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Talking to Children about the Tragedy in Pittsburg 
 
We are deeply saddened by the recent events which occurred at the Tree of Life Synagogue over this 
past weekend.  While we mourn those that lost their life, we are also faced with the difficult question 
how do we cope and how do we talk to our children. 
  
Even though you may not initiate the conversation, depending on your child’s age they may sense 
something is different, they may have overheard a conversation, saw something on television or are 
smart enough to sense something is bothering you.  
 
As a parent the first step is to take a personal inventory, asking how am I feeling, how has the 
Pittsburgh shooting impacted my sense of security and overall well-being?  Who should I reach out 
for support and also identify if I need to talk who is a part of my a support network? 
   
Once you have answered these questions and know you can be emotionally available is a time to talk 
with your children.     
 
It is one of the hardest roles as a parent having a conversation which makes no sense. Having to 
explain the unexplainable to our innocent children there are people who harm others because of their 
political views, color of the skin and religious affiliation.  
 

 Start the conversation.  Talk about the event/shooting with your child, not talking about it can 
make the event even more threatening in your child’s mind.  Silence suggests that what has 
occurred is too horrible even to speak about.  With social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, text 
messages and TV stations), it is highly unlikely that children and teenagers have not heard about 
this.  Chances are your child has heard about it, too. 

 

 What does your child already know?  Start by asking what your child/teen already has heard about 
the events from the media and or from friends.  Listen carefully; try to figure out what he or she 
knows or believes.  As your child explains, listen for misinformation, misconceptions, and 
underlying fears or concerns.   

 

 Encourage your child to ask questions, and answer those questions directly.  Your child/teen may 
have some difficult questions about the incident.  The concern about re-occurrence will be an 
issue for caregivers and children/teens alike.  While it is important to discuss the likelihood of this 
risk, it is also a time to review plans your family has for keeping safe in the event of any crisis 
situation. 

 

 Limit media exposure.  Limit your child’s exposure to media images. Even if they appear to be 
engrossed in play, children often are aware of what you are watching on TV or listening to on the 
radio.    



C:\Users\asuttonburke\Desktop\JFS Response to Pittsburgh.docx 

 
Marliza Baines 

 

 Limit your own exposure as well.  Adults may become more distressed with nonstop exposure to 
media coverage of this shooting.  If your child has watched coverage, take a minute to turn off the 
television and ask about what they think about what was seen.  This also gives you an opportunity 
to discuss the event and gently correct misperceptions. 
 

 Be a positive role model.  Consider sharing your feelings about the shooting with your child/teen, 
but at a level they can understand.  You may express sadness and empathy for the victims and 
their families.   

 

 Be patient.  In times of stress, children/teens may have trouble with their behavior, concentration, 
and attention.  While they may not openly ask for your guidance or support, they will want it.  Both 
children and teens will need a little extra patience, care, and love.  (Be patient with yourself, too!). 
 

 Extra help.  Should reactions continue or at any point interfere with your children’s/teen’s abilities 
to function or if you are worried, contact local mental health professionals who have expertise in 
trauma.  Contact your family physician, pediatrician, or state mental health associations for 
referrals to such experts. 

 
 
If you or your children have questions, or would like to speak to someone, we are here to listen, 

counsel, and comfort our community.  Please contact Jewish Family Service at 513-469-1188.  For 

emergencies call 911. 


