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When Troubling Things Happen…. 
Dealing With Homicide in the Neighborhood 

 
When something really troubling happens in our neighborhood, we wonder how much our children 
know, and how much they are bothered by what they know.  When a homicide occurs and is in the 
news, we would often like to delude ourselves in to thinking that, if we’ve kept the television off, 
perhaps our own children won’t find out about it.  Perhaps we know that their lives are not at risk 
because the perpetrator has been charged with the crime.  Perhaps we know that the victim was 
specifically targeted, so others are safe.  Of course we want to maintain our children’s naïveté!   
 
Children are very able to read our nonverbal messages, our body language and our inclinations to 
steer conversations away from those topics that are uncomfortable for us.  But do you really think that 
if we don’t talk about it, that means they won’t talk about it amongst themselves?  No, it just drives 
the conversation underground.  When they don’t see us as resources for them to talk about their fears, 
they talk among one another or use social media.  At that point, they’re relying on others who have no 
more life experience or context than they have.  Far better that caring adults in their world help them 
examine issues, that we help clarify rumors and allay fears from a place that holds integrity with the 
situation.  Still, we don’t want to introduce fears or assume the worst, either. 
 
Here is a guideline for how parents might approach talking with children about homicide. 
 
Begin with a statement of the obvious.  An example might be: 
 
“Sometimes we hear about troubling things that have happened in our neighborhood, or to friends we 
know.  We can hear about it on the news, or maybe other kids on the bus or on the playground or in 
your classes tell us things that they’ve heard.  Then, when we hear it, we are troubled by it also.  
What are some of the kinds of things that we hear about on the news or from our friends that might 
make us worry?”  You can see that we aren’t asking whether there are frightening things that kids 
hear, but rather we are assuming that there are bothersome things for kids (and for all of us) that occur 
in the world.  So at this point, children may speak of the event about which you are concerned, or they 
may tell you about other things that weren’t even on your radar screen!   
 
Sometimes one might want make it even easier for a child to tell what concerns them, and we might 
think that the statement above is too direct.  In that case, a statement that makes the child an expert is 
often helpful.  “Sometimes things that happen make kids worry.  What kinds of things do you think 
kids in your classroom are worried about?”  Now they can assume that you think they’re talking 
about others but not themselves!  The younger the child, the more likely that the only frame of 
reference s/he has is his/her own fears, so even though they are framing it as someone else’s worry, it 
may well be his/her own.  
 
At this point, just listen to what they say might be worries.  Don’t solve problems or you’ll cut off the 
process .  Don’t give advice or even try to allay their fears just yet.  This is when you just listen!  
“Really!  Tell me more about that.”  “How many kids do you think are worried about that?”  
 
You might now help them go a little deeper by asking questions that clarify or request more detail.  
“How long have kids been talking about that?”  “How do you think kids found out about that?”  
“How many students in your class might know about this?” 
 
Then you might address rumors.  “Sometimes when something happens and we don’t yet know all of 
the details, we talk about what we think might have happened, and then someone else thinks it is true, 
and then…  and then what happens?!”  Help them – define what rumors are.   
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“There are lots of reasons we talk about things even when we aren’t sure if they’re true.  Why might 
we do that?”  Now it is really important not to sound condescending, like they’re doing something 
wrong.  In reality, people of all ages feel better when we think we have answers, and then we can 
build a construct for how we’ll keep ourselves safe.  The more we don’t know, the more difficult to 
know whether we’re safe.  For instance, if an alleged perpetrator has been arrested, we feel safer.  If 
the crime is entirely unsolved, we feel more vulnerable.  For children and adults alike, it is not 
unusual to feel more comfortable making up a story to “fill the holes” in our understanding than it is 
to feel uncertainty.  Ask the child whether someone has ever said something that was untrue about 
them, and talk about how easily that happens, but how we can see that it is hurtful to do that to others. 
 
“So what are some of the kinds of things that worry us most about this?”  Listen to their fears.  You 
can nod and say, “I can understand why that might be worrisome for kids.”  Encourage them to get 
all their fears named.  Then begin to put them in context.   
 
Often children may worry that if someone was so angry that they would do this, how do they know it 
won’t happen to them?  “Sometimes we thing that when someone yells and is upset, they won’t be 
able to stop until someone else is hurt.  But really, very very few people get so angry that they do 
something that hurtful.”  Talk about the value of anger.  It is a mobilizing force that allows us to 
protect others.  A mother bear gets angry with us if we get too close to her baby.  Anger isn’t 
dangerous, what someone does with their anger is what can be dangerous.  It is helpful if you 
illustrate to children that there are thousands of parents who raise their voices when upset, but so very 
few do something so terrible.  Fill a gallon jar with one color of sand and then drop one single grain 
of salt or pepper in the mix for “the other.”  The goal is to portray anger as one emotion in the range 
of usual human emotions, but that it is our behavior that determines whether it dangerous or not.   
 
“What kinds of dreams might kids have that could be troubling?” 
“What are things that other kids say that bother you most?” 
“What do you wish adults understood about how this is for you?” 
 
If you know someone was arrested, it may be reassuring that police have evidence enough to do that, 
and that this person is now behind bars.  Another possible reassurance is knowing that the murder was 
intended for a specific target by someone who knew him/her, so you assume others aren’t at risk.   
 
You might ask children their ideas on how we can diffuse our anger without hurting others.  
Throwing beanbags against a wall.  Beating pillows.  Yelling into the wind.  Running really hard until 
we’re tired.  You might also talk about what they could do if they ever had anger that seemed more 
than they could manage.  
 
Another critical issue here is that you want to be sure that your child will tell you if they’re being hurt 
or threatened.  That’s the next part.  “All of us need safe people we can tell if we’re afraid, or if 
someone is hurting us.  Who are the people you know you can tell?  What about at school?  What 
about at ___?”   
 
You might wrap up with, “What would help you feel safe now?  At home?  At school?  On your way 
to school?  Where else?”   And finally, “How will I know if this is bothering you later?”  This is 
when you let them know that you want them to keep you posted on this… and it is always best if what 
you can do is check in with them in a few days.  “I’ve been thinking about our conversation a few 
days ago and wonder what kinds of thoughts you’ve had since then?”  Always let children know that 
you appreciate their letting you know whatever it is they’ve shared.  “I’m so glad you told me that.  I 
just can’t guess what is on your mind, so I’m so glad you let me know!” 


