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Traumatology Institute Training Curriculum 

SCHOOL CRISIS TOOLKIT (BRIEF OVERVIEW) 
Caring for kids after trauma (adapted from Resources for Parents & Teachers - FEMA) 

 
1. Talk with children about how they are feeling and listen without judgment.  Let them know they can 

have feelings that might be different from others.  It is OK. 
2. Let the children take their time to figure things out and to have their feelings.  Don’t rush them or 

pretend that they don’t think or feel as they do. 
3. Help them learn to use words that express their feelings, such as happy, sad, angry, mad and scared.  

Just be sure the words fit their feelings - not yours. 
4. Assure fearful children that you will be there to take care to them.  Reassure them many times. 
5. Stay together as a unit as much as possible. 
6. Go back as soon as possible to former routines or develop new ones.  Maintain a regular schedule for 

the children. 
7. Reassure the children that the disaster was not their fault in any way. 
8. Let them have some control where ever possible. 
9. Help the children know that others care about them by visiting, talking on the phone or writing to 

friends or family members. 
10. Encourage children to give or send things they have written or pictures drawn. 
11. Help to re-establish contact with significant others. 
12. Help the children learn to trust adults again by keeping promises, including children in planning routines 

and outings. 
13. Help the children regain faith in the future by helping them develop plans for activities that will take 

place later - next week, next month. 
14. Children cope better when they are healthy, so be sure the children get needed healthcare as soon as 

possible. 
15. Make sure the children are getting balanced meals and eating enough food and getting enough rest. 
16. Remember to take care of yourself so you can take care of the children. 
17. Spend extra time with the children whenever possible 
18. If you will be away for a time, tell them where you are going and make sure you return or call at the 

time you say you will. 
19. Allow special priviledges for a period of time after the disaster. 
20. Limit their exposure to additional trauma, including news reports. 
21. Children should not be expected to be brave or tough, or to “not cry.” 
22. Don’t be afraid to “spoil” children in the period after a disaster. 
23. Don’t give children more information than they can handle about the crisis. 
24. Don’t minimize the event. 
25. Find ways to emphasize to the children that you care. 
26. Allow the children to grieve losses. 
27. Develop positive anniversary activities to commemorate the event.  These events may bring tears, but 

they are also a time to celebrate survival and the ability to get back to normal life. 

mailto:info@psychink.com
http://www.psychink.com/
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Children and Disaster-Handout (from www.mhwwb.org/leaflets.htm) 
 

A disaster is frightening for everyone.  For a child, it can be especially frightening.  Children have not yet 
learned a wide range of techniques for controlling fear.  Even more than for adults, a disaster threatens 
a child’s sense of control over his or her life. 
 
 Children experience the effects of disaster triply. 

 Even very young children are directly affected by experiences of death, destruction, terror, personal 
physical assault, and by experiencing the absence or powerless of their parents. 

 Children are also pwoerfully affected by the reactions of their parents and other trusted adults (such 
as teachers) to the disaster.  They look to adults for clues as to how to act.  If their parents and 
teachers react with fear, the child’s fear is magnified.  If they see their elders overcome with a sense 
of loss, they feel their own losses more strongly. 

 Children’s fears may also stem from their imagination.  Children have less ability than adults to judge 
which fears are realistic and which are not.  Regardless of the source, a child’s responses to a 
disaster should be taken seriously.  A child who feels afraid, regardless of the reason, is afraid. 

 
Most children respond sensibly and appropriate to disaster, especially if they experience the protection, 
support, and stability of their parents and other trusted adults.  However, like adults, they may respond 
to disaster with a wide range of symptoms. 
 
Some Responses of children to disaster 
 Clinging; fears about separation; fears of strangers; fears of “monsters” or animals 

 Difficult sleeping or refusing to go to bed 
 Compulsive, repetitive play which represents part of the disaster experience 
 Return to earlier behaviors such as bed wetting or thumb sucking 
 Crying and screaming 
 Withdrawal; not wanting to be with other children, sights, or objects associated with disaster 
 Aggressiveness; defiance; “acting out” 

 Resentfulness; susiciousness; irritability 
 Headaches, stomach aches, vague aches and paints 
 Problems at school (or refusal to go to school) and inability to concentrate 
 Feelings of shame 
 
Sometimes it is hard for parents and teachers to recognize children’s reactions to a disaster.  We all 
want everything to be “all right” for our children, and we come up with all kinds of explanations to 
explain their conduct:  We call it “willful” or believe that “he (or she) will get over it.”  The child, in turn, 
may feel ignored or misunderstood or not nurtured.  In the short run, feeling insecure, the child may 
inhibit expression of his or her own feelings, or may “misbehave” even more, to get attention and 
nurturance.  In the long term, letting the child’s feelings remain unappreciated can have negative long 
term consequences for the child’s development. 
 
What you can do to help your child 
 
 Talk with your child about his or her feelings, without passing judgment.  Allow the child to cry or be 

sad.  Don’t expect him or her to “be tough.”  Talk about your feelings as well.  Encourage your child 
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to draw pictures about the disaster or write stories or poems.  This will help you understand how he 
or she views what happened. 

  
 Provide your child with factual information about what happened and what is (or will happen).  Use 

language your child can understand.  Shielding a child from unpleasant information usually leads to 
more difficulty in the future.  Correct any misunderstandings your chlid may have (such as that the 
disaster was, in some way, his or her fault). 

  
 Reassure your chld that he or she and you are safe.  Hold and touch and be affectionate with your 

child.  Spend extra time with your child, especially at bedtime.  Many children are calmed by gentle 
back and neck massages. 

  
 If your child returns to babyish behaviors, such as bedwetting or thumb sucking, initially try to be 

accepting.  These are signs the child needs comforting and reassurance.  Do not shame the child 
(e.g., by calling him or her “baby”).  Resume normal expectations only gradually. 

  
 Children are especially vulnerable to feeling abandoned when they are separated from their 

parents.  Avoid “protecting” your children sending them away from the scene of the disaster if this 
will separate them from their loved ones. 

  
 Children benefit from routine and structure.  Initially, you may want to relax the usual rules, but 

maintain family structure and responsibilities.  Return the child to school as soon as feasible after 
the disaster and expect regular attendance. 

 
 

If you want additional information or think you or your  
child could use some additional help in coping contact: 

 
 ___________________________________________ 
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Coping with Disaster – Handout (from www.mhwwb.org/leaflets.htm) 
 

Disasters affect people in many ways. The physical effects – loss of loved ones, pain or physical 
disability, damage to or destruction of homes and property and cherished belongings – are usually 
obvious. Short-term emotional effects, such as fear, acute anxiety, feelings of emotional numbness, or 
grief, are very common. 
 
Some Initial Responses to Disaster 
 Fear 

 Difficulty relaxing 
 Difficulty making decisions  
 Irritability; being startled easily  
 Guilty feelings  
 Feeling that "no one can understand what I’ve been through"  
 Need to cling to others  
 Confusion 
 Difficulty believing what has happened 

 Seeking information  
 Seeking help for yourself and your family 
 Helpfulness to other disaster victims  
 Sudden anger  
 
For most victims of disasters, these responses fade with time, but there may be longer-term emotional 
effects that do not fade. The emotional effects of a disaster may show up immediately or may appear 
months later. They may be obviously related to the disaster or their origin may go unrecognized. 
 
Later Responses to Disaster 

 Grief, depression, despair, hopelessness; crying for "no apparent reason" 
 Anxiety, nervousness, being frightened easily, worrying 
 Feeling disoriented or confused  

 Feeling helpless and vulnerable 
 Suspiciousness, constant fear of harm 
 Sleep disturbances: insomnia, bad dreams, nightmares 
 Irritability, moodiness, anger 
 Headaches, digestive problems, diffuse muscular pains, sweats and chills, tremors, loss of sexual 

desire 
 Flashbacks: feelings of "re-living" the experience, often accompanied by anxiety 
 Avoidance of thoughts about the disaster; avoidance of places, pictures sounds reminding the 

victim of the disaster; avoidance of discussion about it 

 Increased marital conflict or other interpersonal conflict 
 Excessive alcohol or drug use 
 Difficulty concentrating, remembering; slow thinking 
 Difficulty making decisions and planning 
 Feelings of being detached from your body or from your experiences, as if they are not happening 

to you 
 Feelings of ineffectiveness, shame, despair, guilt 
 Self-destructive and impulsive behavior 

http://www.mhwwb.org/leaflets.htm
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 Suicidal ideation or attempts 
 
What You Can Do 
Recognize your own feelings. Strong feelings after a disaster are almost universal. It is not "abnormal" or 
"crazy" to have strong feelings and unanticipated reactions. 
 
Be tolerant of other people’s reactions – their irritability and short tempers. Disasters are a time of 
stress for everyone. 
 
Talk to others about your feelings. Talking helps relieve stress and helps you realize that your feelings 
are shared by other victims. You are not alone. 
 
Take care of yourself: Get enough rest. Eat properly. Take time off to do something you enjoy. Get as 
much physical activity as possible, such as running or walking. 
 
Learn relaxation exercises and use them regularly. 
 
Seek out and share accurate information about assistance being offered and possible resources, but do 
not spread rumors: Check out information about which you have doubts. 
 
Do not allow yourself to become inactive or completely dependent on others. Get involved in making 
decisions that affect you. Try to solve your own problems. 
 
Get back to work and resume your normal family role and functions as soon as possible. 

 
 

Do not allow yourself to become isolated from others. Participate in community responses to the 
disaster. Accept help from others, and offer help to others. 

If you want additional information or think you could use some  
additional help in coping with this disaster, contact: 

 
________________________________________________________________ 
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Before School Meeting  
People to consider inviting: 

 District and building administrator. 
 Support classified staff, including bus drivers, cooks, custodians, aides, etc.  

 
Prepare the meeting site: 

 Provide muffins, coffee, tea and tissues  
 
Introduce the Flight Team: 

 Review facts of the death or crisis and any unique circumstances. 
 Summarize the assignments and responsibilities of the team and the staff. 
 Review "Right--‐to--‐Privacy" Guidelines. 
 Go over specifics of SafeRoom. 
 Designate staff gathering place; Crisis Support Team can staff rooms.  

 
Talk about what teachers are expected to do: 

 Share information with students or be in room when Flight Team member does. 
 Discuss/validate feelings, experiences. 
 Keep semblance of schedule, but make accommodations. 
 Send students to SafeRoom as appropriate. 
 Expect confusion, crying, disruptive behavior; act compassionately. 
 Respect the wishes and privacy of the family. 
 Discuss impact of the event (suspend regular curriculum for a bit). 
 Be available as the situation demands. 
 DO NOT talk to the press. 
 Get coverage for a class if you want a break or are feeling overwhelmed. 
 Contact the office if you want support. 

 
Help is on the way - What teachers are NOT expected to do: 

 Solve all problems; take the hurt away, become instant counselors  
 Hide their tears/feelings.  

 
Other details - Anticipate/ask what staff needs. 

 Suggest possible beginning thoughts/phrases. 
 Tentative arrangements for memorial. 
 What can school and Crisis Response Team do to be greatest support? 
 Give time/place of after school or next meeting. 
 At some point in the meeting, mention appreciation of staff efforts. 
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CRISIS DAY CHECKLIST 
 
Protect the family's integrity in the process of meeting the students' needs!  Consider who needs 
assistance: 

 School staff & students 
 High risk students or groups 
 School staff 
 Flight Team 
 Victims of trauma 

 

Staff responsibility Action Item Completed? When/How 

 Verify facts  

 Notify District Office staff  

 Consider need for legal counsel  

 Contact Mental Health Supervisor  

 Identify victims of trauma  

 Contact Flight Team Coordinator  

 Begin staff notification  

 Contact all department heads  

 Plan for Briefing/School Crisis Response  

 Family (of the deceased) visit  

 Initial planning meeting  

 Identify needs for building security  

 Notify “feeder” schools, clubs, other  

 Hire substitutes  

 Mobilize media liaison  

 Designate family liaison  

 Rapid Response Team meeting  

 Purge computers of automatic notification  

 Write announcement to students  

 Write statement for phone inquiries  

 Organize / lead before-school staff meeting  

 Set up Safe Rooms  

 Support for high-risk students  

 Initial planning for memory activity  

 Assemble list of local resources / agencies  

 Plan parent flyer and parent meeting  

 Support for groups deceased belonged to  

 Organize / lead after-school meeting  

 Determine / plan for follow-up needs  
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NEEDS OF STUDENTS  
 
• An honest accounting of facts and relevant details. 
• Some understanding of the biological aspects may be helpful. 
• Understanding that the event/disease is not contagious; whether they are at risk. 
• Sense of safety and security – stability of adults.  
 
Am I safe? 
• Opportunity to verbally or actively process the event: 
• Talking, drawing pictures, listening to stories, hearing others talk. 
• To be actively involved in doing something helpful: cards for the family, planning a memorial activity 
for school, etc. 
• Opportunity to ask questions. They deserve respectful and honest answers. 
• Time for this to sink in. 
• To address issues or rephrase the same question again (and again, and again). 
• To know how the family is doing, whether there will be a funeral, etc. 
• To be able to grieve, with others, in the context in which the deceased was known. 
• To express their feelings, share memories and cry together. 
• For adults to model their feelings. 
• Lots of reassurance. Students need their feelings and experience validated. 
• An opportunity to say "good--bye". 
• Encouragement to realize that love goes on. (Gone but not forgotten.) 
• Help understanding that pain eases over time as we process. 
• Support from adults that going in and out of grief is fine--that the intermittent experiencing of grief 
allows helpful breaks for fun and reprieve. 
• Support their thoughts and feelings, expectation of appropriate behavior. 
• Continued structure; maintain disciplinary code with some flexibility. 
• Stable environment, predictable schedule (exceptions announced ASAP) 
 
REMEMBER 
• Kids sense if something is wrong- NOT addressing it leaves FAR more for them to deal with later.  It’ 
best to do all you can do now. 
• It is better to be honest about what you observe ("I can see you are scared") than to be artificially 
cheerful. 
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INFORMING STUDENTS OF A TRAGEDY 
 
There are many ways to announce deaths and tragedies to students. Some schools call an assembly, 
some use the PA, and some ask teachers to read the announcements and discuss the events with 
students in the classroom. It is strongly encouraged that you consider having the announcement read by 
teachers in the classroom. Often if an assembly is called, students who are most upset will slink off into 
the nearest bathroom and struggle with their emotions alone rather than being in a classroom where a 
teacher might give immediate support. Again, we strongly encourage teachers read this. 
 
Some teachers may want someone else to read the announcement in their rooms, as they may feel 
unable to do so themselves. Ask Flight Team Members to provide this support, and to lead the initial 
discussion. Have teachers remain in the room so they’re aware of how things unfolded and what 
reactions students had. 
 
A guideline for such an announcement might be: 
Today we received tragic (or sad) news. We learned that one of our students, __________, died by 
__________. {Give basic appropriate elaboration without too much detail.) When things like this happen, 
people have all different kinds of reactions, like shock, sadness, fear and anger.  
 
Those reactions may rise and fall throughout the day, and even for days to come. Some of us will want to 
have quiet time alone and others may want time to talk with peers or adults. Some of you who didn't 
know _____________ may be ready for teachers to return to academics (or "lessons") sooner than 
others. We all just need to practice patience and respect for each other. 
We can take some time to talk about this. When most of you are ready to return to learning, those who 
still wish time to talk or think about this may go to the __________ (library?) which we've set aside so 
you can gather with friends. You will have to sign out of your class as you leave and sign in to the ______ 
as soon as you arrive. (If there are other supervised gathering places, such as the commons, state that 
here). We recognize the need for you to gather with friends to talk, so we are providing (this place) 
(these places) for you to be. It is important that all students be in some setting that has an adult 
present. For those of you who wish to talk one-to-one with the school counselor, s/he will be in his/her 
office and will see students during the day. (Tell how they sign up for time with the counselor.) 
 
The school day will remain on schedule, but teachers in any class may suspend regular classroom 
activities in order to allow you to talk about this event. 
 
At this point we know the following about the memorial/funeral arrangements... 
 

Include time, date, location, directions to memorial / funeral or URL/Facebook page to follow for 
updates 
 
 
At this point or shortly after, you might add some discussion time … 
 
 
The following page has suggestions for openers for leading a discussion. 
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DISCUSSION TIME 
 
We will continue to keep you updated as this unfolds. Further news will come by (give details on how 
updates will be handled.) 
______________________________________________________ 
 
It is recommended that teachers who read this announcement also look over complete handout - 
SCHOOL CRISIS TOOLKIT (BRIEF OVERVIEW)  
 
 
Sometimes it is easier for teachers to use their own words instead of reading an announcement.  
 
This list will help you remember many things to cover. 
 
A guideline for announcements might be: 

 Begin with one sentence of warning -- "We received sad news." 

 Tell who died and basic information on how. 

 Acknowledge that these events bring up lots of different feelings for different youth. 

 Name some of the expected feelings (sadness, anger, fear, shock) 

 Stress that it is important for all to have respect for each other, and compassion. 

 Share information about availability of the gathering room set aside for students 

 purpose of the room (to talk, share feelings with others, draw, make cards) 

 what behavior is expected of them in that room 

 that they'll need to sign in and out, that this isn't just a way to wander... 

 If you know information about the funeral or family plans, share that 

 How will they get updates on information? 

 Tell them where the counselor will be for the day (office? gathering room?) 

 Mention that they need to be where there is an adult present -- not hanging out in the locker 
room, bathrooms, etc. 

 Predict with students how day might go -- weaving in and out of talking about this and doing 
their schoolwork. 

 Talk about the school day remaining pretty much on schedule 

 Share that you can take some time now to just talk about how this is for them.  
 
Discussion starters might include: 

 Had any of you already heard of this? How did you hear? 

 Some of you had probably had other people in your life die... (let them tell) 

 How many of you knew ____ ? 

 What do you think this might be like for the family? 

 What kinds of things have people done for your family at times like this that helped? 

 Are there things we'd like to do for _______'s family? 
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SETTING UP A SAFE ROOM 
 

Safe Rooms:  
This is a student gathering place, not just a place for youth who "need help". How it is portrayed dictates 
whether youth will use it!  
 
Guidelines: A non-disclosure statement for teams, checklist of materials, tips on helpful language, self-
care ideas handouts and more. 
 
A Safe Room is a space that is set aside for people to gather in the aftermath of a tragedy.  
 
Most often this is in the school library or some other comfortable space. 
 
It is not whether the Safe Room is used by a large number of kids that makes it useful. Whether kids 
go into it or not, they know they can! This builds a bridge to safety for them.  
 
 Listen, observe, validate, reflect 
 Sign in and out 
 List students who may need follow-up services 
 Allow students to choose the length of the Safe Room stay 
 Refer students to counselors if needed 
 
 
Checklist for Safe Room 
 Name tags for staff 
 Chairs 
 Tables 
 Big pillows 
 Healthy food & drink 
 Sign in & out sheet 
 Fact sheet 
 Kleenex 
 Self-care handouts  
 Writing materials 
 Art materials 
 Stuffed animals 
 Age appropriate books 
 Tape player & relaxing music 
 Community Resource List 
 
Safe Room Activities 
 Talking 
 Sitting 
 Writing 
 Coloring 
 Walking 
 Listening to music 
 Quiet time  



Traumatology Institute (Canada) Training & Development Inc. 

School Crisis Toolkit (Brief Overview)    Traumatology Institute©      www.ticlearn.com  12 of 12 

 Working on assignments 
 Drinking hot chocolate 
 Just a time to feel “safe enough to feel 
 
Give Sorrow words; the grief that does not speak knits up the o’er wrought heart and bids it break-- 
 --Shakespeare’s Macbeth 
 
Safe Room Ready Hand-outs 
 Helping a grieving friend 
 Helping grieving parents 
 Helping your child after a disaster 
 Funerals & memorial activities 
 Post-traumatic stress reactions 
 Stages of grief 
 Guidelines for classroom discussion 
 Classroom activities 
 Phone tree directions 
 Needs of students 
 Warning signs of suicide 
 Stress reducers  
 
 
Forms or Templates to have Ready 
 Student checkout 
 Letter template for parents 
 Initial announcement of crisis event  
 Orientation information for team 
 Safe room sign in 
 Student referral slips 
 Evaluation forms 

 
 

 


