HELPING CHILDREN COPE WITH TERRORISM:

A GUIDE FOR EDUCATORS AND PARENTS

The Anti-Defamation League (ADL) is a not-for-profit civil rights organization dedicated to defending human relations and democratic ideals, safeguarding civil rights and combating bigotry of all kinds.  In the wake of the recent attacks in New York and Washington, DC, there has been a public outcry for materials, programs and services that build bridges of communication and respect between people around the world.  The ADL is responding to this need by offering guidelines and activities that help children of all ages talk about, understand and combat bias.

How can we, as teachers and parents, help our children to heal in the aftermath of terrorism or other frightening and violent events? 

To one degree or another, all people tend to fear or distrust people who are not like them.  When we convince ourselves that our way is the “right” way, we are more likely to strike out at those who are different. At the root of all violence is intolerance of differences.  

As parents, we cannot assume that children are unaware of what is happening around them. As educators, we know that we must talk about these issues with our children. We must all face the fact that children throughout the world will be deeply affected by terrorism.  People feel vulnerable when attackers go after “people like them.” In such situations, we must ensure that children receive the support necessary to feel safe.  We can do this by creating opportunities for children to express how they feel and by helping them to channel these feelings into positive actions in their own lives and in their communities. 

Before any discussion begins, it is imperative that every effort be made to create an environment where children will feel comfortable expressing their views.  

Creating the safest environment possible sets a positive tone for dialogue and allows for maximum learning and growth.  Establishing ground rules for discussion can be a positive way of beginning.  You may want to ask children to imagine they are playing a game of basketball.  Ask them if they can imagine playing the game without rules.  What would happen if nobody followed the rules?  Then ask the children to think about the rules they would like to see in place to help them feel safe, especially when they want to talk about issues that may be fearful.  By using the word R-E-S-P-E-C-T, you can elicit words that would lead the children to feel that they are shown respect  Points to stress include respecting one another’s opinions, being open to new ideas, having empathy, listening actively, and maintaining confidentiality.

How can we begin and continue conversations about terror and violence with children?  What can we say or do to help our children feel safe?

The skills we need to dialogue effectively with our children change as our children grow. Each child develops differently, and at his or her own pace.  The general direction of healthy development - from dependence to independence and from sensory and motor skills to complex emotional, social and intellectual skills -- provides us with the framework in which to operate. There are a few guidelines that are consistent regardless of the stage your child is in:

· Treat all children’s questions with respect and seriousness, no matter how difficult they may seem to you.  Do not shush, ignore, or dismiss them.  If they make you feel uncomfortable or anxious, ask yourself why. Your own discomfort is not a valid excuse for silence. A child will most likely sense your discomfort and interpret it as an indication of danger.  It is okay to tell a child that you feel uncomfortable, and you need to think about his or her question.

· Clarify the question, so that you can understand what is being asked and why. It is also important to understand what led to the question.  A child who asks, “Why were we/they attacked?”  could be curious about the political or race-related issues that may underlie the catastrophe or may be asking “Will I perish in an attack?” A good way to clarify a question is to first repeat it back and then inquire why you are being asked, or how your child is feeling about this topic.  Remember that what a young child may need now is reassurance, closeness and continuity.

· Answer questions as clearly and honestly as you can and use developmentally appropriate language and definitions. Be sure that you define terms in a way that is age-appropriate. Give short, simple answers that your child can clearly understand and that won’t test the limits of his or her attention span. You can ask if what you’ve provided is enough and always note that your child can come back for more if needed.  Try not to preach, rather, be matter of fact.  If you do not know the answer, say so and make a plan to try to find out. 

· Correct yourself if you give a “wrong” or incomplete answer.  Don’t be afraid of mistakes.  Remember that children often make mistakes and are a lot more forgiving of them than most adults.  Children also see through attempts to cover up our lack of knowledge.  Admitting our mistakes teaches children how to do this when necessary.

· Be alert to signs of upset.  These include withdrawal, lack of interest, acting out, fear of school, or other activities.  If you can’t draw your child out by asking him or her about it, talk to friends, teachers, and other adults who may be able to help uncover the cause.

· Point out when an ethnic group is stereotyped on television or in a book and explain why it is unfair to stereotype. Address any biased comments a child makes and teach children that words can hurt.  Children who yell a racist or hurtful name in as a reaction of anger or fear need to be talked with.  They must learn that these words are unacceptable under any circumstances.  Children must learn that hate-based violence doesn’t start out physically.  Hate-based violence usually starts with words. 
· Take appropriate action against prejudice and discrimination.  Your children need to know that discriminatory behavior is unacceptable.  Children will look to adults to learn how to confront bigotry.  Children should also be encouraged to know that they, too, can respond to prejudice and can create positive change (e.g., painting over racist graffiti, writing letters to a television program that perpetuates stereotypes, collecting contributions for those hurt by hate.
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