
Supporting children after traumatic events 

 

• Allow children to talk about what they have seen (on TV or in real life), their fears, 

thoughts and worries 

• Listen with full attention, don’t try to talk them out of how they feel and stay with what 

they are saying.  Try paraphrasing what they say but avoid the need to ‘fix’ the problem 

or make it seem better than it is 

• Empathise and acknowledge their fears and give them the language they need to 

describe it eg.  terrifying, very very frightening, so shocking, so much fire. Use short 

phrases rather than long sentences and always reflect what the child has said  

• Don’t worry that you will ‘open a can of worms’ by talking in this way.  Research shows 

that when people talk about their distress the levels of cortisol and other stress 

hormones in the body reduces and this has a lasting effect 

• You can invite children to draw, paint or make something about the event.  Allow them 

to do this in their own way.  Make comments or observations but don’t interpret what 

it might mean and accept that the narrative may be inconsistent or that the drawing or 

painting might get really messy  

• Let children take the lead on what they need, sometimes they may wish to talk about 

the event while at other times they will just play and act as normal, then a question 

may crop up out of the blue.  Children can dip in and out of their painful feelings in a 

way that we as adults find more difficult   

• In school, Circle Time can provide a safe way to talk about events.  By having calming 

and fun activities at the beginning and end of sessions, the feelings are ‘contained’.  

Allowing children to share their experiences and thoughts as a group is so powerful and 

helps children to process what has happened 

• Younger children can sometimes get confused over events and may say things that 

don’t seem ‘true’ or their understanding is muddled.  However, there will be something 

within what they say that is true for them, so try to pick out what that might be 

• Even if children were not directly affected by an event they will still pick up on the fear, 

anxiety and sadness that adults carry.  Even young children may be affected.  You may 

notice different kinds of behaviour at play times or more tears or bedtime worries  

• Sensitive children will worry more than others even if they weren’t directly involved.  

They may hold onto images or ideas and ask about them days later.  Remember that 

these children help to bring us back to our own fears and pain which we need in order 

to live a healthy and balanced life 

• It’s often helpful to focus on how the community has come together to support during 

difficult times eg. local people bringing food and clothes for those in need 

• Be honest in answering children’s questions even if this feel difficult, you will need to 

be aware of the factual details around the event 

 



• Reassure children that they are safe, events such as the Grenfell fire or terrorist attacks 

are rare and extra safety measures are often put into place afterwards  

• As a teacher be aware that you may feel that you are managing your own feelings well 

during the school day but that when you get home you might feel very tired or get 

upset at something seemingly unrelated.  You may need extra time to rest and to find a 

trusted friend or therapist to talk to.  Don’t underestimate your role as someone who is 

‘holding’ the feelings of your class, or of the school if you are a senior leader     

• Be aware that just one Circle Time or talking opportunity will not be enough, traumatic 

events stay in the awareness of the community for many months or years to come  

• Please note that anyone who has been directly affected eg. as an eye-witness or 

someone who escaped the fire, may need to seek professional therapeutic support  
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