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A wise man heard about a great disaster that befell the people who lived by the sea. 
This troubled him greatly so he decided to go on a journey to see if there was anything 
that he could do. When he came to the villages by the sea he found that there had 
been much damage to the earth and that the people were suffering.  He spoke to many 
people; village leaders, women, teachers and children to see what had happened and 
what they thought could be done. The adults and the children were glad that someone 
was listening to them and discussing these things and they started to see that there 
was much they could do to help the children and their own community recover and 
become strong again. 
 
The wise man shared with them the vision of a beautiful garden of trees. He said that 
each of the adults was like a tree in that garden and their children were like the trees 
seeds and saplings. He told them that if they worked together and nurtured their 
children, especially the most vulnerable ones, then they would be able to grow a 
beautiful garden that would be their community.  
 
The people asked him how to do this. He told them that each child, like each seed, is 
different so they would have to get to know each child to see what they needed and 
ensure that they are able to grow and develop. Some children, like some seeds, may 
still grow in marginal conditions while others would need special care and protection to 
be able to recover their strength and grow into a strong tree that would bear fruit. He 
also told them that if the more vulnerable children, like the delicate seeds or saplings 
that were not growing well, had one special person in their life to focus on them, that 
they would do much better. He also cautioned them to be sure to watch and listen 
carefully, for the actions and words of the children would help them to identify the 
strengths within each child and let them know how best to support them. It would also 
give the community the tools to be able to support the children’s dreams and visions of 
their future, the dreams that were needed to ensure a healthy garden for the future.  
 
He told them that if they could see the strengths in their children and support them in 
this way, they would be supporting their whole community, and every year they would 
learn more about how to better nurture and support their children, especially those 
requiring extra care and protection.  So go and plant these “seeds” and work with your 
children and remember that the best garden is one where the gardeners nurse every 
seed and sapling.  If one seed is lost or one sapling is weak, the whole garden is 
impacted.  All decisions that are made need to consider what is best for the seeds and 
saplings to ensure a healthy, beautiful garden. 
 
This workbook provides the tools to assist childcare workers and teachers to plant 
these “seeds of recovery” and grow a garden of hope for ALL children, especially those 
at risk, by working together with the children and their communities. 
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Introduction 
 
This workbook draws on the image of the tree to represent children and their 
communities discovering and planting the “seeds of recovery” and growing strong 
together. This could be in recovering from the Asian tsunami or in facing other major 
challenges for children. The workbook is designed to help practitioners learn about 
children’s vulnerability to risk, resilience, psychosocial support and protection. It seeks 
to equip practitioners with child-centred tools that can be used in local community 
settings. This process is achieved through the use of critical reflection, stories, play, and 
other creative learning activities. 
 

Why Do We Need to Know About Protection and 
Psychosocial Support? 
We need to know about protection and psychosocial support, because all children have 
the right to be protected from harm and to develop to their full potential.  Psychosocial 
support is both a way of protecting children from future harm, and a way of helping 
children recover from a traumatic event that has already happened.   
 
In order to provide psychosocial support effectively, we need to know how to recognize 
children’s vulnerability to risk and how to foster children’s resilience (ability to recover) 
and their social, emotional, mental and spiritual well-being. Only then can we ensure 
that all children are given the support that they need to be safe and succeed in life.  
 
[Sidebar] “All children have the right to protection” UNCRC  
 
Let’s begin with an activity to help understand issues of children’s vulnerability and 
their innate strengths, and the need for support.  
 

Balloons and Yarn 
 

Purpose: Understanding risk, resilience and support. 
Number of people: 20 - 100 
Time required: 20-30 minutes 

Tools required: Different size balloons – 2 per person, one ball of yarn or twine 

Instructions:  
Step1: Ask each of the participants to take two balloons and blow them up – (make 
sure that some are big and some small). Have them put one balloon aside and pick up 
the other balloon. Explain that this is their child. Have them throw their balloon (child) up 
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and keep it in the air. Tell them that they are not allowed to hold it, but must keep it off 
of the floor as the floor is dangerous. Continue this for 1-2 minutes. 
 
Step 2: Now have the participants pick up the other blown-up balloon. Explain that they 
now have 2 children. They need to keep both of them in the air and off the floor. 
Continue this for 1-2 minutes. 
 
Step 3: Explain that they just got a job and need to use one of their hands to do their 
job. But they still have to keep their children safe and supported. They need to keep 
both balloons in the air using only one hand. Continue this for 1-2 minutes. 
 
Step 4: DISCUSS.  Get the participants to tell you what they think happened. Were they 
able to keep both children (balloons) in the air? Why or why not?  
 
Step 5: Now ask the participants to form several circles of 8-10 people each. Within 
each circle ask them to keep all of the balloons in the air – safe and supported. Remind 
them that they cannot hold onto them or let them fall. Tell them that if the balloons do 
fall, they can NOT pick them up again. 
 
Step: 6 After 1 minute shout STOP and ask everyone to hold onto the balloons that 
they still have in the air. Now count how many balloons are on the floor. 
 
Step 7: Next, give each group a few minutes to make a plan (how can their team keep 
more balloons in the air) and get them to try the exercise again. After 1 minute shout 
STOP and ask everyone to hold onto the balloons that they still have in the air. Now 
count how many balloons are on the floor. Usually there will be less… 
 
Step 8: Discuss why there are fewer balloons on the floor after they made a plan. 
Hopefully, they will see that it takes everyone working together to support the 
community’s children and when there is a plan/strategy that fewer kids fall into 
danger. Also, often balloons from other groups will come over to the neighbouring 
group. What happened?? Did that group also support that child? (usually yes). 
Reinforce that a child is a child from any community and needs all of us to be 
there for them.  
 
Step 9: Now ask 5 people to step forward and stand in a small circle. Hand the very end 
of the yarn to one of the participants and ask them to hold on to it while throwing the 
bundle to a person across from them. As they throw it – ask them to name one thing 
that children need to be safe and supported. The person catching the bundle holds onto 
the yarn attached to the other person and then throws the bundle across to another 
person – naming one thing that children need to be safe and supported. Continue this 
until everyone around the circle has named something that children need to be safe and 
supported (and thrown the yarn) 5 - 8 times. The result should look like a spider web. 
 
Step 10: Once you have a good web, stop the process but get everyone to hold on tight 
to their pieces of yarn. Explain that this is the community’s web of support for the 
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“At first we thought 
that it was just the 
children that lost 
their parents in the 
tsunami that were 
vulnerable, but we 
found out that many 
others were being 
beaten and abused 
or didn’t have food 
to eat so they had to 
stop going to school 
to work.” Field worker 

children and take several (5-10) balloons of various sizes and place them on the web. 
What happens? Usually most of the balloons will stay on, but not all – some of the 
smaller ones may fall through the gaps or some may roll off the edges. Explain that this 
is similar to protecting and supporting children in their community. With any support 
system, most children will be fine, while others will fall through the gaps – even 
with webs of protection and support, we need to be aware of vulnerable children 
at all times.    
 
Step 11: Now take a pair of scissors and begin to name things that are going wrong - 
the child is too poor and can no longer afford to go to school; a key person in the child’s 
life moves away; a family member dies; a father lost his job and started to drink and 
abuse the children; a tsunami came and took the child’s mother. As you name these 
things cut one or two of the strings in the web of support, depending on how serious the 
incident is.  
 
Step 12: When there are only a few balloons left on the web of protection and support, 
stop and discuss what has just happened. Did everyone see how quickly the gaps in 
protection and support got bigger and the balloons started to fall through. Did they also 
notice that the smaller balloons tended to fall through first. This again is similar to 
children in the community.  Some children are “bigger balloons” – they are more 
“resilient” or better able to cope with difficult circumstances. Thus, as teachers and 
community workers, it is especially important to watch out for the smaller 
balloons, the children who are more vulnerable to risk to make sure that they 
receive the protection and support that they need. 
 

What is Vulnerability? 
Write down what “vulnerability” means to you. 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
 
When we talk about vulnerability in children we are referring 
to: 

• The presence of one or more difficult circumstances 
in a child’s life, 

• The inability to cope with these situations in a 
healthy way,  

• The lack of support for the child from family, friends and/or community, and 
• Other. 

 
Vulnerability is not always easy to see… you can carry it inside yourself.   Children can 
be more or less vulnerable. This depends on who they are as people and what else is 
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happening in their lives.  (small balloons don’t always fall through the gaps, sometimes 
they get the support they need)  
 

Q: Once a child is vulnerable, are they always vulnerable?  
A: NO! – Children move in and out of vulnerability depending on what is 
happening in their lives, their own strengths and the presence or absence of 
supportive, loving adults and peers.   

 
For example a child is more or less vulnerable, depending on:  

• How things are inside for them: health, strength, characteristics that help a 
child protect themselves such as social skills. 

• How things are with their family and community – if friends and relatives 
are supporting them, encouraging them, talking to them and listening to 
them. Also, making a new friend can help them cope better. 

• Whether they are being provided for and getting what they need to grow 
and develop, whether they are being discriminated against, whether they 
are able to ‘be seen’ and contribute to their community. 

• What is happening outside for them, everything from what is happening in 
the environment (a tsunami, a good harvest year, a bad drought), to 
political unrest, to new government policies that impact children and youth 
positively or negatively. 

 

Who are the Vulnerable Children or Children at Risk in your 
Community?   
All children are both vulnerable and resilient. How much of each depends on many 
factors.  
 
Think back to your own childhood. Who were the children that didn’t do so well. Why 
was this? What was happening in their lives? Write your answers in the space below. 
 

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 

 
Children are more vulnerable if they: 

• Have experienced a traumatic event like the tsunami 
• Have lost one or more loved ones, especially if it is their mother, or key care 

provider 
• Are under the age of 5 or are a male teenager 
• Are girls 
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• Live in poverty 
• Have physical or mental disabilities or suffer from a disease 
• Are isolated from family or community 
• Are very quiet and reserved 
• Express anti-social behaviour (are rude) 
• Have been hurt physically or psychologically (for example, teased for having 

old clothes or excluded because of caste)  
• Do not have someone they can trust to talk to openly about their feelings  
• Are engaging in risky behaviour (drugs, alcohol, sex) 

 

What is Resilience? 
 
Write down what “resilience” or “strength” means to you. 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
 
Resilience is usually defined as “the ability to overcome adversity or challenges.” It 
relates to personal qualities and outside (external) protective factors.  
 
When we talk about resilience in children we are referring to them being “big balloons” - 
the things that give children the ability to cope with difficult situations in a healthy way. 
These things include: 

• Their supports and resources – supportive relationships, having role 
models in their lives, having roles and responsibilities, access to health 
care and education 

• Their personal characteristics – being likeable, empathetic, responsible, 
capable, having a belief in a higher purpose or good, being motivated to 
change things for the better, and, 

• Their social skills – ability to communicate, work with others, solve 
problems and succeed in an activity. 

 
 

Who are the Resilient Children in your Community?   
Once again, all children are both vulnerable and resilient. How much of each depends 
on many factors. 
 



“SEEDS OF RECOVERY”  SUPPORTING VULNERABLE CHILDREN: 
CHILD PROTECTION AND PSYCHOSOCIAL SUPPORT WORKBOOK (2006) 

Save the Children Canada, International Institute for Child Rights & Development, Canada, and Association of Sarva Seva Farmers, India 

Think back to your own childhood. Who were the children that did do well, despite 
difficult life situations? Why was this? What personal characteristics did they have? 
What did they do? Write your answers in the space below. 
 

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 

 
 
Children tend to be able to better cope with situations when they: 

• Have 1 to 5 key adults in their life that they can trust and talk to openly regarding 
their feelings 

• Are outgoing and friendly  
• Have a belief in something bigger – a higher purpose 
• Have at least one talent or skill that is valued 
• Are a girl (girls tend to cope better than boys) 
• Have stable friendships. 

 

Why Focus on Protection and Psychosocial Support? 
 
All children have the right to protection from harm and to develop to their full potential, 
but some children face greater challenges or are more vulnerable, just as some seeds 
face greater dangers and need extra care to grow into trees. By providing extra 
protection and support for vulnerable children, we can help to ensure that they are safe 
and able to lead healthy, productive lives where they can contribute to their families and 
their communities.  
 
Remember, providing psychosocial support is a way of protecting children from harm 
and a way of helping them recover from something harmful that has already occurred.   
 
Studies on resilience show that psychosocial recovery promotes resilience an 
community trained adults like YOU can be the critical person to support and 
nurture this recovery. 

 

What is Child Protection? 
 
What do children need to be protected from?  
Write your answers in the space below. 

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
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______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 

 
Children need to be PROTECTED from: 

• Abuse – physical, emotional and sexual 
• Neglect and exclusion 
• Exploitation (for example, taking advantage of children sexually, making 

children engage in dangerous labour or not paying them for work, and selling 
children into bondage or slavery) 

• War/conflict 
• Drugs 
• Other 

Child protection refers to providing the supports a child needs to be safe from events 
and situations that are potentially harmful to them. (See Appendix A for more 
information) 
 
Many people and factors can play a role in keeping children safe; 

• The child themselves, 
• The family, 
• The community, 
• Cultural traditions helping connect children and give them a sense of 

identity and hope, 
• Governments and laws, 
• Teachers, 
• Child care providers, 
• Health practitioners (doctors, community nurses), 
• Other children (friends and peers), and 
• Other people and factors in a child’s life. 

 
While support from even one of these people or factors can make a difference, a child 
does much better when everyone works together with them to create a safe place for 
them to grow up and learn in. 
 
Look at the following diagram.  Identify the “Seeds of Recovery” or specific sources of 
protection in a child’s life depicted in the picture? Write down these sources of 
protection and how they might protect a child in the space below. 

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________  

 



“SEEDS OF RECOVERY”  SUPPORTING VULNERABLE CHILDREN: 
CHILD PROTECTION AND PSYCHOSOCIAL SUPPORT WORKBOOK (2006) 

Save the Children Canada, International Institute for Child Rights & Development, Canada, and Association of Sarva Seva Farmers, India 

 
 

Ram’s Story of the Tsunami - Protection 
Read the following example and write down how you would protect Ram.  After 
completing the workbook come back to this example and write down what you might do 
differently in the second column. 
  
“Ram and his father were out fishing when the tsunami came.  Ram watched helplessly 
as his father was seriously injured.  Ram used to go to school and help his father in the 
late afternoons, but because of his father’s injury he must work full time to provide for 
his family.  He is upset that he is unable to continue his studies. It has been noted in the 
community that although Ram was not aggressive in the past, he cannot seem to 
control his anger now and is in danger of hurting himself or someone else. This would 
lead to him losing his job or worse, but he doesn’t seem aware of his behaviour and 
how it is impacting the people around him. Already his friends are shying away from him 
and more adults are becoming angry with him.” 
 
 
I would… 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 

After completing this workbook I 
would… 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________
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What is Psychosocial Support? 
 
Psychosocial support is an ongoing process of meeting a child’s emotional, social, 
mental and spiritual needs. Many interventions for children following a natural disaster 
focus on children’s immediate survival needs by providing food and shelter. While this is 
key, it is also important that children’s emotional needs are met as this can dramatically 
lessen the long term impact of grief, fear and social breakdown.  Children’s needs go 
beyond the physical and so it is important to support all sides of the child.  
 
(diagram or pictures that show head, heart, and hands?) 
 
Psychosocial support addresses children’s: 

• Thoughts  
• Feelings  
• Identity  
• Personality, and 
• Perceptions and beliefs. 
 

All children require psychosocial support, but especially children who have experienced 
a traumatic and destructive event like the tsunami, an earthquake, the death of a loved 
one, or abuse. 
 
 
When do children need psychosocial support? 
Write your answers in the space below. 

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 

 
 

All children need psychosocial support, but especially if they have experienced one or 
more of the following: 

• A traumatic event (tsunami, earthquake, car accident) 
• A stressful event (loss of home, forced immigration, moving community or 

home) 
• The death of a loved one 
• Witnessing violence  
• Witnessing destruction due to a disaster 
• Being abused- physically, emotionally or sexually 
• Being bullied or excluded 
• Other 
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How well a child copes with the situation depends on: 

• How sudden and severe the event was 
• If they were prepared prior to it happening 
• How many changes are occurring in their routine and the world around 

them following the event 
• Availability of adult and family support following the trauma  
• The age and maturity level of the child 
• The personality of the child 
• Other 

 

Ram’s Story of the Tsunami – Psychosocial Support 
Read Ram’s Story of the Tsunami from the previous page again, and write down how 
you would provide psychosocial support to Ram. 
After completing the workbook come back to this example and write down what you 
might do differently in the second column. 
  
 
I would…_______________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
 

After completing this workbook I 
would… 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________

How Does Knowing about Child Protection and Psychosocial 
Support Impact my Work with Children? 
 
It has been proven that one significant adult in a child’s life – someone who consistently 
cares for them and is able to support them through a difficult time – can make the 
difference between a child succeeding or failing. 
 
Knowing how to effectively protect children and provide them with psychosocial 
support will ensure that children’s needs and rights to a safe and protected life are met.  
It will allow you to be a more effective teacher and community worker and will help to 
create a stronger safer community and a better world for everyone.  
 
Knowing about vulnerability and distress behaviours gives you the ability to 
recognize children who are in need of protection and psychosocial support. 
 
Being able to understand and recognize resiliency in children, gives you the ability to 
build on children’s resilience and help them to develop better coping skills. 
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Using this information in your work can make the difference between a child being OK 
or not.  For example, it could mean the difference between a child being expelled from 
school or supported to continue. 
 
 
Where Do I Start? 
 

Children are generally extremely resilient and most are able to cope with very difficult 
circumstances, if they have at least one parent or primary care giver to provide 
unconditional love and support.   
 
There are some children who will not cope well, however, and your intervention as a 
teacher or community worker could make the difference between them succeeding or 
not.  The following are the steps you can take to protect children and provide them with 
psychosocial support.  
 

I. Recognize their vulnerability and distress behaviours. 
 
Think of the children from your childhood and the children currently in your life that are 
not doing so well and need extra protection and support. How do you know this? What 
do they DO that lets you know they are having difficulty? Write down behaviours to look 
for…  

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
 
 

To recognize when a child is vulnerable, you need to pay attention to how a child is 
doing. This means watching and listening. Generally a child is more vulnerable and 
requires support when they: 

• Start acting out – this includes aggressive or disruptive behaviour in class 
and/or in the community 

• Become involved in risky behaviour – get involved with drugs, alcohol or sexual 
activity 

• Withdraw – stop interacting with friends, family and teachers, stop attending 
school or other activities 

• Tell their friends or their toys that they are worried or talk of hurting/killing 
themselves 

• Have trouble sleeping, having nightmares etc.  
• Are not eating or eating too much  
• Have intense fears – i.e. fear of separation from people or things 
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• Show severe emotional changes like new aggressive play like acting out killing 
or death and/or start to mutilate toys or destroy things 

• Stop playing 
 
 

II. Identify the strengths within each child and the supports in their family 
and community  

Think about these same children from your childhood and the children currently in your 
life that are not doing so well and need extra protection and support. Write down some 
things they have going for them personally, in their family, in their community and in 
their culture or social group.  
 
 

Personal Strengths:  
_____________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
Family Strengths:  
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
Community Strengths:  
____________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
Cultural Strengths: 
 ______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 

 
 
 
You must see what is going right in a child’s life, not just what is wrong, in order to really 
protect and support them. 
 
 

III. Build on the identified strengths in providing support to children  
Review the strengths that you have identified in the activity above. Write down ways 
that you can build on or support what is already working in these children’s lives. 
 

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
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Identifying strengths and discovering ways to build on them, can only be done by getting 
to know the child, their supports (family, community members, friends, etc.) and their 
situation. Using activities like play, one-on-one discussions, social mapping, walking 
tours, and focus group discussions are a good way to start this process, but the most 
important piece is developing trusting relationships by talking and listening to the 
children themselves.   
 
For example a child who has lost their mother in the tsunami may have an aunt who 
visits regularly that they can talk to, or they may be involved with the local temple. Both 
of these are strengths that can be built on. This can be done by: 

• Supporting the aunt by letting her know how important she is to the child, 
providing her with information about grief and what children need, making it 
easier for her to visit, or some other means. 

• Talking to the village priest to share your concerns about the child’s need for 
support, discussing other ways that the child can be involved in helping around 
the temple, or sharing information about children’s grief and what children need 
to heal and seeing how some of the cultural rituals can be used to support the 
child’s healing. 

 
What you do to build on the existing strengths in a child’s life will depend on many 
factors, but by doing so you will be able to make a significant difference in the child’s 
life. *Remember, each child is unique, no two are the same! 
 

IV. Ensure that children psychosocial needs are being met.   
The next step is to know what support is needed. 
For example, most people do not understand that a child’s ‘acting out’ and other 
distress behaviours are actually cries for help so it may take some time to get people to 
accept that what these children need is support – not punishment or isolation for bad 
behaviour.  Education and your role modelling is key here. People need to understand 
what children need and see the positive difference it makes when these needs are met.     
In order to do this it is important to understand the things that children require to 
effectively recover from a traumatic event like a tsunami.   
 
Write down 6 key things that you could do to support a child who is acting out or 
withdrawing following a trauma in their lives…  
 

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
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Six practical steps in providing children with psychosocial support include creating...   

1. Support 
2. Structure 
3. Understanding 
4. Feelings of safety by sharing information, thus reducing their fear of future 

incidents 
5. Opportunities to participate  
6. Opportunities to engage with the natural environment and express themselves 

through creative activities 
7. Opportunities for someone to listen and talk to each child 

 
 
1. Providing support 
Think about and write down what children need to be supported. 

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
 

To be supported, children need: 

• Safety, security and love 
• Honesty, respect and patience 
• Someone to listen to them 
• Someone to talk to and count on/trust– ideally an adult  
• To be told what will happen to them now and be reassured about the future 
• To be told that the event and consequent damage and death was not their fault 
• A role model to assist them in learning about the process and emotions of 

recovery 
• To be told that their emotions are ‘okay’ and be encouraged to express these 

emotions 
• To be dealt with at their own emotional, cognitive, and developmental level  
• Reconnection to peers, family and community  

 
2. Providing Structure (Environment) 
Think about and write down what providing structure for children might look like.  

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
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______________________________ 
______________________________ 

   ______________________________ 
 
To provide structure children need (*important): 

• A secure, safe, calm and predictable environment, including a daily routine: 
regular feeding/meal times, set bedtimes, school, regular group and play 
activities 

• Room to play, ideally with toys - positive play is important for young children but 
if the child repetitively engages in re-enactments that are not enjoyable, then try 
to redirect the child’s play towards more positive themes 

• Special times for discussion or play to focus on their experiences (one on one 
or in a small-group with max. 12 children - make sure that each child shares 
his/her personal experiences and feelings) 

• Individual attention for children who are demonstrating more intense reactions 
• Ample and regular fun activities like music, arts and sports – these have a 

powerful stress-relieving effect and prevent children from isolating themselves 
• A good amount of physical exercise during the day balanced with adequate rest  
• Proper food (a balanced meal 2x /day) 
• Opportunity to participate in their religious activities, rituals, prayers, etc. 

 
 
3. Ensuring Understanding 
Think about and write down what children need to understand. 

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 

 
To ensure understanding children need: 

• Full and proper information; and 
• Details of the traumatic event, the changes that took place around them and the 

things that did and will happen to them and why in a way that they can 
understand 

 
4. Building Feelings of Safety 
Think about and write down what kind of information would help a child feel safer. 

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
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To build feelings of safety and reduce the fear of future incidents, children need to: 
• Know how to recognise signs of a Tsunami and what to do in case of a new 

Tsunami 
• Know that the things they are feeling (after-trauma symptoms) are expected 

and should not be a source of embarrassment  
• Understand that his/her reactions to the trauma are natural responses and are 

not signs of weakness 
• Begin to reconnect with the natural world around them. 

 
 
5. Encouraging Participation 
Think about and write down how children might participate.  

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 

 
 
To encourage children’s participation: 

• Involve the children in the daily routine tasks with lots of opportunities to feel 
that they can

• Have the older children assist other/younger children 
 control what happens to them and around them 

• Do not force the youth into an adult role following the stressful experiences; 
however allow them to help support their peers, family and community where 
appropriate  

• Search for safe, positive activities that allow children to help in the rebuilding of 
their homes, schools and communities 

 
6.  Encouraging Engagement with the Natural World and Expression through 
Creative Activities 
  
Think about and write down how and why children need to connect to the natural world 
and express themselves.  

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
 

Children need to reconnect to the natural world and find creative ways to express 
themselves as they both promote healing and support children’s healthy development 
and well-being and help them reconnect to all parts of their life. 
 
To encourage these connection: 
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• Encourage the children to examining the safe and unsafe places in the world 
around them  

• Stress the important role a health world plays in supporting a healthy human 
development and well-being 

• Allow for play in natural places 
 

To encourage expression through creative activities: 
• Draw on and encourage children’s imagination 
• Provide opportunities for story telling, music, arts, puppetry, crafts and games 

with a focus on animals and the ocean or land. 
• Use experiential learning tools (fun games to teach ideas) 
• Adapt games and activities to the age of the children to make them relevant and 

fun  
 
 

7. Talking to Children 
Think about and write down what you might need to talk to children about, and how you 
might do this.  

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 

 
 
To talk effectively to children, be sure to: 

• Build a relationship of TRUST! 
• Help the child to gain a sense of ‘mastery’ over the trauma again – this means 

that the child should be able to remember, talk about with others, tell their 
experiences, and listen to others talk about the trauma without feeling 
overwhelmed and without disconnecting or ‘turning off’ 

• Offer lots of opportunities for the child to talk about what has happened to them 
and to express their feelings as many times as they need to – really listen to the 
child, help them put their feelings into words, show your sincere interest and try 
to understand 

• Listen to how the child now feels about their experiences and which ones they 
perceive to be the MOST stressful and difficult to adjust to.   What is most 
difficult for THEM may not be what you expect. Attend to their concerns and 
fears, even when these may not seem directly related or visible. 

• Allow the child to feel sad or anxious.  
• Reassure the child/children that many of their reactions to the stressful event 

are normal and that these negative effects will diminish with time. 
• Answer all the child’s questions openly and honestly. Give clear and simple 

answers.  
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• Put their worries and concerns about possible future events in perspective and 
offer constant reassurance -“The tsunami has gone now and the chance that it 
will hit us again is very small.”  “I know we have lost our home, but you will not 
lose me.” 

• Slowly move their attention from the past to the future, especially when talking 
with youth.  Discuss future plans to help them rebuild hopes, deal with concerns 
and create a vision for their future. 

 
 
Checklist: Important Things to Remember When Providing 
Psychosocial Support to Children 

□ All children want to feel normal.  Treat the child like you would any other 
young person.   

□ Watch and listen. Pay attention to the signs children are giving out, as they may 
not be able to fully explain what they are feeling. (Don’t be fooled: just because 
children are playing doesn’t mean that everything is ok.  Watch what they play, 
how they play and what they do when they are not playing.) 

□ Build trust.  Be supportive and understanding.   
□ Let children know their responses to traumatic events are ok.  Children often 

feel unsure if the feelings and emotions they have are normal.  Assure them that 
they are.  

□ Build in time for play.  Children can only experience intense emotions in small 
doses. They need to have time to play and forget about their concerns for a brief 
time.    

□ If a child is acting out in a group setting, try to incorporate him/her into the group.  
If the child continues to act out, take him aside and speak calmly together.  
Spend time with the child to understand what he has experienced.  There is 
always a reason behind an outburst.  If necessary, follow-up with family and 
friends.  

□ Be supportive to parents or primary care givers.  Let them know that you are 
there to assist. Explain that children need love, support, safety, and security.  
Children benefit from regular routines, including time for nutritious meals, rest, 
study, talking and play. Honest information about situations and events is also 
crucial for their understanding and development. 

□ Be a role model.  Children will watch how you interact with their peers; show 
them by your actions that all children are equal.   

□ Let children play a role.  By being involved in community activities and solving 
problems, children and the community can grow and heal. Help develop different 
roles that suit the strengths and abilities of all children.  All children should have 
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the chance to be involved and every community should have the opportunity to 
experience first hand the benefits of involving children. 

 
 
Now that you know what you can do, don’t forget to remember to build on 
existing strengths.  
 
Read the story below and write down what the COMMUNITY WORKER was able to do 
to support Ram and what supports (strengths) they were able to build on.  

 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________

 
 

Returning to Ram’s Story of the Tsunami – What YOU can do 
As a community worker, you notice that Ram is acting out aggressively at other boys his 
age. You decide to spend more time with him, LISTENING to his experiences.  As you 
build TRUST in your relationship, you are also able to help him understand that his 
aggression is a NORMAL response to a traumatic event such as witnessing his father’s 
injury during the tsunami.  You are also able to work together with Ram, his family and 
the community to alleviate some of the mental and emotional strain Ram feels from 
leaving his studies and providing for his family.  With the help of a supportive 
neighbour, Ram is able to cut down his working hours to allow time for school.  With 
your support, Ram and his friends form a cricket team in the village, where the boys 
can release their energy, while enjoying each other’s company. 
 

Tools for Action 
 
Here are three activities that you can do with community workers, teachers or children 
to help them better understand the issues of vulnerability, resilience, protection and 
support. 
 
After all of the activities, it is important that participants discuss the activity.  They need 
to see how the activity relates to, or demonstrates, cooperation/unity and support for 
each other. The discussion will change depending on the activity, the situation and what 
you want people to learn from the activity.   
 
Before starting any activity, however, you will need to create a safe environment for the 
group. 
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There are 5 key things to remember in creating a safe space for the activities: 
1. Be open and respectful. Begin and build on the experience of the group. 
2. Be flexible and encourage both listening and speaking. 
3. Be creative and offer ongoing support and acknowledgment to each person. 
4. Be a mentor and a model - affirm cooperation, curiosity, self-respect, self-expression, 
and acceptance, both of themselves and the group. 
5. Encourage and model cultural values and traditions that support children in all 
activities. 
 

When we are listened to and respected, we feel valued and empowered.  
Only then do we begin to trust ourselves. 

 
 

Note:  Extra sensitivity is needed with the activities in this workbook as they deal with 
real issues that all children and adults have faced. It is important that the facilitator is 
able to understand and respond to the needs of the group. 
 
Signs to watch out for with participants and children: 

• Withdrawal 
• Discomfort 
• Anger 

 
For example, the second activity could trigger these emotions in some of the 
participants and, as such, needs to be introduced and facilitated carefully.  Review the 5 
keys things to remember in creating a safe space for activities before you start.  

Activity 1: Unity Circle 
Purpose: To demonstrate how working together supports everyone 
Time required: 15 minutes 
Number of people: 10 – 50  
Tools required: Large open area, pieces of strong cord or rope tied in a circle 
Instructions: 
Step 1: Tie a large rope together to make a strong circle. Ask the participants to stand 

in a circle with arms outstretched holding onto the rope at the centre of the group 
(binding the participants together).  
 
Step 2: Ask the participants to take one step 
forward and lean back against the rope. Now 
have them lean left and then right to test strength 
of the rope. They can even try to move the circle 
in a circle first to the left and then to the right.  
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Step 3: Now grab on to the rope and pull it to test the strength of the group and 
to show how one person can disrupt the circle. Ask the participants to keep the 
circle strong and try to pull it again. Note how much less the circle is disrupted 
and discuss this with the group. 
 

Step 4: Now get the participants to try to squat down together and then stand up 
together while still holding on to the rope. Let them try this a few times and then 
suggest counting together or using a noise such as “oooiiooh” to signify “stand 
up”, and “ayyyaahhh” to sit down. See how much better they are able to work 
together.   

 
Step 5: Next, ask everyone to close their eyes and have them repeat the squatting 

down/standing up exercise to further build trust in the group.  
 
Step 6: DISCUSS: Ask the participants for their feedback. Ask them what they learned  

about:  
• The importance of working together,  
• How being attentive to ones neighbour is important for group/community 

success, 
• How one person, who may be feeling sad or upset, can upset the circle, and  
• How everyone needs to work together to balance this.  
Relate this to how we all have to work together to protect and support vulnerable 
children within a community or classroom environment, and how each of us has 
a part to play in creating safe healthy communities– including the children.  

 
 
“When a piece of sand gets inside of an oyster, it is like a wound and the oyster produces 
something like tears. The tears grow until they form a beautiful pearl. As teachers we need to 
find the pearl inside each child, and nurture what is beautiful.“ 
 

It is our obligation as teachers and child care workers to do our best  
to support ALL children.  

To ensure this, we need to pay special attention to the most vulnerable children .  
 
 

Activity 2: Loveable and Capable Role Play 
Purpose: Understanding how each of us plays a role in either undermining or 
supporting a child.  
Time required: 40 minutes 
Facilitators: 2 skilled facilitators required  (“A” facilitates the activity and “B” plays the 
child)  - for additional facilitation tips and tools to support participant, please refer to the 
“Seeds of Recovery” Training Manual.  
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Number of People: 10-40  
Tools required: Paper, coloured pens/markers, tape and safety pins/fastener 
Instructions: 
Step 1: Make a big sign with the paper and pens that reads “I am Loveable and 

Capable!”  
 
Step 2: Ask 7 people to volunteer to help you with a role play. Explain that this role play 

is pretend and that each of them will be playing a character and should not take 
what is being said personally. The participants also have to ensure that they pay 
attention and are not hurtful. 
Facilitator B  – will be the child who is always being put down, and bad things are 
always happening to (the facilitator must be strong enough to not take this 
activity personally – a very difficult thing to do) 
Pin the sign “I am Loveable and Capable!” on to their shirt, kamise or sari.  
Person 2 – will be the child’s mother 
Person 3 – will be the child’s teacher 
Person 4 - will be the child’s father  
Person 5 – will be the child’s classmate 
Person 6 – will be a grandmother or grandfather figure 
Person 7 – will be bad luck and unfortunate events (tsunami, death, abuse) 
These people will have to put the child down or shout out bad things that are 
happening to them. 

 
Step 3: To start the role play, describe to the group how good the child feels about 

himself or herself when they wake up in the morning – how the child is filled with 
life and energy and is looking forward to a new day. 

 
Step 4: Now all of the other characters have to put down the child with insults or slights. 

The first one should come from the parents.  “Look at your hair – it is a mess!” 
“Hurry up! You are always late!” “Can’t you do anything right?”  For bad luck and 
unfortunate events, they can say things like “you tripped and fell”, “the rats ate 
your food”, “your cousin died”, “your dad lost his job”. 

 
Step 5: For each put-down, the child (Facilitator B) tries to respond but is never given 

the opportunity, so instead they put a small tear in their “I am Loveable and 
Capable!” sign for each negative statement or event.  Once the sign is looking 
very tattered, ask everyone to stop and recount the story of the child back to 
them – weave the different characters into the story of this child who gets more 
torn and tattered with each encounter during the day so that by the end of the 
day he/she is left feeling worthless and vulnerable.   

 
Step 6: Now (Facilitator A) take on the role of a caring teacher/elder and go up to this 

chid and lovingly ask them what is wrong. Listen to the child tell you about their 
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day, and offer comforting words as you begin to tape the “ I am Loveable and 
Capable!” sign back together.  Assure the child that tomorrow will be better and 
give them a role of tape. 

 
Step 7: Now go and speak to the other characters and explain that they need to be 

more positive and supportive. 
 

Step 8: Repeat the whole role play for another day with the characters being 
supportive, rather than putting the child down. With every complimentary 
statement the child tapes together another piece of their sign. If bad luck and 
unfortunate events says anything then the child needs to add another tear. Be 
sure to remind the characters that they need to say more positive things to make 
sure that bad luck and unfortunate events doesn’t make the child vulnerable 
again and watch all of them work harder to try and support the child in taping 
their sign back together. 

 
Step 9: DISCUSS. Ask the participants how they felt doing this role play. Could they 

see how slowly but surely the child’s self esteem and ability to cope with bad 
things was eroded/warn away? And how their support helped the child to be 
more resistant to bad luck and unfortunate events?  Relate this to vulnerability 
and how love and support can help children cope with difficult things. 

 
Step 10: Wrap-up this activity with every one standing in a circle around the role play 

“child” (again this is ideally the facilitator themselves or a co-facilitator). Ask 
everyone to step forward with their hands out in front of them until they are 
almost touching the “child” (within one foot). Now ask the “child” to lean into circle 
around them and have everyone work together to keep the “child” safe as they 
pass him/her around the circle. End by bringing the “child” back up to standing. 
See how everyone is able to work together and how they all supported the 
“child”? 

 
 

Activity 3: Puppet Making and Plays 
 
Purpose: To assist children in making sense of an event through creativity and role-
playing. 
Time required: 45 minutes – 2 hours 
Number of people: 8 – 50 plus 
Tools required:  Natural materials collected from the environment (grass, coconut 
husks, leaves, flowers, twigs, etc.), thread and needles, glue, paints or coloured pens, 
material scraps and any other craft materials. 
 
Instructions: 
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Step 1: Collect local raw materials such as coconut husks, sticks, rocks, flowers, and 
seeds.  You may also bring other things such as scraps of fabric, sketch pens, 
scissors, etc. 

 
Step 2: Divide group into teams of 4.  Each team must make a puppet of a child, adult, 

animal and talking tree.  Each team must also create something that represents 
the ocean. 

  
Step 3: Asks the participants to pay attention to their own internal feelings while making 

the puppets. 
 

After the puppets are completed the facilitator asks: 
1. How/where did you start making the puppet? Was there a colour, a shape 

or name that you started with?  
2. What is the first idea that came to you? 
3. Was there anything frustrating during the process?  
4. Did you find yourself criticizing/judging yourself? 

  
Step 4: Now ask each team of 4 to create a 2-minute play that starts with, for example, 

“One year after the great wave, a child went down to the ocean…”   
 
Note:  Do not get upset if you do not have many materials or if someone creates 
something different that everyone else – this is part of the process. The use of 
story and imagination is a powerful tool when working with both children and 
adults. It helps children, teachers and child care workers to see what is important 
to each person, how each person perceives what happened and what they need 
to support the children they are working with. 
 
As teachers and community child workers, we need to provide the opportunity 
for children to tell their own stories. We need to create the space for children 
to open up if we want to facilitate their healing.  Puppets allow a certain distance 
for children to be able to tell very personal stories (de-centering). It is very 
important to pay special attention to what comes out of the child’s story and to 
follow-up and help to meet those needs.  
 
This is just one of many possible ways to help children and adults create and tell 
a story.  Providing children with opportunities to practice storytelling can lead to 
increased comfort in sharing their own stories. It can also help us to identify and 
build on the strengths of the children – leadership, creativity, etc. 
 
Remember to watch closely for signs of distress. If the participants are 
uncomfortable with this exercise, let them take some time out and check in 
on how they are feeling 
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Step 5: Use the plays to help inform you about the needs and strengths of the children 
and the community. 

 
Read the following 2 examples of plays that were done by community workers in 
two different communities and write down what each tells you about the 
participants and the community and where you would start in supporting and 
protecting children in each of these villages. 

 
Chidambaram play: Grandfather and child go for a walk along the beach, when 
they see a large tiger crossing their path.  The tiger says “Why you are not 
scared of me?”  The child says, “We saw the big wave so we are not scared of 
you, so please move away so we can plant our trees.” 
 
Cuddalore play: A seed falls from a coconut tree and floats in the current down 
the coast. A boy is walking with his father, a farmer, down the beach on 
December 26, 2005.  They are speaking about the tsunami that took place one 
year ago.  They are very upset because they lost their mother and their two 
sisters.  The boy sees the coconut and runs to pick it up, “Dad can we take this 
home and plant it?  That way when it grows we can remember mom and sisters 
and we can also eat the fruit.” “Yes,” says the father. “That is a wonderful idea.  
See, son, the sea both takes away and gives.” 
 

______________________________ 
______________________________ 
______________________________ 
_________________________________ 

 
In Chidambaram all of the stories were concentrated on the child who was afraid to go 
to the sea and it was the adult that supported them or encouraged them, while in 
Cuddalore it was the children who encouraged the adults to look at the sea in a new 
way. 
 

More Creative Tools to Support Children’s Psychosocial Well 
Being 

Drawing/Art Work 
Children can draw pictures about how they are feeling. (If there is loss involved, they 
could draw a picture as a gift to a person they are missing as a way of remembering 
happy times, or it could be a picture of the person who is no longer with them, etc.) Talk 
about the pictures after they are finished. Ask the child to tell you about their picture; do 
NOT interpret it for them. 
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Story Telling 
Have the children create a story about something important in their lives that includes 
their feelings about events, people etc.  (‘If I Could…’ or ‘I Wish…’ are good beginning 
topics). Have the child talk about/share the story when they are finished. 

Writing 
Have the child write down their memories, their feelings, the things they hope to do, or 
wished they had done. 

Drama and Imagination 
Use puppets or act out plays to express emotions. Direct the play of younger children by 
acting out events, what happened, how people dealt with things, alternate ways of doing 
things and/or acting out events to come (for example what a funeral will look like, if 
someone has died). 

Music 
Let children express their emotions through listening to or playing different musical 
instruments, or dancing. They may want to bang a drum hard to get out anger, dance 
out sadness or express happiness in singing. 
 

Physical Activity/Sports 
Let children have a physical outlet for their emotions: football, cricket, jumping, hitting a 
ball, pounding on a pillow or balloon, or running. This helps them release emotions that 
are locked up inside. 
 

Creating Community Support and Building on Children’s 
Resilience 
 

Community support and engagement with a focus on children’s resilience is critical if 
children are to be protected and supported effectively. 
 
Start by making contact with one or more key people in the community. With these 
people (individually and as a group) discuss: 

• The importance of children within the community 
• How the community identifies children who are having a difficult time 
• How the community and culture support children and youth that are having a 

difficult time – strengths within their community that they can draw on 
• The advice that traditional teachings provide around nurturing and caring for 

children  
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• Aspects within families, communities, and culture that are not supporting 
children at-risk, and 

• The key areas of concern for the children and youth in the community. 
 
These discussions will begin to engage the community in better understanding 
children’s needs and right to protection and the existing supports that they can draw on 
to create better support networks for vulnerable children. 
 
To help you stay focused on building on what is right rather than just focusing on what is 
wrong try… 

• Seeking out and identifying “what is right” in your immediate surroundings, in the 
people you interact with, and in yourself.   

• Asking “open-ended” questions rather than yes/no questions, and listening to 
people without “judging” their answers.  (For example, asking “How are you 
feeling?” rather than “Are you feeling bad?”) 

• Making a list of things that are right about the situation, and what is missing and 
then thinking about how you can use the strengths you have to get what you 
need.  

• Celebrating and honouring the supports that are there, so that others can also 
begin to recognize the difference they are making. 

• Putting in the time to build relationships. You will need to form a deep, trusted, 
and honest relationship with the person or situation you are supporting.  

• Remembering that your understanding and small, quiet actions are what count.  
Who you are is as important as what you do. Who you are gives power and 
integrity to what you do. The more consistent, caring, and committed you are, the 
more your involvement will benefit those you work with and for. 
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Key Learning 
You have now planted the “seeds of recovery” in your community and have the tools to 
listen and work with vulnerable children to recover from the tsunami and other 
challenges. 
   
As you continue to work with vulnerable children to create a beautiful garden of hope, 
remember to: 
 

1. Build on a child’s personal strengths and abilities.  Work with the child, the 
family and the community to identify the child’s resiliency and create the 
opportunity to build on them. 

2. Build on the support systems that exist in the community.  Whether it is a 
special person, cultural traditions and rituals or a government service, a 
community will have a way to support the child.  Work with others to identify and 
build on this! 

3. Promote normalcy by addressing children’s experiences and integrating 
them into their daily lives and routines.  Provide the opportunity for the child to 
speak openly about his experiences.  Work with him to understand the cause of 
his reactions. Provide a safe outlet for feelings and emotions such as sports, play 
and ritual. 

4. Identify the most vulnerable children and ensure that they receive 
additional care and protection. This should include referrals to psychosocial or 
grief specialists (social workers, Doctor’s) for severely affected children to ensure 
that these children receive the support they require.  

5. Ensure that all interventions are long term. Build people’s capacity to cope 
with difficult situations by ensuring that interventions have a long term focus.  
Help children, their families and their communities help themselves.  Decisions 
about how to help should involve children, parents and community stakeholders 
and build on the local culture. 

6. Draw on imagination, creativity and the natural world. Reconnect children to 
their natural world and promote healing through the use of creativity, imagination, 
play and experiential learning. 

7. Create a safe and supportive environment. 
• Provide training and support to parents 
• Foster children’s rights 
• Promote children’s participation 
• Understand children’s holistic development (physical, emotional, social, and 

cognitive)  
• Use developmentally appropriate and creative interventions 
• Reconnect children to all aspects of their lives, and 
• Strengthen local governance and advocacy.  



“SEEDS OF RECOVERY”  SUPPORTING VULNERABLE CHILDREN: 
CHILD PROTECTION AND PSYCHOSOCIAL SUPPORT WORKBOOK (2006) 

Save the Children Canada, International Institute for Child Rights & Development, Canada, and Association of Sarva Seva Farmers, India 

 
 
 

Quote from Indian Sage 
 
 

As child advocates, we should identify the vulnerable children, build on local 
strengths to better support these children and involve them in the process. 

 
 

The day will come when nations will be judged 
not by their military or economic strength, 

nor by the splendor of their capital cities and public buildings, 
but by the well-being of their peoples; 

by their levels of health, nutrition, and education; 
by their opportunities to earn a fair reward for their labours; 

by their ability to participate in the decisions that affect their lives; 
by the respect that is shown for their civil and political liberties; 

by the provision that is made for those 
who are vulnerable and disadvantaged; 
and by the protection that is afforded to 

the growing minds and bodies of their children.  United Nations 
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Appendix A: UN Convention on the Rights of the Child – 
Articles on Child Protection  (adapted) 
 
ARTICLE 6: Right to Life, Survival, and Development 
We have the right to life: the State is to ensure our survival and maximum development. 
 
ARTICLE 2: Freedom from Discrimination 
We have the right to be protected against all forms of discrimination or punishment 
based on our religion, culture or status. 
 
ARTICLE 3: Best Interests 
We have the right to have our best interests be central in all decisions affecting us. 
 
ARTICLE 11: Kidnapping and Holding of Young People 
Governments have a responsibility to combat the kidnapping or holding of young people 
in foreign countries, either by a parent or by any other person. 
 
ARTICLE 16: Protection of Privacy 
We have the right to protection from any invasion of our privacy, family, home or 
correspondence from others. We also have the right to be free from attacks on our 
reputation and honour. 
 
ARTICLE 19: Abuse and Neglect 
We have the right to be protected from all abuse, mental and physical violence, neglect, 
and exploitation while we are under the care of anyone who is responsible for us.We 
also have the right to learn how to prevent and treat this abuse. 
 
ARTICLE 20: Young People Without Families 
If we are deprived of our family, we have the right for special protection and assistance 
from the State, and we are entitled to alternative family or institutional care which 
respects our cultural, religious, and linguistic background. 
 
ARTICLE 22: Young Refugees 
If we are refugees, forced to leave our country to avoid persecution, or we are seeking 
refugee status, we are entitled to special protection and assistance from governments. 
 
ARTICLE 32: Child Labour 
We have the right to be protected from economic exploitation and from any work that is 
a threat to our health, education, or development. Our government has the responsibility 
to set a minimum age for employment, make rules about hours and conditions of work, 
and establish penalties to enforce these rules. 
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ARTICLE 33: Protection Against Narcotics 
We have the right to be protected from the use of illegal drugs, and from being involved 
in their production and distribution. 
 
ARTICLE 34: Protection from Sexual Exploitation 
We have the right to be protected from sexual exploitation and abuse, including 
prostitution and pornography. 
 
ARTICLE 35: Protection from Sales and Trafficking 
Governments have the responsibility to do everything they can to prevent the sale, 
trafficking (illegally taking children from one country to another), and abduction of young 
people. 
 
ARTICLE 36: All Other Exploitation 
We have the right to be protected against all other types of exploitation. 
 
 

Appendix B: 
Helping Grieving Children: Strategies For Specific 

Behaviours And Emotions1

The following information is provided to help increase your understanding of children’s 
“difficult” behaviours often seen in stressful situations and provides strategies on how 
best to deal with these behaviours to support the child. 

 

  
Following a death, there will be an increase in intense emotions and behaviour. The 
most important thing you can do for a child is to:  

• Give them a safe opportunity to talk about their emotions/feelings/fears 
• Give the child’s feelings a name 
• Tell them it is okay to talk about and feel these emotions 

When the child is ANGRY: 
• Talk about what anger is, what makes them angry, how do they feel when angry, 

how does it make their bodies feel, what do they want to do when angry, what 
makes them feel better when angry? 

• Try to talk about the anger at a time when the child isn’t already feeling this 
emotion 

When the child is PANICKING or SCARED: 

                                                
1 Adapted from Goldman, L. (1994). Life and loss; A guide to helping grieving children Goldman, L. 
(1994). Life and loss: A guide to help grieving children 
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• Ask the child what they are afraid of, what they are thinking of what would make 
them feel better/safe 

• Never belittle a child’s fear. If they are expressing it, it is real to them 

When a child is in DENIAL: 
• Give them the space to play/have fun for awhile; when they are ready they will 

revisit their trauma and continue with the healing 
• Ensure that you are emotionally available for the child and support them to talk 

when they are ready 
• Facing the reality of the loss associated with traumatic event is extremely difficult 

for children. Denying is often a way to say that they need a break from the 
pain/sadness 

When a child is feeling GUILTY: 
• Remind the child that they did nothing to cause the death and that it was not their 

fault 
• Play the ‘let’s remember all the good things that you helped with game. 
• Answer any/all of their questions about the death and what happened as openly 

and honestly as possible 

When a child is WITHDRAWING: 
• Provide the child with a safe and supportive environment 
• Try to keep usual routines as normal as possible 
• Provide them with as few different caregivers as possible 
• Always allow them the opportunity to talk about their feelings 

 
IN CASE OF DISPLACEMENT  

• Openly talk about friends and family members that the child left behind and 
discuss (if it is realistic) the possibility to return home some day 

• For children in refugee camps: ensure supervised sleeping arrangements (by at 
least two adults) to prevent sexual or other forms of abuse 

IN CASE OF NIGHTMARES OR NIGHT TERRORS 
• With Nightmares: the child will fully wake up - console and comfort the child 
• With Night terrors: the child will not fully wake up - do NOT force the child to 

wake up, the child does not need comforting (next morning the child will not 
recollect the night terror) 

IN CASE OF LONG-TERM (PSYCHOSOMATIC) “ACHES AND PAINS” 
• If serious, make sure that the child is seen by a doctor 
• Otherwise, do not pay too much attention to complaints about aches and pains 
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• Focus on the child when he/she is feeling well and praise, reward him/her this 
• Be careful not to allow the child’s complaints to be a way of getting sympathy or 

attention 
• Make sure that the child does not miss school days 

IN CASE OF SERIOUS PHYSICAL INJURY (BY THE TSUNAMI) 
• Organise the appropriate medical aid 
• Be supportive towards the injured child and try to rebuild self-esteem and self-

confidence 
• Tell the child how courageous and strong and special they are (praise them) 

 
IN CASE OF DEATH IN THE FAMILY (BECAUSE OF TSUNAMI) 
Children experiencing death as part of their trauma go through three main ‘stages’ of a 
grieving process during their recovery. However, a person tends to go back and forth 
between these stages and will move in/out of them at their own speed. Certain events 
can trigger feelings of fear, loss and grief even long after a person has gotten over the 
event. 

Stage 1: Avoidance and Early Response 
This is usually characterized by a sense of denial or feeling of disbelief that the event 
has really happened or the person has really died. The person is often in a state of 
shock, and may feel numb, and experience any number of symptoms. 

Stage 2: Acute Grief and Confrontation 
During the acute stage, a person will experience many physical, behavioural, and 
emotional responses to their loss. These can include: 

• Sadness* 
• Depression 
• Anger* 
• Guilt 
• Anxiety/worry 
• Regression 
• Fear* 
• Physical symptoms 
• Changes in behaviour 

Stage 3: Adjustment and Re-establishment 
In stage 3, a person accepts that the death has occurred and is beginning to reorganize 
their life in their new reality. This is also the time when many of the symptoms that a 
person may have been experiencing surrounding the loss begin to disappear. The 
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psychosocial or grieving symptoms no longer consume all of the person’s thoughts and 
physical energy. 

In response to a death 
• ALWAYS tell the child about the death of someone close (use different ways for 

different ages), regardless of the age of the child. It is important that the child 
learns that the person will never return – DO NOT feed into their denial. Repeat 
clearly as many times as is necessary.  

• Preferably have someone close to the child tell him or her.  
• Don’t think you are protecting the child by hiding it! Share with them exactly what 

happened. They need to know the details about the death.  
• Try to have the child actively participating in the funeral or rituals of death, or 

invent some specified ritual for them to perform!  
• Allow time for grieving and allow the child to also see your grief (share the sorrow 

in a positive way (But be careful not to contaminate the child with your own 
painful feelings and fears).  

• Explain that sadness and grief are normal and that they will feel better in time. 
• Also make sure that the teachers and the community workers know when a child 

has had a death in the family! 
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