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Objectives

• Participants will
– Understand the potential impact of traumatic events 

on children;
–  Discuss screening methods for identifying children 

and families that are experiencing distress from 
traumatic events;

– Discuss tips for talking with children and families 
about traumatic events
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Definition of Trauma

• Trauma is any disturbing experience that results in 
significant fear, helplessness, dissociation, confusion, or 
other disruptive feelings intense enough to have a long-
lasting negative effect on a person’s attitudes, behavior, 
and other aspects of functioning.
–  Immediately after the event, shock and denial are 

typical. 
– Longer term reactions include unpredictable 

emotions, flashbacks, strained relationships, and 
even physical symptoms like headaches or nausea.
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Three Main Types of Trauma

• Acute trauma results from a single incident.
• Chronic trauma is repeated and prolonged such 

as domestic violence or abuse.
• Complex trauma is exposure to varied and 

multiple traumatic events, often of an invasive, 
interpersonal nature.



S L I D E  5

Developmental Issues

• Preschool (1-5)
– Regression
– Fears (of dark, monsters, etc
– Clinginess and separation problems
– Physical complaints, changes in eating and sleeping
– Disobedience, hyperactivity, aggression, withdrawal
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Developmental Issues

• Childhood (5-11)
– Withdrawal
– Fear of going to school or dropping academic 

performance
– Compete for attention of parents
– Poor concentration
– Aggression
– Regression
– Nightmares
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Developmental Issues

• Adolescence (12-14)
– Physical complaints
– Abandon responsibilities (homework, chores, etc)
– Withdrawal, resist authority, disruptiveness, high-

risk behaviors (drugs, etc)
– Compete for adult attention, but resent feeling 

controlled
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Identification of Childhood Trauma

• Children may not disclose traumatic events for 
fear of negative reactions or retribution. 
– One should have a high index of suspicion if a child 

presents with a significant change in their emotional 
state or behaviors.
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PTSD

• Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) results in 
– Heightened amygdala activation
– Reduced activity in the Ventromedial Prefrontal 

Cortex (vmPFC) and the Anterior Cingulate Cortex 
(ACC)

– Reduced hippocampal volume, resulting in 
hyperarousal and difficulties with fear processing.
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Brain changes associated with trauma

• Maltreatment and Abuse Chronology of Exposure [MACE] 
scale) was tied to hyper- and hypoactive amygdala 
responses in young adulthood after childhood trauma

• Amygdala– fight, flight, freeze reactions
• Pre-pubertal children: reduced amygdala response to 

threat. 
– disinhibition and impaired social judgment, such as in substance 

use and conduct disorders.

• Post-pubertal children: increased amygdala response to 
threat. 
– anxiety and inhibition, as in PTSD, and phobias 

JAMA Psychiatry. 2019 Jun 26. doi: 10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2019.0931 

https://www-ncbi-nlm-nih-gov.lp.hscl.ufl.edu/pubmed/?term=Association+of+Prepubertal+and+Postpubertal+Exposure+to+Childhood+Maltreatment+With+Adult+Amygdala+Function
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Adverse childhood experiences: towards a clear 
conceptual meaning

Journal of Advanced Nursing, Volume: 70, Issue: 7, Pages: 1489-1501, First published: 11 December 2013, DOI: (10.1111/jan.12329) 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Model of adverse childhood experiences.
IF THIS IMAGE HAS BEEN PROVIDED BY OR IS OWNED BY A THIRD PARTY, AS INDICATED IN THE CAPTION LINE, THEN FURTHER PERMISSION MAY BE NEEDED BEFORE ANY FURTHER USE. PLEASE CONTACT WILEY'S PERMISSIONS DEPARTMENT ON PERMISSIONS@WILEY.COM OR USE THE RIGHTSLINK SERVICE BY CLICKING ON THE 'REQUEST PERMISSIONS' LINK ACCOMPANYING THIS ARTICLE. WILEY OR AUTHOR OWNED IMAGES MAY BE USED FOR NON-COMMERCIAL PURPOSES, SUBJECT TO PROPER CITATION OF THE ARTICLE, AUTHOR, AND PUBLISHER. 
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Tips for Talking to Children After a Traumatic Event

After a Public Traumatic Event (e.g. School Shooting)
• Find out what they know

– Correct misconceptions
– Offer concrete information using developmentally appropriate language 
– Admit if you don’t know answers
– Let parents know to monitor children’s exposure to traumatic media, etc

• Encourage children to share their feelings
– What do you mean by--?
– How have you been feeling about that?

• Share your feelings
– In a limited way.
– You seem sad about this.  I feel sad, too.
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Tips for Talking to Children After a Traumatic Event

Following a Known Trauma that Happened to Child/Family
• Initiate the conversation (ask-tell-ask)

– How do you feel about what happened?  Let me know if you want to talk?

• Listen calmly
– What do you mean by--?
– How have you been feeling about that?

• Validate Feelings
– That must have been very scary.
– Other children I treat sometimes have trouble sleeping or get stomach 

aches after bad things happen. How about you?
– You seem to be blaming yourself. Other children I treat sometimes feel 

the same way. I want you to know that this is not your fault.

• Reassure
– Supports and who will be there for them– they are safe
– They can ask questions at any time
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Tips for Talking to Children After a Traumatic Event

Following a Screener that Is Positive for Trauma– family does 
not know
• Initiate the conversation– review the limits of confidentiality

– You marked down on the form that someone has touched you on your 
body where a bathing suit covers. Have you let any adults know about 
that?

– I’m very sorry that this happened.  Do you feel comfortable telling me 
about it?

• Listen calmly
– What do you mean by--?
– Ask details about where, when, who?
– Be very careful not to ask questions or say things that could influence an 

investigation of the child’s abuse.

• Validate Feelings
– That must have been very scary.

• Validate Feelings
– That must have been very scary
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Tips for Talking to Children After a Traumatic Event

Following a Screener that Is Positive for Trauma– family does 
not know
• Initiate the conversation– review the limits of confidentiality

– You marked down on the form that someone has touched you on your body 
where a bathing suit covers. Have you let any adults know about that?

– I’m very sorry that this happened.  Do you feel comfortable telling me 
about it?

• Listen calmly
– What do you mean by--?
– Ask details about where, when, who?
– Non-judgmental and understanding about the child’s non-disclosure  

about the event
– Be very careful not to ask questions or say things that could influence an 

investigation of the child’s abuse.

• Validate Feelings
– That must have been very scary.
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Tips for Talking to Children After a Traumatic Event

Following a Screener that Is Positive for Trauma– family does 
not know
• If the patient says that a person touched them inappropriately, review 

the fact that you need to let adults know so that they can keep them 
safe. 

– Use developmentally appropriate language
– Validate feelings and an understanding of why they may not have wanted 

to tell adults
– Optimize patient autonomy, as appropriate

• We need to let your mother know what happened. Do you want to let 
her know and I am here to support you?

• To parent:  Your child told me about a situation that happened that 
was really upsetting. As you know, they never want to cause any 
trouble or hurt feelings, so they didn’t tell anyone. But it is something 
that you need to know about. 

• To patient: “How can I help you tell your mother?”
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Tips for Talking to Children After a Traumatic Event

Following a Screener that Is Positive for Trauma– family does 
not know
• Ensure the patient is not pushed to say more than they are ready to 

say. 
• Make a plan:

– Safety
– DCF report
– Supportive adults
– Re-iterate that it is not the child’s fault
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Other Tips for Talking to Children After a Traumatic 
Event

• Focus on the good
– Look for helpers
– There are good people all around you

• Encourage children to act
– Ask to set up group for divorcing families
– Get involved with safe schools initiatives

• Seek outside help when needed
– Symptoms are not resolving and/or are increasing
– Child’s functioning is decreasing
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The ACCESS-Mental Health Trauma Resources

• https://www.accessmhct.com
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