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Wildfires are often traumatic
events. Fires may come with lit-
tle forewarning, forcing families
to flee for safety with only the
basic necessities. Some families
may have lost their homes and
loved ones. Others may have
been split up temporarily due to
the evacuation process.

Communities may lose re-
sources such as businesses and
other services due to the fire.
Families may experience life
changes and disruptions in their
daily routine. Sights, sounds,
and smells may remind the stu-
dents of stressful experiences
and emotions associated with
the fire. Traumatic reactions
and on-going stress associated
with the aftermath of the disas-

unversityof €I may be reflected in
Lethbridge the student’s behav-
1our at school.
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Emotional distress following a traumatic
experience may include:

e Emotional and physical fatigue
o Feeling unwell

e Altered eating habits

e Nightmares and disturbed sleep
e Regressed behaviours

e Fears and anxiety

e Insecurities and worries about safety

Uncontrollable crying

Irritability, aggression and
indifference

o Cease to engage in activities he or she
once enjoyed

o Difficulty concentrating and avoidance
of school

e Adolescents may be withdrawn, engage
in delinquent behaviour, and be more
involved in conflict

A small percentage of students may experi-
ence post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).
Symptoms may include those previously men-
tioned, as well as others that impede ones abil-
ity live a normal life. The child with PTSD
may experience:

e Vivid memories of traumatic experience
while playing or sleeping

e Lack of emotional arousal to appropriate
situations

e Heightened "fight or flight" response, such
as easily startling and having difficulty
concentrating

e Respond to terrifying events by blocking
out associated memories, such as blanking
out for a few minutes during a class or an
activity

e A rare occurrence in adolescents is in-
creased risk for suicide related to PTSD

and depression ’

Students presenting with
PTSD symptoms need to be
referred to the appropriate
resources, such as
counseling. The section
“support resources” in this
brochure provides a list of
local centers offering such
services.

Teens dealing with grief.
(2010). http://
parentingteens.com/blog/
tag/sad-experience/

If a child does present with emotional dis-
tress, the teacher may privately talk with him or
her:

e Acknowledge feelings of distress and let the
child know their reaction is normal

e Listen empathetically to the student's needs
and concerns, providing comfort and reassur-
ance

e Ifthe child is in need of further support, it is
suggested the teacher refers the student to ap-
propriate social and psychological support
resources

It is recommended the teacher create a sup-
portive environment in which routine is main-
tained. As questions about the wildfire come up
you as the teacher would
answer them as best you
can, but let the students
know when you do not
know the answers.

The teacher can also
create opportunities for
students to express their
frustrations and feelings
related to the wildfire in a
safe environment. For  pp./
instance’ the teacher www.more4kids.info/695/1et-
may have students tell
stories, draw pictures or write poems that help
them to express themselves. The teacher may also
facilitate students' development of coping mecha-
nisms to deal with triggers of emotional reactions.
For example, the teacher may support a student
in identifying current methods of coping and
working with him or her to add to the list. It is
important for the teacher to help students build
relationship with one another, such as through
small group activities.




