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Definitions of Trauma?
●

A deeply distressing or disturbing experience (Webster’s Dictionary)

●

Am emotional response to a terrible event (American Psychological Association)

●

“The experience of an event by a child that is emotionally painful or distressful, which often results in lasting
mental & physical effects.”
(http://lookthroughtheireyes.org)

●

Results of an event, series of events, or set of circumstances that is experienced by an individual as physically or
emotionally harmful or life threatening and that has lasting adverse effects on an individual’s functioning and
mental, physical, social, emotional, or spiritual well-being.” (SAMSHA)
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As Bernock Tells Us …………………………………………………………..

“Trauma is personal. It does not disappear if it is not
validated. When it is ignored or invalidated, the silent
screams continue internally heard only by the one
held captive. When someone enters the pain and
hears the screams, healing can begin.” (Bernock)

We Need to
Remember:
(Bernock)

“Trauma is personal. It does not
disappear if it is not validated.
When it is ignored or invalidated,
the silent screams continue
internally heard only by the one
held captive. When someone
enters the pain and hears the
screams, healing can begin.”
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Traumatic Response
A traumatic
stress response
occurs when our
ability to
respond to the
threat is
overwhelmed.

Individuals who have experienced
trauma react as though
a “there and then” experience
is happening “here and now.”
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Four Typical Responses to Trauma
Our interpretation of an event guides our own reactions.
Fight
Flight
Freeze
Appease/Submit

What part of your Brain does What?
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The “Hand Model,” of the Brain (Siegel, 2009)
Palm is brain system, which controls the
involuntary systems
Wrist is the spinal cord
Thumb is limbic system - talks to brain stem to
keep the brain “talking & regulated.” Evaluates
situations. Creates E-Motions. Includes amygdala
The back of the hand and the fingers over the
thumb represent the cortex - Outer area of the
brain - moves brain beyond survival instinct
The middle two fingers are the prefrontal cortex develops sense of time, sense of self & moral
judgements - controls impulsivity, has insight,
empathy

“Upstairs,” & “downstairs,” part of brain
“Flipping your lid”

We Experience Trauma with our entire Body & Mind
Close your eyes & think of a specific time when you had a very happy, joyful
experience

-

Remember the sights, sounds, smells, textures & taste
What did you see, hear, smell, feel & taste?
How did your body feel?

Still with your eyes closed, think of a specific time when you had a very stressful
experience & consider the questions above.
Which memory was strongest? In what way?
Why do you think that is?
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Other Important Brain Information
●

Neuroplasticity of the brain

●

Brain malleable well into adulthood

●

Cortisol (Nature’s built-in alarm system)

●

Oxytocin boosters (the “love hormone” - closeness & connection)

●

Emotion is processed in the brain 200 to 5,000 times faster than thoughts (Stosny)
(You know how you feel about something much quicker than what you think about it)

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES)
The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) - potentially traumatic events in childhood
Includes physical, sexual, emotional abuse & neglect; parental mental illness, substance abuse, domestic violence, incarceration, or divorce
More than 60% of study participants - at least one ACE
Higher numbers of childhood traumatic stressors are associated with::
functioning)

-

Neurobiological effects (including brain abnormalities; hormone dysregulation; decreased immune system

-

Psychosocial problems (relationship difficulties; low self-efficacy; anger management issues)

-

Increased risk for depression, anxiety, risk-taking behaviors, suicide attempts

A child with four or more ACEs is 32 times more likely to have a learning or behavior problem than a child with no ACEs
Having six plus ACEs has been associated with dying an average 20 years earlier
Childhood trauma as public health epidemic with chronic, early unpredictable traumatic events causing the most damage
HOWEVER, Risk does not equal the inevitability of poor outcomes
“What is predictable is preventable.” (Dr. Felitti, 2015)
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This is Your Brain on Trauma
● Intense negative emotional experiences can alter the structure of your brain
● Individuals with PTSD often have enlargement of the amygdala
● With repeated trauma, the amygdala is continuously overexcited and
overworked
● MRIs have shown that the hippocampus shrinks when the amygdala is overly
active

Exploring ACE Scores
If you would like to know your ACE Score, please read the questions on the
handout entitled, “Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) Questionnaire;
Complete this questionnaire to find your ACE Score;
Now, think of a student whom you know fairly well and who has significant
“interfering behaviors,” & complete the ACEs questionnaire as it relates to them
“None of us can change the past, but we can share & make sense of our stories
so that the past loses some of its’ power to hurt us and/or its’ power to have a
negative impact on our relationships in the present.”
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Students with 2 Plus ACE Scores are”
● 2 ½ times more likely to fail a grade
•
Score lower on standardized
assessments
•
Have more receptive & expressive
language difficulties
• Are suspended or expelled more often
• Found eligible for special education
more frequently

1 out of
every 4
students
attending school has
been exposed to a
traumatic event within
the past year that can
affect learning
and/or behavior.
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Trauma Changes Our Lenses/Worldview & Impacts Every
Interaction We Have with Others
● I am safe, people here care about me Vs. I am not safe, they
don’t care;
● I can trust my friends, my family, teachers, the police Vs. I
cannot trust others;
● I can depend on others to take care of me, especially when I am
sick, hurt, or scared Vs. I need to take care of myself, nobody
else will;
● My family loves me & I love them Vs. I am not worthy of love
● Good things will happen to me in life & I deserve them Vs. I
deserve the bad things that happen & it’s my fault that they do.

The students who
need the most loving
will ask for it in the
most unloving ways
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Possible Developmental Effects of Trauma on Children
●
●
●
●
●
●

Difficulty trusting and/or attaching to
others
Over attaching to strangers quickly
Difficulty seeking help
Hypersensitivity to physical contact
Increased medical, emotional & mental
health challenges
Slower spiritual & character development

●
●
●
●
●
●

Problems with coordination
Poor affect regulation
Problems with academic achievement
Oppositional/Antisocial behavior
Difficulty planning for the future/even
seeing a future
Identity formation challenges

Common Symptoms & Survivor Behaviors
SYMPTOMS
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

State of persistent fear
Disorder of memory
Dysregulation of affect
Avoidance of intimacy
Feeling out of control; helpless
Feelings of hopelessness
External locus of control

SURVIVOR BEHAVIORS
●
●
●
●
●
●

Fighting
Running away
Substance/Alcohol Use
Spacing out/shutting down
Self-injurious behaviors
Eating disorders
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PAUL
Constant arguing with teachers/peers
Has to be the “best,” “smartest,”
Must be “in control,” of things at all times
Can become aggressive when firm limits are set

Meth exposure in utero
Ongoing parent substance abuse
Removal from home repeatedly with lots of foster homes
Multiple placements in correctional & psychiatric facilities
School challenges since Pre-K (academically & behaviorally)
At age 10, was with Dad when he was killed in car accident
Mother in his life on and off taking him to live on street/in motels
Living with Grandparents who believe in external control

Paul’s Ongoing Self-Talk

I am unlovable, even my
parents hate me; they
took drugs because I
acted so bad;
All adults in schools are
out to get me, all they
want to do is make CPS
reports
I will never trust anyone
again

How Can We Rewire our Brain?
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4 Rs of Being Trauma Informed
Realize

●

That trauma exists & understanding trauma

Recognize

●

How trauma impacts students/staff

Respond

●
●

By creating trauma-informed environments
By adding to your toolkit

Resist Retraumatization

●

By integrating trauma-informed approaches into
classroom practices
Responding to student and staff needs for self care

●

When we plant lettuce, if it does
not grow well, we
don't blame the lettuce.
We look into the reasons
it is not doing well. It may
need fertilizer, or more
water, or less sun. We
never blame the lettuce.
(Thích Nhat Hanh)
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Key Principles of Trauma Informed Approaches (Adapted from SAMHSA)
Application In Schools
1. Create a Safe, Predictable, Positive
School/Classroom Environment

Principles
1. Safety
2. Trustworthy and Transparency

2. Foster Relationships, Partnering with
Families and the Community

3. Relationship/Peer Support

3. Build the Collective Capacity of Staff,
Students, and Families
4. Support all students Using Child
Centered Strategies that are Matched
to Student’s Needs.

4. Collaboration and Mutuality

5. Empowerment, Voice and
Choice

5. Develop Instructional Discipline Policies
that Emphasis Restoration over
Punishment

6. Responsiveness to Cultural,
& Gender Issues

6. Invest in Practices that promote Community & Positive
School Culture, upholding the dignity & respect of all
d

What’s Wrong with Him/Her?
…….. Or “What has
happened to him or her?
Unsafe behavior is an
expression of how unsafe
the person feels
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Strategies for Teachers - Challenging their World View
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Establish yourself as a safe individual (this is a marathon not a sprint)
Give the student opportunities to make choices
Communicate to student often, “You are not alone.”
Connect the student to appropriate resources & people
2 X 10 Strategy - 2 minutes, 10 days straight, talk to student about topic of
interest to them
Have a predictable environment with clear expectations for behavior
Structure you day/period; if there is a schedule change, prepare the
students in advance
Quiet, safe comfortable place in the classroom to go to when overwhelmed
Sensory materials available (poppers; kinetic sand; access to music)

When a Student Becomes Dyregulated
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Teach stress management/relaxation/breathing skills
Be calm, quiet, and present
Don’t lecture or ask too many questions - student can’t process too much
Allow the student to tell you, “What happened?” when they are ready
Co-regulate with the student (e.g. taking deep breaths)
Don’t use complex sentences or move a lot, have a poker face
Teach positive self talk to students “I am safe,” “I can calm down,” “People here care about me.”
Use music, exercise, movement, stretching
Don’t forget the powerful impact of cold water and going outdoors
Teach students to identify & label feelings (Zones of Regulation is a tool)

KNOW THAT YOU MAY NEVER SEE THE OUTCOMES OF YOUR EFFORTS, BUT TRUST THAT YOUR
SIMPLE, COMPASSIONATE GESTURES ARE IMPORTANT ELEMENTS ON THE CHILD’S HEALING
JOURNEY
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REMEMBER DR. BRUCE PERRY’S ADVICE

There is no more effective
neurobiological
intervention for a child who
has experienced trauma
than a safe relationship.

Books that have Adjusted my Lenses
● “The Boy Who was Raised as a Dog,” (Dr. Bruce Perry)
● “The Body Keeps the Score,” (Dr. Bessel Van Kolk)
● “The Deepest Well: Healing the Long-Term Effects of Childhood Adversity,”
(Nadine Burke Harris)
● “Emotional Poverty in all Demographics,” (Ruby Payne)
● “Building Trauma Sensitive Schools,” (Jen Alexander)
● “Man’s Search for Meaning,” (Dr. Victor Frankel)
● “Youth Development from the Trenches,” (Rick Miller)
● “Kids at hope: Every Child Can Succeed, No Exceptions.” (John Carlos &
Rick Miller)
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Useful Websites
Attachment & Trauma Network - www.attachmenttraumanetwork.org
National Child Traumatic Stress Network (includes The Child Trauma Toolkit for
Educators) - www.nctsn.org
Trauma Aware Schools - www.traumaawareschools.org
www.samhsa.org (search on main webpage for child trauma)
Northwestern’s Center for Child trauma assessment, services & interventions
www.cctasi.northwestern.edu
Trauma Sensitive Schools
https://traumasensitiveschools.org

Remember,
Culture eats
Strategy for
Breakfast
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