
Helping Kids Cope with Traumatic Events 
Adapted from The National Child Traumatic Stress Network: www.nctsn.org 

 
It is important for parents to remember that children may respond differently to a traumatic event or an 
outbreak depending on their age and on their previous experiences. Below are some reactions according to 
age group and suggested ways you can help and/or respond: 

 

Age Group Reactions How you can help 
   

 ❏ Fear of being alone ❏ Patience and tolerance 
 ❏ Sleep pattern changes or nightmares ❏ Provide reassurance (verbal and physical) 

Pre-K 
❏ Speech difficulties ❏ Plan calming, comforting activities before bedtime 
❏ Loss of bladder/bowel control, ❏ Encourage expression through play, reenactment, storytelling 

 constipation, bed-wetting ❏ Allow short-term changes in sleep arrangements 
 ❏ Change in appetite  ❏ Maintain regular family routines 
 ❏ Increased temper tantrums, whining, ❏ Avoid overly exposing them to the news/media 
 defiance, or clingy behavior  

 ❏ Irritability, whining, aggressive behavior ❏ Patience, tolerance, and reassurance 
 ❏ Clinging ❏ Play sessions and staying in touch with friends virtually. 
 ❏ Sleep difficulties ❏ Regular exercise and stretching 
 ❏ Change in appetite ❏ Engage in educational activities (workbooks, educational games) 
 ❏ Increased physical symptoms ❏ Participate in structured household chores 
 (headaches, stomach aches, etc.) ❏ Set gentle but firm limits 
 ❏ Withdrawal from peers, loss of interest ❏ Follow the child’s lead and need for information when discussing 

School-age 
❏ Competition for parents’ attention the current outbreak. Encourage the child to ask questions. 
❏ Forgetfulness Provide short answers and allow the child to ask further questions 

(Ages 6-12) ❏ Saying that they are worried or fearful if necessary. Do not bombard them with info. 
 

❏ Encourage expression through play and conversation   ❏Nightmares 
 ❏ Maintain family routines 
 ❏ Limit media exposure 
 

 

 ❏ Reward positive behaviors often 
 ❏ Address any stigma or discrimination occurring and clarify 
 misinformation 
   

 ❏ Increased physical symptoms ❏ Patience, tolerance, and reassurance 
 (headaches, rashes, etc.) ❏ Encourage continuation of routines 
 ❏ Sleep difficulties ❏ Encourage discussion of outbreak experience with peers and 

Adolescent 
❏ Appetite disturbance family 
❏ Increased agitation ❏ Stay in touch with friends virtually 

(13-18) ❏ Decrease in energy ❏ Participate in family routines, including chores, supporting 
 ❏ Not focusing on his/her health younger siblings, and planning strategies to enhance health 
 ❏ Isolating from peers and loved ones promotion behaviors 
 ❏ Increased negative statements ❏ Limit media exposure, talking about what they have seen/heard 
   

 Reactions will likely be based on the child’s ❏ Provide increased access to comforting items/activities 
 developmental level and may include a ❏ Address sensory needs 

Children with combination of the symptoms above. This ❏ Offer factual information and short clear answers to questions 
special needs depends on your child’s developmental age. within the child’s scope of understanding 

 ❏ Limit preoccupation with becoming ill by introducing factual 
 

  information (‘children are not at high risk, it is very unlikely you will 

  get ill, school is out to continue to protect kids’) 
   

  Source: The National Child Traumatic Stress Network: www.nctsn.org 

This resource was adapted from the Pascagoula-Gautier School District of Mississippi for PCPS usage. The original source 
of the information came from The National Child Traumatic Stress Network: www.nctsn.org  


