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TIPS FOR CAREGIVERS, PARENTS, AND TEACHERS DURING INFECTIOU

OUTBREAKS

What You Should Know

When children and youth watch news on TV

about an infectious disease outbreak, read about

it in the news, or overhear others discussing it,

they can feel scared, confused, or anxious—as
much as adults. This is true even if they live far
from where the outbreak is taking place and are

at little to no actual risk of getting sick. Young
people react to anxiety and stress differently

than adults. Some may react right away; others

may show signs that they are having a dif cult
time much later. As such, adults do not always
know when a child needs help.

This tip sheet will help parents, caregivers,
and teachers learn some common reactions,
respond in a helpful way, and know when to
seek support.

Possible Reactions to an Infectious

Disease Outbreak

Many of the reactions noted below are normal
when children and youth are handling stress.
If any of these behaviors lasts for more than

2 to 4 weeks, or if they suddenly appear later
on, then children may need more help coping.
Information about where to nd help is in the
Helpful Resources section of this tip sheet.

PRESCHOOL CHILDREN, 0-5 YEARS OLD

Very young children may express anxiety and
stress by going back to thumb sucking or wetting
the bed at night. They may fear sickness, strangers,
darkness, or monsters. It is fairly common for
preschool children to become clingy with a parent,
caregiver, or teacher or to want to stay in a place
where they feel safe. They may express their
understanding of the outbreak repeatedly in their
play or tell exaggerated stories about it. Some
children’s eating and sleeping habits may change.
They also may have aches and pains that cannot
be explained. Other symptoms to watch for are
aggressive or withdrawn behavior, hyperactivity,
speech dif culties, and disobedience.

= Infants and T oddlers, 0-2 years old, cannot
understand that something bad in the world
is happening, but they know when their
caregiver is upset. They may start to show
the same emotions as their caregivers, or
they may act differently, like crying for no
reason or withdrawing from people and not
playing with their toys.

= Children, 3-5 years old, may be able to
understand the effects of an outbreak. If they
are very upset by news of the outbreak, they
may have trouble adjusting to change and
loss. They may depend on the adults around
them to help them feel better.
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Helpful Resources

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration
(SAMHSA)

5600 Fishers Lane -- Rockville, MD 20857

Toll-Free: 1-877-SAMHSA-7 (1-877-726-4727)

Email: info@samhsa.hhs.gov

SAMHSA Store: https://store.samhsa.gov

SAMHSA Disaster Technical Assistance Center
Toll-Free: 1-800-308-3515 Email: DTAC@samhsa.hhs.gov
Website: https://www.samhsa.gov/dtac

Hotlines

SAMHSA'’s Disaster Distress Helpline
Toll-Free: -877-SAMHSA-7 (1-877-726-4727)
(English and espazol)

SMS: Text TalkWithUs to 66746

SMS (espazol): Hablanos al 66746

TTY: 1-800-846-8517

Website (English):
https://www.disasterdistress.samhsa.gov
Website (espazol): https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/disaster-
distress-helpline/espanol

SAMHSA'’s National Helpline

Toll-Free: 1-800-662-HELP (24/7/365 Treatment Referral
Information Service in English and espazol)

Website: https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/national-helpline

Childwelfare Information Gateway
Toll-Free: 1-800-4-A-CHILD (1 800 422 4453) Website:
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/responding/reporting/how

Treatment Locator

Behavioral Health Treatment Services Locator

Toll-Free: 1-800-662-HELP (1-800-662-4357)(24/7 English
and espariol);

TTY: 1-800-487-4889

https://findtreatment.samhsa.gov

Resources Addressing Children’s Needs

Administration for Children and Families
Website: https://www.acf.hhs.gov

Additional Behavioral Health

National Suicide Prevention Lifeline

Toll-Free (English): 1-800-273-TALK (8255)

Toll-Free (espazol): 1-888-628-9454

TTY: 1-800-799-4TTY (4889)

Website (English): https://www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org
(espariol): https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/help-yourself/en-
espanol

National ChildTraumatic Stress Network

Website: https://www.nctsn.org

= Encourage children to participate in recreational
activities so they can move around and play
with others.

= Address your own anxiety and stress in a
healthy way.

= Let children know that you care about them—
spend time doing something special; make
sure to check on them in a nonintrusive way.

= Maintain consistent routines, such as
completing homework and playing games
together.

When Children, Youth and Parents,
Caregivers, or Teachers Need More
Help

In some instances, children may have trouble
getting past their responses to an outbreak,
particularly if a loved one is living or helping with
the response in an area where many people are
sick. Consider arranging for the child to talk with
a mental health professional to help identify the
areas of dif culty. If a child has lost a loved one,
consider working with someone who knows
how to support children who are grieving. * Find
a caring professional in the Helpful Resources
section of this tip sheet.

1 National Commission on Children and Disasters. (2010). National
Commission on Children and Disasters: 2010 report to the President
and Congress (AHRQ Publication No. 10-M037). Rockville, MD:
Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. Retrieved from
http://archive.ahrg.gov/prep/ncedreport/nccdreport.pdf [PDF - 1.15 MB]

*Note: Inclusion of a resource in this fact sheet does not imply endorsement by the
Center for Mental Health Services, the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration, or the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
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