
 
COPING SKILLS FOR PARENTS & CHILDREN  

IN RESPONSE TO TRAGEDY 
 

By Tracy S. Bennett, Ph.D. 
 
 
In an effort to heal in the wake of America’s recent tragedies, I have prepared the 

following handout as an information guide for parents and caregivers.  Despite the miles that 
separate us from these occurrences, many South Landers have been affected.  All of us are 
feeling a mixture of emotions, including numbness, confusion, sadness, and anger.  As a nation 
we are united, but as a people we are profoundly changed.  Our children and teens are also 
reacting to this tragedy.  For empowerment and healing, reach out to others for connection by 
committing yourselves to family and community activities, volunteering for relief efforts, 
attending support groups, and remaining active.  If you find your grief or the grief of your child 
or family member is significantly impairing your/their ability to function in daily life, seek 
professional support. 
 
 
REACTIONS TO TRAGEDY COMMONLY SEEN IN CHILDREN: 
 

• Excessive withdrawal and subdued behavior, hyperactivity/agitation, or moodiness and 
irritability. 

• Regressive behaviors typical of younger developmental stages (e.g., tearfulness, 
whining, thumb-sucking, bed-wetting, baby talk, unwillingness to perform daily life skills 
previously mastered – like getting dressed, doing chores, etc.). 

• An overall increase in fears, particularly of catastrophic events that could separate 
them from family members but also of things like the dark, monsters, getting lost, “bad 
people”, etc. 

• Sleep disturbances and an increase in the frequency of nightmares and night terrors. 
• Separation anxiety symptoms such as clinging, protesting being separated from you, 

and refusing to sleep alone or be alone in a room. 
• Somatic symptoms such as tummy aches, headaches, and general aches and pains. 
• Change in appetite or eating habits. 
• Loss of interest in activities that were previously fun, such as school and play. 
• Perseverative talking (i.e., repeatedly asking the same questions or blurting out 

information relating to the tragedy). 
• Increase in aggression, defiance, oppositionality, or low tolerance overall. 
• Fatigue and low energy. 
• Avoidance of discussions or activities that remind them of the tragedy. 
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SUGGESTIONS FOR HELPING CHILDREN COPE: 
 

• REASSURE THEIR PERSONAL SAFETY.  Empower them by discussing how you keep 
them safe and review safety plans with them about ways they can keep themselves 
safe. 

• Stick to your normal schedule of living as much as possible.  Routine is soothing. 
• Spend extra time with your children and provide a lot of physical affection. 
• Be honest, but discuss the event in developmental language the children can 

understand (i.e., stay simple and concise without using too many big words).  Be sure 
to allow them to talk, rather than taking over the conversation or lecturing. 

• Provide frequent opportunities for questions and dialogue, but avoid “pushing” the 
issue onto the children. 

• Use discretion in what you talk about in front of the children and how often you talk 
about it (e.g., limit the details about the violence). 

• Do not allow the children to watch repetitive, violent media coverage. 
• Validate the children’s feelings, whatever they may be (e.g., “I understand why you 

would feel sad or angry right now”).  Recognize that we all have mixed feelings and 
sometimes do not feel anything at all. Reassure the children that their feelings are 
normal and actively problem solve with the children on how they can attend to those 
feelings while also allowing themselves to heal (e.g., “What can we do to help ourselves 
feel better right now?”). 

• Model good coping to the children.  Inform the children how you feel and what you are 
doing to heal. 

• Provide opportunities for the children to address their fears through play.  Play 
materials should be made available for creative emotional processing (e.g., drawing 
and coloring materials, clay work, action figures, doll houses, etc.). Expect that some 
children may reenact what they’ve seen on television.  Don’t shame them if they 
reenact violent scenes.  Allow this to be an opportunity for talking and teaching. 

• Work on a family project to help yourselves and those involved in the tragedy (e.g., 
draw pictures, pray/quiet moments, light candles, plant a tree, create a safety card 
with important phone numbers, restock your emergency kits, volunteer, etc.).  Allow 
this to be a learning opportunity about family beliefs and values, issues of difference, 
healthy ways to care for ourselves, and about world politics. 

• Schedule quiet moments at home to attend to feelings, thoughts, and spirituality and 
to reassure your children that we are all in this together. 

• Be patient.  Rather than overpunish troublesome behaviors, reward your children for 
demonstrating resiliency, effort, and creativity. 

 
 
HELPFUL RESOURCES: 

• American Red Cross Ventura County:  (805) 987-1514. 
• Ventura County Psychological Association: (805) 378-7770. 
• National Organization for Victims Assistance: (800) TRY-NOVA. 


