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Understanding Trauma 
in our Kids and Teens

WHAT IS TRAUMA?
Trauma is a normal response to an 
ABNORMAL event.

It occurs when there is a real or perceived 
threat to our lives or a love-one’s life

It causes a sense of defragmentation, 
disintegration, and disconnection 

It results in the loss of safety

Never presume someone is or is not 
traumatised due to geographic proximity 
to or the length of time that has passed 
since a traumatic experience. The degree 
to which we feel traumatised has to do 
with the perception of a real threat to life. 

IN THE BRAIN
The Amygdala is triggered (brains panic 
button). Stress response neurochemicals 
are set off in the body. (Adrenaline, 
Cortisol, Noradrenaline). This causes 
physical and emotional reactions - all 
geared to help us survive. 

We know these as the FFFF responses:

• Fight

• Flight

• Freeze

• Faint

Visible stress responses at the time of 
a trauma include:

• Dilated pupils

•  Increased heart rate

• Blood away from digestive system 
(butterfl ies / sore tummies)

• Headaches

• Hotness

• Strength in limbs

• Shakiness in limbs

• Muscle tension

• Strong ‘big’ muscle activation 
(arms and legs)

• Dry mouth

• Shallow and fast breathing

• Sweating

• May wet self / mess self in cases 
of extreme fright

• Dizziness

Invisible stress response at the time 
of a trauma

• Amygdala activated

This is intended as a resource for those that have attended Naomi’s session. Kindly 
respect her intellectual property and do not forward / hand out. You can use this 
printout to make notes on what you have learnt from the session and to apply these 
tools to your real-life examples. I hope you fi nd this useful. 
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• Stress response activated

• Stress neurochemicals released into 
body for preparation in Fight / Flight / 
Freeze / Faint

• Blood pressure rises

• Glucose released from liver for potential 
FFFF action

• Digestion slows / ceases

• Sphincter muscles tense then relax

• Cortisol released - suppresses 
immune system

THE BODY IS GEARED FOR ONE 
THING ONLY- SURVIVAL
At this time, the prefrontal cortex is not 
engaged. 

Normal Post trauma responses

• Loss or increased appetite

• Digestive issues

• Unexplained aches and pains

• Sleep disturbances

• Racing thoughts

• Anxiety

• Panic attacks

• Withdrawal

• Social isolation

• Loss of enjoyment in activities / interests

• Exhaustion

• Brain fog

• Concentration and attention challenges

• Hypervigilance 

• Flashbacks

• Dissociation 

• Separation anxiety 

• Heightened anxiety

• Moodiness

• Irritability

• Sadness

• Disconnection 

• Attention issues

• Hyperactivity (NOT ADHD) / Loudness

• Meltdowns

• Weepiness

• Exhaustion

• Numbness

• Nightmares

• Clinginess

• The need to be with caregivers 

• Re-enactment - see in PLAY
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• Controlling behaviours / bossiness

Typical Emotions related to trauma

• Shock

• Disbelief 

• Denial

• Sadness

• Hopelessness

• Helplessness

• Disempowerment

• Confusion

• Disappointment

• Fear (frightened)

• Worry / Anxiety

• Anger

• Guilt

• Shame

• Relief

• Disappointment

• Confusion

• (Anything goes)

• Children and teens are more vulnerable 
in times of trauma. But with the right 
parental support they can recover faster. 

• Impact of trauma on kids and teens

• Traumatic stress

• Sense of identity questioned

• Sense of security shaken

• Left feeling vulnerable and helpless

• Specifi c possible impact according 
to age

Age 0-2 years

• Parents’ own emotional space is critical

• More fussy and harder to soothe

• Demonstrate changes in sleeping and 
eating habits

• May appear withdrawn

Age 2 to 5 years

• Show fears

• More clingy

• More meltdowns

• Separation anxiety

• Heightened sensory arousal 
(Hyperactivity / increased sensitivity)

• Regression - e.g. bedwetting, thumb 
sucking, wanting a dummy

Age 6-11 years

• Nightmares or sleep disturbances

• Moodiness, irritability, anger
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• Become more disruptive

• More sibling rivalry

• School work diffi culties

• Inattention / concentration diffi culties

• Physical symptoms- headaches / 
stomach aches

• Develop new ‘irrational’ fears

• Feel deeply saddened, numb, guilty

• Seem ‘frozen’

Age 12-17 years

• Flashbacks

• Nightmares

• Sleep disturbances

• Avoid reminders of the event

• Substance abuse

• Disruptive, rebellious behaviour

• Self-harming behaviours

• Physical symptoms

• Withdrawn, isolated, depressed

• Lack of interest in hobbies, interests

• Eating restraints/ binge eating 

• Suicidal thoughts

Children of all ages (even teens) look to 
parents/ role-model fi gures for guidance 
and support during a crisis to see how to 
navigate it and to learn how to cope. Your 
own response is critically important. The 
child in your care is likely to imitate your 
response.

NB: Cope with YOUR OWN TRAUMATIC 
STRESS FIRST!

Remember - Children’s feelings come and 
go in waves. They may be happily playing 
one minute and seem absolutely fi ne, 
and the next minute be melting down or 
withdrawn. THIS IS NORMAL. 

NB. The above symptoms are not to be 
seen as pathological. Most of them are 
normal post trauma responses. 

When to be concerned:

If after 4-6 weeks the symptoms have not 
dissipated

The child or teen displays dangerous / life 
threatening behaviours

How to help:

Address your own trauma fi rst

a. Talk to a trusted friend

b. Normalise your own responses

c. Be compassionate and patient with 
yourself
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d. Self-love is essential 

e. Recognise healing takes time

f. Sleep / rest as often as you can or need to

g. Seek professional assistance if you are 
really struggling

Signifi cant Determinants of Resilience in 
Children who have experienced trauma

1. Depth of relationships (Connection)

2. Number of relationships

Steps for all children:

• Create opportunities for connection

• Plan family fun times - Laughter and fun 
is connecting

• Normalise their emotions

• Be the safe person and create a space in 
which they can feel vulnerable

• Talk about scariest parts, why? Talk about 
ALL emotions

• Take time out of your adult world to really 
get into theirs - get to know them all over 
again

ROOTS! Create roots in families and 
classrooms - Roots determine how we 
hold against storms.

Create a safe environment where all 
emotions are spoken about, and where 
they can feel vulnerable

The ability to integrate the traumatic 
experience into their lives / sense of 
identity - MAKING SENSE OF THEIR STORY

Be aware of judgement - others’ responses, 
your own, different perspectives- No wrong 
way to feel. 

Finding the helpers

No matter how bad any situation in the 
world may be, there are always helpers. 
Talk about them with your children, fi nd 
them in the worst moments. Highlight the 
fact that in challenging situations so often 
the ordinary people become heroes. 

“HEALING TAKES 
SELF-COMPASSION”

- Juansen Dizon

“A TREE WITH STRONG ROOTS 
LAUGHS AT STORMS”

- Malay Proverb

“WHEN I WAS A BOY AND 
I WOULD SEE SCARY THINGS 

IN THE NEWS, MY MOTHER 
WOULD SAY TO ME, LOOK 

FOR THE HELPERS. YOU 
WILL ALWAYS FIND PEOPLE 

WHO ARE HELPING”
- Fred Rogers
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Things not to say (NEGATE FEELINGS)

• “Everything is going to be okay”

• “It could have been worse”

• “It wasn’t that bad”

• “We need to move on now”

• “Stop being so negative”

• “Stop with the victim mentality”

• “Why didn’t you say anything sooner?”

Things to say instead (AFFIRM SUPPORT)

• “I’m here for you”

• “I know this isn’t fair”

• “It takes time to heal”

• “Do you want to talk about it?” (Gives 
permission, gives choice - empowering)

• “I’m here to listen if you want to talk 
about it”

• “I will support you however I can”

A NOTE ON FIXING
Don’t rush to fi x. We are by nature fi xers, 
but some things can’t be fi xed. Our 
children don’t need fi xing. They need to 
be heard and understood wherever they 
are at emotionally. Allow space and time to 
grieve - for yourself and your children. Grief 
is an important part of the healing process. 

After sadness, one can move onto 
emotions like HOPE. 

FINAL THOUGHTS
You don’t need all the answers. You don’t 
need to be right. 

The most important thing you can do for 
your child at a time of trauma, or any other 
time, is to ensure that you have a deep and 
connected relationship with them. It is in 
this, that they will fi nd all the safety they 
need. 
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NOTES:


