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Session 17: Disaster and Children—Impact and Coping Responses
Time:  1 hour
Objectives:


Scope:

This class will introduce the topic of children’s response, behavior, preparedness, and education in anticipation of and response to disasters.  We will relate children’s common responses to disasters, and then explain preparedness and response techniques which may be employed to help children cope with disasters.
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Suggested Activity
Allow about 10 minutes for student discussion of the following:

· Ask students to consider the factors they believe to be  important in the daily life of a young child, say 4-5 years old.

These ought to include things other than television and computer games, such as food, an intact place to live, adequate heat, safety and well being of family members, receiving appropriate attention from parents, etc.

Notes

· Now ask the class to consider the impact of a disaster from the  perspective of a young child.  How might a disaster affect the  factors which are so important to the everyday activities of children?

In considering the students’ responses to what they identified as important variables in the daily life of young children, the instructor should reinforce the point that children are dependent upon adults for their comfort, safety, and the predictability of the world as they experience it.

Disasters threaten all of these factors for adults, and therefore, may be especially stressful for children.  In this class session, we will explore how youngsters view their world, and how disasters can adversely affect their adjustment to some abrupt and significant changes.  By understanding their response to disasters, emergency managers can include strategies in individual and community disaster preparedness programs that will equip adults with preparedness measures that will lessen the impact of disaster upon them, and subsequently, their children.

17.1
Describe typical responses of children during and after disasters

Psychologists have studied the social development of children for many years.  They have shown that children use their relationships with others to help them solve problems.  When considering how children fare in a disaster, several fundamental concepts should be kept in mind.  

Very young children are virtually completely dependent on adults to provide for their basic needs and safety, indeed their very survival.  As preschoolers, children develop a sense of complete trust that their parents will see to it that they are fed, clothed, have a place to live, and that they are loved and valued.  As they get older, children learn that not all situations will turn out as they might have hoped, and they begin to find out that parents may not be able to control things as they once seemed able to do.  (Nairne, J.S.  Psychology: The Adaptive Mind.  Pacific Grove, CA. Brooks/Cole Publishing Co., 1997:151-152.)

Notes

· The instructor may ask students to name and discuss typical responses of children in disasters.  These may include:
1.  Fear

“Fear is a normal reaction to any danger which threatens life or well-being (FEMA 48, 1986).”  It is a feeling of alarm or disquiet in response to the awareness or expectation of the danger.  In disaster situations, children may fear:

-  Potential injury, death, or disaster recurrence

-  Separation from family and friends

-  Being left completely alone
2.  Anxiety
Fear may result in anxiety, which is a sense of uneasiness or apprehension about the uncertainty of what may happen.  Anxiety may be caused by one or more of the following symptoms:


Notes

-  Difficulty falling asleep or frequent awakening  

   during the night

-  Persistent nightmares

-  Bedwetting in otherwise toilet-trained children
3.  Bedtime problems

-  Thumb-sucking

-  Fear of being alone

-  Increase of immature behavior: increased wish 

   to be held or cuddled, using “baby-talk”
4.  Regressive behavior

Following a disaster, a child’s routine is severely interrupted.  When the child looks for comfort in family members or teachers, fear can often increase if the adults that he/she typically relies upon are also afraid, unsure of how to respond, or no longer are able to provide the security, support, and often increased attention that the child craves.

· The following types of responses were described in a study of preschool children affected by Hurricane Hugo.
Six weeks after Hurricane Hugo came ashore in South Carolina on September 21, 1989, Saylor, Swenson, and Powell (1992), mailed a questionnaire survey to parents of preschool children in three parts of Charleston County.  Hugo had sustained winds of 175 mph, and produced a tidal storm surge of 23 feet.  It caused nearly $5 billion in damage, killed 35 people, disrupted electrical power for nearly a million people, and left 30,000 homeless.

Culling responses from 278 families, the authors evaluated the frequency of 50 child behaviors both before and after the hurricane.  There were also additional behaviors, written in by parents, which were not specifically listed in the 50-item questionnaire.  The same group of families was contacted again one year after the hurricane, to see how children had adapted over time.

The following problem behaviors were reported by 50% or more of parents surveyed in the two months following the hurricane:

Notes

-  Clings to adults or too dependent

-  Demands must be met immediately

-  Doesn’t want to sleep alone

-  Stubborn, sullen, or irritable

-  Temper tantrums

-  Whining
Just over a year after the hurricane, 37% of parents still reported continued adverse behavior in their children. Examples of these difficulties are:

Nightmares: “My 3-year-old still calls out at night in her sleep such things as, ‘No, Hurricane Hugo, go away Hurricane Hugo.’” 

Increased fears: “On very windy days, my daughter says, ‘Hurricane Hugo is back.’” 

Memories: “My child (4 year old male) drew a picture of what was left of our house.  It was a blank paper with a brick slab left.”  

Personification of hurricane: “No matter what we said, Hugo was a real person - a very bad person who destroyed everything and then died.”  (Per a 2 ½-year old female).
Fantasy play: “Our children play what we call ‘Hurricane.’  They are doing repairs - one is the workman, one is the homeowner who cannot live in a house and moves away while the work is being done.  In ‘Hurricane’ they also verbalize the noises, trees falling, rain, wind, etc.”  (2-year-old male, 3-year-old female).  The morning following the storm, one mother was concerned about showing her 4 year old son the uprooted trees in the yard.  After looking quietly for a while, he brought out his GI Joe soldier and spent the day setting up new forts and games amid the debris.

Humor:  Parents reported that their children laughed out loud at some of the post-hurricane sights of houses dropped in peculiar places, middle of nowhere, boats suspended in tree branches, and stairways leading nowhere.

Concern for others: While decorating a gingerbread house at school, one child put little cookie bears on the roof.  He said they were the roofers.  (5-year-old male.)

But not all of these children’s responses were bleak:

Notes

17.2
Understand methods and steps to help children cope


with disasters

An important variable in determining how children will react to a disaster is how the adults in their world respond to it.  In the FEMA publication, “Coping with Children’s Reactions to Earthquakes and Other Disasters” (FEMA 48, July 1986), the authors describe how disasters can precipitate anxiety and fear in adults, and how children can be sensitive to these changes.  According to the authors, “when an unusual situation occurs, the ability of some parents to reassure their child, particularly when they themselves have been frightened, may be impaired.  The child feels even more fearful or anxious when suddenly he is unable to turn to the adults for reassurance” (p. 3).  When parents cannot convey to their children that the situation is safe and controlled, they contribute to the child’s continuing fear (p. 5).  These fears can be expressed by the child in the form of difficulty going to sleep, bedwetting, or the need to be physically in close proximity to their parents (pp. 5-6).
Realistically, parents are also experiencing fear.  However, they have the maturity to cope with the stresses upon them.  A demonstration of emotional strength should be apparent to the child who will feel more secure and reassured (p. 3).  Writing in the British Medical Journal, psychiatrist Dora Black emphasizes this point: “What protects the ‘good-outcome’ children appears to be the ability of their parents to adapt to the stress.” (1982.  285:989).

While younger children may exhibit fear and anxiety after a disaster, some older, school-aged children may be susceptible to social isolation, and that sense of isolation may be correlated with depression. 

· Jeney-Gammon, Daugherty, and Finch et al. (1992), studied 257 third- through fifth-graders from three public schools five months following Hurricane Hugo.  They administered two evaluation instruments of depression to groups of 8-10 children.
Notes

The Children’s Depressive Inventory (CDI) is a self report measure of the severity of symptoms of depression for children between 7-17 years old.  There are 27 items on the inventory, and each item can be scored from 0-3, as either minimally descriptive or maximally descriptive of an individual child.  A higher score (i.e., closer to a maximum of 54 points), indicated a more severe level of depression. 

Kidscope is a checklist which assesses coping strategies children might use in stressful situations.  These include such behaviors as distraction, social withdrawal, wishful thinking, social support, problem solving, blaming others, and blaming self.

The investigators found that as a group, the 257 students sampled did not experience any more depression than the normal population of children their age.  But they found that those children with higher CDI depression scores more often had the following behaviors: distraction, social withdrawal, self-blame, emotional regulation and wishful thinking.  These five behavioral styles tend to reflect social isolation, and the authors concluded that it may be important to help children remain socially connected after uncontrollable events such as disasters.  To support this contention, the authors reported that those children who showed less depression had higher degrees of coping behaviors which reflected seeking social support.

The authors suggested that “school ultimately may be the best setting to reach children after a disaster and to intervene,” perhaps because school is a large part of the 
normal daily activities of children in this age group, and it places them physically in the social context of being with other children who shared a similar experience. 

· In an effort to keep children socially engaged and involved in normal activities, child mental health workers have identified two methods which reassure children, and let them express themselves after a disaster.

Notes


1.  Talk and listen

Parents should listen to their child’s feelings and opinions about the disaster and share their perceptions.  The child needs to be assured that she/he is safe.  It is also a good idea for parents to spend extra time with their children.  This often is difficult to do when confronted with clean-up, relocation, and repair tasks.  Nonetheless, parents should make every effort to prioritize time to be together as a family.

If the child is experiencing difficulties at school, parents, school counselors and teachers should work together for the child’s recovery.

2.  Hold/hug the child

A child may regress to more dependent behavior, like the frequent need to be held and comforted.  Take the time during clean-up or recovery-planning activities to stop what you’re doing and sit with the 
child.  Take a walk, hold hands, and let them be reassured by your physical presence that the adults in their lives care about them.

· Because children over age 5 tend to be in school if a disaster occurs during the daytime, it is important for them to know that adults care about them if a disaster happens while at school.

· After a disaster, these suggestions could help the child cope  with the disaster’s aftermath and return to their normal routine (Adapted from Brodkin, A. and Coleman, M.  pp. 17-18):
· Participate in activities such as talking, writing, drawing, and dramatizing feelings about the event.

· Review and practice school emergency procedures.

· Communicate and disseminate post-emergency information to parents.

Later in this course, an entire class will be devoted to the topic of disaster preparedness in schools.

Notes

17.3
Explain ways to teach children about disasters and


preparedness

(Based on “Helping Children Cope with Disaster,” by FEMA and the American Red Cross.)

Teaching children about what to do in an emergency empowers them with constructive, adaptive responses if a disaster strikes.  Knowing what to do will help promote safety, reduce injuries, and facilitate a better post-disaster recovery.

The following three strategies have been found to be critical for disaster preparedness in children:
1. Develop and practice a family disaster plan.

· Determine what hazards exist both in your community and your home, and how to prepare for each of them.

· Meet with your family to discuss what you should do, as a group, in each situation.

· Take steps to prepare your family for a disaster by assembling supply kits, selecting an out-of-state contact   person, and making sure that emergency telephone numbers are easily available.

· Practice your family disaster plan often enough so each family member will remember what to do in case of a  disaster.

2. 
Teach your child how to recognize danger signals.

· Make sure that everyone in the household knows what the smoke detectors, fire alarms, and other emergency warning systems signify.

3.  
Help your child memorize important family information.

· Children should know their family members’ names, addresses, emergency numbers, and contacts (if this is too much information to memorize, the child could carry an index card with this vital information when at school, etc.).

Notes

· Make sure that emergency numbers and instructions are easy to find and read.  Post them in one or two readily accessible places at home (e.g., one upstairs, one downstairs in a two story house, near telephones).

17.4
Describe several types of educational materials that


are available for children

· FEMA and the American Red Cross have developed many  educational materials for families which address disaster response and preparedness.  

These materials have been prepared with the goal of providing constructive, practical and easily understood preparedness information in a “user-friendly,” often entertaining style.

Several examples will be described.  Time permitting, the ½ inch video tape, “Adventures of the Disaster Dudes,” may be shown in part or in its entirety.

· The instructor should obtain the following materials (available from the FEMA Publications Catalogue 1-800-480-2520) for review in the classroom.

1.  The Disaster Preparedness Coloring Book (FEMA 243, October 1993).


This book provides text for parents or teachers on one page, with related pictures for children to color on the facing page.

2.  Your Family Disaster Plan (L-191; ARC 4466).

A four-step plan to help families become aware of possible disasters, and how to begin the preparedness process.

3.  Your Family Disaster Supplies Kit (L-189; ARC 4463).


Specific checklist of tools, first aid supplies, food, water, and shelter supplies.

Notes

4. Emergency Preparedness Checklist (L-154; ARC 4471).


Brief, action-oriented brochure describing how to obtain more information, create a home emergency plan, home and auto disaster supplies kit, and ideas for identifying hazards in the home.

5.  Earthquake Safety Activities for Children (FEMA 88a, March 1990).


This 37-page guide includes a series of “masters” which may be made into transparencies for presentation to groups of children.  Geared for use in schools, many activities are directly applicable to the home setting.
Following this class, students will be able to:





17.1	Describe typical responses of children during and after disasters.





17.2	Identify methods and steps to help children cope with disasters.





17.3	Explain ways to teach children about disasters and preparedness.





17.4	Describe several types of disaster educational materials that are


available for children.





Unable to concentrate or focus: decreased attention to school work.





Sleep disorders: frequent awakening, difficulty falling asleep.





Eating disorders: loss of appetite.





Nervousness: easily irritable or frightened by common noises.





Obsessive-compulsive behavior: may check things repeatedly to be sure they are correct (e.g., turning off lights, having parents return to bedroom multiple times before falling asleep.)





Easily confused: may need meticulous explanations of plans for the day, reminders of previously routine activities.





Feeling uncomfortable in situations that previously did not cause stress: afraid to go back to school or play at a friend’s home.
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