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Parents, teachers, physicians and other adult caretakers are faced with the challenge of discussing an 

evolving health crisis in real time without all the information we would wish to have. These 

conversations may be difficult, but they are important. The primary purpose of such conversations is to 

reassure children while at the same time providing vital information. Below are guidelines that may be 

useful. 

1. Create an open and supportive environment in which children know they can ask questions 

and no topics are off limits. While it is important to share information, do not push children to 

react or discuss their own feelings or fears. Children have often not developed the coping skills 

to discuss frightening material directly. It is your job to provide calm and reassuring information, 

not elicit fears. 

 

2. Answer questions honestly.  Children will usually know when you are making things up. At the 

same time, make sure that the information you share is factual. There is so much that we are 

still learning about COVID-19. Social and traditional media are sharing speculations and opinion 

in the guise of facts. Your best information about COVID-19 will be found at cdc.gov or who.int. 

 

3. Use words and concepts that match the child’s chronological age or developmental level.  Be 

prepared to repeat and revise information and explanations several times. Some information 

may be hard to accept or fully understand. Asking the same question over and over may be a 

child’s way of asking for reassurance. Acknowledge and validate their thoughts, feelings and 

reactions. Let them know that their questions and concerns are important and appropriate. 

 

4. Be reassuring, but do not make unrealistic statements or promises. It is fine to let children 

know that they are safe at home or around people who are practicing social distancing but don’t 

promise that COVID-19 will disappear in a few weeks. 

 

5. Check your own level of anxiety.  This is an important time to reassure yourself as well. Anxiety 

is contagious and can spread from person to person. If you approach these conversations with a 

great deal of apprehension or anxiety those feelings can spread to the child. Review factual 

information and reassure yourself regarding the steps you are taking to stay safe. 

 

6. Remember that children tend to personalize events. They may worry a great deal about their 

own safety and the safety of immediate family members.  Let them know what the family is 

doing to keep all of its members safe. It may also be useful to empower children by giving them 

a way to help, such as designing family activities during times of isolation, working on making 

homemade masks, or helping to put together supplies for a “sick room” in case a family member 



falls ill. Children tend to feel better about situations in which they experience some sense of 

control.  

 

7. Let children know that there are lots of people working together to help those who have been 

impacted by COVID-19. This is a good opportunity to show children that when something bad or 

scary happens, people pull together and help.  

  

8. While information and sense of connection to the outside world are important, it would be 

best to limit traditional, new, and social media for the present time, and certainly children 

should not be exposed to any media regarding COVID-19. Control the flow of information to 

your child. Review media during times when your child is not around and now is actually a great 

time to support local media. Your local paper reports more factual information that is directly 

relevant to your day to day life than national media. Older adolescents may use social media as 

a way to feel connected with their friends and family and this is entirely appropriate. Make sure 

you are asking them about what people are saying about COVID-19 and correct any 

misinformation. 

 

9. It is possible that reactions to COVID-19 could turn into mental health symptoms for some 

children. Be aware of issues such as sleep disturbance, ongoing and intrusive worries and 

thoughts, recurring fears of illness or death, and reluctance to be apart from parents. These may 

be a sign that your child should be evaluated by a mental health professional.  Most are 

providing telemedicine consultations at this time. 

 

10. Finally, it is important to remember that your child may not have a strong reaction to COVID-

19 at all. Most kids just want to be kids and go back to playing in the backyard, doing art 

activities, or gaming online with their friends.  Go ahead and let them be kids. It is not important 

for them to appreciate the gravity of the moment.  Some children may begin sharing memes and 

jokes about COVID-19 and it is important to let them.  Humor and laughter can be an amazing 

coping response with real powers of healing. 

Finally, remember to give yourself a break. You will not do this perfectly. These are difficult discussions 

regarding an issue that very few living people have ever had to face and understand.  The most 

important thing is to let children know that they are loved and protected.  That is the most important 

knowledge you can share with them.    

 

About Willow Springs Center 

Willow Springs Center is a residential treatment facility located in Reno, Nevada, that provides mental 

health care to children and adolescents aged 5 to 17. We focus on building the skills these individuals 

need to cope with their psychiatric and behavioral issues to grow stronger, both mentally and physically.  
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