The Impact of Trauma

Acute Trauma: typically involves a one time experience (e.g., natural disaster or car accident)

Chronic Trauma: traumatic experiences that are layered and continuous (e.g., chronic abuse/neglect, on-going community violence, long term illness, chronic homelessness)

Complex Trauma: involves prolonged or repeated experiences of trauma, particularly traumatic events that begin early within the caregiving relationship and have a short and long-term impact.

What we know…

· Traumatic experiences can have a significant impact on day-to-day survival and quality of life.
· Service systems often overlook trauma and its impact.
· Trauma responses can often mimic symptoms of depression, ADHD, oppositional defiant disorder, conduct disorder, anxiety disorder, and reactive attachment disorder. Children are frequently misdiagnosed and treated for these conditions.
· During childhood skills specific to each developmental stage build on learning from previous stages.
· Children exposed to trauma invest energy into survival through the experience rather than developmental mastery.
· Development into adulthood may continue to be impacted.
Exposure to complex trauma may lead to toxic stress that can leave a lasting imprint on the structure of the brain.

· Toxic stress impacts the architecture of the brain. This may lead to the development of a smaller brain.

· Elevated stress hormones can alter the functioning of a number of neural circuits, such as learning, memory, and the ability to regulate certain stress responses/coping.

· These changes to the brain can increase risk for future physical or mental illness, including
· social, emotional, and cognitive impairment

· adoption of high-risk behaviors as coping mechanisms (eating disorders, smoking, substance abuse, self harm, sexual promiscuity, violence)

· severe and persistent behavioral health and social problems

· greater risk of early death

Trauma survivors (adults and children) have adopted a set of survival skills that have helped them manage their trauma in the past. These strategies make sense given what people have experienced, even if they are confusing to others or are seen as getting in the way of current goals.

As teachers and school staff it is your role to understand the child’s history and exposure to trauma and help them to work towards the development of healthy coping strategies that can encourage greater success in the classroom.

Taken from Becoming Trauma Informed. Presentation by Kathleen Guarino, LMHC. The National Center on Family Homelessness. April 2012.
