started and gone to school for a week and then the floods came. So it was like starting all over again
when she went back. I think she struggled a bit for the whole year because of that disruption. I think it
made a difference that the children couldn’t go outside for so long while they were at school. There was a
lot of bullying.
It was a very busy time for us as a family too because of the extra people and all that we were doing.
Amaya was shocked not to be able to see her grandparents for four days during the floods, because she
was used to seeing them every day. We went to see them the first time in a boat. Seeing them was very
emotional for her. She still talks about how she couldn’t see them and then they moved in with us. We also
had the emergency services people up to the house for a barbecue, and she heard their conversations.
She was bothered by hearing that people couldn’t get food and that it had to be flown in. Once she went
with her dad in their boat to ferry some police from one place to another. She could see that what they
were doing was important.
I never took her to the evacuation centre but I talked to her about people living there because they
couldn’t live in their houses. Amaya gave some of her own toys and DVDs away for the children who had
lost theirs. Sometimes she would see toys floating in the floodwaters and she wanted to try to rescue
them for other children.
She worried about animals. Once we were in the boat and we saw some wallabies. She asked several
times in the next few days ‘What happened to those kangaroos?’
Three weeks ago there was a bit of a scare and Amaya immediately asked “Are we getting another flood?
Will the helicopters come back? Will grandma and grandpa move back in?
I think she was intrigued by it all. I don’t think she was scared. It was an exciting time for her. I think the
only negative effect was that I couldn’t be home with her all the time. Her dad was. I think she missed me.
Maybe the whole thing was a bit overwhelming at times – too much to take in.
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How Do We Feel?

A lot of the literature and what people say to try to
help after a disaster doesn’t take enough account
of the fact that after something like the fires parents
are traumatised too, and living with major sensory
overload. We put on a brave face but it’s hard.
(Sam, mother of Lilly, 4 1/2, and Damien, 2, at the
time of the fires)

Adults largely set the emotional landscape for children.
Children depend on us to be strong and solid, to know
what is happening, and to guide them through the
shoals of troubled waters.
How did you feel undergoing or watching the horror of
Black Saturday, the earthquakes in Haiti, or the Asian
tsunami? How did you feel after September 11 or the
Madrid, London, or Bali bombings, with the growing
realisation that the threat of terror had come into all
of our lives, that many of us might be directly drawn
into the experience of loss? Or perhaps in your world,
violence or sudden harm has never been a stranger,
because of terrorism, crime, warfare, illness, accident,
or natural disaster. Once an unexpected tragedy
occurs, feelings of vulnerability and insecurity remain
for a very long time.
15

Knowing how you feel and finding your way to higher
ground is critical in order to help the children you love
and care for. Even when they are babies, children see,
hear, and feel our pain and despair, and they look to us
for understanding, reassurance, and hope. They have
a sixth sense that detects unease and uncertainty. The
first step in helping children cope with catastrophe is
to sort through our own feelings and get the support
that we need. Children need all the love, strength,
and reassurance that we can muster. Their sense of
safety stems from us: strong adults who protect them
from misfortunes that they never imagined. Easy to
say, much more complicated to achieve for some
people, whether parents or professionals working with
children, who have experienced disasters along with
those children.
For a time I didn’t want to hold the children closer.
I wanted some distance, and sometimes I still do.
While we were sheltering from the fire I accepted
that we were going to die. I think that’s made me
want to distance myself from them sometimes. I’m
still working on it.
(Sam, mother of Lilly and Damien, ages 4 1/2 and
2 at the time of the fires)

The fires destroyed half the houses in the
neighborhood, including the one next to ours, and
our home was also damaged. It was pretty terrifying.
Jasmine was four and she almost immediately
seemed to lose a year of development. Always
sensitive and cautious, she was now always afraid
of everything: lightning, loud noises, cigarettes, us
leaving. She wanted to be held, to sleep with us, to
keep us home from work. But eight-year-old Ethan
began to treat it as a big adventure. He threw himself
into clean-up efforts, collected money for the now
homeless families, and became a militant on fire
safety — reading everything he could and lecturing
us on safety. I have to give credit to my wife Susan.
She was first relieved, then angry, then relentlessly
cheerful, optimistic, and tireless in helping the
families who had lost much more than we had. Her
patience with Jasmine (and with my worries) kept
us going. It took Jasmine nearly a year to become
her old self. I guess it took me a little longer. I found
myself withdrawing because I got overwhelmed
pretty easily with all the paperwork and rebuilding.

We all feel and behave differently in response to
trauma; the timing and intensity of our feelings and the
behavioural changes that follow vary from person to
person. Some take it all in a great rush that results in
an open wound of emotion; others compartmentalise
or push feelings down and try to manage or hide the
response. The stress in each of our lives varies widely,
as do the supports that we have to offset the large
and small challenges to our wellbeing. But somewhere
inside, we all feel frightened and vulnerable. A disaster
in which a loved one dies, or homes are lost, or in
which we and our family almost die is a different
category of trauma altogether. The disaster is not
simply a traumatic event; it becomes an ongoing,
debilitating, and traumatic existence.

(A father whose family endured a bushfire)
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Common Emotional Reactions to Trauma
If you have suddenly lost a loved one, you are in a
state of emotional shock and grief. You will have to
grieve and gradually be able to face a new life without
the loved one. If you lose your home and possessions,
you usually arrive at your place of shelter in emotional
shock, exhausted, despairing, and disoriented. More
important, if you are a parent you don’t need to just
get over a great loss and restore your spirit; you need
to construct a life and home for you and your children.
Shock

How could this happen?

Confusion: What does it all mean?

In the weeks after the fire we stayed with friends. It
was chaos, crowded. People wanted to come and
see us, touch us – it wasn’t enough for family and
friends to talk to us on the phone to know that we
were alive. They needed to see us. And there were
massive numbers of phone calls. There were lots
of basic things to do. It was like moving to a new
country and leaving all your belongings behind and
trying to create a new life. A lot of attention was
taken away from the children by the fire and what
followed.
(Sam, mother of Lilly, 4 1/2, and Damien, 2, at the
time of the fires)

Fear or worry:
	What will happen next -- where, when,
and to whom? Will it end?
Grief: 	I have lost someone I loved, or someone
else like me, or the person I was, or the
life I led before.
Anger:	How could people let this happen;
how could people not do more to help,
how can such a cruel and unfair thing
happen?
Guilt:	Why them and not me? Could I have
done more?

Common Changes in Behaviour
I don’t know how many times I have been in tears,
or felt really angry. I feel nothing, like I am far away
and I see the kids and know they want me but have
no energy. I either want to hug my kids or get away
from them. I just want to sleep. My husband is
driving me crazy. He constantly watches the news, or
just works, and pays little attention to us. He doesn’t
sleep much.
(Parent after Hurricane Katrina)

Shame and surprise:
	It’s not like me to behave this way: angry,
bitter, blaming, or scared.
Helplessness:
How can I ever make my world OK again?
Sadness:	It’s unbearable that so many lives have
been lost or are adrift, so many children
orphaned, so many futures turned to mud
or ashes.
Isolation or I’m probably the only person who feels
alienation: 	exactly this way, and I am not sure if
anyone understands my feelings.
Hopelessness and despair:
	I’m not sure my efforts are worth it.
What does it matter?
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Many people respond to trauma with some of the
following reactions and changes in behaviour:
• Appetite changes
• Change in sleeping patterns
• Anxiety and tension
• Headaches and low resistance to illness
• Crying or depression
• Anger or short temper
• Fatigue, apathy, numbness, or listlessness
• Hyperactivity or mood swings
• Difficulty concentrating
• Numbness or apathy.

All of these reactions are normal, up to a point. You are
not alone in these responses. But when the reaction is
intense and prolonged, seeking help is important for
you and the children for whom you care.

• p ractical, functional help from people, in addition
to help to examine their feelings: help with matters
such as securing important documents that have
been lost and dealing with insurance and bank
accounts

Emotional Shock

• h elp mentally digesting new information —
what they need to do, where they need to be

Direct survivors of catastrophic events often go into
the same emotional shock that follows the sudden
death of a spouse, parent, or child. They become
seriously dazed and confused and exhibit many if not
most of the symptoms of trauma for days, weeks,
or even longer if the circumstances continue. They
may not be able to access the help that is available.
Commonly after a disaster such as the bushfires there
is a lot of initial support. As time passes, in spite of the
support being needed on an ongoing basis, or needed
currently more than in the past, it may not be available
and/or as accessible as it once was. Sometimes the
real need happens 6-12 months later. This situation
can leave people with the added guilt of not having
accessed it when it was available.
To get through this period, survivors need:
•m
 ore than a bed -- calm uncluttered surroundings
that convey order and safety

• the stability and reassurance of familiar faces of
friends, neighbours, and community members such
as shop assistants , and librarians
• s imple comforts and distractions, especially if they
are children
• to avoid replays of their disaster, or any other
disturbing events, as they can reawaken
impressions of the all-too-recent catastrophe and
rekindle their emotional distress.
(Adapted from Emotional Recovery After Natural
Disasters: How to Get Back to a Normal Life by
Ilana Singer)
Note: The plight of families forced into temporary
accommodation may be magnified because most of
what they experience bears little resemblance to the
advice above.

• to return to routine instead of generating
more change
18
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Taking Care of Yourself
Whether you are a parent or someone who works
with children, if you have been through a disaster, in
order to take care of children, you need to take care of
yourself to the extent that you are able. Some ways to
do this are:
• A ccept help from others who offer assistance and
support with daily responsibilities.
•W
 hen ready, talk about your feelings with adults
with whom you feel safe; who will really listen
without making judgments or giving unwanted
advice.
• T ry to create a daily routine and rituals that support
your current needs and those of your family.
• E at healthily, exercise and try to get adequate rest
and sleep.
•C
 ry when you need to, and seek solitude when you
have to.
• Take breaks from the news and headlines.
• Take breaks from others who bring you down.
• B e gentle with yourself and others and be tolerant
of the less-than-ideal behavior of yourself, your
children, and others under stress.
• T ry to focus on the good things in your days and in
your life, and find the seeds of hope.
• R eplenish your spirit with friends, faith, family,
music, or nature.
• S eek help if you feel that life is not becoming more
manageable with time.
After a disaster, many of the above suggestions are
very hard to take up. Often the most you can do is try
your best to be as gentle and accepting of yourself
and others as you are able to be and to give yourself
time. You will eventually feel differently and see your
situation differently.
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3 Understanding and

Supporting Children

If you are a child watching the news, it never stops.
The fires keep burning, floodwaters keep rising,
planes keep crashing into buildings, buildings keep
falling down, and people keep on crying and hurting
… day after day. If you happen to be three or four or
five years old, still learning to navigate the confusing
borders of time and space and what is real and
what isn’t, you are probably thinking that nature’s
devastation results in daily destruction. Some children
may also be wondering “When will it happen to me?”
This is the way many young children think when they
see things around them. When a friend’s sister dies
of cancer, the television news reports a child in a
fatal car accident, a cousin no longer lives with her
dad, or the news relentlessly sensationalises a child
abduction, a child wonders “When will it happen
to me?”

Every Child Is Different
Mara, even at the age of six, paid close attention to
reports she overheard on TV or the radio of any threat
— crime, cyclones, and bushfires — and nightmares
always followed. The loss of a pet, a friend moving
away, and the sorrows of distant others were all felt
intensely and worried over. Alejandro, on the other
hand, breezed through his childhood with only a brief
pause for the real calamities that occurred around him
in his impoverished neighborhood — never imagining
it might happen to him. Kyle’s vivid imagination and
his empathy for others left him seriously vulnerable
when any tragedy crossed his path. Troy and Tyrel’s
nine-year-old responses to airplane crashes or
devastating natural disasters were similar. While not
appearing particularly upset, each needed precise
answers about an infinite number of details about the
destruction. And fifteen-year-olds Stephen and
Carrie never let on that anything would shake their
cool veneer.
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Lilly insisted on wearing layers of tight clothing. She
would put layer after layer on even when it was hot.
I think it made her feel secure.
She still gets very angry very easily. She doesn’t
want to separate from me except for kinder last year
and now at school. She doesn’t want to talk about
the fires. If the subject comes up she says ‘I’m a
dinosaur’. I think that’s her way of protecting herself.
Her teacher told me that around the anniversary
though she drew a picture and spoke to her about
it and she did show the teacher an article written
about our family’s experience in the fire.
A couple of days after the fire, Lilly started
demanding our presence and attention, and not in a
positive way. She would do anything she could to get
our attention. When we moved to a rental house she
became obsessive about things. As an example, she
liked having a cup of tea in the morning. If it wasn’t
made in exactly the right ways, she would scream,
cry and be inconsolable.
(Sam, mother of Lilly, 4 ½ and Damien, 2, at the time
of the fires)
Children are different, both from adults and from
each other.
But taking that seriously in practice is not always
easy for parents and others who work with children.
Children sometimes think very differently from adults,
and at each stage of development they view the world
through their own unique lenses. From birth, children
have their own sensitivity to change, to unexpected
events, and to distress. They respond to dramatic
events and stress in their own way and with differing
intensity. However, in some ways their reactions will
be similar to those of adults. They may feel guilt
about leaving people or pets behind when they left or
guilt about surviving when others didn’t.
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Reactions to a disaster come and go, appear and
disappear. They may surface long after the event.
Going through a natural disaster may lead them to
make links that will stay with them throughout their
childhoods, if not their lives. Ann recalls the children in
her kindergarten, in a year when they had bushfires in
the first week of term, asking any time throughout the
year when they heard or saw a helicopter overhead
if there was a fire. For them, helicopters meant fire.
Brenda reports that any heavy rain or rain for a few
days prompts children to ask if there is going to be a
flood. Sam says that both her children, as a result of
the Black Saturday fires, hate wind.
All children are vulnerable, but not equally. A child
already grieving over a lost loved one (a person or a
pet), divorce, or separation, may be more vulnerable,
as will children who have families in crisis, or who are
under stress for any number of reasons. Sensitive and
empathetic children will also struggle more to come to
terms with events that are disturbing.
All children, even babies, will feel the direct effects
of a natural disaster or family crisis—the emotional
upset in the air and the change in people, place,
routine, and ritual. Life as they have come to know it is
disrupted and they are thrown off-centre. Supporting
children during times of uncertainty and stress begins
with knowing the child. The best indicators of distress
in children are changes in their behaviour. Watch for
behaviour that is not typical for the child: for example,
a normally outgoing child is being shy or withdrawing,
or a child suddenly becoming clingy, irritable, or prone
to anger. A teenager who is normally cool and distant
may withdraw from the family even more. A child may
regress to past behaviours, such as thumb sucking or
defiance, being very dependent, or not showing the
self-help skills of which he or she is capable.

Brenda recalls a child she cared for who typically
didn’t talk very much becoming very anxious,
talkative and loud – ‘highly strung‘ -- after the
floods.
Sam talked about a change in Lilly’s attitude towards
possessions, brought on she thinks by losing all her
possessions and the massive donations to families
after the fires.
All the material goods that were donated after Black
Saturday were both a blessing and a curse. We had
to take the children with us to the relief centres to
get basic things. There was a mass of stuff for the
kids. It was a real free for all. People from all over
were delivering stuff for the children. Our family isn’t
materialistic, so Lilly had never had so many toys.
She started hoarding toys and if we tried to remove
her she would start screaming. I think it’s because
she lost everything.
(Sam, mother of Lilly, 4 ½, and Damien, 2, at the
time of the fire)

Remember, not all behaviours or behavioural changes
stem from a crisis. All the other aspects of life and
development are marching on — adjusting to a New
Year level or school, friendships changed or lost,
parents worried about losing their job, or a teenager’s
best friend moving away — all create personal stress
that may eclipse societal turmoil.

Fostering Resilience
I think it’s important to be honest with your kids and
at the same time to try to keep the situation positive.
You want them to remember the good and not the
bad. It’s important to be reassuring and supportive.
I had to explain to Amaya that this was an unusual
time – it might not happen again. I also wanted her
to learn that there were people who were a lot less
fortunate than us.
(Karina, mother of Amaya, 6 and Mia, 1 ½ at the
time of the floods)
22

PART I

CHILDREN
AND
CATASTROPHE

Some children seem to bounce back from terrible
circumstances and lead emotionally healthy and
productive lives. While a lot may depend on inherited
personal qualities such as intelligence, an eventempered nature and independence, resilience can
be nurtured. The key ingredient is at least one caring
adult who believes in the child and is a role model and
support, helping the child see his or her life as positive
and valuable. It may be a parent, relative, teacher,
family friend, or even an older sibling.
What frightens children in crisis is the feeling of total
helplessness, the feeling that they lack any impact
on the environment. Those around you may seem
defeated. Caring adults who foster resilience nurture
in the child a positive outlook and a sense of personal
power, and help the child gain mastery over his or her
environment. In their book Raising Resilient Children,
Robert Brooks and Sam Goldstein identified the
qualities found in resilient children.
These children:
• feel special and appreciated
• set realistic goals and expectations for themselves
• solve problems and meet challenges
• have productive coping strategies that foster growth
• h ave a sense of their own strengths and
weaknesses
• feel strong and competent
• h ave good interpersonal skills with adults
and children
• focus on aspects of life they can control
or influence.
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They also identified the qualities of caregivers,
including parents and other adults who foster
resilience in children. They:
• are empathetic
• listen and communicate
• a ccept children for who they are and help set
realistic goals
• help children feel special and appreciated
• h elp children experience positive results and feel
competent
• help children recognise and learn from mistakes
• d evelop responsibility, compassion, and a social
conscience by providing opportunities to contribute
• teach how to solve problems and make decisions
• u se behaviour guidance that promotes selfdiscipline and self-worth
• c hange ’negative scripts‘ (thought and behavioral
patterns).
If our goal in a crisis is to plant or foster the seeds of
resilience, it is critical to find and support the adults
who can play the role of mentor and guide to the child.

Chelsea’s interpretation of rain.

One thing that I think helped Daniel was that when
I was running around getting us ready to leave the
house, I put him in the cot with Jayson, the baby. He
didn’t like that at the time – he cried and wanted to
get out and be with me. I told him that I needed him
to look after his brother. He didn’t respond well at all
at the time, but now he tells people ‘Mummy asked
me to stay and look after Jayson, and I did’. It’s like
he’s proud that he helped us get away in time. I’ve
thanked him many times for helping by looking after
his baby brother.
(Michelle, mother of Daniel, 4 at the time of the fires)
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4 Children Under Three Years Old

5 Three to Five Year Olds

They know something is up

upheaval in daily routines or a change of environment.

Children under the age of three experience tragedy
or disaster that does not directly affect them by
absorbing the tension, fear, withdrawal, or pain of the
people they love and the changes around them (more
motion or stillness, sound or silence, the absence of
laughter, even the smell of fear).

Babies and toddlers show their distress largely through
their behaviour: being irritable and contrary or clingy
and tearful. They often show distress through their
daily routines: eating, sleeping, and toileting. Some
young children may become listless and apathetic.

They know more than you think, although
much of it is incomplete or misconceived.

Even very young babies react when adults around
them are upset or depressed. Two year olds are
beginning to understand the concept of pain and may
point out people who are injured or distressed.
They also may want to comfort you and others who
are upset.

• the comfort of the familiar: normal routines and
favorite rituals, and most importantly, people

Of course, babies and toddlers will react even more
strongly if the tragedy or disaster results in the loss
of one or more special people, or if it means a huge

What Do Children Under Age Three Need?

• a peaceful household and a peaceful experience in
other places where they spend time, such as child
care, playgroups, or other people’s homes
• v ery limited exposure to the media and adult
conversations about crisis and disaster
• ample time with calm, loving, reassuring adults.

At the time, even though he was upset and I was
running around packing up for us to go, I kept him
informed. I told him things like ‘Daddy’s out checking
the road to make sure it’s safe for us to drive down.
I think that helped.
(Michelle, mother of Daniel, 4 at the time of the fires)

Children, even young children, want to know what is
happening.
Like children under three, three to five year olds will
react strongly to the loss of loved ones. They too will
respond to change of place and upheaval in their daily
routines. Three to five year olds are much more aware
of events around them than babies and far more
aware than we may think they are. However, their
understanding is often limited. Very young children are
sometimes magical thinkers who confuse fantasy and
reality, are not always clear about time and space, and
are working through the concepts of cause and effect
and permanence. The idea of ’forever‘ and death
itself are not concepts they understand. Their daily
world is already populated with monsters, disasters,
nightmares, and heroes. To them, the images on
the news are not different from the fictional images
they see on the television screen. So the impact of a
disaster and its aftermath has the same effect that it
has on older children and adults: new fears (of floods,
fires, and destroyed homes) and anxiety (about strong
winds, fires, storms, explosions, earthquakes, or
buildings falling down). Young children pay attention
to adults’ feelings and words, and anger or despairing
words may make them feel insecure.
Preschool-aged children have a conscious awareness
that people can come and go, and in times of crisis
they are likely to have fears of abandonment. They
feel helpless because they now understand that they
do need protection and care, and they worry that
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something might happen to the people they love and
rely on.
Children’s sensitivity to close calls or tragic events
as depicted on television varies widely. While some
children barely notice or shake it off relatively quickly,
others are very traumatised. Most children fall in
between those extremes. They may ask a lot of
questions for which they need honest answers. But
they don’t need disturbing details or a discussion of
issues that don’t appear to be on their mind. Do listen
for hidden questions. Remember the old story about
the five year old who asked, “Where did I come from?”
After listening to an explicit description of where
babies come from, the child said, “OK, but Tony came
from Geelong. What about me?”
Some children wlll have specific concerns, ones that
may to rational adult minds seem to ‘come out of left
field’. Brenda recalls that a number of the children she
cared for worried about animals in the floods almost
more than about people. She recalls a parent telling
her that when the family passed by a flooded house
in their boat, a stranded dog was on the verandah.
Rather than worrying about how the animal was going
to be rescued, the child’s question was “How is that
dog going to be able to go to the toilet?” She also
recalls a number of children asking questions, such
as why their toys at home had been lost. She said
they did not seem particularly distressed, but rather
seemed to be trying to figure out what had happened.
Play is the way that children make sense of and come
to terms with a world that offers surprises and puzzles
every day. Play is the way children achieve mastery
over situations in which they are powerless. After
tsunamis, floods, bushfires, or tornados, or when their
lives are touched by violence or death, expect children
to work out their thoughts and feelings in
play by representing the power of nature and the
heroes in helicopters and boats. An example from the
United States and one from Australia illustrate the
power of play:
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The children were playing Hurricane Katrina. They had
all of the farm animals out and were moving them to
the second floor as the floodwaters were rising. Then
they put the baby cow on top of the roof to be rescued
but the mama cow was crying because she did not
know where her baby was going.

Common Reactions of Pre-school Aged
Children to Stress

Ann recalls the children in her kindergarten doing a
lot of firefighter and helicopter-related dramatic play
and block building related to fires for a long time
after the fires. She says the children created many
drawings and paintings about the fires and about
the helicopters, which during the fires were landing
near the kindergarten every three minutes and were
so close that they shook the building. She says she
provided lots of open-ended play materials to allow
children to work through their feelings and what was
on their minds. She wanted to make provision for each
child to deal with what had happened in ways that he
or she felt comfortable with.

• nightmares

When given the chance children will also use art to
work through and express thoughts and feelings. More
than a few parents learn of their seemingly oblivious
young child’s knowledge of calamity, war, or terrorism
through her or his pictures of destruction or victims.
Preschool-age children need adults who recognise
that playing through (working through) life’s horrors
is normal, who listen to them, and who do not react
harshly, preach, or condemn. Children need to play at
being powerful, even evil. Unless play might lead to a
child getting hurt physically or emotionally, it is usually
best not to intervene, even when the play offends our
sensibilities.
Sam reports that Damien, just over two years on Black
Saturday, now talks of himself as a hero: “I could
have saved the chickens. I could have killed nature”.
She says that a year later he goes around protecting
himself, turning sticks, Allen keys and Lego into guns,
in spite of being in a family in which guns and talk
about guns don’t feature.

• bedwetting
• fear of the dark, monsters, or animals
• clinging to familiar adults
• toileting accidents — loss of bladder or bowel
control, constipation
• s peech difficulties (for example, being at a loss for
words or stammering)
• loss or increase of appetite
• cries or screams for help

What Do Children Under Age Five Need?
After the fires I think Daniel talked more to his Pa
[grandfather] than he did to us. I think he could tell
we were upset and he didn’t want to upset us more.
(Michelle, mother of Daniel, 4 at the time of the fires)
• normal routines and favorite rituals
• a peaceful household and a peaceful experience in
other places where they spend time, such as child
care, kindergarten, playgroups, or other people’s
homes

• fear of being left alone; fear of strangers

• limited exposure to both the media and adult
conversations about the crisis

• confusion

• ample time with calm, loving, reassuring adults

• b ehaviour that tests others, such as aggression and
uncooperativeness.

•m
 uch verbal reassurance that you and they will be
OK (along with acknowledgment that they may be
scared and are not feeling OK now)

It is normal for these behaviours to occur from time to
time in preschool-age children. The key to determining
if they represent trauma is to look for changes in a
particular child’s behaviour and for new patterns.

• p lenty of physical reassurance (for example, hugs
and cuddles)
• k nowledge of where you and the others whom they
love are at any given time
• k nowing that you will listen, have gentle
conversation, and share your own feelings
• to be able to play, draw or use other media to
express themselves
• s upport for and acceptance of play that may reflect
the current events with intervention only to avoid
harm
• s pecial time and reassurance at bedtime, including
letting the child sleep with a parent if they want to
• to be away from the situation at times, respite from
the focus on the crisis or tragedy
• encouragement to be physically active
• o pportunities to help others and improve the
environment
• help seeing ahead and preparing for the future
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They know much more than you think and
want to know more.

Common Reactions of Primary School-aged
Children to Stress

• g uided exposure to the news media and adult
discussion

• r eassurance at bedtime, including letting them sleep
with a parent if they wish to

As children go the through the school-age years, they
increasingly inhabit the world outside the home. They
can understand what is real and what is permanent,
but they may lack perspective. They are learning how
events fit together and want to understand how things
happen and what impact events will have. They have
a lot of questions and expect honest answers about
details that matter to them. They understand loss and
can identify with the people directly affected by events.
They can think about what life is like for others.
Their fears are real and realistic from their limited
perspective, and they often focus on the fact that bad
things could happen to them.

• nail biting or thumb sucking

• opportunities to talk and play with peers and adults

• recognition of their efforts during the disaster

• irritability, whining, clinging

• o pportunities to use art materials or take part in
drama to express themselves

• o pportunities to help others and participate in
community efforts

• opportunities to be physically active

• h elp predicting and preparing safety measures to
be taken in future disasters

It is a time when they are imagining their adult selves
— what they will do when they grow up — and
identifying with adult roles. In times of crisis, dramatic
and powerful heroes and villains both may fascinate
them. They may find great interest in the rescues they
experience or see on screen. Increasingly, peers play a
larger role in shaping thinking, feelings, and reactions
to events.
School-age children are interested in rules and the
difference between good and bad, right and wrong.
Their sense of fairness and justice can lead to outrage
and strong, rigid opinions in the face of injustice
and terrible acts. When crisis hits their family or
community, they often want to help.

• aggressive behaviour at home or school
• c ompetition with younger siblings for parental
attention
• night terrors, nightmares, fear of the dark
• avoiding school
• loss of interest and poor concentration in school
• withdrawal from peers

• a dults’ acceptance of their play, conversations
and other means of expression that reflect the
current events in their lives and the feelings
associated with them

• o pportunities to be away from the situation and
respite from the focus on the crisis or tragedy.

• r elaxed expectations at school or at home during
the crisis period

• regressive behavior (reverting to past behaviors)
• headaches or other physical complaints
• depression
• fears about recurring or new disasters
• a need to take on more responsibility for the family
and care for others.

What Do School-Age Children Need?
• normal routines and favourite rituals
• a peaceful household and a peaceful experience in
other places where they spend time, such as school
and outside school hours care
• a mple opportunities for time with calm, loving,
reassuring adults
• the choice to tell their story over and over again to
people who will listen, to talk about it when they want
to, or to not talk about it at all

When we was walking through all the water and it
was getting higher and I was holding on to Tyrell, I
wanted to be Superman fly up and then go real fast
and get all the people away from the water.

• a dults who will try to find out what is on their minds,
listen, answer their questions honestly with the details
that matter to them, and empathise with their feelings

(A 10 year old boy who experienced
Hurricane Katrina)

• v erbal and physical reassurance that you and they
will be OK (and acceptance that you and they may be
scared and not feeling OK now)
• k nowledge of where the people they love are at any
given time
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They know much more than you think and
want to know more, but not always from
you, and they may or may not want to
share their thoughts and feelings with you.

Common Reactions of Teenagers to Stress:

As children develop through their teenage years, their
ways of being in the world and responding to traumatic
events change slowly from the reactions of a child to the
reactions of a young adult.

• indifference, withdrawal, or isolation

Teenagers often feel overwhelmed by their emotions,
even in normal times. They can experience a vast
spectrum of ups and downs. Disasters or violent acts
add to the mix because they want to be powerful but
often feel the opposite. Peers are critically important,
and the group reaction can heighten anxieties or
leave a child feeling alone and out of step. Teenagers
may respond to traumatic events with either extreme,
intense reactions or professed indifference, particularly
toward adults. Some will be glued to the television
and pore over newspapers and magazines; others will
avoid the news. Some may have difficulty expressing
caring, concern, and anxiety, while inside they may feel
inadequate or guilty. Teenagers often will monitor adult
views closely, particularly around bravery, justice, and
prejudice. Older teenagers may worry about what the
future holds for them in a world where nature’s wrath
is likely.
Disasters are difficult for teenagers because they occur
at the time of life when they are often beginning to
move away from family. They are trying to develop a life
in school and teen-age society. If the world of school is
disrupted, or the adults’ needs to draw family together
increases and peer contact diminishes, teens may
struggle.
The direct experience of a disaster may provide
teenagers with the opportunity to take responsibility
for family and others, and to test out their growing
maturity. In doing so, their emotional strength may have
increased. But if things didn’t go as they expected,
despite their efforts, they may be left with feelings of
guilt or inadequacy.
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• appetite and sleep disturbances
• headaches or other physical complaints
• increase or decrease in energy level
• a reduced sense of a future, loss of optimism
• dark humour, cynicism, or depression
• confusion or poor concentration
• p oor performance at school or truancy, fighting,
withdrawal, loss of interest, attention-seeking
behaviours
• risk-taking behaviour or a fear of taking risks
• rebellion in the home, aggressive behavior
• refusal to cooperate.
If you have ever been sad, really sad, you know
what I am talking about. Sadness is with you all the
time. Even when your friends are trying to make you
laugh. Sadness seems to be waiting right behind
your smile.
(Barbara Parks, ‘The Kid In The Red Jacket’)

What Do Teenagers Need?
• a peaceful household (and  school experience)
• to know that you are there for them when they need it
(and want it) on their terms. This may be, for example
a parent talking with them late at night or any adult
just ’hanging out‘ together and the adult being
accessible
• k nowing the whereabouts of family members (even if
they don’t admit it)
• the choice to tell their story over and over again to
people who will listen, or to not talk about it.

The mother of a teenager who lost her home and a
close friend in the Victorian fires said near the first
anniversary of the fires, “I tried to talk to her about
it at the beginning, but I found that I was actually
pushing her further within herself. I’ll get little bits
and pieces every now and then. She’ll say how she
missed her friend or the people who died in the fires,
or how she can’t stand sometimes to look out and
see the black trees. But I have just let her do it and
she has healed herself, really.
(Peter Munro, `I Think Seeing Things Moving Forward
Now has Given the Children Hope and Reassurance’,
The Sunday Age, February 7, 2010 p.5).

• time with peers for play and discussion
• opportunities to be physically active
• a dults who encourage participation in social activities,
athletics, clubs, and other groups
• o pportunities to help others and be involved in the
response to crisis
• g roup planning for safety measures to be taken in
future disasters
• structured but undemanding responsibilities
• e ncouragement and support to take care of
themselves: to eat well, sleep sufficiently, exercise
regularly
• temporarily relaxed expectations of performance

• your willingness to engage in serious discussions
• to be offered opportunities to talk about feelings —
yours and theirs — honestly, but without you being
intrusive and with you listening rather than lecturing

• individual attention and consideration when they ask
for it
• o pportunities to be away from the situation and
respite from the focus on the crisis or tragedy

• o pportunities to talk about their feelings about natural
disaster, the environment, poverty, religion, justice,
tolerance, and other social, political, or religious
issues

• recognition of their growing competence and maturity,
and any of their efforts during the disaster

• y our best and wisest adult perspective on serious
issues and your acceptance of their views

• h elp predicting and preparing safety measures to be
taken in future disasters.

• o pportunities to take responsibility, help others, or
improve the environment
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Stress: A Quick Summary

Daniel knows that it won’t ever happen like that
again – we won’t let it. There may be fires again, but
he knows we’ll be ready and we won’t stay. I tell him
‘If there’s a fire we’re not going to be anywhere near
here”. He also knows from our experience last year
that there’s a lot of family support.

1. Be available.
2. Listen, listen, and listen some more.
3.	Be honest and answer their questions —
at their level.

19. Resist overprotection.

4.	Respect differences in children — both individual
and age-based.

21.	Understand that playing is a way to grieve and sort
through fears and confusion.

5.	Encourage consistency in everyday routines and
favourite rituals.

22. Attend to their physical symptoms of stress.

6.	Make the environment safe for talking about
feelings and thoughts.

24.	Set limits on acceptable behaviour, and
enforce them.

7.	Expect and allow for all kinds of emotions, some
of which may be unexpected and seemingly
inappropriate.

25. Remember triggers that will cause distress.

8.	Give choices and be flexible — avoid power
struggles.
9.	Allow a lot of opportunities and different media
for expression.
10. Encourage activity and play.
11.	Support the child’s friendships and social networks.
12. Be a model as a human being.
13. Hug with permission.
14. Practise patience.
15.	Support children — even when they’re at
their worst.
16. Expect behaviour that is typical of a younger child.
17.	Expect behaviour that is sometimes beyond
the child’s years and sometimes typical of a
younger child.
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18.	Help them to adopt a healthy lifestyle, including
eating well and getting enough rest and sleep.
20. Don’t force conversation and interaction.

23. Reassure the child that he or she is not alone.

26.	Plan relaxed and pleasant family or group
time together.

If it’s a bad day up here, hot and windy, we won’t stay.
We’ll go to Nana and Pa’s for the day or even down
to the shops. We’ve done that a couple of times this
summer. I wasn’t worried but Daniel was. In fact, on
Black Saturday even if the fire hadn’t come so close
I was preparing to leave anyway, because Daniel was
scared and wanted to go. I say to him that if it looks
bad we’re out of here. I think that makes him feel
safe. My advice to other parents is to take whatever
kids say into account. Reassure them that they are
going to be safe. (Michelle, mother of Daniel, 4 at the
time of the fires)

When we were renting, even though it was a big drive,
we decided to keep Lilly in the kinder near where
our property was. We had a caravan on the property
but we’d never stayed there. One day Lilly said she
wanted to stay there, and even though we weren’t
prepared we did – for three days. Those were the
happiest three days we’ve had for a long time.
We wanted to wait for her to say she wanted to stay
and we were glad we did. You can’t allow a child to
make all the decisions, but it was so important for us
to wait for her to tell us that she felt safe back on the
property.
(Sam, mother of Lilly, 4 ½ and Damien, 2 at the time
of the fires)

There is no magic formula or single right way to respond to a child in and after a crisis. It is important
to know and respect each child’s way of coping, even when it is different from our own.

27. Be available for help if needed.
28. Take care of yourself.
(This list was adapted from 35 Ways to Help a Grieving
Child (The Dougy Center for Grieving Children).
Children need to know that the adults who care for
them will protect them and do everything they can
to keep them safe and that they will take children’s
worries seriously. Michelle and Sam each gave
examples of one way of showing their children that
they take their concerns seriously. Each family will
find different ways to show children that they take
their concerns seriously and will do all that they can to
protect them. Two parents interviewed for this booklet
gave their own examples of doing this:

34

9 When to Seek Help
Reactions to traumatic events may appear immediately
or after several days or weeks or even longer. Most
of the time, the symptoms detailed above will begin
to disappear as the child and family readjust. But for
children who experience disaster directly and intensely,
or if symptoms accumulate or persist over time, it
is wise to seek professional help from a counseling
service, community health centre.
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A GP can refer you to these services. Alternatively help
can be sought through the children’s school or early
childhood service. A counselor will talk to children to
help them understand their feelings. Professionals and
parents can work together to help the child through
having open communication in mutually respectful
relationships focused on the child’s wellbeing.

Chelsea’s interpretation of rain.
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HELPING
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Natural Disaster and Catastrophe

PART II

When crisis or catastrophe envelops children’s world,
the most important thing we can do, after ensuring
their physical safety, is to be thoughtful and responsive
to their emotional and educational needs. The family
is the most important safe haven where children can
express their ideas and fears with assurance that the
important adults in their lives will protect them and
teach them about the world that they will inherit.

HELPING
CHILDREN LIVE
IN THE WORLD

Although families are the most important people in
most children’s lives, early childhood services, schools,
outside school hours care services, clubs, sporting
teams and other community groups can also be
places where children can have that sense of safety,
belonging, and feeling valued. Especially when they
are in the throes of coping themselves with their own
feelings and losses, parents may not be able to ‘be
there’ for their child in the way they would like to be.
Support and understanding of this from professionals
and other adults in children’s lives is critical. This also
means that other adults in children’s lives can be an
important sounding board for children’s feelings about
what has happened.

What kind of people do we
want our children to become?
Children need to hear our views about life, the natural world, and social issues articulated
in language they are able to understand. They observe not just what we say but what we
do. How and what we teach children depends on who we are: our civic nature, spirituality
and willingness to learn about events, respond with compassion and generosity, and share
that empathy with children.

Children’s Understanding
of the Natural World
Our planet is a wonderful and complex place. The
natural world: the earth, sun, wind, water, and fire all
work together to make it possible for us to live. But
nature is far more powerful than human beings, and
there are times when natural events create terrible
conditions for people. Understanding and respecting the
planet and all its forces of nature is important to safe
living. All but the very youngest children can learn that
nature is a powerful force in shaping and sustaining
life on the planet. Children need to understand that all
the powers and properties of nature are interrelated.
Human beings are just one part of it. There is a purpose
for natural phenomena, and even the most negative
events can have positive effects: floods distribute soil to
farmland, for example, and fires help create new growth
in the bush. Here are some ways to help children learn
to respect the natural world and feel our relationship to
the earth:
• E xpose children to the outdoor world of streams,
rivers, lakes, the sea, stormy weather, beaches, the
bush, hills, and mountains so that they develop a
sense of familiarity and safety in the presence of
natural forces.
• Involve children in gardening to help them
understand natural cycles.
• U se books, the media, and the internet to explore
the world of nature and environmental issues as
well as learn about catastrophic events. Learn how
floods, bushfires, earthquakes, hurricanes, and other
natural phenomenon have a purpose in maintaining
the health of the planet.
• S upport children and families to become more aware
of and active around environmental issues, including
promoting policies and daily practices that respect
nature and reduce the likelihood of damage to the
environment and destruction to human society.
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2 Answering
Children’s Fears
Many of the questions and concerns that surface in
times of crisis have at their heart the fundamental
questions. Will I be OK? Will you be OK? Will everyone I
know and love be OK? Will the world that I know be OK?
Following are some ways to help children:
• Identify his or her own fears through gentle
conversation that follows the child’s lead.
• A lways try to be realistic while reassuring the child
that it is unlikely the catastrophe will happen again
the same way. Assure the child that if there is a next
time, “We will be ready and will stay safe” (even if
you are not feeling entirely sure yourself).
• Respect

the child’s fears and remember that fear is
not always rational.
In the aftermath of natural disasters, for many children
and adults the fear of storms, floods, cyclones, fires,
and earthquakes will increase. The best way to break
down the fear with young children is through your
strong, calm, thoughtful presence. Older children
also rely upon the strong presence of adults and their
experience of adults’ rationality and optimism. Children
need to hear messages that:
• P eople are working very hard to learn more about
early warnings of natural disasters and ways to
prevent loss of life and damage to property and
possessions.
• We know what to do if we are in any danger.
• W
 e will make plans together so that we are always
prepared and safe.

Children’s Questions

The aftermath of any disaster leaves us with hard
questions to answer. Children need opportunities to
talk about the emotions and issues that are in the air
around them. As they get older and their understanding
of the world outside their home grows, they also need
our honest answers to the larger issues: “Why is life
so unpredictable?” “Why do natural and human-made
disasters create catastrophe and tragedy?” “Why
do innocent people die?” “Are some people more
vulnerable than others?” “Can’t we do something to
help those people who are not as fortunate as we are?”
Some questions may test our fundamental social,
political, and religious views: “Is nature mad at us?”
“Why do some people die and some live?” “Why were
some houses okay and others burned down?” “Why
can’t people be saved faster?“ “Why do some families
have so much and there are many families that are
hungry and have nothing?” “Why did we lose everything
we had?”

• W
 atch your words, tone, and body language. You
may give a nonverbal message of calm, sadness,
anger, confusion, or indifference.
• A sk children what they think the words that they
are using or hearing mean – words such as death,
drowning, loss, weather, disaster, bushfire, and hero.
• T ry to get an idea of what they already know and
feel before beginning any dialogue by asking
something like “What are you thinking and feeling?”
• F ind natural opportunities to ask what’s on the
child’s mind and follow his or her lead. Recognise
the clues in a child’s art, play, or conversations with
friends. Accept his or her feelings.
• C
 heck first before assuming either a lack of or
strong interest. When you encourage a young child
to draw, play, or talk about his or her feelings, you
give permission to freely express scary or angry
thoughts.

Children need our best answers, or our honest lack
of an answer. Sometimes all we can say is that “Bad
things happen to good people and we don’t know why.”
They need our thoughtfulness and willingness to help
them seek answers. No child will ever thank us for lying
or avoiding questions.

• H
 onestly share your feelings, but always try to be in
control of your emotions in the presence of children.

Before Talking to Children

• P rovide the child hope by simply sharing hugs or
reassuring smiles that say, “I’m here for you and we
will make it through this.” While a young child may
need to hear that “Lots of strong, smart people are
working hard to keep us safe,” an older child may
need to help plan what to do or seek out information
about efforts to prevent natural disasters.

Even if you only have a moment to think about what to
say and how to say it, try to remember to:
• G
 et your own feelings and thoughts straight. Have
another adult listen to you first if you aren’t sure you
are ready to talk to a child or children, whether your
own or those you work with.
• T ry to be your most thoughtful, calm, and
emotionally stable self when you talk to children. Be
prepared for the inevitable difficult questions about
what bad things could happen to us, why people die,
and why some people live.
• T hink not only about what you want to say, but also
about how you want it to come across.
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• T ry to be strong in and after a crisis even when you
are feeling sad, depressed, scared, confused, or
angry. The child needs to draw on your strength, not
take care of you.

• T ry to monitor children’s exposure to media
coverage of disasters and crises. The younger the
child, the more protection they need from exposure
to the media. Children have not seen much of life
or weathered many storms and can easily feel that
everything, everyone, everywhere is coming apart.
The quantity and intensity of television, radio, and
newspaper coverage as well as adult conversation
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during and after a crisis can easily frighten children,
and adults should try to manage those images. Very
young children often do not understand that one
incident generates weeks of repeated images. Not
only did the Black Saturday fires, Hurricane Katrina,
the Asian Tsunami, the North Queensland floods,
and September 11 generate fearful images, but
news of wars, famine and the sensational treatment
of child abductions and murder do so as well. This
can magnify the child’s sense of the world as a
menacing place.
• R
 espect the growing ability of school-age children
and teenagers to understand and discuss issues
openly and honestly.
• C
 onsider that natural disasters such as cyclones and
tsunamis may spark an interest in environmental
concerns as well as issues of poverty and cultural
diversity and difference for older children.

Stay tuned in to individual children.
• K eep listening, asking, conversing with, and
reassuring the child as his or her thoughts and
feelings evolve. Remember that every child is
different. The explanation of national, global,
or personal events needs to match the child’s
developmental understanding and personality. Don’t
give more information than the child is ready for.

41

Protect children’s idealism.
• C
 hildren are born idealists. For them, the world is
a good place where nature is usually friendly and
predictable, people are mostly good, and life is
worth living. Sudden exposure to catastrophe or
violence tests their idealism and optimism as well
as ours. If children are exposed to too much of life’s
dark side, they may lose their sense of optimism.

Steer children toward helping actively.
Find ways to involve children in preparations and
plans for possible future disasters, without giving
the impression that they are imminent or even likely.
Children will feel empowered by being helpful and
doing something constructive to help. The feelings
of powerlessness and helplessness shared both by
children and adults after a crisis are alleviated through
action. Our sense of power is restored by taking steps
to improve our own current situation or to increase
our preparedness for future situations. Finding ways
to connect with others in the community and around
the world to show our common humanity has the
same result. Some ways to do this include finding pen
pals, fundraising or donating money, organising and
participating in cultural exchanges, and participating in
cross-community clean-up or work projects.
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Questions About Natural Disasters

That river —it was full of good and evil together. It
would water the fields when it was curbed, but then
if an inch were allowed it; it crashed through like a
roaring dragon.
(Pearl S. Buck, ‘The Old Demon’)

Cyclones happen every year when the surface waters
are warmest; some are much stronger than others.
Cyclones are predictable and can be tracked. Families
and communities can prepare for cyclones to make sure
that no one gets hurt and property is protected.

What is a flood?
What is a cyclone?
FOR PRESCHOOL CHILDREN:
Cyclones are big storms with lots of rain and really
strong winds. Sometimes everything gets flooded and
lots of things get knocked down. We will need to go to
a safe place or get away from the storm. We can get
ready ahead of time to be safe. We will be safe if it
happens again!
FOR OLDER CHILDREN:
A cyclone is a powerful tropical storm that comes in
from the ocean and brings lots of rain, lightning, and
very high whirling winds (as fast as a race car). They
get their energy from warm tropical water before they
head to land. Cyclones have a lot of power and often
cause flooding and tornados. They hit the Caribbean
islands, the East and Gulf coasts of the United States,
and the Far East, Pacific Islands, India, Japan, and
Northern Australia.
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For preschool children:
Floods are when there is so much water that water
covers everything.
For older children:
A flood is when lots of water flows into a dry area.
Too much rain causes rivers, streams, or lakes to
overflow their banks and flood surrounding areas. High
ocean levels and high waves can also cause a flood.
Sometimes the structures used to control flooding
such as dams, levees, or floodwalls break and the
water released floods an area. A flash flood happens
all of a sudden after a sudden rain. Floods usually take
time to develop, and the location can be predicted
and planned for. Floods happen because water flows
downhill due to gravity. People who live in areas where
flooding is common can be careful and plan to escape
when floods are likely.

What is a tornado?

What is an earthquake?

For preschool children:
Tornados are very strong storms with winds that that
can knock down anything. They are sometimes called
’twisters‘ because the wind twists and twirls around.
When there are tornado warnings, everyone needs to go
to the place that keeps them safe; usually a basement
or a room of the house with no windows.

For preschool children:
An earthquake is when the ground starts shaking. The
shaking may shatter buildings or break up roads. Or the
ground may develop big cracks or holes. Many people
are working to protect us from earthquakes and to help
us be prepared.

For older children:
Tornados form from thunderclouds and are the most
powerful storm for their size. They have very fast
swirling, twisting, sucking winds. Unlike cyclones
or hurricanes, which swirl outward, tornados swirl
inward and rotate around a funnel of low pressure.
They look like upside-down cones. Tornados usually
move along above the surface very fast. When
they touch down, they can suck up and destroy
everything in their path: trees, trucks, bridges,
houses and other buildings, and even farm animals.
A tornado’s path may be only a few kilometres or
several hundred. Tornados develop quickly out of
a storm, and sometimes there is little warning that
they have developed. But people can be safe by
listening for warning sirens and radios or television
announcements, as well as having a safe place
identified to quickly go to if tornados are in the area.

For older children:
The Earth is divided into three layers: the core, the
mantle, and the crust. Deep in the middle is a solid
metal core which is very hot, and also an outer
core which is liquid. The outer core is about 2100
kilometres thick and the inner core is about 1300
kilometres to the centre of the earth. Next is a layer of
hot minerals, called the mantle, which is flexible like
plastic. The top layer is called the crust. All the oceans
and the land are the top of the crust. The crust is
typically about 40 kilometres thick beneath continents,
and about 10.5 kilometres thick beneath oceans. The
crust is relatively light and brittle. Most earthquakes
occur within the crust.
Under the crust are tectonic plates made out of rock.
These plates move all the time, but so slowly we can’t
even feel it. The breaks in between the plates are called
faults. Sometimes, a plate rubs or bumps into another
and this causes an earthquake. Earthquakes create
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4 Answering the Questions
of Child Survivors

I was really scared during that Katrina storm. I could
have been braver ‘cause I didn’t go find my dog Jo Jo
who I hope we find if we go back to Orleans. But I was
brave when helping my Auntie with baby Jalen on the
bus when that other hurricane made us leave. I hate
the wind.
(Jazmyne, Age 9)

Everyone was scared, even the wonderful people who
rescued others. Some were probably both scared and
brave at the same time. Lots of people stayed scared
for a long time and still have nightmares and scary
thoughts. Police officers, fire fighters, and the soldiers
all feel scared sometimes too.

How can I help myself feel better?
shocks and aftershocks that can be large or small. We
may not even notice all the small earthquakes, but large
earthquakes have destroyed cities and killed thousands
of people. Scientists are working hard to learn more
about how to predict earthquakes and warn people.
They are also working on how to protect buildings and
other structures so that they can reduce the damage to
life and property.

What is a mudslide?

What is a tsunami?

What is a bushfire?

For preschool children:
A tsunami is an earthquake that happens beneath the
sea. The earthquake can cause a big wave to form that
can come onto the land and cause floods.
For older children:
A tsunami or tidal wave is a giant wave of water up to
hundreds of metres high (as big as a big building) that
rolls to the shore and knocks down and floods anything
in its path. The bigger the tsunami, the farther the wave
will reach on the shore and flood more land. Scientists
hope to find ways to give people in coastal areas more
warning before a tsunami strikes so that they can move
farther away and to higher areas.
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Mudslides happen when rain or flooding fills the earth
on the sides of hills or mountains with water. The solid
ground becomes mud and slides down the hill, taking
trees, buildings, and everything else down the slope.
People who live on hills or steep slopes can plan to get
out safely as the ground gets full of water, before the
mud begins to slide down the hill.
Bushfires are fires that cover a large area where
there has been very little rain and all the trees and
shrubs are dry. When the winds are strong, the fire
can be carried by the wind and then destroy an even
bigger area. Bushfires usually happen in summer in
areas where rain is scarce. They can start because of
lightning, burning off getting out of control, careless
people dropping cigarettes or forgetting to put out
campfires, or other reasons. They can last for days
or even weeks. We can know when fires are likely to
happen, and families can work to protect their houses
and prepare to flee to safety.

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
suggests that children try to remember six things:
1.	Disasters don’t last very long. It may take a long
time for your life to seem normal again, but it will
one day.
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My mum is really sad and not herself.
Sometimes I think it is my fault.
What can I do?
Even if you are not the perfect child in the time of crisis,
the way your mum feels is not your fault! When it’s a
bad time for your mum, try to be helpful and not get
in her way. She has a lot on her mind and, like you, is
feeling sad and trying to figure out what to do. She will
get better and will keep you safe.

I miss ____________________________
(relative, friend, pet). What can I do?
Remember all the good things about_________.
Draw some pictures, tell some stories and let yourself
cry. If your __________ is separated from you or
missing, don’t give up hope that everything will work
out. Remember that ________ loved you, and you will
always have special memories of your time together. It’s
OK to still talk to ________ or act out what you would
say if _____________________ were still here.

2.	You can make a new routine if you can’t go home
for awhile. You will settle down into a new place and
you will meet new friends.
3.	Your parents or other adults can help when you feel
scared or confused. They will help you understand
what is happening. Don’t be afraid to ask questions.
4.	Sometimes it helps to write about your experiences
or to draw pictures about what has happened. You
can describe what happened and how you feel.
5.	It’s OK to cry, but remember, you will feel better one
day.
6.	You may be able to help out. Children of all ages can
help. Talk to your family and friends about things you
can do to help your family and your community.
(Adapted from FEMA for Kids, What You May Feel in a
Disaster, http://www.fema.gov/kids/feel)
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Questions About Death

Nobody ever told me that grief felt so much
like fear.
(C.S. Lewis ‘A Grief Observed’)

About two weeks after the fires Lilly started asking
me about other people. In our street only one house
still stands and a whole family near us perished. Lilly
and a child in that family had just started a friendship
before the fires. She asked what happened to each
of the two children in that family. I told her, Then she
asked ‘who else?’ I told her the mum and dad had
died in the fires too. Then she said, ‘Tell me who lived’.
I think she has some sense that she came so close to
dying, but she doesn’t talk to us about death.
(Sam, mother of Lilly, age 4 ½ at the time of the fires)

For every age, the answer to questions about death is
a developmentally appropriate version of “Everything
that is alive dies sometimes. Death is a part of life.”
Natural disasters, as with terrorism or war, bring
the idea and reality of death to the foreground of
children’s lives. Adults create a climate of security or
insecurity by their behaviours. If children experience
a wall of silence or a storm of grief, they may not feel
able to ask questions. Adults need to try to establish
an atmosphere where children’s feelings, questions,
and needs are taken into account.

Why do people (or pets) die?
While it is very sad when people or animals that we care
about die, we need to remember how wonderful it was
to have our time with them and keep them alive in our
memories. Children under three years old experience
the death of a loved one as an unsettling absence or
the presence of sadness or emotional turmoil around
them. They simply need our presence, warmth, and
strength. Older children need the same, but also our
understanding of their feelings.
To preschool-age children, death is another mysterious
part of life. If someone who cares for them dies, they
often feel abandoned. It is the absence that counts
because they don’t understand the finality of death or
the emotional weight of grieving. The death of others
is mostly a big deal to them because it is important to
us; it upsets them because it upsets us. In a classic
Sesame Street episode, Big Bird had to face the death
of Mr. Hooper following the relatively sudden death of
the actor playing the beloved character. He was told
gently by Gordon that Mr. Hooper died and will have to
live on in our memories. Big Bird asked some questions
and was very sad. The next day, however, Big Bird
saw Gordon and asked him where he could find Mr.
Hooper. Gordon gently reminded him that Mr. Hooper
had passed away and would not be back. In a horrified
voice, Big Bird said, “Never?” and burst into tears.
Because young children believe the world revolves
around them, they may feel that a death was something
that they caused. They need reassurance that the
person’s absence is not the result of their own actions
or feelings.
Older children understand that death is permanent and
share our struggle with coming to terms with the “why”
of it,” “why now,” and “how will we carry on and get
over it.” Their grief and sadness can be as deep as our
own if it is someone they love. They can begin to identify
with the loss that others experience.
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The knowledge that death is final leaves them
wondering about their own death and the possible
deaths of people they know. They may feel that death
is a punishment for those who died or their loved ones.
Reading books and having conversations both prior to
and after the death of a loved one can help children
understand that death is part of the cycle of life. Death
is also simply interesting to school-age children. They
are often fascinated with the cause and the details of
the death and its aftermath. They understand death as

a physical experience and often are concerned about
the body, as many preschool-aged children would be as
well: What happened to it? What will happen to it now?
Children and families who have experienced or are
experiencing the death of a loved one under traumatic
circumstances need to draw on extended family and
friends for support. They should also take advantage of
the resources provided by employers and community
agencies and the materials listed in the resources
section at the end of this booklet.
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and Be Safe?

Make a Family or Service Plan

Make a Plan for Helping Others

Together create a plan that covers what needs to be
done for the group or family to be safe. Ensure that this
plan is based on current best information available from
appropriate authorities, and refer to them to make sure
that the plan follows recommended guidelines. Up-todate advice is available online. In Victoria the CFA has
a comprehensive Fire Ready Kit for families to use in
developing their own family bushfire place. In addition,
the Department of Education and Early Childhood
Development (DEECD) have comprehensive Bushfire
and Emergency Management resources for children’s
services.

Children (and adults) will feel stronger if they not only
feel that they will be safe, but can also help others be
safe during or after the crisis. Perhaps pack extra food,
water, and supplies for others.

If they are interested, have children prepare their own
bags. With help, let them decide what goes into the bag
(and allow some child logic to prevail).

Have Practice Drills
Children who have experienced a disaster directly or
indirectly need reassurance that they will be safe. They
have learned that nature is terrifyingly powerful. Now
they need to know that no cyclone, bushfire, flood,
tornado, or earthquake has to harm them if they respect
nature and are prepared. They need to feel in control
and powerful through their own efforts and through
those of the competent adults around them. The key to
both feeling safe and being safe is being prepared. The
more that even very young children are involved in the
process of planning safety efforts, the more they will
see natural disasters as a part of life they can manage.
Evacuations and fire drills can almost become regular
events in schools and early childhood services and in
families as well, even if they are a little frightening.
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Have a Meeting
Families and other groups need to prepare and make
plans for what might happen. Talk about what situations
the group or family needs to be concerned about. Also
talk about the rescuers and heroes who are there to
help if disaster strikes.
I tell Daniel, it’s not going to happen again. We’ll be
leaving.(Michelle, mother of Daniel, age four at the time
of the fires)

Practise what to do in the event of the possible natural
disaster or fire, following the advice of authorities.
Assign roles for each of the preschool-age and older
children. While this might sound scary to you, it will
provide comfort and security to children by empowering
them with skills and knowledge.
Ann recalls that the year the fires happened (they
occurred within the first fortnight of the kindergarten
year) she decided to start practising fire evacuation
procedures in the first week after the fires. Under
ordinary circumstances she would not start so early
in the year, but she needed to make sure children
understood and felt confident that there was a plan to
keep them safe. Parents had to come for the procedure
practice. No one complained. She believes that parents
as well as the children felt reassured.

Note to readers regarding Sections 7-9: Poverty,
racism and prejudice were major concerns following
Hurricane Katrina, and for that reason the original
American version of this booklet contained a discussion
of these issues. They have not been as obviously
directly relevant in the aftermath of recent Australian
natural disasters such as the Black Saturday fires or
the North Queensland floods. However, the discussion
of these topics has been kept in a modified version
in this Australian edition in recognition of the fact that
poverty, racism and prejudice are significant issues in
general in Australian society, and because witnessing
disasters through the media informs children’s attitudes
about these issues. Attention to these important issues
is in keeping with the National Early Years Learning
Framework (DEEWR, 2009) and the Victorian Early Years
Learning and Development Framework (DEECD), both
of which highlight as crucial learning outcomes the
importance of children learning to respond to diversity
and difference with respect.
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7 Answering Children’s

Questions About People who
are Less Fortunate

Witnessing natural disasters and catastrophes first
hand, knowing people who have been through them,
and particularly seeing them in the media can raise
children’s awareness of race, poverty, and the fact
that many people far and near have much less than
they do and live with hardship every day. The ways
adults talk about the issues these situations raise
and the questions children have can influence their
world views, their values and their attitudes towards
difference and diversity.

How can we help people who don’t have as
much as I have?
There are many ways we can help share what we have
with children and families who are less fortunate, and
whose situation touches our hearts. A few suggestions
follow:
• R aise money for people who are in need because of
disasters or war.
• D
 onate money or needed goods to people in need
locally; contribute to food banks and clothing drives.
• G
 et involved with groups that help those in need in
the local community or far away. Help to raise funds
for these organisations.
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Sometimes when there is a disaster there
are looters and dishonest people who steal
things and take advantage of the victims.
Why would people do that?
Every community has a very small number of people
who do bad things even during a horrible catastrophe
when people are suffering. But some others who
are not bad might get called criminals or looters
even though they are just trying to find food, water,
and clothing to survive. Often, bias and prejudice
is involved in who gets called ’looters‘ and who is
portrayed as ’doing what they need to do to survive.’
The media also usually emphasises crime and violence
because it is dramatic and exciting. They may decide
that people doing bad things makes more interesting
news than people helping each other. During disasters,
many people of all colours and incomes are generous,
brave, and help each other to survive — far more than
the few who act badly and show up on our televisions.
Most people who survived the natural disasters are
heroes and helpers to each other.

• H
 elp to stop misrepresentation and false
stereotyping of people by not judging others.
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About Race and Prejudice

I asked my mom how come we didn’t know any poor
or black people. She said they live in other places.
I said we had room so one of those sad kids on TV
could live with us.
(Jackson, Age 6)

What is prejudice? Why do people say and
do bad things about other people that they
don’t even know?

Why were so many of the poor people
suffering from earthquake in Haiti and Hurricane
Katrina on television black? Many children and adults
around the world were shocked that the faces on the
television screen from the flooding from Hurricane
Katrina were almost entirely black. Not only are poor
people largely invisible, but most Americans are living
in neighbourhoods effectively segregated by both social
class and race. They do not often see people different
from themselves. African Americans make up a large
share of the population in Louisiana (and more than 70
per cent of the populations of New Orleans), Mississippi,
and other Southern states. Many African Americans in
those states are poor. Many of the people who couldn’t
get out of New Orleans and suffered the most were
African American. Only one in four owned a car. Their
faces were on television more than the hundreds of
thousands of others (white and black) who were able to
get out. Why are lots of other poor people and disaster
victims I see on television dark-skinned?

Prejudice is having negative feelings or ideas about
a whole group of people without really knowing or
understanding very much about them. It is usually
based on ignorance (not knowing), fear (they could hurt
me or take things I have), hate (I don’t like things about
them), and sometimes our own insecurity (it makes me
feel better to think I am better than them).

Many children are used to pictures of people of colour
suffering. The Asian tsunami happened to strike many
coastal areas where many of the people had dark skin.
There are also many pictures in the media of very
poor people in Africa who are suffering from weather
(drought, famine, flooding), violence, or disease.

Racism is treating another group of people badly
because they look and act differently from you.
Sometimes it is the whole community or city, state, or
country that treats a group badly. People also suffer
from prejudice for reasons other than race. Sometimes
religion or ethnicity is used to discriminate against
people. There are prejudiced and bigoted people
in every social group who act badly toward people
different than themselves.

Poverty is colour blind but it’s not always shown that
way on TV. There are also lots of dark-skinned people
who are not poor, and not just celebrities like Oprah, or
professional athletes, or music stars. Teachers, lawyers,
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doctors, business people, and all kinds of workers come
in all colors too.

Are there times when someone teased you about your
clothes, or your hair, or for just being a girl or a boy, or
for having a different skin colour? Or maybe you were
teased because you had different abilities and you
couldn’t do something. Or other children wouldn’t let
you play with them? Imagine feeling like that a lot of the
time just because of the colour of your skin?
There are people everywhere who are treated differently
because they look or sound different, or have different
abilities. But no one should be made to feel bad just
because they look different.

What is racism and why does it happen?

There are many groups of people that are working to
end prejudice and racism. They listen to people talking

about their feelings, try to help others see that treating
others badly is wrong, and make laws to stop people
from treating others badly. Do you have any ideas how
we can end racism?

Why are some of the people on television
so angry?
In fires, tsunamis, floods, and all disasters, people are
scared and may have suffered terrible losses. They may
have lost someone they love, their pet, their house, or
even their whole neighbourhood. They may not know
what they will do now or how they will live tomorrow.
In a terrible disaster, you go through a lot. You may not
have enough to eat or drink. You are tired. You might be
scared and uncertain of what is going to happen next.
You might have to wait and wait and wait for any kind of
help, or wait a long time to simply know what is going
on. You wonder if help is even coming. Sometimes
you get so frustrated that you get angry, even at those
who are trying to help you. Sometimes you feel that
the people in charge of helping you don’t know what
they are doing, or just aren’t trying hard enough. Angry
people are shown on television because it is more
dramatic than people who are coping without anger or
are more resigned. Have you ever been so frustrated
that you got angry? Why are some of the people on
television so sad?

What will happen to those people who
go through natural disasters?
We hope that most people will get help so that their
future will look brighter. Many will find out that their
fears did not come true — that the people, places,
or pets they cared about were not harmed, and they
will be reunited with most of what they had thought
they lost. Others who did lose a lot will find, over time,
that their sadness and hurt will get smaller. They will
miss what they lost but will remember the good times
with the people, places or pets who will live on in their
memories. They will find hope for a better life.
When I grow up I am going to be a helicopter pilot or an
Army man and I am going to build a house on a hill that
is so strong and so big that my Momma and brothers
and sisters will be safe and happy. We will have all the
food and water we want. ARTHUR, AGE 8

How can people go on when they lose
so much?
People are amazing! Each of us has inside of us a
strong spirit to keep going on with our life, even when
terrible things happen. Sometimes that spirit is hard to
find when we are sad or hurting or have almost nothing.
People need other people to help them find the spirit.
Family, friends, and other people like you and me can
try to help those who are in need and hurting. Have you
ever felt so terrible that you wanted to just stop? What
would you do if you lost your home?
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9

Promoting Tolerance and
Respect for Others

Children can learn prejudice at a very young age. They
can learn to fear differences, stereotype people, and
reject others because of gender, colour, race, size,
culture or any of the characteristics that become the
object of stereotypes, including poverty (“Girls can’t do
that,” “Those people are dirty,” “They talk funny and are
stupid”). They learn this from the adults and children
around them and from television, movies, music,
and video games. They develop negative attitudes
about groups of people and apply them to individuals.
Prejudice leads to scapegoating and discrimination.
Intolerance of others begins with lack of understanding,
ignorance, and fear. Education is crucial in our attempts
to create a more tolerant world. Children need to be
taught about humanity, human rights, poverty, and
tolerance in order to combat images and stereotypes
from the media and the world around them. Children
will mirror what adults say and do, which gives us the
opportunity to promote tolerance. If children express
fear or antagonism toward any particular category of
people, ask them to explain what they are thinking and
feeling. If they share something that doesn’t sound like
it came from them, ask gently where they heard it so
you can offer alternative correct information. In ways
that are appropriate to the child’s level of understanding
talk about how all people, regardless of their skin colour
or religion or where they live, are people just like we
are. Talk with older children about how Australia and
the rest of the world are made up of people of many
different skin colours, religions, lifestyles and beliefs.
Explore issues related to the history and rich cultures of
Indigenous Australians.
Tolerance and respect for others begins at home,
but school and other institutions play a crucial role
in creating a more understanding and tolerant world.
Together, families, educators, and others involved in
children’s lives can prevent dehumanisation, prejudice,
and stereotyping.

• B ecome aware of your own biases and watch what
you say about others. Model respect for diversity in
your own behaviour and conversations. Remember
that children learn more from what you say and do
than from what you tell them to say and do!
• S how children that you value many kinds of diversity
and difference. Expose children to diversity and
difference through books, media, restaurants,
festivals, and personal experiences with friends,
coworkers, and the community.
• U se accurate and fair contemporary images of
groups rather than stereotypes.
• L isten to and answer children’s questions about
others with respect and accuracy.
• B anish teasing or rejection, particularly when it is
based on identity: gender, race, ethnicity, religion,
size, age, or physical characteristics.

10 Helping Children
Grow and Thrive

Educators and other professionals who work with
children are faced with many difficult issues. Life in a
group setting inevitably involves accepting or reconciling
different viewpoints. We all bring not only our own
personalities and emotions into our work with children
but our own politics, religion, and world viewpoints as
well. The news may be filled with stories about people
and events we have strong feelings toward or know very
little about.
Crises can bring out the best and worst in each of us.
The worst: selfishness and simplistic answers, blaming,
avoidance, bias, or proceeding as if nothing has
changed. The best: thoughtfulness, caring, kindness,
courage, and the opportunities to guide children to
important learning. Children learn from how people and
communities respond in times of crisis. Adults need to
model and teach the following:

• P rovide experiences and discussions that explore
similarities between people and centre on positive
dimensions of difference and appreciation of them
among people and cultures.

Thoughtfulness: We need to make an effort to
understand what others think and develop a broader
perspective that respects the natural world and its
relationship to people around the planet.

• H
 elp children learn the difference between feeling
proud of one’s heritage and feeling superior to
others.

Caring: We are not alone. We live in a world
of communities of children and families. Our
interdependent future depends on mutual caring.

• T each children (and adults) to recognise stereotypes
and caricatures so they don’t use them unknowingly.
• T each children how to challenge bias about
themselves and others in non-confrontational ways.

Kindness: Human beings here and around the world
are hurting, and we can all take action to help in
some way.

• E ncourage children to take action to make their
community a better and fairer place.

Courage: It takes courage to confront the power of
nature, and to accept differences. It takes courage to
help others in their confusion, fear, loss, or grief while
we tend to our own.

Ultimately, respect and tolerance require real
relationships with real people. We must make an effort
to bring children and families from different cultures and
backgrounds together to truly come to know each other.

Learning: It will help others and ourselves if we keep
learning more about the world of nature, the wider
world of people and culture, and the close-up world
we inhabit.

• H
 elp children develop their understanding of fairness
and justice, as well as identify injustice.
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Responsibility: It is our planet, our society, and our
community. We need to take care of the world that we
live in today and will inherit.

Finding the Strength and Goodness
in Children
Disasters and crises are not only about needs.
Although catastrophes may expose our frailties and
vulnerabilities, they also can uncover our strengths,
courage, and goodness. That is true for children as
well. Author Robert Coles in Children of Crisis: a Study
of Courage and Fear (Atlantic —Little, Brown, 1964,
p.329) observed forty years ago that middle-class
parents were more interested in what was good for
their children than what good they might ask of them.
Coles was struck by the contrast with the ’goodness‘
and moral courage that he saw in action as six yearold Ruby Bridges almost single-handedly integrated
the schools of New Orleans, and other young black
children all over the South joined the front lines of the
American civil rights movement, facing angry mobs,
water hoses, and police dogs. His observation applies
today: many parents spend more time trying to provide
the goods and the good life for their children than
finding the goodness in them.
Even very young children are capable of courage,
compassion, and contributions to the community if
we involve and encourage them. Even the youngest
can be part of a disaster relief effort. Recognising
and honouring their strengths, competence and
contributions not only helps children cope, but is
the essence of raising children to be contributing
members of the society and communities in which
they are citizens..

(Adapted from Teaching Young Children to Resist Bias:
What Parents Can Do [Sparks et. al, NAEYC])
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What Those Who Work With Children Can Do
It is appropriate for parents to use children’s questions
and statements as ’learnable moments‘ to impart their
moral and religious thinking and values about basic
issues. Educators and other professionals who work
with children can also respond in helpful ways when
children express anxiety, confusion, or interest, but they
should do so without expressing their own religious or
political views.

Provide learning opportunities.
• E xpand children’s knowledge of the natural world
through projects and experiments that involve
growing things, measuring and tracking rain, the
speed of wind, or temperature.
• P rovide pictures, music, films, food, art, excursions,
and visitors to learn more about nature.
• P rovide books at appropriate levels that address
the issues of natural disasters, poverty, respect for
others, conflict, and overcoming fear and adversity.
• E nsure that the curriculum includes children’s
current interests and concerns.

Help children cope and succeed
• P rovide materials that encourage children’s play and
expression of their feelings and thoughts. Children
need to work through issues, so allow fantasy play
or art as long as it does not hurt others.
• V alue and respect individual children, and try to
eliminate stressful situations when necessary (new
transitions, unnecessary challenges).

Encourage an active, democratic process
• S ustain or create a democratic group with
participatory decision-making. Make the group safe
for discussion of conflicting ideas.
• C
 reate opportunities for cooperation, collaboration
and shared learning: projects, chores, decisionmaking, helping others.
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Support children to become caring
human beings
• H
 onour diversity and differences and go beyond
acceptance and tolerance. Research and respect
differences in identity, culture, economic situation,
lifestyle and beliefs.
• N
 otice poverty, unfairness, and injustice in daily life
and the news, and call children’s attention to them
as appropriate. Talk about ways to counter them.
• E ncourage empathy by encouraging the safe and
respectful discussion of feelings of hurt, fear, loss,
and doubt (without forcing participation).
• B ecome sensitive to hurtful language and teach
children to be alert to it and challenge it.
• T ry to find hope, goodness, and courage in every
tragedy. Help children to see caring, courage,
tolerance, and compassion in them.

Encourage children to contribute to their
communities
• H
 elp children take action, and take action with
them: for example, write letters, send pictures, raise
money, and connect with others.
• Involve children and families in local and global
humanitarian efforts.

Support families
People and agencies that want to help children after
a traumatic event need to understand that the child
and family are a system that must work together.
Help needs to be family focused, not adult focused
or child focused. Families in crisis need an objective
third person to help – it’s almost as though the family
needs a nanny – not for the children but a family
nanny 24/7 to look after them. We’re still
re-establishing ourselves more than a year later.
(Sam, mother of Lilly, 4 ½ and Damien, 2 at the time
of the Victorian fires)

Children may take a long time to adjust to life after
a crisis or disaster. So may their parents. The huge
demands on parents to get their individual lives back
on track and to restore some semblance of normality to
family life can be a major challenge for months or even
years.
Parents who have been through a natural disaster may
experience a wide range of feelings. These may include
anger, sadness, depression, feeling overwhelmed. They
may also experience guilt, feelings of responsibility
for putting their children through such a devastating
experience.
Some parents may feel detached from their children
while others will feel the need to be with them all the
time. Just as we do with children, expectations for
families should be individualised. The partnership with
each family will be different.
Educators and other professionals can play an important
role in supporting child rearing in the family not only by
offering children good quality experiences and warm
respectful relationships, but also by helping families
find and use the services and other help that they
need. Treat families as partners. Keep parents and other
family members informed and involve them in your
efforts. Invite their ideas. Especially for families who
are still recovering and adjusting after a crisis, avoid
making additional demands. Be as supportive as you
genuinely can.

Be a safe place, away from the awfulness,
and a place to remember
Immediately after a disaster and on an ongoing basis,
schools, family day care homes, kindergartens, child
care centres, outside school hours care services,
occasional care services, playgroups and other services
for children can be refuges, safe places where children
can get some relief from the relentless reminders of
what they have been through.
‘The school [Middle Kinglake Primary School], now
squatting nearby as portable classrooms atop disused
tennis courts, has been a constant for many amid
such flux. “After the funerals I wondered how we
would go – but I think school was an escape in a lot
of ways”, says year 3 teacher Karen Somers. “Up
here the fires were all you talked about, you lived and
breathed them. I think it’s still there, it’s an everyday
thought, but there are probably hours when it doesn’t
cross the kids’ minds.’
(Peter Munro, `I Think Seeing Things Moving Forward
Now has Given the Children Hope and Reassurance’,
The Sunday Age, February 7, 2010 p.5).
Another Principal of a school in the bushfire
area also spoke about the importance of routine
and familiarity:
At first the students talked about the fires to
counsellors and welfare officers. They painted flames,
their old homes, and blackened ground.
Discreet signs on the walk of the school advised staff
how to look for signs of trauma and grief.
But the students also wanted normality: maths
homework, sports afternoons, skipping and tussles
on the playground. The knot eased and they became
distracted, kids again. …
(Miki Perkins, ‘The Best of Back to Schools’, Insight
special, The Age, Saturday, February 6, p.3.)
A school or centre can also be a gathering
place to remember those who have died, a community
space in which all are welcomed and valued.
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11 What Happens Now?

Toward a Better World

In times of crisis it is important to find strength and
reassurance in our communities, our diversity, and
our common commitment to learning how to develop
a better world. Horrific natural disasters that create
large-scale destruction can bring into focus that we
are one planet. How we live our lives, the resources
we consume, and the policies our governments pursue
-- all have an effect on the natural world. Children need
to be taught about nature and the earth; the natural
forces that can affect our own lives and the lives of
children and adults around the globe. Children need to
develop empathy and thoughtfulness that will underlie
their judgment. They need to learn how to work together
to solve problems and draw upon the strength of their
family, community, nation, and the world.
A catastrophe or crisis that spurs us to respond with
compassion and support can also remind us that pain
and suffering, grief or loss, are not confined to worldshattering events. Every day, children around the world
need our compassion and support for tragedies and
struggles both large and small.
Children are always surrounded by heroes. In addition
to the firefighters, police, rescue workers, military
personnel, and all those who help the victims or survive
the devastation, there are others:
• p arents, teachers, and other adults who give
children their strength when they themselves are
overwhelmed with their own feelings of uncertainty,
fear, or grief
• c hildren who help to protect themselves and their
families, acting bravely as they flee or endure
natural disasters
• c hildren and adults who recognise they can support
others in crisis and provide time, energy, or material
resources to help others.
When the winds are howling, when the noise is
deafening and the darkness grows, or the ground
shakes or opens up, children need all the shelter
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and light that we can give them. We need to always
remember that children have the strength and
goodness within them to make the world a better place
in the future.

Conclusion
In spite of adults’ best efforts to keep children safe,
bad things happen. Our role as adults is to minimse
the negative effects of such experiences on children,
and do our best to build on children’s strength,
resilience, optimism and sense of agency so that they
can take something positive from something bad. Two
quotes capture both the challenge and the enormous
possibilities in this:
Christine Nixon, Head of the Victorian Bushfire
Reconstruction and Recovery Authority, wrote the
following (`We Will Continue to Renew’, Insight Special,
The Age, Saturday, February 6 2010, p.12)
on the first anniversary of the fires:
The spirit that Australians are known for has
been there in spades and the progress made by
communities has been truly extraordinary. There are
many factors that have pulled communities through,
besides the determination and courage of individuals.
I have been constantly amazed at people’s capacity
to come together and to support each other, even as
they themselves must have been overwhelmed at the
challenges they faced.
There have been heroic acts by neighbours fighting
to protect neighbours, communities banding together
to figure out how to put their devastated towns back
together, and ordinary members of the community
emerging to lead and guide this monumental task.’
The message she says she has had to learn
to have the courage to give to people: ‘You are right –
life will never be the same for you. But you will learn
to go on. And there are many people who care’.
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STRESS MANAGEMENT FOR FAMILIES
AND CHILDREN IN CRISIS
http://www.grief.org.au/grief_and_bereavement_support
	This link takes you through to a page that has options for clicking
on info related to both children and adolescents. As a lot of info
tends to have a trauma focus/orientation, this link might be good
with its focus on grief etc.

http://www.headspace.org.au/home/
	This link is to the home page which has a bushfire portal and
associated resources, including those written for youth. Following
the anniversary, the website will continue to have further resources
and features added.

FAMILY AND CRISIS
http://www.dhs.vic.gov.au/emergency/publications/fact_sheet_
personal_support/fact-sheet-family-and-crisis
	Link to fact sheets on immediate, medium short term effects of
a disaster and helpful things to do after for children, adolescents
and families.

http://www.dhs.vic.gov.au/pdfs/Bali%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf
Fact sheet Stress after Emergencies

http://www.earlychildhoodaustralia.org.au/feelings_and_
behaviours/war_and_disaster/talking_about_disaster-tragedy.html
	Has links to useful articles and resources around the effects of
natural disasters.

www.childadvocate.net/disaster.htm
The child advocates disaster help for children and parents.

www.nalag.org.au
	Their primary objective for the National Association for Loss
and Grief is to build the capacity of individuals, organisations and
communities in order to enhance well-being following loss, grief,
bereavement and trauma.

http://www.psychology.org.au/Assets/Files/Guidelines-BushfiresChildren.pdf
	Australian Psychological Society > Helping children who have
been affected by bushfires [pdf]
	The Child and Youth website provides information on a range
of health topics for children, young people, families and health
professionals. Sometimes a local or international tragedy happens
that touches all members of the community. Information provided
is to help parents to support their children through a tragedy.
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DISASTER HELP FOR FAMILIES AND CHILDREN

Reactions of Children and Adolescents to Trauma

Children’s Websites

Educators Resources

http://www.lifeline.org.au/Find-Help/Flood-Crisis/Flood-Crisis/
default.aspx

http://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/bhcv2/bhcarticles.nsf/pages/
Trauma_theme_page?open
	Distressing or frightening experiences that may cause trauma
include natural disasters such as bushfires or floods, sudden
illness, traumatic death in the family, crime, abuse or violence.
Stress reactions after traumatic events can occur immediately or
months later and may vary depending on the person’s age and
situation.

www.fema.gov/kids/feel
	Federal Emergency Management Agency, What you may feel in a
disaster

These can be purchased through:
The Book Garden

http://thebookgarden.com.au/

http://kidsaid.com/index.html
	The Child and Youth website provides information on a range
of health topics for children, young people, families and health
professionals. KIDSAID is a safe place for kids to help each other
deal with grief and loss.

Pademelon Press

http://www.pademelonpress.com.au/

	Natural disaster self help disaster information. Lifeline’s telephone
crisis support service 131114 continues to be available 24 hours
a day for anyone needing support during a crisis. Their website
provides helpful resources that may assist families. Kids helpline
1800551800 has counsellors 24 hours a day for support for
children.
www.youngmedia.org.au
	Australian Council on Children and the media incorporating young
Media Australia provides fact sheets on watching television and
the effects of violence in the media such as natural disasters and
the effects that it has on children.
www.ncac.gov.au/pcf/helping_chn_cope_media_coverage_mar07.pdf
	The National Child Care Accreditation Council has a fact sheet on
their web site that is helpful in helping children cope with media
coverage of traumatic events.
www.education-world.com
	Useful for teachers as has ideas and classroom activities in
response to current events such as natural disasters.
www.preparerespondrecover.com/childrensneeds
	Prepare, Respond, Recover is an organization that provides safety,
planning, response and recovery support to recognise stress in
children, individuals and small business.
www.redcross.org
	Has a guide for answers and session plans for classroom teaching
around disasters.
http://www.redcross.org/www-files/Documents/pdf/Preparedness/
SesameStreetHelpChildUnderstand.pdf
	Sesame Street along with the American Red Cross are offering
parents, caregivers and other adults, these tips on how to help
children understand and cope with the effects of natural disasters.
http://www.redcross.org.au/media/coping_booklet(1).pdf
www.trynova.org/crisis/katrina/reactions-child.html

http://www.cyh.com/HealthTopics/HealthTopicDetails.
aspx?p=114&np=141&id=1973
www.psychology.org.au
After a traumatic event, children need comfort, reassurance and
support. Children are not always able to express complex feelings in
the same direct way that adults do and therefore often do not show
the same reactions to stress as adults. It is important to look out for
changes in children’s behaviour that suggest they are unsettled or
distressed.
The Australian Child & Adolescent Trauma, Loss & Grief Network >
Families and carer resources
http://www.earlytraumagrief.anu.edu.au/resource_hubs/community_
information/
The Australian Child & Adolescent Trauma, Loss & Grief Network >
Early childhood and schools
http://www.earlytraumagrief.anu.edu.au/resource_hubs/early_
childhood_schools_hub/
http://www.eduweb.vic.gov.au/edulibrary/public/commrel/news/
teachers_booklet.pdf

www.jmu.edu/psychologydept/4kids.htm
	Information for young children about floods and resources to assist
children cope with their feelings. Suitable for ages 4-8.
http://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/bhcv2/bhcarticles.nsf/pages/
Trauma_theme_page?open
http://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/bhcv2/bhcarticles.nsf/pages/
Trauma_and_children_tips_for_parents
	The Better Health Channel - Trauma and Children. Distressing or
frightening experiences that may cause trauma include natural
disasters such as bushfires or floods, sudden illness, traumatic
death in the family, crime, abuse or violence. Stress reactions after
traumatic events can occur immediately or months later and may
vary depending on the person’s age and situation.
www.cyh.com
	Child youth and women’s health service website provides practical
health information for families, carers and young people.
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/helping-children-andadolescents-cope-with-violence-and-disasters-parents/how-childrenreact-to-trauma.shtml
	The National Institute of Mental Health discusses children’s
reaction to trauma and provides fact sheets and booklets.

Making it Better: Activities for Children Living in a Stressful World,
Barbara Oehlberg, Published by Redleaf Press 1996. Chapter
Headings - a brief summary, Trauma and Moving on to Hope, Childhood
Losses: The Grieving Process, Healing from Trauma and Loss, Activities
that Empower - Healing Play, Healing Art, Healing Language Arts,

Building Resiliency in Children
*Magic of Relaxation: Tai Chi & Visualisation Exercises for Young
Children (Australian), Patrice Thomas
Published by Pademelon Press 2002
*Children’s Resilience: The Circle of Security, Roadmap to Building
Supportive Relationship (Australian), Pam Linke and Judy Radich,
Published by Early Childhood Australia 2010
*The Circle of Security: Roadmap to Building Supportive Relationships
(Australian), Robyn Dolby, Published by Early Childhood Australia
2007

Children’s Books
* The Waterhole (Australian) (drought), Graeme Base, Published by
Puffin Books 2003
*Wombat Goes Walkabout (Australian) (fire), Michael Morpurgo,
Christian Birmingham
Published by HarperCollins 1999

The Department of Education and Training have produced a small
booklet helping children after a bushfire. It has been designed to assist
Teachers and Parents to handle possible reactions of students after a
natural disaster.

www.aboutourkids.org

* Jenny is Scared: When Sad Things Happen in the World (General
event not specified), Carol Shuman
Published by Magination Press 2003

http://www.aboutourkids.org/articles/talking_children_about_difficult_
subjects_illness_death_violence_disaster

* A Terrible Thing Happened (General event not specified), By Margaret
M Holmes, Magination Press 2000

Young Media Australia. ‘Effects of violence in the media’:

The New York University Child Study Center (CSC) - Talking with
children about difficult subjects: illness, death, violence and disaster

* Amelia Ellicott’s Garden (Community Working together after a
Cyclone/Tornado) (Australian), By Liliana Stafford and Stephen
Michael King, Published by Scholastic 2004

http://www.youngmedia.org.au/mediachildren/02_violence.htm

* Where There’s Smoke (Fire) (Australian), By Robin Lovell and David
Miller, Published Lothian Books 2007
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What Happened to MY World? Helping Children Cope with
Natural Disaster and Catastrophe is a resource for
educators, parents and anyone else working with children.
What Happened to MY World was written to help adults peer into the minds of children from
infancy through the teenage years and understand their confusion, fears, grief, and struggles to
understand how the forces of nature can suddenly disrupt or destroy the world as they know it.
The booklet was written to help both those who experience and survive catastrophe firsthand,
as well as the children who witness from a distance and wonder what it was like or whether
someday they will find themselves in similar circumstances.
Extraordinary events like these test us all as citizens and human beings sharing a planet. They
test us as parents, both as guardians of our children trying to keep them emotionally safe, and as
our children’s educators and friends trying to raise them to become enlightened and empathetic
adults. Children grow into the kind of people they will become at least in part by how we guide
them though their questions, concerns, and fears, and whether we use the teachable moments
thrust upon us to provide them with support, care, and guidance.
Jim Greenman, the author of the original booklet, was Senior Vice President for Education
and Program Development at Bright Horizons Family Solutions, the world’s leading provider of
employer-sponsored early care and education. He was the author of What Happened to the World:
Helping Children Cope with Turbulent Times and numerous other books and articles.
Shortly after Black Saturday (February 7 2009), when bushfires in Victoria became the most
devastating natural disaster in Australian history, the late Jim Greenman, Senior Vice President
of Bright Horizons Family Solutions, generously offered to make available an electronic version
of What Happened to MY World: Helping Children Cope with Natural Disaster and Catastrophe to
Community Child Care Victoria so that organisations and individuals could access the resource. At
that time Jim offered permission for Community Child Care to adapt the booklet’s contents to suit
the Australian context. This is the result of that.

