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ABSTRACT

The aim of the present study was to examine children’s cognitions (thoughts,
expectations, beliefs and values), knowledge (education and experience), and
emotions (feelings) regarding natural disasters. The sample consisted of 30 Year
5 students (9-10 years) from four primary schools in the Wellington Region.
Schools were ethnically, socioeconomically and geographically diverse. Students
participated in a 60 minute focus group, consisting of three to five students in
each group. Focus groups used open ended questions to facilitate conversation,
guided by the interviewer. Thematic analysis was used to explore the data and
identify key themes, based on guidelines suggested by Braun and Clarke (2003).
The analysis identified that many students believe an earthquake to be the most
likely disaster to occur in Wellington, and many of the students discussed having
serious fears about this. Students also identified a number of positive coping
methods for use when experiencing fears about disasters, suggesting some
ability to protect themselves from negative emotions. Students displayed pride
in preparation and were able to clearly identify a number of positive preparatory
behaviours, as well as behaviours during and after a disaster. Students were
held a great deal of general knowledge about disasters, such as different types,
as well as the causes of some disasters, and had knowledge of a large number of
current events, which they had largely viewed on television and discussed in
classes. Participants discussed having been involved in emergency management
classes and drills within their schools, and had an interest in improving these
classes to make themselves feel better prepared for a disaster. Overall, students
had considerable interest in disasters, which provides an opportunity to foster

preparedness in young New Zealanders.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

| would firstly like to acknowledge and thank the four schools who participated
in this research. To the principals who took an interest in this study and the
teachers and students who helped make it happen- thank you for welcoming me
into your classrooms with kindness and warmth. The children were deep

participated with so much enthusiasm, and | couldn’t be more grateful.

Thank you to my friends and family, whose contributions range from kind,
supportive words through to generously giving of your own time and energy to
read drafts (especially Brett King), and my supportive husband David, who has

never complained.
I would also like to thank Massey University of Wellington, for the opportunity to

conduct this research. | would especially like to thank and acknowledge my

Supervisor, Dr. Ruth Tarrant for her patience, support, and kindness.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page
Abstract i
Acknowledgments iii
Table of Contents iv
List of Tables viii
Chapter One: Background to the Current Study 1
Chapter Two: Introduction 5
Introduction 5
Children’s Cognitions about Natural Disasters 8
Children’s Knowledge about Natural Disasters 11
Children’s Emotions about Natural Disasters 22
The Importance of Fostering Preparedness 25
Summary 27
Aims of the Present Study 29
Chapter Three: Method 31
Research Design 31
Analytic Approach 32
Ethical Considerations 32
Procedure 35




Participants 35
Recruitment 35
Focus Groups 37
Analysis 44
Reflexivity 44
Transcription 44
Coding 45
Chapter Four: Results 48
Children’s Cognitions about Natural Disasters 50
Concerns 50
Expectations about Disasters 55
Expectations about Roles 60
Beliefs 62
Values 63
Summary 64
Children’s Knowledge about Natural Disasters 65
Formal Education 65
Sources of Information Outside the School 72
Knowledge from Experiences 74
Summary 77




Children’s Emotions about Natural Disasters 78

Fear 78
Empathy 79
Excitement 80
Relief 81
Anger 81
Emotional Disconnection 82
Emotional Coping Strategies 82
Summary 85
Feedback about Disaster Education 86
Summary 89
Chapter Five: Discussion 90
Children’s Cognitions about Natural Disasters 90
Concerns 90
Expectations about Disasters 95
Expectations about Roles 98
Beliefs 100
Values 101
Children’s Knowledge about Natural Disasters 102

vi




Formal Education 102

Sources of Information Outside the School 107
Knowledge from Experiences 109
Children’s Emotions about Natural Disasters 112
Fear 112
Empathy 113
Excitement 113
Relief 114
Anger 114
Emotional Disconnection 115
Emotional Coping Strategies 115
Feedback about Disaster Education 117
Chapter Six: Conclusions 120
Summary of findings 120
Implications 122
Limitations 123
Future Research 124
References 126

vii




Appendices 137
Appendix A: Information Sheet for Participants 137
Appendix B: Information Sheet for Parents and Caregivers 139
Appendix C: Information Sheet for Schools 146
Appendix D: Question Framework 150
List of Tables
Table One: School Summary 36
Table Two: Participant Details by Group 39
Table Three: Summary of Themes 49
Table Four: Likelihood of Disasters 56
Table Five: Protective Behaviours 69

viii




