I’ve just seen a wave as big
as our house, daddy…

Jane Lane discusses the importance of providing scope for children to talk about things that worry them, including disasters such as the tsunami.
 
Like so many disasters it came out of the blue. The biggest wave we have seen in our lifetime and the most destructive. What do our young children make of it? How much do they understand? And how much and what should we, as adults, tell them?

Disasters and traumas are, in some way, part of all our lives

There have been many apparently ‘natural’ disasters both recently and in the distant past – including earthquakes and hurricanes in many parts of the world, floods in Boscastle and Bangladesh and volcanic eruptions in Pompeii (Vesuvius) and elsewhere. There have also been other traumas that were the result of deliberate or accidental actions by people*. 

The difference between the past and now is that these things seem nearer to us through instant global communications enabling pictures of all such disasters or traumas to be brought into our immediate lives through the medium of television. 

Unlike the past, young children are likely to be witnesses, albeit remote, to these traumas and have their feelings and emotions roused by their awareness of what happens to others. They may not know what to make of them. Perhaps no-one discusses these experiences with them. They may feel pity, fear and anxiety. 

Their feelings may appear to range from no apparent reactions, to acting out incidents and to troubling emotions expressed in a variety of ways – a child being anxious about going on holiday or visiting relatives in the area after the tsunami, for example. 

The tsunami in the Indian Ocean

The tsunami in the Indian Ocean is in many senses different from anything that has happened before. We know how indescribably appalling it was and how the victim’s lives will continue to be devastated. Its horror is magnified by the fact that so many people lost everything they had. 

Most adults have seen the sea or pictures of it and can imagine what a big wave might look and feel like, how awesome it would be. We can empathise with those affected because, although it is exceptional, it and its accompanying scenery of the beach are in some ways familiar. 



In addition, many people will know, or know of, people affected by it or who have been killed by it. We can, therefore, identify with the victims and contemplate how it might have happened to us ourselves. Many will have seen the sites as holiday places that they might have visited. So near and yet so far! 

It also happened at Christmas-time when most of us were with our families and enjoying a holiday period. And most of us will have found the spontaneous outpouring of support and funding for help and reconstruction heart-warming – a sense of sharing a common humanity and genuine pity. 

We need to consider the effect of the tsunami on the families of children, staff and other adults and offer comfort to them. They could be families of tourists or of those living in the disaster areas. We may be less likely to know of the distress of these latter families because they feel unable to share it with us. 

It is important to seek to identify all families affected and offer support equally, taking account of the ways that people from different cultures may express their feelings. We need to check which children may have families affected and not make prior assumptions about them or from where they originate. We need to reassure children whose families are directly affected, or who have been caught up or killed, that they can seek comfort from us because we care about them. And we need to encourage other children to offer comfort too. 

Parents affected may feel unable to share their distress with their children because they feel they are too young to understand. But children do see and sense these vibes and may misconstrue the reasons for them. This reinforces the importance of talking with children so as to avoid misunderstandings, with families and practitioners alike. 

It is also important to identify this disaster in the context of other disasters, including the million people who died in the Ethiopian famine 20 years ago and the many millions who were displaced, and those that have not been so extensively covered – the floods in Bangladesh, for example. We need to consider whether there are any racist implications in the coverage given, whether some people’s lives are not perhaps considered to be so worthy of note as others. We need to understand the role of racism in some of the disasters of the world, together with facts of poverty. 

So how have young children perceived the tsunami? What are they thinking? How can we, as adults, help them to come to terms with it, understand it and not be fearful of the future? 

The reactions of adults to the traumas experienced by children

We, as adults working with and caring for young children, may have a range of responses to children experiencing or witnessing disasters such as the tsunami. We may: 
· Genuinely believe that ‘these things’ pass over young children’s heads and to draw attention to them is unnecessary, only fuelling any latent worries they may have. 

· Not know how to even begin to address it. 

· Underestimate the longer-term emotional impact on children if it is not addressed. 

· Not know what specific aspect to address. 

· Think that there are enough tragedies in children’s lives and that it is best to shield them as far as possible from the reality of tsunamis, attacks on buildings and wars. 

· Worry that seeing such things happen time after time may make them immune to their real feelings of concern. 

On the other hand, we may: 
· Not wish to raise anxieties in children but wish to reassure them of the fact that disasters such as the tsunami are extremely unlikely to happen to them. 

· Feel a responsibility to share with children the reality of the lives of those people directly affected. 

· Wish to prepare them for their future lives by being realistic, drawing their attention to the fact that the world is not always ‘good’, that we all must be vigilant about what we do to protect the planet and take our responsibility to address our role in pollution, global warming and other damaging (often political) destructions of the world – in ways appropriate to a child’s level of understanding. For example, doing a project on recycling and the reasons for it, not wasting the paper we use and caring for and protecting trees – stressing the role each of us plays and the importance of thinking about the future world we all inhabit. 

· Want to take the opportunity to help children: 

· To help one another. 

· To be careful and watchful in their lives – crossing the road, going out of their depth in water. 

· To value and acknowledge brave people. 

· To realise that all those affected by the tsunami are people just like ourselves, with feelings like us and whom we should respect and value equally to ourselves. 

· To realise that it was not just British tourists who were affected.

Every practitioner will need to assess their own work situation and decide how to approach dealing with the tsunami with the children in their care. 

Principles of addressing issues around the tsunami

It is perhaps helpful to try to understand the issues and reflect on their implications before working with children. On the other hand, the urgency of the situation may compel us to take immediate action. This demonstrates the importance of the principle of advance planning, with all staff, for dealing with potential future traumas – even though their magnitude may not be possible to assess. But understanding the principles is critical to taking effective action and dealing with the ways children may respond. 

For us to help children we have ourselves to understand the issues and what is involved. We need to consider the children for whom we care, and adapt suggestions appropriate to their individual needs and levels of understanding. A list of ‘tips for teachers’ just won’t make sense in the absence of this understanding and knowledge base. 

There are a few suggested key principles in working with young children about traumas and disasters, which may be helpful: 
· In the context of encouraging children to talk generally and express their feelings: 

· Provide opportunities for children to talk about whatever has happened, their feelings, including descriptions of it. 

· Provide opportunities for adults and other children to listen to children talking about what has happened. 

· Include the tsunami within the range of other disasters that happen in the world. 

· While providing factual information, ensure that they are assured that such things are extremely unlikely to happen to them. 

· At the same time help them to understand that for some people and children in other parts of the world such things may be more likely to happen. For example, ‘Some people are unfortunate because they live in earthquake zones and others do not have enough to eat.’ 

· Comfort children that there is nothing wrong with the feelings they may have – that it is natural to have such feelings. They may also see their parents distressed and feel unable to do anything about it. ‘It is good to express our feelings of compassion for others, even if we cannot understand the reasons for it. It is good that we say we are worried about what might happen to us, so we can talk about this together.’

· Provide opportunities for them to represent what has happened using a variety of mediums (mark-making, drawings, paintings) and express their feelings creatively about them – including through the languages of play, clay, puppets and role-play. 

· Provide time to recollect, review, remember, restate and re-construct, alone as well as in conversations with other children and adults. 

· Where children and their families have been affected by the tsunami, encourage other children and their families to share their compassion for them and provide comfort for them. 

· Help them to be aware of possible dangers in their own lives, without encouraging fear. 

· Help them to learn concepts of empathy with those who are affected. Find out where cards of support made by children could be sent. Encourage them to express what being hurt and losing family members might feel like. 

· Help them not to make, and to unlearn, any stereotypical assumptions about people living in the affected areas. 

· Help them to understand that there are some things we (as a society) can do to stop some disasters but that there are some things that we cannot stop. 

· Talk with children about the basic necessities of life for all of us, wherever we live – water, food, sanitation, shelter and health. 

· Take the opportunity to share the worldwide ‘glow’ of mutual support and common humanity. 

· Address and consider, in advance, how issues of racial prejudice emerging in discussions might be addressed. Practise what might be said and read suggestions in articles and books. 

· Try to break down any associations between disasters happening to people because they are inadequate, needy, simple or have a skin colour or culture different from their own. Read and think about the lives of people affected and how and why they are as they are. 

· Identify disasters that might be the result of racism so that adults are clear about their own attitudes and are able to discuss racist attitudes with children and their families. While there may be a variety of opinions about 9/11 as to whether racism played a part, it certainly did so in the Holocaust and in slavery. 

· Ensure that children know that we, as a society, can learn from each disaster as to how a future one might be prevented. For example, tsunami warnings in the Indian Ocean area are being planned but have yet to be implemented. 

· Consider if and how issues of poverty, and the effects of globalisation, might be introduced appropriately – perhaps only with older children. 

· Plan and prepare any work with every member of staff so they all understand why it is being done and can jointly ‘own’ it. 

· Critically, involve all families closely in the work planned, so they, too, can understand the reasons for it and jointly ‘own’ it. 

How can we raise these issues?

It is well-established that providing regular opportunities for children to talk openly and discuss issues of concern with other children and adults builds up their confidence about themselves and their linguistic fluency. 

Furthermore, regularly talking about differences between people, in positive ways, reinforces all children’s sense of identity and self-esteem. Such regular opportunities might include : 
· Talking, listening, discussing, reflecting, sharing feelings and developing concepts of empathy with others about what children may have seen or heard, in small groups or with individual children. 

· Using Persona Dolls or circle-time to raise issues around the tsunami and other disasters. 

Conclusion

Talking with children about their fears and worries helps to allay them and boosts their confidence to express themselves. These are good foundations not only for the development of their linguistic skills but also for learning to empathise with and understand others, including those who are different from themselves.
What causes tsunamis? 

The tsunami (a Japanese word meaning ‘harbour wave’) is caused by a landslide or earthquake on the seabed which causes the sea to rise then dip resulting in a ripple moving outwards. As the wave nears the land and the water gets shallower, an increasing amount of energy is directed into a smaller area and the height of the wave increases. The earthquake that set off this tsunami is one of the largest ever recorded on the Richter Scale. 

Key points

· Prepare, in advance, the principles of dealing with disasters 

· Share the principles, in advance, with all staff and families so that they all ‘own’ them 

· Provide comfort and support equally for all those affected 

· Provide regular ongoing opportunities for children to express their feelings, including about disasters, in a variety of ways 

· Encourage all children to develop concepts of empathy with those affected 

· Practise sensitive responses to expressions of racial prejudice 

· Find out how people in the wider world live and share this with children 

· Use Persona Dolls to help children learn positive attitudes and behaviour to those different from themselves and unlearn any that they may have already learnt


For further information, see websites: 

· http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2004/Indian_Ocean_earthquake 

· http://www.guardian.co.uk/tsunami/ 
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