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Addressing Student Trauma in the Wake

of the California Wildfires

Valerie Ooka Pang, Marcelina Madueno, Miriam Atlas,
Tamiko Stratton, Jennifer Oliger, and Cindy Page

Presidents George W. Bush and Bill Clinton declared natural disasters some-
where in the United States on average of about one per week between 1998 and 2005.!
Despite this frequency, most citizens are unprepared when a natural disaster occurs in
their city or neighborhood. In particular, teachers and students can become paralyzed
by the overwhelming destruction and emotional trauma brought on by these disasters.
The purpose of this article is to assist teachers in addressing the multiple levels and
forms of student trauma that may result from natural disasters such as Hurricane
Katrina in Louisiana or tornadoes in Kansas; in particular, our discussion focuses

on the effects of the wildfires in California during the fall of 2007.

In October of 2007, fires burned
out of control from the Santa Barbara
area, south to Los Angeles, and into
Mexico, as a result of the specific com-
bination of strong Santa Ana winds
(hot winds from the desert, blowing
towards the ocean) and years of drought
in Southern California, a region that
had not fully recovered from the dev-
astating wildfires of 2003. The winds
were so severe that for the first 24 hours,
fire-fighting helicopters could not fly
and firefighters were virtually help-
less in fighting the multiple fires raging
throughout the counties. This desperate
situation prompted Governor Arnold
Schwarzenegger to proclaim a national
disaster in seven counties on October
21: Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, San
Bernardino, San Diego, Santa Barbara,
and Ventura. California’s Department
of Forestry and Fire Protection reported
that the following 2007 wildfires in
Southern California were some of the

most destructive in the history of the
state: 2
Witch Fire, San Diego County,
197,990 acres burned, 1,650

structures destroyed

Harris Fire, San Diego County,
90,440 acres burned, 548

structures destroyed

Slide Fire, San Bernardino
County, 12,759 acres burned,
272 structures destroyed

Rice Fire, San Diego County,
9,472 acres burned, 248 struc-
tures destroyed.

As a result of these fires, during both
October and November more than half
amillion acres of land were burned.? In
San Diego County alone, more than half
amillion people were evacuated. Many
students and their families were evacu-
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ated from their homes in the middle of

the night and saw fires surrounding them

as they drove out of their neighborhoods.
Some students stayed in community shel-
ters supported by the Red Cross and the

City of San Diego. All 43 school districts

in San Diego County were closed from

Tuesday through Friday, with several

remaining closed well into the follow-
ing week. Never had all school districts

closed at the same time for a natural

disaster. Smoke encircled many commu-
nities, and residents of the county saw

gray ash descend on their homes. Some

homes had ash inches deep that had to

be cleaned like snow in Minnesota and

New York.

The Role of Schools

Schools have traditionally been consid-
ered centers of neighborhoods. They are
not only buildings where students learn,
butalso include teachers and administra-
tors who are trusted leaders in the com-
munity.* School personnel are respected
and relied upon by parents to care for
their children. In many areas touched by
wildfires, high schools became evacua-
tion centers and shelters. Throughout
the wildfires, many students and their
families found themselves evacuated
to high schools as community refugees.
These evacuation centers not only housed
displaced families, but also took in their



Three firefighters brace themselves from explosive heat coming from a burning home in
Rancho Bernardo, California, October 22, 2007. (AP Photo/Lenny Ignelzi)

cats, dogs, and even livestock, in some

situations. During this time, calls went

out through the media for educators to

work with children at evacuation centers.
Teachers demonstrated a strong sense of

community and generosity volunteered at

evacuation centers; they engaged students

in various lessons providing a sense of

normalcy and care. When the evacuation

was lifted and families returned home,
children returned to school anxious to

speak with their classmates and teachers.

After the wildfires, we, educators in the

area, realized how important schools

were in rebuilding the mental and physi-
cal health of our students. Schools proved

to be one of the essential elements of a

resilient community during a natural

disaster.

Dealing with Student Trauma in
the Classroom

When students and teachers returned to
school in the aftermath of the San Diego
wildfires, many were still suffering from
the effects of the devastation they had
witnessed or experienced firsthand. Most
of the students saw the fires from their
homes, were evacuated, or watched news
programs showing the pictures of burning
homes and landscape all too familiar
to them. Many students and teachers
returned to school feeling helpless. Several
of these young people and their families

lost their homes and all their possessions.
Some students also lost the pets they loved.

Others may have seen their friends and
family members depressed and saddened
by effects of the wildfires.
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Teachers and principals offered safe
environments; students arrived at school
bubbling with energy and the need to
talk about their fears. In numerous class-
rooms, teachers provided students with
the opportunity first to write about their
apprehensions and experiences. Students
wrote about what they took in their haste
to evacuate and what they forgot or did
not have time to pack. Some wrote about
staying up all night. Others wrote about
how horrible it was for an aunt to return
home to see only a blackened pile of
smoldering rubble. Following their writ-
ing, class discussions allowed students
to sort through and arrive at their own
viewpoints about the events. In most
cases, students needed the opportunity
to talk with an adult who was a com-
passionate and active listener. The act
of listening gave the messages that the
teacher trusted students and respected
their opinions. During these discussions,
teachers guided students away from over
dramatization of events because that
style of communication can increase
student anxiety and fears, rather than
calm them. In many cases, children had
watched the events of the fires repeatedly
on television, and this overexposure led
some students to develop heightened
stress and sleeplessness.

During the discussions, many teach-
ers realized the value and importance of
students actually learning about natu-
ral disasters. Teachers gave students
the opportunity to ask questions about
the natural disaster and to delve into
why it occurred and why it took so long
to contain the eight initial fires in San
Diego County. Students needed both the
opportunity to talk about their fears and
also a chance to gather information about
the wildfires. It was important for stu-
dents to understand information about
the local weather and physical geography
of the area. They began to realize that
the natural disaster was not only fanned
by environmental conditions, but also
had man-made origins, such as downed
power lines and the build up of regional
brush. In addition, high school students
brought up issues that were not easily
answered. For example, older students



Randa Najjar,
right, hugs her
daughter Shareen,
14, as they

watch a wildfire
approaching their
Santiago Canyon
States home

on October 23,
2007, in Silverado,
California.

(AP Photo/Damian
Dovarganes)

questioned why housing developments
were allowed to be built in areas that had
a history of wildfires.

Teachers used writing assignments,
guided class discussions, and paired
conversations to bring students back to
their educational routines. Returning to a
structure that children knew gave the stu-
dents a sense of what to expect. Students,
then, could rebuild their confidence and
sense of control. The reestablishment of
the routine helped move students beyond
the trauma and feelings of helplessness
towards a productive, positive direction,
engaged once again in their academic
work. Some children needed additional
time to finish their work because it was
more difficult for them to concentrate
after returning from the break.

One of the positive outcomes of this
experience was the opportunity for teach-
ers to point out human resilience and the
strength of the human spirit.” Teachers
pointed out how students and their fami-
lies were able to confidently deal with the
disturbing conditions. When students
reflect on their gratitude for a safe family

and the love of family members, as well
as the support of teachers and school
personnel, their feelings of resiliency
are enhanced.®

The table on the opposite page is a sum-
mary of suggested strategies for teachers

when dealing with student trauma after

a natural disaster:

Integrating Information
about Wildfires into the School
Curriculum

Providing Information for
Primary Students and English
Learners

The role of a teacher is multifaceted;
teachers not only dispense information
and develop student skills, but they also
create safe and caring environments
that support learning.!” Since younger
students had difficulty understand-
ing the complexities of the wildfires
and their effects on the region, they
were largely influenced by the panic
and unsettled feelings of their parents,
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extended family members, friends and
the images they saw on the television.
Returning to school, teachers used the
natural disaster as an opportunity to
discuss issues dealing with personal
safety, physical geography, and cause
and effect. Discussions on this natural
disaster fit well into the NCSS standard
@ PEOPLE, PLACES, AND ENVIRONMENTS.!!
For example, some teachers used
large physical maps that showed the
land surface to explain the movement
of the fires in the county. Political maps
were also helpful so teachers could point
out various counties and cities within
the state of California. Students ben-
efited from having a visual representa-
tion of where they lived in relation to the
fires. Teachers showed videos and pho-
tographs from digital resources explain-
ing how the community mobilized many
resources to protect neighborhoods and
to provide shelter for evacuees. Many
teachers created interdisciplinary units
that engaged students in reading news-
paper articles about the fires, writing
expository essays, identifying historical



information about past wildfires, devel-
oping highly visual posters about ele-
ments of the wildfires, and role playing
effective evacuation strategies.
Additionally, since more than a
quarter of the students in California
are English learners, teachers need to
provide a basic knowledge base about
wildfires for these students who, like pri-
mary grade students, may not have fully
understood why people were evacuated.
Teachers found that in the case of this
natural disaster, English learners were
confused about the information they saw
on television because they lacked essen-
tial geographical background knowledge
about the area. Moreover, many students
did not have access to the same level
of information throughout the crisis as
their native English-speaking peers. As
aresult, they were misinformed or con-
fused with respect to the actual location
of the wildfires and the level of risk that
they experienced during the disaster.
Numerous students were new to San
Diego and were unaware of California
history; they knew little about Santa
Ana winds, the California drought, or
the recent wildfires of 2003. While
English learners have the same complex
questions and thoughts as all students,
they often have not developed sufficient
academic language or the higher order
abstract vocabulary in English they need
to fully understand the complexity of
events they are learning about. Because
of this, it was helpful when the teacher,
an aide, or a resource teacher, was able
to speak with these students in their
native language. Time spent clarifying
misconceptions and allowing students to
process what they experienced in their
native language, increased the trust that
these students were building in their new
school, new home, and new nation.

Critical Thinking and
Community Service Activities
for Secondary Students

Students can become stronger critical
thinkers when they become engaged
in issues that they have experienced.
Throughout the wildfires, students were
continually engrossed in the unfolding of

Carefully Guided Discussions

Children often need the opportunity to talk
about what they saw, experienced, and felt.
Provide a calm, open, and respectful environ-
ment. Children may not want advice or guid-
ance, but rather need a chance to get out their
feelings. Adults should be active listeners.?

Do Not Allow for Over
Dramatization of Events

Students should be encouraged to discuss facts
and evidence rather than over dramatization of
events.

Encourage Questions

Students may be trying to sort through their
own feelings and what happened. They may
have the need to have a person they trust to
answer questions about the trauma or their
own emotions.

Reestablish a Routine

Students often respond to a routine. This helps
to calm their fears because they know what to
expect.

Return to Their Academic Work

Students will think less of the trauma and turn
their attention to their academic work.

Addressing Feelings of Loss

Some students may not have been evacuated,
but they may still associate the time with a
previous trauma of abandonment or feelings of
fear.

Explain Human Resiliency

Students may not understand how resilient the
human spirit can be. Though everyone feels sad
or unhappy at times, a person can bounce back.
A discussion about inner strength can be sup-
portive and beneficial.

Encourage Spending Time with
Friends and Family

Students can feel supported and safer when
they are members of a compassionate com-
munity.

this disaster by accessing television and

Internet sources. By using photographs

and other images available of current

or past disasters, teachers helped their
students gain a better understanding of

wildfires.!? Many teachers of second-
ary students developed inquiry-based

curriculum that used the wildfires to

expand students’ understanding of how
all humans are affected by changes in

their environment.

One unit that has been particularly
effective for upper elementary through
high school students in dealing with cur-
rentissues is the creation of Public Service
Announcements (PSAs). Through this
learning opportunity, students are able
to construct common understandings
about key curricular concepts, discuss
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different viewpoints, and identify pos-
sible solutions to social problems. For
the topic of wildfires, students could
research geographical and historical
content as well as identify which angle
to take on the particular situation.!* The
students might develop a PSA as part of
adrive to provide backpacks, textbooks,
and other supplies for students and their
family members who have lost every-
thing. Another PSA could advise people
on how to prepare for a disaster by hav-
ing a predetermined meeting place for all
family members, and keeping important
documents, such as passports, insurance
papers, diplomas, and photos in a place
where they can be easily gathered. PSAs
could also publicize the need for young
people to help their parents, grandpar-



ents, or neighbors remove all brush and
dry grass approximately 50 to 100 feet
from their homes, so that their homes
are better protected against the spread
of fire.

This activity allows students to take
an active role in learning about which
aspects of the wildfires were most intrigu-
ing, troublesome, or pertinent to their
lives. When creating PSAs, students
should consider the following crucial
components: distinguish the issue or
topic, identify target audience, describe
the key message, and list persuasive
techniques used. After learning about
persuasive techniques and researching
their particular angle, student groups
create storyboards and write dialogue
for filming the PSA. After filming and
editing, students find the appropriate
medium for showing their PSA, such
as their school’s closed circuit system
during the advisory period. In the past,
students have received extensive posi-
tive feedback from other students, teach-
ers, and administrators who found the
public service announcements not only
informative, but entertaining as well.
Many young people who have partici-
pated in the creation of PSAs expressed
a high level of understanding of issues
and expressed feelings of support from
their peers. Creating PSAs provides an
excellent opportunity for the integration
of English and social studies content and
skills, especially in the aftermath of a
natural disaster on the scale of the 2007
California wildfires.

Teacher and Student
Preparation for Natural
Disasters

It is important that teachers deal with
the trauma and insecurity brought on by
the wildfires, but they can also prepare
students for natural disasters at many
different levels. When students are
involved in designing their classroom’s
disaster plan, this can give participants
a sense of empowerment." As part of
being prepared for a crisis, it is the job
of the teacher to ensure that students take
seriously all drills. For example, in order
to make the drills more realistic, the

“Stop, Drop, Roll.”

rail systems, and utility companies).

Teacher Preparation for Natural Disasters

1. Students can contribute to a disaster plan; legally, the plan must be in collabora-
tion with district, state, and school mandates.

2. Role-play what students should do in case of a fire, earthquake, or flood, such as

3. Depending on the type of disaster, have a predetermined place for students to
assemble. This would be a part of every school’s disaster plan.

4. Gather a list of all students with their emergency numbers and place a copy in the
emergency classroom kit. The list is considered confidential by most districts so

contact your district for specific instructions.

5. Create a list of important telephone numbers and websites for gas, water, and
electric companies, as well as available transportation resources (buses, taxis, light

teacher could explain that students might
want to breathe through their t-shirts if
there is much smoke, and then practice
doing so throughout the drill.

Students can become more involved
in the process and take it more seriously
by reflecting on their drills."® They can
identify what went smoothly as well as
make suggestions that could help the class
become better prepared in the event of a
real disaster. Although, ultimately, teach-
ers are responsible for accounting for all
of their students during an emergency,
role-playing is an opportunity to discuss
pairing or “buddying up” with someone.
Teachers could also ask students to reflect
on questions such as: Who is going to
help the teacher keep order? How can
a buddy system help during a natural
disaster?

Older students can take on even fur-
ther responsibilities when preparing for
anatural disaster. For example, they can
learn about contacting major utility com-
panies if they detect gas leaks or exposed
electrical lines. Students should also be
informed about dangerous conditions,
such as the danger of stepping on downed
power lines and the importance of alert-
ing an adultif they smell gas seepage. The
resource list in a high school classroom
may also include phone numbers for
transportation alternatives such as met-
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ropolitan bus numbers, light rail system,
and taxis.

Conclusions

Natural disasters are unfortunately more
common than most individuals under-
stand. In particular, the recent wildfires
in California caused severe grief, depres-
sion, anxiety, and confusion in many
students, their family members, and the
community at large. Since teachers and
principals are trusted members of com-
munities, who are responsible for the
physical safety of students, school per-
sonnel must be prepared to handle events
of a natural disaster such as the wild-
fires.!® They must also be able to address
student trauma after a natural disaster
has occurred. In addition, if teachers
have prepared students to respond to a
natural disaster, young people can act
prudently and with confidence.

One of the unanticipated outcomes of
the wildfires is that recent immigrants
and refugees who lived in low-income
neighborhoods showed strong connec-
tions to people who were evacuated.
They had intense feelings of empathy
for California fire evacuees since many
new immigrants have also escaped from
crisis situations where they left family
members, friends, and homes behind.
One high school teacher explained:



Although, ultimately, teachers are responsible for accounting for all of their students during an emergency, role-playing is an

opportunity to discuss pairing or “buddying up” with someone. Teachers could also ask students to reflect on questions such as:

How can a buddy system help during a natural disaster?

“Many of my students are refugees, born
in refugee camps or raised on stories from
parents who lived in these camps before
immigrating to the United States. My
students live in the poorest zip code in
San Diego County, yet when faced with
this disaster, the only thing they could
think to do was to volunteer in some way.”
Connections with others in the commu-
nity were strengthened. As citizens of a
culturally diverse, democratic commu-
nity, this teacher’s students believed it
was important to contribute to society;
they found their place in the greater pop-
ulation. They identified themselves as
community builders rather than being
known simply as students from a poor
high school.

Wildfires will persist. However, we
as teachers and mentors of students can
prepare them for natural disasters and
guide them through these experiences so
they can return to school and continue
to move forward as compassionate, con-
tributing members of society. &
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