Helping Students And Their Families Deal With The

Trauma Of Displacement And Loss Of Community
Materials:

A children’s book related to issues of distress and trauma

Some suggestions include the following available from the American Psychological Association, Magination Press (http://www.maginationpress.com)

Shuman, C. (2003). Jenny is Scared! When Sad Things Happen in the World. 
Holmes, M. M. (2000). A Terrible Thing Happened. 
For children ages 8 to 13:

Mark, B. S. and Layton, A. (1997). I’ll Know What To Do. 

Other books such as Stellaluna (which describes the experiences of a bat that falls into a bird’s nest and doesn’t fit in) that are found in most school libraries could be used for this activity as well. 

Chart paper

Markers

Computer and digital projector

PowerPoint, TraumaDisplace.ppt, included with the training materials

Handouts: Selected Online Resources and Symptoms, included with the training materials.

Readings on the symptoms of trauma and distress and tips for supporting students included in the notebook (links to these readings are in the Online Resources Handout)

Enough copies of After the Storm for each participant to leave with one (A PDF of this book is available at http://www.psy.miami.edu/faculty/alagreca/after_the_storm.pdf).

Copies of selected pages from After the Storm to use as handouts in the session

Time: 

2 and 1/2 hours
Preparation:

Review this facilitator guide.

Assemble necessary materials.

Review some of the readings listed on the Selected Online Resources handout and familiarize yourself with the information about the symptoms of distress and trauma and tips for supporting students.

Select a children’s book to read for the first activity.

Practice reading the story that you have chosen for the first activity. 

Test the Power Point presentation and modify it as needed to fit your audiences and the goals of your session.

Select activities from After the Storm that you wish to use during the session. Your choices will be based on the participants in your audience (parents, teachers, counselors, etc.). The ones described in the suggested procedures here include those used during the training of trainers.

Suggested Procedures:

Understanding the Symptoms


Ask participants to listen as you read a book written for children who have experienced traumatic events or displacement. 

Tell participants that while they are listening, they should note key words or ideas about the symptoms and reactions of children in the story who have experienced a traumatic event. 

After the reading, ask for volunteers to share the words or ideas they noted.

Record these words and phrases on chart paper and post on the wall for later reference.

Using the PowerPoint, TraumaDisplac.ppt, provide a brief lecture on the symptoms of traumatic events and some actions educators can take.

Based on information gathered from a number of sources, many of which are listed in the Online Resources Handout, there are some common reactions to traumatic or violent events by children and youth, as well as adults.  These symptoms may include those listed on the Symptoms handout. Compare these to the words and phrases you listed when listening to the story.
Allow time to compare the posted chart paper and the Symptoms on the handout.

Understanding that these are reactions to stressful situations and that they are not necessarily typical behaviors of these children can help caregivers, including teachers, counselors, administrators, and parents, understand the need to provide additional patience and support for these children and youth. 

It’s also important to remember that there are stages in the cycle of reacting to a traumatic event. Some children and youth may seem to be coping well at first and only demonstrate symptoms after several months.

 According to Dr. Charles Figley of Florida State University, there are four phases of distress associated with a hurricane:

1. Anticipation and preparation- this phase occurs once a warning is issued and lasts until impact (if any).

2. Disaster impact- this phase occurs during the impact. It is the typically the shortest phase and is the time when those affected are concerned primarily with seeking shelter and their physical safety.

3. Immediate post-disaster impact- Once impact has occurred, this phase begins. This is the time when many of the symptoms we discussed previously occur and when survivors need the most support. This phase can last from a few weeks to a few months, depending on the extent of the trauma experienced by the survivors. 

4. Long-term post-disaster impact- Once a new normalcy is reached, this phase begins. Symptoms have faded and survivors move to acceptance of the disaster. 
Each of these phases involves different reactions, symptoms, and coping mechanisms. If the symptoms of post-disaster impact persist over a long period of time or are not reduced, professional help is recommended. 

Some recommended actions that educators can take are described in the booklet Tips for Helping Students Recovering from Traumatic Events published by the United States Department of Education. 

Look at the suggestions on pages 2 – 9 of this booklet. What are some of the ideas here that teachers, counselors, parents (customize for your audience) can do to help students?

Allow time for participants to browse the text and offer some answers. The examples below are for teachers. Participants’ answers will vary depending on the audience participating in your session.

Teachers can:

· Show empathy for what students are going through and make time to listen. 

· Help them feel welcomed and part of a social group.  

· Reassure students that they will be okay.

· Avoid watching disaster-related events on television.

· Be alert for symptoms of short-term and/or long-term trauma, and communicate your observations to families, the school guidance counselor, the student’s other teachers, or other appropriate caregivers. (Keep in mind that children and youth often try to hide their distress from parents, not to wanting to add to their parents’ troubles or, sometimes, feeling overly responsible for their parents’ distress.)

· Maintain consistent and fair discipline. 

· Provide flexibility such as extra time to do work, extra support for challenging subjects and different ways of showing competence. 

· Show empathy for what they are going through and make time to listen. 

· Support them in efforts to keep in contact with others who experienced the disaster. (e.g., some displaced students may want to spend time with each other even though they aren’t at the same grade level, by sitting together at lunch or in assemblies. It’s important for educators to ensure that the school is not unnecessarily separating these students from their peers.)

· Provide a variety of methods and opportunities for students to express their reactions to the disaster and to tell their stories of survival. 

· Create opportunities for students to do something to help others, even in small ways. Group activities such as fundraising events are ideal because they also reinforce a sense of connectedness.

Ask Participants:

Select a partner and choose two or three of these tips that you feel are workable in your context. Take about 10 minutes to develop some concrete ways you can implement these tips. For example, in the context of your classroom and the content area you teach, what are some opportunities that you could use to allow students to express their reactions and tell their stories? What e specific things could you do at your school to help students stay in touch with others who went through this disaster?

Allow 10 minutes for this brainstorming.

Ask volunteers to share some of their ideas. 

Record participants’ answers on chart paper and post these for use later in the session.
After the Storm

Show participants the After the Storm book.

Tell participants:

After the Storm is a guidebook that was designed for parents or other primary caregivers, to help them communicate with and support their children in coping with the trauma of a hurricane and its aftermath. The guide includes a number of activities that teachers and counselors, as well as parents, may use with children who have experienced a hurricane. It also includes some activities for adults, to help them process their own feelings about their experience.  The guide was developed by a professor of psychology and pediatrics at the University of Miami after the hurricane season of 2004. 

For the rest of this session, we will be doing some of these activities to acquaint you with the content and show you examples that can work in the classroom as well as at home.

We will be practicing activities from several sections of the book. 

Direct participants to the questionnaire, How I Have Been Feeling, taken from pages 12 and 13 in After the Storm. For this practice activity, ask participants to choose a partner. One of the team members should complete the questionnaire. Once it is completed, the other team member should use the handout, Understanding Your Child’s Stress Reactions, to assess which possible problems may exist. Once they have determined what some of these possible problems are, that team member should refer to the suggested sections and choose a concrete strategy to use with their partner. (Note that the guide can help them locate information for caregivers to help children cope with these feelings.)

Allow about 15 minutes for this exchange and then ask for volunteers to share what they learned about the “child” in their team and what they chose to do to support that child.

After several volunteers have shared their exchanges, tell participants that they will now trade roles. The former “child” will now be the caregiver and the former caregiver will now be the “child.” This activity is designed to help caregivers open a discussion with children about positive coping strategies. The “child” in this activity should complete the questionnaire, How I Cope With Things that Happen. The “child” can think of any stressful event in his or her life if s/he did not experience a hurricane. 

After the “child” has completed the questionnaire, the caregiver should examine the results and use the handout Understanding How Your Child Copes to assess the extent to which the child is using helpful coping strategies. The partners should then engage in a role-playing activity in which the caregiver talks with the child about his/her coping strategies, reinforcing those that are positive and suggesting positive coping strategies that might work better in the event there are negative coping strategies in use. Asking the child to describe what happens when you “yell, scream, or get mad” or when you “stay by yourself” might be ways to start the conversation. Another strategy is to ask the child to imagine what might happen if s/he “tried to fix bad things by doing something or talking to someone.”

After this interaction among the partners, ask participants to think about how a teacher might be able to use an activity such as this one in the classroom. After 2-3  minutes, ask participants to share their ideas about classroom applications.

If time permits, tell participants that this final activity is one designed to help those children who may have lost a loved one or pet or have suffered the loss of their old home. Explain to participants that experts suggest that one strategy for coping with the sadness that accompanies these feelings of loss are to focus on the things that one still has. 

 For this activity, provide participants with the handout Coping with Sadness and Loss and ask them to draw or write about the things they lost (or things others lost) as a result of the hurricanes and things that they did not lose. Give them 7-8 minutes to complete this task. After 7-8 minutes, ask participants to assemble in groups of 3 to 4 and discuss their drawings or notes and to answer the following questions:

What were some of the similarities and differences in your answers?

Which of the things you listed might be hard for a child to draw or describe? 

(Examples might include loss of the sense of safety or feeling good about myself.) 

Remind participants that if life changes result in depression that lasts over a long period of time and interferes with everyday functioning, professional help should be sought. Some signs of depression are included on page 36 of After the Storm. 

As time permits, you may also simply point out some other activities in the guide that lend themselves to use by teachers and counselors as well as parents. Some examples of these include Create a Time Line (page 6), Hurricane Scrapbook (page 6), How I Feel about the Hurricane (page 9), and Changes since the Hurricane (page 27).

To transition to the next set of activities, suggest to participants that one of the things students may have lost is their sense of community. Coming from one city or neighborhood where everything is familiar and follows certain cultural patterns to another that has a different culture, traditions, patterns of speech, and other cultural and community characteristics is another transition that students have been forced to make. 

Educators and other caregivers need to recognize this transition and help ease that transition through an understanding of the cultural background of the students displaced by the hurricanes.

See the next section of activities for help in this area.

Southwest Educational Development Laboratory (2005)
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