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This is the truly hard part of being a parent or caregiver. 
Harder than changing diapers and temper tantrums 

and feeling helpless when they are ill and keeping our cool 
when they are moody. 

How do we address difficult topics with our children? The 
big issues, the weighty topics that can’t be wrapped up 
neatly because, honestly, we as adults don’t always have 
our arms fully around them. We don’t have all the answers 
to issues like violence, racism, drugs, natural disasters, 
the coronavirus. How do we talk about them, much less 
in words that would mean something to a little child—or 
break through teenage angst. 

In the age of cell phones, social media and 24-hour news, 
it’s a challenge we need to meet. They are going to hear 
about troubling and frightening items and you need to be 
prepared so that you can make them feel safer and give 
them the tools to navigate the world.

This guide will give you some general best practices for 
talking about the hard stuff with your children, and will 
include a specific section on coronavirus and COVID-19 on 
the last page.
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AGE MATTERS
When addressing something frightening or difficult with your child, the main thing to 
consider is age. Our children process information in different ways at different times 
of their lives. It’s not only a question of vocabulary, it’s one of perception. Young 
children take things quite literally; teens have a better understanding of things like  
a metaphor.

Of course, these are just general outlines for age appropriateness. Your own child will 
bring their own temperament and experience to any conversation. 

Age 2-6

In many ways this is the easiest group to address. They have limited life experience, 
not much of a grasp on abstract concepts and their world is focused on the family that 
surrounds them. It’s easier to control their exposure to age-inappropriate subjects and 
protect them from upsetting news stories. 

On the other hand, because the people closest to them are one of their big barometers, 
they are super tuned in to their parents’ or caregivers’ emotional states. Three-year-
olds typically think the world revolves around their actions, and they can mistakenly 
think that when you are upset or angry, it must be at them.

Here are some things to consider when talking with younger children about  
upsetting subjects:

• Reassure them in both words and gestures like hugging and snuggling that they 
are safe, that you are safe and that you will protect them. 

• If they are upset by something, let them know it is okay to be scared  
or confused.

• If you are upset by something, reassure them that they aren’t the cause of your 
emotions.

• Find out what they are upset by before you say anything. 

• Use vocabulary that they will understand and simple terms. Mad, sad, afraid, 
surprised. Break it down to its most basic elements. 

“You as a 
parent already 
have the tools you need to 
provide support and safety 
to your child. Children 
are very aware of what is 
happening around them.  
Remember to acknowledge 
their feelings and 
perspectives, knowing that 
they are watching us for 
guidance and reassurance 
during challenging times.”

—Rebecca Cirzan, Northern 
Arizona Regional Lead, 
Association for Supportive  
Child Care
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Age 7-12
Now it gets a little more complicated.

Children in this age range can read and write and because of that, it is harder 
to keep them away from age-inappropriate content. They are also in a place 
where it’s hard to determine what is real and what’s make believe, particularly at 
the younger end of the scale. As they get older and more independent, they will 
comprehend more and be exposed to more things that they will probably want 
to discuss with you—from distressing news to online hate speech or bullying to 
violent video games. Here are some of the things to keep in mind as you tackle 
these issues with your kids:

• They need to be able to discuss things with you without feeling 
embarrassed. Create a safe space for them to ask questions or make 
observations. Let them know that these things can be confusing for adults, 
too, and your questions won’t make them mad.

• Be patient. At this age (as opposed to the teen years), children are likely 
to come to you when they hear about something upsetting. You can safely 
wait until they broach the topic with you.

• Much like with little kids, it’s important to find out how they heard about 
the topic. Was it a news story, their friends, social media? This will allow 
you to judge the source of the information.

• Answer questions directly and simply. Don’t try to over explain or make 
it more complicated than your child can really comprehend. By the same 
token, don’t underestimate your child. Breaking down the issue into simple 
parts will make it more digestible. If your child encounters racism, it will 
be easier to explain that some people wrongly believe that light-skinned 
people are superior to dark-skinned people. You do not have to go into the 
entire history of slavery, emancipation, civil rights and Black Lives Matter. 
However...

• If your child asks about any of these things, be ready to discuss it or to 
share age-appropriate content. If the items are something in the news, 
consider using online publications made with children in mind, like the 
daily news-o-matic or Time for Kids, which divides its news coverage 
based on the grade your child is in. 

• This is the age when critical thinking really kicks in, so encourage it in 
your children. Ask open ended questions: “What did you hear?” and “What 
do you think about that?” Make sure to also check in on their feelings. 
Distressing topics can trigger kids, particularly if they seem overwhelming. 
Assure them that their feelings are understandable and not something they 
should be ashamed of. 

• Try to stay positive. Note the people who are working to make a situation 
better or look for ways that you as a family can help.

“Here are a few helpful tips 
to talk to youth about what 
they may be witnessing 
in the media. First is 
taking care of yourself 
that means physically, 
mentally and emotional 
well-being. Youth will do 
better when they have a 
healthy adult providing a 
supportive relationship. 
Second, create a 
safe space; provide a 
physically and emotionally 
safe environment for 
youth where they feel 
comfortable and free to 
express their thoughts. 
Third, validate and listen 
to feelings. Allow youth 
to share their feelings. If 
youth share about what 
they’ve read or seen in 
the media, respond with 
empathy as validation that 
you are listening.”

—Mark Cox, CEO, Flagstaff Boys  
& Girls Club
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Age 13-18
The teenage years.

Your teenager’s main job is to explore their independence—and that includes interacting with media. They read it, 
they comment on it, they share it. Often they are hearing about troubling news in venues you might not even be 
aware of (video game chats are a popular one). So, one of your jobs is to keep the lines of communication open. 
That can be frustrating, particularly because you will often get the feeling that your teens are more interested 
in what their peers think about a certain subject than what you do. Also, it’s important to realize that there’s a 
difference between conversation and lectures, and that teens tend to have highly tuned (maybe overwrought?) 
antenna that are super sensitive to the idea of being challenged or lied to. 

• Let them know that you may not agree with 
everything they say, but you sincerely want to hear 
what they have to say. Ask them to support their 
ideas and thoughts on difficult topics.

• By the same token, be clear about what your 
values are, where you stand on issues and why. 

• Admit when you don’t know something. It’s good 
for them to see that adults don’t have all the 
answers. But also be willing to look items up and 
learn something together. 

• This is the age where complexity and context is 
important. You don’t have to simplify everything 
and in fact should be candid about the fact that 
some topics are maddeningly nuanced. 

• Those open ended questions are still very 
important. What have you heard, where did it hear 
it and how does it make you feel are still things to 
be asked. 

• Encourage them to double check the things they 
hear with trusted news sources and not depend 
just on social media. 

• Ask them what would they do if they found 
themselves in a difficult situation. In addition to 
helping them discover their own values, it will 
give you a clue on how they will handle the ethical 
dilemmas they are likely to face when they are on 
their own—and you aren’t there to protect them. 
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TALKING ABOUT  
CORONAVIRUS AND COVID-19

As the United States emerges as the center of the coronavirus outbreak 
worldwide and life has changed dramatically for everyone because of school 
closings and stay at home orders, it’s important to be informative and upfront 
with your children - without frightening them. 

The age rules still apply—you will talk to your five-year-old differently than your 
teen, even if essentially you are sharing the same information. 

But make sure you are sharing accurate information from reliable sources. 
Here’s the highlights you might discuss with your children. 

• We know coronavirus is 
contagious, but that the severity 
of the respiratory illness can vary 
from individual to individual.

• The elderly and those with 
underlying conditions like heart 
disease, diabetes, and asthma 
seem to have the most severe 
cases of COVID-19, but no age is 
immune to getting the disease. 

• While very young children tend to 
be asymptomatic, they can still 
be carriers. This can be used to 
explain why you have ended play 
dates or why your child can’t hug 
grandma right now. 

• Most importantly, we know there 
are steps we can take to prevent 
the spread of infection, like 
practicing social distancing and 
good hygiene.

Reassure your child that people are working hard to solve the problems created 
by the virus. Make sure they know how to avoid spreading the disease. Give 
them the space to talk about their emotions—fears that they or people they love 
could become ill; frustration that they can’t see their friends; concern about 
schoolwork and graduation.

Know that in these uncommon times, your children (even your teens!) are going 
to take their cues from you. What you say and do can have a measurable impact 
on the level of anxiety they experience. 

Do what you can to keep things as normal as possible. Have a routine and keep 
to a regular schedule, as this can be reassuring. Encourage your children to do 
their school work. Make sure you get outdoors for at least part of the day, even 
if it’s just your backyard.

“Use this time to reconnect 
to your culture and enjoy 
meals around the table 
together with your family 
—happiness 
happens 
around 
food.  
Working 
together, 
we can get 
through this time and 
come out a better people.”

—Aaron Secakuku, Program 
Manager - Pathways Youth 
Program, Native Americans for 
Community Action, Inc.
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