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WHAT IS A TRAUMATIC EVENT?

If you are reading this pamphlet, it is likely that you or your child has experienced or witnessed an event that threatened significant injury or loss of life and left feelings of horror and helplessness in its wake.  

Whether the trauma was a natural disaster, an act of violence, or an automobile accident, it is very important that you, as a parent or caregiver, become aware of common and uncommon reactions to traumatic events. 

Most children do not develop serious or permanent psychological problems following a traumatic event.  However, the great majority of children experience some changes in their behavior and/or emotions. 

COMMON SYMPTOMS FOLLOWING A TRAUMA

· Fear of the trauma happening again

· Fear of reminders of the traumatic event

· Crying or whining more frequently

· Anger/acting out

· Becoming more restless or “jumpy”

· Nightmares or difficulty going to sleep

· Revert back to more childish behavior (e.g., thumb-sucking, bedwetting, asking for a bottle, etc.)

· Nausea, vomiting, headaches, or not wanting to eat

· Being quiet or withdrawn

· Guilt/feeling they caused the traumatic event

· Daydreaming

· Fear of going to school

· Declining school performance

· Changes in relationships with friends (i.e., spending a lot more or a lot less time with friends)

· Loss of interest in usual activities
Many of these symptoms are natural responses to stress and will diminish over time.  However, if these symptoms persist longer than 1month or interfere with the child’s functioning at home, at school, or with friends, it’s a good idea to consult your physician or a mental health professional.

“WHAT CAN I DO TO HELP?”

The way children see and understand their parents’ responses are very important.  A child’s reaction will depend also on his/her age and how much harm the child witnessed during and after the event.

Things you can do...

· Explain what happened in language the child can understand.  Find a balance between helping the child feel safe and acknowledging the existence of danger and violence in the world.

· Talk about what happened. Acknowledge the frightening parts of the event, but stress their abilities to cope with the situation.

· Help the child remember and identify how much safety there is in their lives and the people who love and care for them.

· Involve the children in clean-up efforts and any grief ceremonies (e.g., funerals, memorial services, wakes, etc.). Give them something age-appropriate and productive to do.

· Take time-out to comfort and reassure the child, especially at bedtime.

· Be honest and open. - Give factual information to the child – otherwise his/her imagination will “fill in the blanks.”

· Maintain routines/rituals (e.g., dinnertime, bedtime, naptime, etc.) These provide children with a sense of security.

· Be patient. - Children will often ask the same questions over and over; give clear, simple, factual answers.

· Keep the family together as much as possible, even to run errands, or make arrangements.

· Talk to your child’s teachers about what has happened and work with them to help your child.

· Take time to calm yourself.
This last suggestion is very important. You may find that caring for children who have witnessed a trauma creates additional stresses for you.  You may also be dealing with your own difficulties in coping with the event. It's important for you to recognize your own stresses, strains, and difficulties.

You will be a greater help to your child if you are coping effectively with your own experiences and feelings.

Things to Do to Help Yourself

· Talk to someone.  Talk to friends, relatives, or colleagues about what you’re going through. Consider joining (or starting) a support group for others who may be going through similar circumstances

· Identify your stress.  Become aware of how you usually cope with stress, and know when you are “stressed out.”

· Manage your stress. Use relaxation techniques, exercise, "time off" for fun activities, and look for the positive consequences of the situation to decrease your stress levels.

· Seek help. Don't be afraid to seek "professional" help. Therapists and counselors can be very helpful during tough times, even if you think your problems aren’t "serious."

Explanations That May Not Help

When dealing with death or other difficult topics brought up by traumatic events, adults often give children simplified explanations to “protect” them from reality. Unfortunately, simple but dishonest answers can only serve to increase the fear and uncertainty that the child is feeling. 

Children tend to be very literal.  Do not be afraid to talk to your child, but be aware of what you are saying.  Here’s a list of a few common things NOT to say to children: 

· Don’t equate death and sleep. This explanation may result in the child's fear of going to bed.

· Don’t equate death to a “trip.” This explanation will result in feelings of abandonment and guilt for the child

· Don’t say that death is "God's will." The child will not understand a God who takes a loved one because He needs that person Himself and is likely to resent God

· Avoid saying someone got “sick” and died. Unless the child understands between little sicknesses and big ones, he/she will become very upset the next time he/she gets a cold.


*This brochure was created by Julie M. Storey and is a compilation of the recommendations made by the Federal Emergency Management Agency, The American Red Cross, The University of Illinois Cooperative Extension Service, and the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry for helping children cope with natural and man-made disasters.

WHERE CAN I GET HELP?

If you have any questions or concerns, call your base mental health clinic at

(       )         -            between the hours of _______ and ________.  Help is available if and when you need it.
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