Helping children cope with natural disasters
Source: Carole Gnatuk, UK extension specialist for child development
Much of the attention on the tornadoes that wreaked havoc across the state March 2 has focused on how adults are coping, recovering and rebuilding. Children, both inside and outside the affected areas, might need help coping with the aftermath of the natural disasters too.
Children living in tornado-damaged areas might have lost their homes, families, possessions and familiar routines as a result of the storms. One of the ways you can help your children cope is by reestablishing some of the routines you had before the tornadoes. Having the same bedtime routine, eating familiar foods and replacing lost possessions, such as toys, can help both you and your child cope. 

Children respond to the events on a different timetable than adults. It may take them much longer to express their feelings about what has happened. Just because they aren’t talking about the situation, doesn’t mean they are not troubled or saddened by it. It’s important to keep the conversation flowing and allow the child to express their feelings about the disaster. You will likely have many conversations over the years about how this event impacted your lives.

After a storm, children may ask a lot of questions, some of which could be difficult for you to answer. It’s important to answer questions honestly and clear up any misconceptions. If you don’t have an answer, you and your children may be able to look up one together.

Even though your child has been through a traumatic situation, it’s important to keep their behaviors in check. Rules can be reassuring to a child who feels like they have no control. Give children simple chores to do, and make sure they understand that hitting someone or taking things from others is not allowed.
Just because a child lives a good distance from where the tornadoes hit doesn’t mean they were not affected. Perhaps you had family or friends in the affected areas. If possible, allowing your child to have contact with that person can assure them that they are safe. Try to limit your children’s media exposure, as constant reminders of the tragedy may be unsettling or disturbing to your children.
If you don’t have loved ones in these areas, your children may still be affected. You should make yourself available and open to answer any questions they have. Listen to what your children are saying, thinking and feeling. It’s important to reassure your children and correct misunderstandings. Some children may be afraid that a similar thing will happen in their community. You can help them by talking about ways you could prepare for disasters and reassure them you’ll do everything you can to keep them safe. Sometimes all children need to know is that you love them and will protect them to the best of your ability.

 For more information on coping with natural disasters, contact the (COUNTY NAME) Cooperative Extension Service. 

Educational programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, sex, religion, disability or national origin. 
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