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Caring for Yourself
and Your Family
A tragic event affects everyone in a family. Parents and family caregivers will experience their own intense
feelings that may feel unfamiliar or overwhelming, and may ignore their own emotional and physical
distress. However, self-care is essential for maintaining stamina and coping with the impact of the event
over time. Taking care of oneself is another way of taking care of one’s children, and practicing self-care
activities models for children an important part of coping.
Just as your child or teen should not be allowed to worry or struggle alone, neither should you or the
other loving adults in your child’s life. When anyone in your family feels overwhelmed, it is essential to
seek help.
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Staying Calm and Connected
The National Child Traumatic Stress Network and National Center for PTSD offer a set of
recommendations known as “Psychological First Aid” for mental health providers and emergency
workers. These strategies—designed to reduce the initial distress caused by traumatic events and
to foster healthy coping over time—may help focus parents’ efforts to care for themselves and
children in the early days after a crisis. Four key points include attending to:
for example, share clear messages about current risk; monitor media reports
and address misinformation; find ways to make the physical environment more
comfortable; focus on actions that are active, practical, and familiar
for example, identify coping skills used in past that can help family members
feel calmer; get back to routines; do familiar activities; have a comfort object for a
child on hand
for example, reconnect with loved ones or with people nearby in
similar circumstances; make sure children know who their support people are and
provide phone numbers of these people
try to focus on positive expectations that things will work out as best they
can in the next hour, day, or week, even if people feel overwhelmed
It is important to note that these ideas are recommended over an earlier approach called “debriefing,” which involved talking in depth about details of the events and reactions to what happened,
often in a group setting. This type of debriefing discussion has been found to increase symptoms
in the time after a crisis, contrary to expectations.

Self-Care Is Not Selfish
As time passes and the strain of caring for others takes a toll, your ability to continue to care for
yourself is a powerful antidote to feeling helpless and overwhelmed. Although parents commonly
describe feeling selfish by taking time to care for themselves, remember that you are the raft on
which your children support themselves—if you sink, so do they.
Self-care doesn’t have to be expensive or time-consuming; consider these basic ideas:
friend or family member is unavailable, consider a professional mental health provider.
When anyone feels helpless, hopeless, or overwhelmed it is essential to seek help from
a medical or mental health professional.

C A RI N G FO R YO UR S E LF A N D YO UR FAM I LY
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to can help you get through tough days.

Seeking Professional Help
Sometimes, despite your best efforts to communicate with and support your child in different
settings, he or she may continue to experience significant distress after a crisis. Or, you may feel
that you need some additional support. Professional help may be the best next step.
W HEN TO S E EK H ELP

Professional help should be considered if the following types of changes are noticed and last more
than two to three weeks, or interfere with a child’s day-to-day functioning (for example, make it
difficult to go to school or engage in friendships or activities):

of the crisis

died; in this case, an immediate evaluation is needed
Even after the death of a family member, not every child needs therapy. However, we recommend
a low threshold for seeking help if a child has experienced a loss, particularly in the context of
other ongoing stresses for the family. Also, if a child asks for help or suggests counseling, it is
important to pay attention, as this is an unusual request.
W HERE TO F I ND H ELP

Help is available from a variety of sources. School-based resources, including guidance counselors,
school social workers and psychologists, and school nurses, are usually easy to access during the
school year. Even if your child does not want to meet formally with a school counselor, consider
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making someone at school aware of your child’s struggles, and creating a plan for your child to be
quickly excused from the classroom for a break if she becomes distressed during the day.
Some children prefer to meet with a therapist outside of school, sometimes to maintain a feeling
of normalcy during the school day and to avoid triggering difficult feelings. Your child’s pediatrician
may be able to provide names of local therapists who work with children. Friends, family,
or clergy members may also have suggestions. Many insurance companies maintain mental health provider

Even if your child does not want

benefits section of their websites. These are frequently
searchable by zip code and populations served (for
example, children, teens, people living with depression,
grief, or traumatic experiences, etc.).

to meet formally with a school
counselor, consider making
someone at school aware of

Websites can also be good resources for finding therapists,
your child’s struggles.
particularly those managed by national professional
organizations for therapists. As with any professional
service found online, it is important to check the person’s credentials; some websites do independently confirm that a license is in good standing. Some websites that list many types of licensed
therapists are included in the Resources section at the end of Part Two.
H OW D OES T H ERAPY HELP ?

There are many types of therapy; some have been shown to be particularly effective in treating
symptoms of post-traumatic stress. The National Child Traumatic Stress Network website
describes a number of evidence-based treatments and the populations they target. [See the
Resources section for the website URL, p. 97.] Many of these have core components in common,
including a focus on helping children:
a “trauma narrative”)

decrease guilt

CA RI N G FOR YO URS E L F A N D YOUR FAM I LY
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As parents, you also play an important role in therapy. You may help your child with therapy
“homework,” and practicing new skills. You may learn new ways to support family relationships,
and, perhaps most important, to support your child’s ability to be hopeful about the future.
TAL KING ABOUT T HERAPY WITH YOUR C HI LD

Sometimes children resist the idea of meeting with a counselor. They may worry that anyone who
sees a therapist is “crazy” or has “something wrong with them,” or may feel uncertain about what
to expect and just find it easier to refuse counseling. Parents can sometimes help a child feel more
comfortable trying therapy with these ideas:
make him feel better.
without you.
feelings about challenging situations. Others dread having to talk about feelings.
Describing therapy as more like a coaching session to learn to manage upsetting
thoughts better might be more appealing to these children.
concerned about changes you’ve noticed, and want to help her. It’s common after
living through a disaster or trauma to need some help and there’s nothing wrong
with seeking it.

Accessing School Support
School plays such an important role in the lives of children and teenagers that for many, it is a
second home. Educators (classroom teachers, school psychologists and guidance counselors,
nurses, principals, etc.) are well-positioned to support students’ coping during a time of crisis
and to identify individual students who are struggling
School plays such an important
in the aftermath. For some children, the structure of
school is stabilizing, and returning quickly to a regular
role in the lives of children and
academic routine is most helpful. Other children—such

teenagers that for many, it is

or behavioral or attention disorders—may be especially
vulnerable to the stress of community crises, and may
a second home.
exhibit new symptoms or a return of previous symptoms.
Children who have a history of exposure to trauma may be more vulnerable to a new crisis, and
may benefit from individualized support and monitoring during and after the crisis to support
their positive academic and social experience.
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Sorting out children’s differing needs and deciding how to manage these differences, once identified,
requires open communication—among staff members, and between parents and educators. Parents
can assist educators by regularly talking to them about
how their children are doing. Educators and parents can
Parents can assist educators by
brainstorm together about the best ways to be in touch and
collaboratively support these children. Middle school and
regularly talking to them about
high school students present a special challenge because they
how their children are doing.
have many teachers, so a pervasive change in mood, behavior,
and school performance may not be as apparent to any
individual teacher. For this reason, it works best if there is a plan in place to coordinate information
from all of a student’s teachers to ensure that an “at risk” teen does not go unnoticed.
COMMUNICATI NG WITH SCHOOLS: A TWO-WAY STREET

The following tips for parents may be helpful as children return to school after a community crisis:
contacting the school. Educators are caring for many children at once, so anything you
can do to facilitate easy communication will be appreciated.
how your child is coping at home. Be open to hearing that they are seeing the same
behavior, or that they’re not. It is common for children to behave differently in
different settings.
in front of your child. Children are able to sense your emotions and those of their
teachers. If your child is present, be mindful of the ways you are speaking about the
troubling events and involve your child appropriately in the conversation.
is responding to the crisis. Are there school assemblies? Are teachers leading classroom
discussions? It will be easier to talk with your child about their reactions to the school
day if you know some of these specifics.
students. In particular, share the things you appreciate about their response and what
is going well.
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