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HOW TO TALK TO CHILDREN ABOUT TRAUMATIC EVENTS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Guiding the Conversation 

 Find a quiet moment. For parents, this could be ĂĨƚĞƌ�ĚŝŶŶĞƌ�Žƌ�ǁŚŝůĞ�ŵĂŬŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĞǆƚ�ĚĂǇ͛Ɛ�ůƵŶĐŚ͘� For teacher͛Ɛ͕�ŝƚ�ĐŽƵůĚ�ďĞ�

after recess or lunch if a student seems troubled. This is time and place where your children can be the center of your 

attention. 

 Find out what they know. For example, there was a shooting at a school or a bomb set off in another country. Ask them 

"What have you heard about this?" And then listen. Listen. Listen. And listen more. 

 Think about what you want to say or how you want to respond. Some advanced planning may need to take place to make 

the discussion easier. If you do need to think about it, acknowledge the child͛Ɛ�ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶƐ�ĂŶĚ�get back to them soon. You 

don͛ƚ�ĂůǁĂǇƐ�ŚĂǀĞ�ƚŽ�ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚ�off the top of your head. 

 Share your feelings with the child. It is OK to acknowledge your feelings with children. They see you are human. They also 

get a chance to see that even though upset, you can pull yourself together and continue on.  Parents and teachers hear it 

often: Be a role model. This applies to emotions, too. 

 Tell the truth. Lay out the facts at a level they can understand. You do not need to give graphic details. For example, young 

children may not fully understand what death means and you may have to explain it in a way they can understand, such as 

no longer feeling anything, not hungry, thirsty, scared, or hurting; we will never see them again, but can hold their 

memories in our hearts and heads). Remember, it is OK to say͕�Η/�ĚŽŶ͛ƚ�ŬŶŽǁ͘Η�^ŽŵĞƚŝŵĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĂŶƐǁĞƌ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ�ŝƐ�Η/�

ĚŽŶ͛ƚ�ŬŶŽǁ͘Η�ΗtŚǇ�ĚŝĚ�ƚŚĞ�ďĂĚ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ�ĚŽ�ƚŚŝƐ͍Η�Η/�ĚŽŶ͛ƚ�ŬŶŽǁΗ�ĨŝƚƐ͘ 

 Above all, reassure. At the end of the conversation, reassure the child that you will do everything you know how to do to 

keep them safe and to watch out for them. Reassure them that you will be available to answer any questions or talk about 

this topic again in the future. Reassure them that they are cared for. 

 

Source: American Psychological Association, Psychology Help Center 

It seems that every day, something tragic happens 

somewhere in the world, such as school shootings, fatal car collisions, 

extreme weather conditions and terrorist attacks. Children's lives are 

touched by trauma on a regular basis, no matter how much parents or 

teachers try to keep the "bad things" away. Instead of shielding 
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