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BY STEFANIE HAUSMAN 

My daughter, Uma, and I have been volunteering at Goose Hollow with Havurahniks for 
two years. What started as a Bat Mitzvah project has continued as a monthly ritual. We’re usually 
Kid Time Hosts, which means we hang out with the kids before and after dinner, sometimes 
helping with bedtime, other times holding infants, and during the warm months chasing kids 
around the play structure. While we can count on families being there, we never know how many 
and what ages the kids there will be. So, it’s best to be prepared! We’ve brought games, books, 
and art supplies.  

While volunteering is meaningful and fulfilling, sometimes it can feel awkward trying to 
figure out how best to interact and engage with the kids and their parents. Recently, Portland 
Family Homeless Solutions offered a training to better equip us Kid Time Hosts to support the 
shelter residents. Since all shelter residents are experiencing trauma or transition, it can only help 
to know how best to engage the children in age-appropriate activities and support their parents 
in navigating behavior challenges.  

The trainer, a PHFS YWCA Advocate, began the training with: “Being a Kid Time Host is 
more than just playing a game with the kiddos; you have the opportunity to offer emotional 
support, peer contact, confidentiality, and skill-building in self-assertion and conflict resolution. 
Kids need to know that the trauma is not their fault and that adults are working to fix it.”  

The training emphasized the different needs of the varying age groups and how children, 
from infants to school-age, may express themselves in times of stress. Infants are learning trust 
and emotional self-regulation and need to be held and loved. Fussiness and being easily startled 
and hard to soothe may be signs of stress.  

Toddlers will often regress when stressed and may start to “unlearn” some skills. For 
toddlers, positive redirection works best when they seem to be having trouble.  

Preschoolers under stress may have trouble getting along with peers or lack self-help skills. 
Disagreements can easily become tragic. Make-believe and pretend play works great with this age 
group where they can see and practice healthy communication skills and behaviors.  

School-aged children need clear expectations since they may be used to conflicting 
emotions and messages. For the older kids, they sometime take on the role of a parent, but at 
Goose Hollow, it’s our job to let them be kids.  

The training offered the following helpful suggestions:  
 

● Show boundaries: It is super cute when kids come and sit in your lap, but they shouldn’t do 
it without asking. Have boundaries about your body so that they will have them to. It’s okay 
to say, “Hey, I don’t know you. Did you ask if you could sit in my lap?” 
 

● Using empowering language. What would you do if a kid came up to you and said, “I’m 
stupid.” The immediate response many of us would say is, “No, you’re not.” That can 
quickly end a conversation that needs to happen. It means a lot more to a kid to give an 



example that contradicts their negative self-talk. “Oh, yeah? You completed that puzzle in 
sixty seconds. That seems pretty smart to me.” 
 

● Listen fully. Some kids have a hard time being heard when parents are distracted with just 
getting by day to day. Hear what they’re saying and validate it. This could look like nodding 
and giving eye contact, saying uh huh, repeating back what you heard or validating feelings. 
Not judging.  

 
● Narrate. How many of us like to say, “You’re an amazing artist” immediately when a child 

shows you a drawing? Believe it or not, this can be problematic. For traumatized kids, this 
sets up an unfulfillable expectation. Their art always has to be amazing. A better option 
can be simply describing what they’re doing. It shows you are paying attention and 
appreciate your time with them. “I see you are drawing circles.” If you want to compliment, 
compliment their process.  

 
● Give a child wishes in fantasy. One thing you may hear a lot from our kids is, “I wish I had a 

house” or “I wish my friend/relative/pet, etc. was here.” Obviously, you can’t provide these 
things, but there is a better response than, “Sorry.” For example, try asking them if they 
had their dream house what that house would look like. Sometimes just having someone 
understand how much you want something makes reality easier to bear. And it can inspire 
a design project. 

 
A few final tips that I particularly found useful included: 
 
● Listen with compassion. Express concern and discomfort for the situation. 
● Ask. Offer. Ask first if you would like to give advice. 
● Give kids compliments on good behavior when both kids and parents can hear you. 

 
My favorite tip to help children calm down and breathe was to “blow out the candle” or do 

“dragon breathing.” Try it!  
Now when we’re at Goose Hollow, we have some tools in our pockets to help us during those 

awkward and uncomfortable moments. But just being there, being friendly, and caring go a long 
way!   
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