
Crisis Counseling Guide 

Preadolescence (11-14 years) 

If an emergency/disaster occurs, it is important to recognize normal reactions of 
children to the event. Reactions of children are generally age related and 
specific. This section provides an overview of normal reactions within determined 
age groups and helpful hints for enabling children to cope with the disaster-
precipitated stress. Also included is a list of symptoms, which may warrant 
referral to a mental health professional. 

Disaster may strike quickly and without warning. These events can be frightening 
for adults, but they are traumatic for children. During a disaster, your family may 
have to leave their home and daily routine. Children may become anxious, 
confused or frightened. As a parent, you will need to cope with the disaster in a 
way that will help children avoid developing a permanent sense of loss. It is 
important to give children guidance that will help them reduce their fears. 
Ultimately, you should decide what's best for your children, but consider using 
these suggestions as guidelines. 

• Children experience a variety of reactions and feelings in response to a 
disaster and need special attention to meet their needs.  

• The two most common indicators of distress in children are changes in 
their behavior and behavior regression. A change in behavior is any 
behavior the child exhibits that is not typical for them. For example, an 
outgoing child may become very shy and withdrawn. Regression is where 
past behaviors occur, such as thumb sucking or baby-talk.  

• Children may experience a variety of reactions and feelings based on their 
age. Helpful hints for coping with these reactions are listed.  

Reactions to disasters may appear immediately after the disaster or after several 
days or weeks. Most of the time the symptoms will pass after the child readjusts. 
When symptoms do continue, most likely a more serious emotional problem has 
developed. In this case, referring the child to a mental health worker who is 
experienced in working with children and trauma would be necessary. 
  
Peer reactions are especially significant in this age group. The child needs to 
know that his/ her fears are both appropriate and shared by others. Helping 
should be aimed at lessening tensions and anxieties and possible guilt feelings. 
 
 
 
 
 



Preadolescence (11-14 years) 
Typical Responses:  

• Sleep disturbance  
• Appetite disturbance  
• Rebellion in the home  
• Refusal to do chores  
• School problems (e.g., fighting, withdrawal, loss of interest, attention 

seeking behaviors)  
• Physical problems (e.g., headaches, vague pains, skin eruptions, bowel 

problems, psychosomatic complaints)  
• Loss of interest in peer social activities  

Helpful Hints:  

• Group activities geared toward the resumption of routines  
• Involvement with same age group activity  
• Group discussions geared toward reliving the disaster and rehearsing 

appropriate behavior for future disasters  
• Structured but undemanding responsibilities  
• Temporary relaxed expectations of performance  
• Additional individual attention and consideration  

 


