Preparing Children for Disaster

Written by Christina Ward, Staff Writer, RedCross.org 

June 4, 2001 —  A news alert flashes across the bottom of the television screen: HURRICANE WARNING! Soon after, a drenched and windblown newscaster appears, standing on the beach in the driving rain, crashing waves almost drowning out her words. Behind the TV, through the living room window, the summer sky is black at 2 p.m. Heavy rain is hitting the roof with a loud, constant rapping. A roaring wind is slamming trees against the house, pounding shutters against siding again and again. Family members rush from room to room, boarding windows and gathering candles for the inevitable power outage. 

For adults who have lived near the U.S. coast for years, the arrival of a hurricane can be terrifying. For young children, the experience may be far worse. They've most likely seen far fewer hurricanes than their parents have — if they've seen any at all — and they often do not fully understand the science behind these powerful, potentially deadly, forces of nature. Even if physical damage to the community is minimal, a child's emotional recovery can be difficult at best. In addition to protecting children during a storm, it's up to adults to prepare children for the emotional and mental stresses they could encounter. 

	


"By educating your children before disaster strikes, you help them better cope with the trauma of the experience and the losses they may suffer," said Dusty Bowenkamp, senior associate of mental health for the American Red Cross. Some parents may be concerned that discussing hurricane season with their children may unnecessarily frighten them, she added. But avoiding the topic is far more dangerous. 

"The truth is, children understand more than we might think, and including them in disaster planning will help them survive," Bowenkamp said. 

Creating a Family Disaster Plan 

Teaching survival skills and presenting hurricane information, or any kind of disaster information, in a straightforward, honest manner will only benefit children in the end. The American Red Cross offers the following four simple steps to preparing your family for any kind of natural disaster: 

· First, learn what hazards exist in your community and how to prepare for each. If you are near the coast, you are likely in hurricane territory and need to prepare for the 2001 storm season, which begins June 1 and typically lasts through Nov. 30. (See the Disaster Safety section of Redcross.org for guidance on preparation for hurricanes and other specific types of disasters.) 

· Then, meet with your family to discuss what you would do, as a group, if a hurricane or other disaster strikes. 

· Next, take steps to prepare your children by posting emergency phone numbers, selecting an out-of-state family contact, assembling disaster supplies kits for each member of your household and installing smoke detectors on each level of your home. 

· Finally, practice your Family Disaster Plan so that everyone will remember what to do when a disaster does occur, and where to meet in case of an emergency. 
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"The best way to help children cope is to understand what causes their anxieties and fears," Bowenkamp said. After hearing about or experiencing a disaster, children are most afraid that the event will happen again, someone will be killed, they will be separated from the family, or they will be left alone. It's important to discuss each of these issues and reassure children through compassion and understanding. 

After a Hurricane: Every Child Is Different 

While there are certain common reactions among all children, parents should accept that their son or daughter may have a unique response amid the stress of a hurricane or other disaster. Along with a child's personality, age plays a major role in how he or she will react. The following information is courtesy of the American Red Cross and child specialists at the University of Illinois: 

Birth to 2 Years: When children are pre-verbal and experience a trauma, they do not have the words to describe the event or their feelings. However, they can retain memories of particular sights, sounds or smells. Infants may react to trauma by being irritable, crying more than usual, or wanting to be held and cuddled. As children get older, their play may involve acting out elements of the traumatic event that occurred several years in the past and was seemingly forgotten. 

2-6 Years: Preschool children often feel helpless and powerless in the face of an overwhelming event. Because of their age and small size, they lack the ability to protect themselves or others. As a result, they feel intense fear and insecurity. Preschoolers cannot grasp the concept of permanent loss. They see consequences as being reversible. In the weeks following a traumatic event, preschoolers' play activities may involve aspects of the event. They may reenact the incident or the disaster over and over again. 

8-10 Years: The school-age child has the ability to understand the permanence of loss. Some children become intensely preoccupied with the details of a traumatic event and want to talk about it continually. This preoccupation can interfere with the child's concentration at school and academic performance may decline. School-aged children may display a wide range of reactions — guilt, feelings of failure, anger that the event was not prevented, or fantasies of playing rescuer. 

11-18 Years: As children grow older, their responses begin to resemble adults' reaction to trauma. They combine some more childlike reactions with others that seem more consistent with adult reactions. Survival of trauma can be equated with a sense of immortality. A teenager may become involved in dangerous, risk-taking behavior, such as reckless driving or alcohol or drug use. In contrast, a teenager can become fearful of leaving home. Much of adolescence is focused on moving out into the world. After a trauma, the world can seem dangerous and unsafe. A teenager may feel overwhelmed by intense emotions, and yet feel unable to discuss them with relatives. 

Related links: 

· Masters of Disaster 

· 2001 Hurricane Season Begins 

· Hurricane Season News and Tools 



All American Red Cross disaster assistance is free, made possible by voluntary donations of time and money from the American people. The Red Cross also supplies nearly half of the nation's lifesaving blood. This, too, is made possible by generous voluntary donations. To help the victims of disaster, you may make a secure online credit card donation or call 1-800-HELP NOW (1-800-435-7669) or 1-800-257-7575 (Spanish). Or you may send your donation to your local Red Cross or to the American Red Cross, P.O. Box 37243, Washington, D.C. 20013. To donate blood, please call 1-800-GIVE-LIFE (1-800-448-3543), or contact your local Red Cross to find out about upcoming blood drives. 
