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Using Daily Activities to Help Young Children Cope With Trauma
Caring for traumatized children does not require special activities or materials. What these children do need is high-quality early childhood experiences and relationships. A caregiver who plans daily activities that support the learning and emotional development of all children will also help those who are most needy. 

Painting pictures, drawing "stories" and sharing books with young children can be nurturing learning experiences for any child. Sharing books with children gives them the chance to problem solve, cope and process feelings. Drawing and painting allows children to safely and cathartically express difficult and confusing feelings. 

Art time and story time can also be quiet escapes from the stressors of daily life. Many adults remember books that were special to them and gave them positive memories. Therapists often use art materials and books on specific topics such as community violence or natural disasters to help children cope with trauma. Books don't have to be about a specific trauma to be helpful. In fact, books that are topic-specific might be too overwhelming for young children. It is important to carefully assess what is the right book for a child at the time. Stories that are soothing, predictable, and comforting may be just right for young children. The best books for young children exposed to trauma are not just written to be "therapeutic." They are simply good quality books. 

Children and Traumatic Loss: Death, Homelessness, and Traumatic Separations
When children are faced with a sudden traumatic loss, they lose feelings of safety, security and comfort. They grieve the loss of the world as they knew it. Children who are separated from a parent because of the illness of the child or parent, child protective actions, military deployment, or other stressful events can have grief reactions. Separations, even if they are temporary, can be very traumatic to the young child. 

Children grieve in different ways than adults. Sometimes, it seems as though they are not sad. A child's grief may surface at unexpected times with unexpected questions or behavior. Most children will communicate their distress through their behavior, their play and/or their words. Children who are grieving may be more withdrawn, aggressive, moody or clingy. They may regress in some behaviors such as talking or toileting. Caring adults need to pay close attention to what children do to communicate their grief. Fortunately, children can be guided through these difficult experiences by caring adults.

The following guidelines can help providers find the words and actions to help children grieve and heal.

1. Partner with The Family. Talk and plan with the child's family whenever possible. Decide together what to tell the child and how to manage the child's reaction to the loss. Ask family members about their religious beliefs about death and loss, so those beliefs can be a part of the explanation about what happened. 

2. Keep Routines the Same. Children feel out of control and anxious with traumatic separations. Adults can help children feel safe and comforted by keeping the child's routines familiar and predictable. Even the simplest routines in the child's life can help him feel anchored and safe. 

3. Help Children To Feel Safe. Children can feel a great loss of safety when a parent dies or when they are separated from familiar care givers. They need to hear from trusted adults that they will be cared for and kept safe. They also need to hear that their loved one is safe (or as safe as they can be), if they are far away from them. 

4. Be Honest. Children feel better when an adult explains what has happened in a way that they can understand. Children will make up their own versions of events, if adults don't help them understand the truth. Children can come up with very scary and destructive conclusions about what has happened (such as "Mommy left because I am bad"), so simple, honest explanations are critical. For example: 

"Daddy had to go be a soldier. That is his job. The other soldiers will help keep him safe. He loves you and misses you and can't wait to come back and hug you.

"Mommy died. Her body got hurt and it doesn't work any more. She didn't want to leave you — she loves you very much."

5. Keep It Simple. Children need the truth about what happened, but they don't have to hear all of the shocking details of an event, especially if it will traumatize the child more. For example: 

"Daddy got a hurt from a gun. He is getting his body fixed at the hospital. The doctors are helping him to get better."

6. Tell Children That It's Not Their Fault. Children don't problem solve like adults do. They can come up with the wrong reasons for why things happen. They often think that they are the cause of all of the events around them. As a result, they often blame themselves when bad things happen. They need to hear over and over again that the loss event is not their fault. For example: 

"It is not your fault that Daddy hit Mommy. Your mad words didn't make him hit me. Daddy has a problem. It's not you. He had to leave the house so he can get help learning not to hit."

7. Expect Changes in Behavior. Children will express their sadness and worry in their behavior and in their play. They may need adult help to manage overwhelming feelings that can trigger behavior problems. 

8. Help Children Express Feelings in Healthy Ways. Children need adults to model safe ways of being mad, sad and worried. Labeling feelings, giving children things they can do to express emotions, helping children identify how their body feels when overwhelmed by strong emotions and offering comfort are important intervention strategies. 

Set Limits, But Tolerate Regression in Behavior. Children who are grieving still need to have limits for their behavior. Limits make children feel safe and in control. But children who are grieving may also be too overwhelmed to control their behavior. They may regress in their behavior and return to temper tantrums or crying spells. Care givers should be flexible in tolerating some of these behaviors. They can remind children of what the limits are, but stay flexible about enforcing them. For example: 

"I see you can't sit in your chair today. I know it is a hard day for you. You miss your sister and your house. Why don't you take a break from morning meeting and rest on the pillows with a book?"

"I know you have mad feelings and maybe you're scared about your mommy being far away. You can be mad, but you can't hit. Let's try punching a pillow instead."

9. Help Children Succeed. Children can develop coping strategies to manage fears and worries. Children who can master activities or skills, and have experiences that build their confidence, can begin to feel capable of managing difficult times. Care givers can create countless moments for the grieving child to feel "masterful and strong". For example: 

"I know it's hard to have Mommy in the hospital. Let's make her a picture to help her feel better."

"I notice you are so good at your ABCs. I need help making a sign for our door. Can you be in charge of making the sign?"

"Show me how good you are at yelling at those monsters in the story to GO AWAY'. 

In Summary
In recent years, therapists, educators and researchers have learned a great deal about young children, trauma, and recovery. This new information offers hope to children, families, and the early childhood professionals who care for them. Children and families can successfully manage traumatic experiences. The relationships that very young children build and the care they receive in good-quality early childhood programs can give them the strength that they need to overcome traumatic experiences. We hope that Hope and Healing will give caregivers an understanding of children and trauma that will assist them in helping young children and supporting their families.

