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Talking With Children:
TIPS FOR CAREGIVERS, PARENTS, AND TEACHERS DURING INFECTIOUS 
DISEASE 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 difficult 
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 find 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aggressive or withdrawn behavior, hyperactivity, 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 difficulties, and disobedience.

 Infants and Toddlers, 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.


