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Teacher Notes 
 

Before I go any further, please let me make it clear 
that although I have some training in child psychology, 
I am not a mental health professional. 
 
The ideas and activities that are outlined here are 
those that I have used over the years to help students 
cope with the numerous natural disasters that have 
occurred in Australia and around the world. The very 
same strategies also apply to coping with personal 
trauma. 
 
They are based on advice that teachers are given 
regularly to cope with such events and there are many 
organizations that offer such advice.  Organisations 
such as the Red Cross, offer advice and activities for 
adults and children alike. 
 
Feel free to use any or all of these activities as you 
see fit. 
 
The most important thing you can do for your students is 
to look after yourself. Research has shown that the 
way children react to an emergency or trauma is directly 
related to the way the adults around them react. If you 
can be calm and honest, they are more likely to feel 
calm and secure. 
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10 ways to help children cope with disaster 
 

1. Be aware of your own actions and reactions 
Children take many of their behavioural cues from the 
adults around them. Try to be calm and honest in your 
reactions to the disaster. Show students that it is not 
good for them to focus on the disaster in an unhealthy 
way. It is helpful to find out facts, to provide 
reassurance, but it should not dominate your life. 

2. Be available to your students 
Let your students know it is ok to talk about unpleasant 
things. Listen to what they are saying and support them 
with the truth. Importantly, let them know that you (or 
another trusted adult such as school counsellor or 
chaplain) are always available to talk with them about 
their thoughts and feelings. 

3. Give your students the facts 
Try to talk to your students using your own words. If you 
are calm you will reassure them. It’s a good idea to ask 
what they already know, listen for any misunderstandings 
or questions, and direct the conversation from there. 

4. Help your students process what they see on TV 
This could also include pictures and video on internet, 
newspapers and magazines. Children observe a lot of detail 
in the world around them but don’t always understand the 
meaning or reality behind the images. 

5. Avoid excessive TV exposure. 
Watching repeated images on TV, internet, newspaper and 
magazines can be distressing for some students and 
desensitizing for others. As far as is possible at school, 
try to encourage students to avoid spending too much time 
watching such images. 

6. Reassure your students that they are safe. 
Children are great observers, but often do not understand 
everything they see and hear. With so many pictures of 
disaster on TV, internet, newspaper and magazines, it can 
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be difficult for them to understand how far away the 
events are, what is reality and what is fiction. If you 
are not directly involved in the aftermath of the 
disaster, reassure students that you are a good distance 
away and that they are safe. 

7. Help your students to explore their feelings. 
Children may feel sad, angry, or even numb to the events 
that have occurred. Allow children the opportunity to talk 
about their feelings, acknowledge that their feelings are 
completely normal. Sometimes children react more strongly 
to loss of wildlife than they do to loss of human life, as 
they are more able to relate to this.  

8. Support your students in their concern for others 
Children are likely to feel sympathy or sadness for those 
affected by the disaster. Help them to explore and talk 
about these feelings. 

9. Assist your students to take action 
If students indicate a desire to help those directly 
affected by the disaster, explore this will them. It may 
be that they donate a toy, their pocket money, etc. 
Explore appeals that are being set up in response to the 
disaster and chose which ones the class, or individuals, 
might like to participate in. 

10. Take action yourself 
Modelling positive behaviours for your students will help 
them to feel safe and secure and to feel more positive 
about the future. It will also help you to cope more 
effectively with your own response to the disaster. 
Whether it is motivating your students, raising funds or 
coordinating donations, whatever you can find the time 
for, do something! 
 
Remember to look after yourself, Just as you are 

supporting your students to cope with disaster, make 
sure you are aware of your own reactions and seek help 

if needed. 
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Recognizing Stress responses in Children 
 

It is not uncommon for children to react towards disaster as a 
‘game’ in the first few days as they experience something new, 
unusual that they have never experienced, e.g. seeing things 
floating down a flooded street may seem funny to them. 
 
Following the first few days, students may start to exhibit 
stress responses such as: 
- becoming clingy 
- going off their food 
- difficulties sleeping 
- seeking reassurance, such as repeatedly saying “I love you” 

 
If you feel that a student is not coping well with their 
reactions to the disaster, either encouarage them to talk to 
you, or if needed, refer them to a specialist within your school 
(counsellor, chaplain, etc) 
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Feelings associated with disasters 
 
Shock – feeling like this can’t be happening, it must be 

a dream 
Numb – NOT feeling sad, NOT feeling happy, feeling 

nothing 
Fear – being scared that you or those you love may be 

hurt, have property damaged or even die 
Helplessness – not being able to do anything to stop the 

event or to help the people affected. 
Guilt, shame or regret – that you couldn’t help, that 

you didn’t get hurt while others did, that you still 
have your home and your belongings while others don’t 

Anger – you feel like the disaster should not have 
happened, it’s not fair 

Let Down – especially if emergency workers were unable 
to save someone you love 

Lonely – wanting to spend time alone, away from others 
Want – feeling a need or longing for all the things that 

you lost in the disaster 
Happy – glad that you and your loved ones are ok 
Hope- that things will get better 
 
Memories 
It is also normal to think about, dream about or even 
have flashbacks about disasters.  
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NAME: 

How do I feel today? 
It is normal to feel a lot of different emotions when a disaster 

happens. Colour in the faces which show how you are feeling 
today. There is a blank face for you to draw if you can’t find a 

box which shows how you are feeling. 
 

 
Frightened 

 
Happy 

 
Guilty 

 
Hopeful 

 
Helpless 

 
Sad 

 
Shocked 

 
Let Down  

Withdrawn 

 
Angry  

Numb 
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NAME: 

How do I feel today? 
It is normal to feel a lot of different emotions when a disaster 

happens. Colour in the faces which show how you are feeling 
today. There is a blank face for you to draw if you can’t find a 
box which shows how you are feeling. In the empty space, write a 

sentence about why you feel this way. 
 

Frightened Happy Guilty 

Hopeful Helpless Sad 

Shocked Let Down Withdrawn 

Angry Numb  
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NAME: 

Who can I talk to? 
It is normal to feel a lot of different emotions when a disaster 
happens. Sometimes we think we are alone and there is no one who 
we can talk to. Try to think of the names of five people who you 

can talk to and write one name on to each finger. 
 

Who can I talk to? 
Friends in class 

Older students in the school 
Older brothers, sisters or cousins 

Parents, aunts, uncles, 
grandparents 

Teachers 
Coaches 

Counsellors, Pastors 

 
 

 

Who can  
I talk  
to? 
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NAME:  

What can I do? 
It is normal to feel a lot of different emotions when a disaster happens. 

Sometimes you might feel like you just want to be alone and don’t want to do 
anything. It is important that you try and do at least one thing everyday to 

make you feel good about yourself and your family. Also try to include 
others whenever you can. 

 
Animals 

Looking after pets 
Grooming your pet 

 
 
 

Art 
Draw 
Paint 

Digital Art 
Comics 

 

Cooking 
Cook your favourite food 

Help cook a meal for 
your family 

 
 

Games 
Cards 

Board games 
Ball games 

Sports 
 

Gardening 
Look after plants 
Plant a new plant 

Plant a tree 
Pot plants indoors 

 

Physical Activity 
Go for a walk 
Play a sport 

Dance 
Swim 

 
Music 

Watch a band 
Listen to your favourite 

music 
Play an instrument 

Read 
Magazines 

Books 
Comics 

Newspapers 

Write 
A journal 
A letter 
A story 
A poem 

 
DAY ACTIVITY 

MONDAY  

TUESDAY  

WEDNESDAY  

THURSDAY  

FRIDAY  

SATURDAY  

SUNDAY  

	  


