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The Goal of  “The Magic Fish Pond” 
 
 The theme reminds us that our families and communities are like fish ponds. Many 
elements work together. For a pond to be healthy, these elements need to be balanced. 
 In our “pond” there are big fish and little fish and fish that might eat other fish. There are 
insects and plants, and sometimes algae. If there are too many of any of these, the pond cannot 
survive. The plants supply oxygen for the fish, the fish supply carbon dioxide for the plants, the 
fish eat the insects and some of the algae. If too much sun falls on the pond, the algae grows and 
too much algae kills the fish. Even the plants at the edge of a pond help keep it filtered and clean. 
Well, you get the idea, it all works together to stay healthy.  
 Our communities and families are just like that. We need people who do the big jobs and 
people who do the little jobs. We need the “plants” that surround us to keep us safe. For our 
children, those plants at the edge of the pond are you and the other adults who are their 
caretakers; teachers, police, firefighters, and so on. Sometimes safety is challenged and the 
community becomes worried. For the most part these challenges are minor, sometimes they are 
big. When they are big, it takes longer to find trust and comfort again. That’s normal.  
 Think about our imaginary fish pond. If the fish became threatened and refused to live in 
the water and eat, they couldn’t survive. When fear takes over and we stop taking care of 
ourselves or can no longer function in a healthy way, we are in trouble and need extra help. Our 
children are usually very resilient. They move on and go back to their regular routines. Every 
now and then, we and our children may see glimpses of memories of those “big challenges.” 
Sometimes it helps to just sit back and observe what happens before you get too worried. 
Children’s feelings often show up in play. Groups of children are miniature communities. If you 
watch and wait, you’ll probably see them fix problems on their own. The following is an 
example: 
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A Group of Children at Play at a Camp Resort 
 

A group of children were playing near an open fire pit. One picked up a stick with  
a burning tip. They had all been told the rules by the adults, “All wood that is burning must stay 
in the pit.” As the only adult nearby,  I said nothing. I watched.  
 “If it’s burning it has to stay in the pit,” said one little girl. 
 The girl with the stick started to touch the burning end. 
 “It’s hot, watch out,” said another child. 
 The girl with the stick touched it anyway and pulled her hand back with a yelp. 
 I continued to observe from a distance. 
 The other children ran to her aid, “Are you all right? Does it hurt?” they asked. 

The little girl nodded, she was alright. She had only just tapped the tip and wasn’t  
really burned. 

An older boy took the stick away from her, “You aren’t supposed to play with the  
burning ones.”  
 “But I wanted to make a walking stick,” she said. 

Solution...the older boy decided to break off the burning end so she could have the  
rest. That’s a good compromise, and without adult interruption.  
 The only problem was, they couldn’t break it with their hands. He tried to step near the 
end of the burned part, but it was too thick to break. Finally, with a few suggestions from the 
other children, the boy decided to use a low table for leverage and broke the stick by jumping on 
it.  

Now the little girl had her walking stick and they could throw the burning half back in the  
pit without breaking any rules. But, something else happened in the meantime. The stick had 
cooled and was completely blackened.  
 “Hey,” said a boy. “We can write with this.” 
  They proceeded to use the charred end as a writing tool. Unfortunately, they wrote on the 
furniture, but that would wash off later. 

In this whole time, I didn’t say anything. I just watched. I knew they were relatively safe  
and that’s important. 
 

Why did I tell you this story? Because this group of children policed themselves,  
became the caregivers for each other, showed concern and compassion, used creative problem 
solving, and invented a tool, without an adult!  Of course, these children knew how to do this 
because they learned the process from interacting with their parents and larger communities. We 
are role models. 
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Some Ways Children May Explore Their Feelings  
 
  PLAY 
 Children may sing songs or role play about disasters. You probably did this when you 
were a child, too. Songs such as “Ring Around The Rosie... we all fall down”, “It’s raining it’s 
pouring...he went to bed, bumped his head, and didn’t get up in the morning”, “London Bridge is 
falling down...”, teach truths about life and death and disaster. Children may even play “Bang, 
bang...you’re dead.” These are normal ways to deal with fearful topics. 
 

 ART 
 Children may draw pictures and use colors that may not be “happy.” Invite them to tell 
you the story about their pictures. And talk with them about their feelings. 
 

 WRITING 
 Children, especially older ones, may write about their feelings easier than they can talk 
about them. They might do this intentionally in a journal, or subconsciously through character 
actions in a story. The characters act on their feelings and the reader views the actions and 
consequences from a safe distance. 
 
  NIGHTMARES 
 Dreams are the ways our real feelings are shown to us, even if we don’t know we have 
them. Dreams are normal and healthy.  
 Nightmares may be telling us that we’re not dealing with our fears openly when we are 
awake. As parents, talk to your child openly about how they feel. Do whatever you need to show 
them they are safe.  
 

Some Ideas to Help Overcome Fear 
 

 Make a routine and bedtime ritual out of scaring off the bogeymen. You and your child 
can make magic wands or carry something around the room that you can pretend will 
keep the monsters away, such as a flashlight. Look in the closet, look under the bed, and 
anyplace else your child is afraid of. You might pretend to be “ghostbusters” or make a 
pretend spray bottle of “Bogey Be Gone.” 
 
 Recite “magic” or  “power” words. Have your child help you develop the words or 
phrases he or she can use when they get scared. One example might be to try and recite 
the alphabet backwards if they can’t get to sleep. By the time they get a few letters into it, 
they’ll most likely drift off. 

 
 Create some superstition busters. For example, your child could place his shoes by the 
bed facing different directions to confuse the “bad guys,” or hang a mirror on the 
doorpost. Engage your child in helping with these ideas. 
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Bedtime Rules 
 

 Make sure you set rules and stick to them. If you’re willing to allow a child in your bed 
when they are afraid, okay. If not, then don’t break that rule. You might modify it. Maybe set a 
time limit or you could sit by their bed, instead. This is up to you to decide what works for your 
family.  
 If your child has trouble falling asleep immediately after a crisis, it might be worth 
breaking the rules for a few days, but make it clear that this is an unusual situation. Tell the child 
that you expect him to be sleeping in his own bed by Saturday, for example. 
 

 Children may become clingy, irritable, cry a lot, or become silent. None of these is 
worrisome for a short time. Be supportive. Set limits. Listen to and observe your child. 
Create a safe environment and let your child express his or her feelings. Avoid saying 
things like “You shouldn’t feel bad.” Instead acknowledge their feelings and agree that 
you feel bad too, but “We will all get through it together.”  
TURN OFF THE NEWS. If you need to keep on top of what’s happening, don’t let the 
children view it, and take a break for yourself too. 

 
Stories to Read with Your Child 

 
 Bedtime Reads: 
 I’ll Love You Forever; Robert Munsch; 1991; Firefly Books. (Any age) 
 Goodnight Moon; Margaret Wise Brown; 1947; Harper and Row. (Infant to PreK) 
 Guess How Much I Love You; Sam McBratney; 1994; Candlewick Press (Infant to PreK) 
 I Love You As Much; Laura Krauss Melmed; 1993; Harper Festival (Infant to PreK) 
 Owl Moon; Jane Yolen; 1987; Philomel Books (Young Readers) 
 Make Way For Ducklings ; Robert McCloskey; 1941; Viking Press (Young Readers) 
 
  More difficult Subject matters: 
  Mama’s Chair; Carri Wilson; 2003; Bog Stomper Press. 
  (Dealing with loss of a loved one, especially the death of a mother.) 
  Smoky Night; Eve Bunting; 1994; Harcourt Brace 
  (This story was written about the LA Riots and is told from the perspective of a                               
little boy living there at the time. It is very well written and shows how we can get                          
along if we get to know each other.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 5

Stories to Tell Your Children 
 The following three stories are very short and you can tell them easily. Don’t try to 
memorize them, just share them informally with your children anytime they need them. 
 

The Starfish 
 
 Once there was a storm and lots and lots of starfish were washed onto the shore. There 
were thousands of them and they were dying. A little boy (or girl), just like you, came along and 
began to throw them into the water to save them. An old man was watching him from on top of a 
hill. 
 “Look at that foolish boy (girl),” said the old man. He made a grumbling noise and 
walked down to the shore and shouted. “You’re a stupid boy (girl)! There are too many and you 
can’t save them all!” 
 The boy (girl) ignored the old man and picked up another starfish. He (she) threw it into 
the sea. “At least that one will live,” he (she) said. And the boy (girl) just kept on saving them.  
 Discussion: We can’t do everything. We do what we can and that is always better than 
nothing.  

The Bundle of Sticks 
 
 One day, a family was getting ready to have a party. All of a sudden the brothers and 
sisters began fighting with each other. 
  “I had it first,”  
 “No, I did.” 
 “No, I did.” 
 Their mother shouted “Stop fighting!” but they just kept arguing. 
 Finally the grandmother came out of the house. “Okay, you children. You need work to 
do. Go fetch some sticks. Everybody has to bring at least one. 
 I think the children thought they were going to build a fire to roast marshmallows 
because they ran and found some sticks very quickly.  
 “Okay,” said Grandmother, as she pointed to the youngest child and bundled all the sticks 
together. “You come here and break this bundle.” 
 The little girl took the bundle of sticks and push and pushed but couldn’t break it.  
 “Ah, let me do it,” said the biggest brother. “You’re too little.” 
 Grandmother didn’t say anything, she just stood with a big smile on her face.  
 No matter how hard the boy pushed and pulled and jumped on the bundle of sticks, he 
couldn’t break it either. Now Grandmother took the bundle back and untied it. She gave each of 
the children one stick. “Now, break that,” she said. 
 Snap, snap, snap. All the children broke their sticks in an instant. 
 “We are a family. We go together like that bundle of sticks,” Grandmother told the 
children. “If you want to fight over silly things, go ahead. But without each other, we will 
break.”  
 “Oh,” said the children. They understood what Grandmother just taught them and played 
together without arguing the rest of the day. 
 Discussion: You are not alone. We are all together. 
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Two Wolves in My Heart  
This is a good story for older children who have mixed feelings about what they experienced. 
 
 One day a boy came to his father. He was fighting with the other boys at school. They 
teased him and he got angry, and yet he wanted to be their friend. He was confused about how he 
felt. 
 “Father, there are two wolves in my heart. I feel angry and I feel love at the same time. 
These wolves are tearing at each other. I wonder which will win.” 
 His father replied, “The wolf that will win is the wolf that you feed.” 
 Discussion: Decide how you want to feel. If you want to feel angry, you will be angry. If 
you want to feel love, then anger is not the one to feed. Which one will you feed? 
 

Activities to Make Together  
 

How I feel Board 
 
 Using a piece of poster board, draw pictures of faces showing different  feelings, or 
enlarge the ones supplied in this packet. Color them in and cut them out. Attach tape, picture 
frame stickem, or velcro to the backs. Let your child hang up the feelings they have each 
morning when they get up. They can change them as their feelings change.  
 This is especially helpful for children who don’t express themselves verbally, but you as 
the parent will get clues as to how they feel, then you can discuss their feelings. I suggest even 
commenting on the “good” feelings. If your child hangs up a smiley face, you might say 
something like “Wow, you look so nice in a smile. Even I feel good when you smile.”  
 If they hang up an angry face and you have told them the story of the “Two Wolves in 
My Heart” you might signal their emotions by saying “Hm, I see the angry wolf won today. Can 
we talk about it?” 
 

Mask-making 
 
 You can use the form included in this packet or make your own. Children (and you too) 
can decorate the mask to represent how they feel, then tell the story of the mask. You can also 
make totem masks to hang in their closets or outside the bedroom door to keep the bogeymen 
away. Be creative! 
 
                                                                 Lost Object Box 
 
 In the aftermath of disasters such as flood, hurricanes, tornadoes and fires, the first 
response is often gratefulness for being alive. Once allows back to the site of the disaster and 
faced with the destruction, people’s feeling turn to being overwhelmed emotionally and 
physically. They then begin to see the broken bits and pieces of their lives as they sort rubble and 
feel sad at the loss of those things and sometimes angry too. These are normal responses. Adults 
can usually reason that things can be replaced but even they have a hard time when it comes to 
heirloom items. Children have those feelings too, and sometimes very simple things that can be 
easily replaced by an adult seem impossible for children to grasp, like that favorite toy or blanket 
they had. It’s important to allow ourselves to feel these things and not feel guilty about it. 
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 One things we can do to give ourselves comfort is create a lost object box or a sculpture 
or collage of broken things. You can use the actual bits and pieces of things or cut out magazine 
pictures with your child, glue them inside and outside of a box or on a piece of cardboard. The 
outside of the box can be all things that make us feel protected and inside can be the things we 
want to protect. 
 

Laughter is always good medicine.  
 
 Sometimes we even joke about bad things that happen as a way of easing the pain. It’s 
normal. Don’t be alarmed if your children do so.  
 
 Hug your children, tickle your children, kiss their boos-boos, and be as supportive as you 
can. Don’t be afraid to seek help from a professional if you are concerned that your child’s 
patterns are not returning to normal after a reasonable time. Timing will be different for 
everyone, but you certainly know your child better than anyone else. 
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The Cycle of Grief 
 
 All of the following things can happen to a person following a crisis, in any order.  Some 
people may not experience any or all of these emotions. Each person will have different degrees 
of these emotions, often based on how close they were to the crisis. A close family member 
would probably have a greater emotional response than someone a thousand miles away 
watching it on television or even a neighbor down the block. All are normal as long as they do 
not continue or get in the way of life by interrupting our health. We need to eat properly, sleep, 
and interact with others to some extent. It is possible that people closest to the event can 
experience flashbacks, often triggered by the senses (smell being the strongest of these.) This is 
also normal. 
 
  sorrow We feel a sense of emptiness and loss. 
  blame of others We try to rationalize and find some reason for it. 

 blame of self We might think we should have done something or said something as we 
play back the events leading up to, during, and following the event. 
 anger How can this have happened? We might be angry at any number of things, even 
fate. 

  despair and worry Could it happen again? What will I do now? 
 guilt We may find ourselves feeling guilty about being a survivor or going on with life 
when someone else did not. We might feel uncomfortable thinking about how we will 
pay our bills now that we are on our own. How can we go on enjoying something we 
used to do with the person who is no longer with us? 
 Physical illness can also be a normal response as long as it doesn’t last forever or keep 
us from taking care of ourselves. 

 
ALL of This is NORMAL. 
  
 
 
 
 
 

Help Lines in Your Area 
  
Call your usual emergency resources, 911 for police, fire, 911 for all immediate needs. 
Call your school or family doctor for assistance with counseling your child. 
Suicide Hotline: 1-800-273-TALK, 1-800-273-8255  
  


