Has My Child Been Affected by Trauma?
By Debra Wesselmann MS, LIMHP

What is trauma, exactly? Put simply, trauma leaves us feeling deeply threatened,
vulnerable, and unsafe. In that particular moment, it feels like there’s no way out. You’ve
heard the old saying, “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” Well, trauma is also in the eye of
the beholder. Something that | can handle, as a knowledgeable adult, may be traumatizing
to my child. For example, the dentist can come toward me with a needle to deaden my
mouth before a tooth extraction, and although | would rather be somewhere else, | know I’ll
be okay. Through a child’s eyes, that same experience could be perceived as a dangerous
assault.

Other common experiences that may be experienced as
trauma include:

e Any other painful medical procedures.

e Broken limbs or other painful situations.
e Dog bites.

e Caraccidents.

e Bullying incidents.

e Separations from parents.

Other experiences that are less common, but frequently
associated with traumatic stress and other mental health
problems include:

e Scary experiences with tornadoes, fires, floods, and other natural disasters.
e \Verbal, physical, or sexual abuse.
e Neglect

Memories in Raw Form

Our brain is designed to integrate our memories, file away the important information and
discard what’s unimportant. When a traumatic event happens, this natural processing
system shuts down, and the memory is stored in a raw form along with the feelings and
perceptions that were present at the time. Memories in this raw form are easily triggered by
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Here’s an obvious one: Consider the child who
survived a house fire. The sight of a fire or the smell
of smoke will quickly send the child’s nervous

~ system into fight-or-flight. But that’s not all. The

. child may be reactive to other common situations

! that are more difficult to understand, such as
changes in routine or places that are noisy. The
child’s overall sense of safety in the world has
changed. The child may believe: Bad things happen
when you least expect it, and | have to stay vigilant at all times.

What if your child experienced numerous traumatic
situations over the span of their short life? If a single-
incident trauma can create havoc in your child’s nervous
system, you’re correct if you’re imagining that multiple
traumas can create complicated problems. The need for
self-protection is entrenched in their nervous system to
help them survive whatever comes their way next. The
setting in their brain is set on extreme sensitivity so they
can be ready for the next dangerous experience by
picking up on even the tiniest red flags.

When the child is triggered, they don’t have the capacity to step back and reflect on what
they’re feeling or manage their feelings. They feel disconnected and alone because they
don’t know who to trust or how to express what they’re feeling inside. Their emotional
dysregulation leads to behavioral problems that are difficult to manage and overwhelming
for the adults who care for them.

Following are examples of everyday events that can be
triggering for children suffering from trauma--

e Bedtime

e Timeto go to school

e Atransition from one activity to
another

e Afrustrating or confusing task

e A negative expression on
someone’s face

e Adoctor or dentist appointment

e Stormy weather

e ScaryimagesonTV.

e Parent leaving the house




When triggered, kids with a history of trauma move into “fight-or-flight.” This leads to
irrational behaviors and avoidance of ordinary activities. They may be frightened or angry.
They may hide or they may fight. They may meltdown or they may shut-down.

Those skills are difficult for adults, too, especially when they’re vigilant to danger. For kids,
their internal state manifests in behaviors that are bewildering and overwhelming to
parents and caregivers:

The following behaviors are frequently associated with

trauma--
e Whining, tearful, clingy
e Arguing
e Meltdowns
e Aggression
e Difficulty concentrating
e Hyperactivity
e Defiance/opposition
e Difficulty falling asleep
e Difficulty staying asleep
e Nightmares
e Toileting problems
e Controlling/bossy toward others
e Shutdown

Calming Our Child’s Nervous System Requires Calming
Our Own Nervous System

It would be wonderful if there was an app that i »
allowed parents to just go into “settings” and turn '
off their child’s over-active defensive system once
their world is safe. Instead, kids require a ton of
patient attunement, reassurance, and comfort
over an extended period of time. The parent’s use
of their own calm nervous system to calm the
child’s is called co-regulation.

However, if you carry trauma within your own
nervous system, this may be a challenge for you. Have you suffered from trauma in your life
as well? Even way back in your childhood? Adults often feel like they should be over it by
now. They try to shoulder through, stay strong, and push it all away. Often, it works well
enough—until they have kids. There’s something about being responsible for another little
human that activates that survival response in us big time. Now the stakes are higher!
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When the dial on the parent’s nervous system matches their child’s “extreme sensitivity”



setting, they become triggers for each other. The erroneous cues for danger are firing them

both up, there becomes a vicious cycle of reactivity!

Trauma Therapy

Both kids and parents impacted by trauma benefit
from trauma therapy. One form of trauma therapy
is EMDR, which stands for Eye Movement
Desensitization and Reprocessing. EMDR involves
eye movements or other forms of bilateral
stimulation along with a set of standardized
procedures for healing trauma. There are over 60
randomized controlled studies that show EMDR to

be an effective treatment. Over ten of those are specific to children. Trauma-focused

cognitive behavior therapy is also an effective method of
treatment. If you or your child experienced humerous traumatic
events, find someone who has excellent training and experience
in the method they use.

For kids with intense reactivity who experienced early traumatic
events that interfered with trust and attachment, there is
special EMDR method called the Integrative Attachment Trauma
Protocol for Children (IATP-C).

The IATP-C is an EMDR protocol that includes 3 stages:

1) Trauma-informed parenting strategies

2) Foundational family therapy and EMDR therapy activities that
create good feelings and positive attachment experiences

3) Healing for traumas and triggers
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Parents, please don’t try to go it alone! Seek assistance from a professional. You’ll be glad

you did.
All my best,

Debra Wesselmann

| invite you to visit
debrawesselmann.com to learn
more and discover books,
trainings, and articles for parents
and clinicians.
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