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What is Trauma



Adverse Childhood Experiences – ACE’s 

• Robert F. Anda, Vincent J. Felitti, MD, Carol A. Redding, MA 

• 17,000 Kaiser patients, San Diego

• Abuse, Neglect & Exposure to other Traumatic Stressors are COMMON

Almost two-thirds of participants reported at least one ACE incident, and more than one in five 
reported three or more ACE. 

APPRECIATING the high prevalence of trauma



Three Types of ACEs





Organizational Trauma

• Ripple effect

• Parallel process 

• Effect of vicarious trauma heightened

• Organizational culture can cause repeated exposure to trauma-
o Re-exposure to trauma fragments and destroys relationships within the 

workforce



The Trap

• Ain’t It Awful



Trauma--Symptoms 





https://www.youtube.com/user/HarvardCenter


Physical Effects of Trauma on the Brain





HIPPOCAMPUS 
Our Memory Keeper

• Is impacted by intense emotions 
and fear

• When hyper-aroused or hyper-
vigilant, we don’t remember well

• Helps to  us to assess whether an 
event is “truly dangerous.”



AMYGDALA = ALARM SYSTEM

• Plays role in processing of emotions

• Central to survival, arousal, autonomic 
responses

• Associated with 

– FEAR

– HORMONAL SECRETIONS

– IMPLICIT (EMOTIONAL) MEMORY



Planning
Organizing

Regulating Attention
Decision Making

Moderating behavior
Personality expression

Motivation
Mood

PRE-FRONTAL CORTEX



Stored early implicit 
memories can cause

AMYGDALA 
HIGHJACK

Without the person’s 
conscious knowledge

SURVIVAL TRUMPS EVERYTHING!



Seeing, feeling, hearing, smelling something that reminds us of past trauma

The response is as if there is current danger.

Thinking brain automatically shuts off in the face of triggers.

Past and present danger become confused.

Activates the alarm system…

Triggers

Used with permission from Trauma Informed Florida Project 
http://www.djj.state.fl.us/trauma-informed-care/index.html

http://www.djj.state.fl.us/trauma-informed-care/index.html


Triggers

• Seeing, feeling, hearing, smelling something that reminds us of past 
trauma

• Activates the alarm system…

• The response is as if there is current danger.

• Thinking brain automatically shuts off in the face of triggers.

• Past and present danger become confused



The Problems with Triggers 

Are . . .
• Rarely clear

• Often unnoticed, even by the individual

• Can be invisible (sensory oriented)

• Can seem trivial/minor

• Are often uncontrolled factors

• Don’t always make sense

• Revert us to less functional versions of 
ourselves



Triggers can be stimulated by 

• Unpredictability or sudden change, 

• Transitioning from one setting/activity to another, 

• Feeling a loss of control, 

• Feelings of vulnerability or rejection. 

• Difficulty with people in authority or limit setting. 

• Loneliness 

• Sensory overload (too much stimulation from the environment). 



What are the signs and symptoms of 
trauma?



Impact on Relationships

• Relationships are developed through the emotional bond 
between the child & primary caregiver. 

• We learn to:

• Regulate emotions/“self soothe”

• Develop trust in others

• Freely explore our environment

• Understand ourselves & others

• Understand that we can impact the world around us



Impact on Behavior

• Reactivity & impulsivity

• Aggression

• Defiance

• Withdrawal

• Perfectionism



Impact on Learning

• Organizing narrative material

• Cause & effect

• Taking another's perspective

• Attentiveness

• Regulating emotions

• Executive functioning

• Engaging in curriculum



Trauma Shapes our Beliefs

• Self, Others and the World

• Spirituality 

• Foreshorten view of the future

• Disruption of Identity 

• Cultural meaning of trauma



Trauma Impact on Child Development

Trauma causes brain to adapt in ways that contributed to their 
survival (i.e. constant fight/flight/freeze).  

These adaptations can look like behavior problems in “normal” 
contexts, such as school. 

When triggered, “feeling” brain dominates the “thinking” brain. 

The normal developmental process is interrupted, and students may 
exhibit internalizing or externalizing behaviors.



Fight, Flight & Freeze; What do these 
Look Like in Children

• FIGHT

• FLIGHT

• FREEZE 

• FAINT





ACEs Increases Health Risks



Assessment



Consideration of Impact of Info

• When to assess ACES and when not to

• Looking closely at the words

• Tension disappears the moment we realize this material we are 
presenting is truly about US, 



• Ace’s Questionnaire

• CYW Adverse Childhood Experience Questionnaire (ACE-Q)

• Whole Child Assessment (C-ACE’s only)  0-11 months



Three Questions 

• Questions are "helpful in opening conversations about stresses and 
coping," he says. Specifically, the three structured ones created by a team 
in PICC's Learning Collaborative and used at the University of New 
Mexico's Children's Health Center, which are as follows:

• Did your family or child experience any major stressful events since we 
met last?

• How much are these events still bothering you and/or your child?

• Despite these concerns, what have been good things that have happened 
in the past few months for your child?



Interventions

No one method works with all people



Using a “Trauma Lens”

A shift in perspective… 

From “What is wrong with 
this person?”

To “What has this person 
been through?”







What Can WE Do?  Build Resilience

1. Safety

2. Self Soothing

3. Social and Emotional Competence

4. Social Support Systems 



“You cannot think your way 
into a new way of being, 

BUT you can grow your brain”

Daniel Siegel, M.D.
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1. SAFETY: 
Maintain a Respectful Relationships 

• Avoid: 
Humiliation/Blame/Shame

• Home is a Haven

• 20 to 1 positive to negative



2. Self Soothing
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Create Space to De-escalate and 
Self-soothe

• Take a good break

• Avoid thinking distressing  
thoughts

• Relaxing activity

• Breath Practice

• Identify agreed upon space

• Develop signals 

• Avoid using exclusion or 
isolation



Conflict and Children

• Children affected by parents conflict

• Avoid fighting in front of your child

• Age 4, okay to have minor disagreements or irritations

• Less than 8, explain, physically make up

• Children think it is their fault

• Avoid discussing problems at meal times

• Make a mistake---Repair Attempts 



SELF REGULATION SKILLS

• Dialing Down the Vagus Nerve
• Peripheral Vision

• Breath Practice

• Yoga 
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3. Social & Emotional Competence

1. Sensations, Emotions, Thought

2. Observing Self

3. Conflict Resolution Skills

4. Empathy

5. Support Systems  



Sensations, Emotions, Thoughts
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Observing Self
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Empathy: Social Connectedness
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Self Soothing: Loving Kindness 
Practice

For Yourself

• May I be safe and protected

• May I be peaceful and happy

• May I be healthy and strong

• May I be at ease, accepting 
the changing conditions of 
life.

For someone else

• May you be safe and protected.

• May you be peaceful and happy

• May you be healthy and strong

• May you be at ease, accepting the 
changing conditions of life.
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Systems to manage 
conflict 
Restorative Practices

Positive Behavior Interventions and Support

Learning Support Teams 



Manage Conflict – What doesn’t work

• 5 to 1 positive to negative interactions

• Avoid 4 Horsemen

• Failure of Repair Attempts

• No benefit of the doubt

• Flooding



Manage Conflict – What does work

• Soften start up

• Open to the influence

• Repair Attempts work

• Reduce arousal

• Perpetual vs Solvable Problems





What’s Restorative?



PBIS



Support system
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Learning Support Teams



Identify a Trusted Adult Relationship

• Teacher, Community Member, Older Student, or Parent

• Ask the student:

• Who do you trust?

• Why do you trust this person?

• How do you feel when you are around that person? 

• On a difficult day, would talking to this person make you feel better?

• Prime the adult for future contact



“We do not believe in ourselves until 
someone reveals that something deep 
inside us is valuable, worth listening to, 
worthy of our trust, sacred to our touch.

Once we believe in ourselves we can risk 
curiosity, wonder, spontaneous delight or 
any experience that reveals the human 
spirit.”

E.E. Cummings



Build Resilience

Resilience can be taught

Begins with us

Relationships and Regulation





Self Care
Secondary Traumatization

Burn Out 





Ways Staff is Harmed

• Not address effect of trauma

• Unintentional incompetence

• Lack of awareness of trauma based behaviors in self and others

• Lack of awareness of triggers, patterns of behavior and substance abuse

• Lack of protection from perpetrators 

• Lack of unknown, or defused boundaries

• Lack of empathy



The Challenge: Trauma Informed 
Practice

1. Understanding of mindfulness, 

2. Being accepting of others thoughts and feelings, 

3. Remaining nonjudgmental, 

4. Being very aware of our own thoughts and 
feelings, 

5. Remaining calm and remaining present in the 
moment.



Regular Team Meetings Include:

• Educational programs on trauma

• Specific trauma interventions

• Discussion of self care

• A self-soothing component

• Support staff included in trainings on trauma

• Debrief after crises



Self Care: Personal Growth

• Individual plan to integrate trauma informed 
principles into daily life

• Goals provides input for staff training

• Trauma Informed Champion 

• Reminders and Support for Change

• Follow up at one year

• Carbon Copies



Know Thyself: Recognizing Your 
Triggers

Things You 
KNOW that 
you KNOW

Things you 
DON’T 

KNOW that 
you KNOW

Things you 
KNOW that 
you  DON’T 

KNOW

Things you 
DON’T 

KNOW that 
you DON’T 

KNOW

Safe Zone Danger Zone



The Healthy Mind Platter for Optimal Brain Matter. Copyright © 2011 David Rock and Daniel J. Siegel, M.D. All rights reserved. Used with permission.
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Change the Frame

• Assume Positive Intent

• Behavior doesn’t 
always align with intent

• People who need the 
most love often ask for 
it in the most unloving 
ways



Summary

• KNOW THE SCIENCE

• CHANGE THE FRAME

• KNOW YOURSELF 

• CREATE SAFETY 

• START, STOP, CONTINUE





www.acesconnection.com



Join us: 

• Carolyn Rich Curtis, Ph.D.

Carolynrichcurtis@gmail.com

916-995-6846

• Susan Jones 

Behavior Specialist

Susan.jones@sanjuan.edu

mailto:Carolynrichcurtis@gmail.com

