HELPING CHILDEN COPE WITH TRAUMA

BIRTH TO TWO YEARS

When children are pre-verbal and experience a trauma, they do not have the words to describe the

event or their feelings. They can, however, retain memories of particular sights, sounds, and smells.

Infants may react to trauma by being more irritable, crying, or wanting to be held and cuddled. As

they grow older, their play may involve acting out elements of a traumatic event that occurred years

earlier and was seemingly forgotten.

- Assure your child they are safe by holding them, nurturing them, and spending quality time with them.

PRESCHOOL- TWO YEARS TO SIX YEARS

Children in this age group are particularly vulnerable to disruption of their previously secure world.

Because they generally lack the verbal and conceptual skills necessary to cope effectively with sudden

stress by themselves, they look to adults for comfort. They are often strongly affected by reactions of

parents and other family members.

-Be tolerant of behavioral changes.

-Allow your child to use play as a way of expressing their feelings about the trauma.  Play can set the stage

for the child to go directly to the core of the problem. Children are able to express in play what they

are too frightened or pained to express in words. Play has been considered a mirror of a child's

psychological development and an essential part of human growth. 

EARL Y CHILDHOOD-SIX TO ELEVEN YEARS

The school-age child has the ability to understand the permanence of loss from a disaster or

other trauma. Some children will become intensely preoccupied with the details of the event and want

to talk about it continually. This preoccupation can also interfere with a child's concentration at school,

and academic performance may decline. School-age children are able to understand more complicated

issues and can experience a wide range of reactions, including guilt, feelings of failure, feelings of anger

that the event was not prevented, or fantasies of playing the rescuer. Other common responses in this age

group include whining, regressive behavior, clinging, aggressive behavior at home or school or complaints of visual or hearing problems.

-Listen to what your child has  to say and how it is said. Help the child clarify his/her feelings by talking.

-Listen to what they say about what they feel and what they think has happened. If parents or other

significant adults deny anger and fear, this can be especially frightening.  Children feel fear and

see cues of fear in adults who pretend not to feel it. Children tend to imagine something is so scary

and horrible that adults can't even face it. They may develop a specific fear of that situation or become

generally fearful.

PREADOLESCENCE TO ADOLESCENCE

As children grow older, their responses begin to resemble adult reactions to trauma. They may have

some of the more childlike reactions mentioned previously and in combination with others that seem

more consistent with adult reactions.. At the other extreme, a teenager may become fearful of even

leaving home. Much of adolescence is focused on moving out into the world. After a trauma, the world

can seem dangerous. A teenager may feel unable to discuss his/her fears with family members.

-Help children understand there are many things in life we cannot control, such as wind, rain, accidents,

and illness, but we can take actions to reduce or prevent their bad effects. And we can often control

how we deal with these types of events when they occur. How we respond to the event makes the

difference and anxieties and possible guilt feelings.

-Talk out loud with your child about what happened and don’t pretend it didn’t happen.

For all children, after a few days, begin to limit the amount of exposure to news and on-going media coverage as this may lead to feelings of hopelessness and depression.

