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Creating a Trauma-Informed Environment 
for Children

AMY NITZA, Ph.D.
DIRECTOR 

Managing and Supporting Staff Remotely
Caring for Yourself While Caring for Others: Self-Care and Stress Inoculation

Managing Yourself Remotely: Time & Task Management
Financial Sustainability for Victim Assistance Programs

Psychological First Aid: Supporting Others in Managing Stress
Building and Managing Teams Remotely

May 7, 2020 – Creating Trauma-Informed Environments for Children

May 13, 2020 – Managing Performance Remotely

Visit ovs.ny.gov/training for more information!

Visit calendly.com/ovs-ttarp to sign up today!

Individual 
Coaching

30 min 
sessions

Provides participants access to one-on-one, tailored support for:
• Facing new leadership and management challenges
• Learning new strategies and support techniques
• Developing realistic problem-solving measures

Group 
Coaching 

60 min 
sessions

Leverage the power of peer wisdom and support discussing a wide range of 
leadership challenges, especially as relates to leading remotely. Sessions 
provide confidential:
• Access and connection to agency and program leaders you may not 

know
• Opportunities to share challenges and successes you are facing in this 

unique new working environment
• Facilitation of group discussion by a skilled leadership coach

FREE individual and group coaching opportunities!
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Agenda

Impact of  Trauma on Children

adaptive responses 
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The Emotional 
Brain

The monitor of danger; the alarm 
system of the brain

• Judge of what is pleasurable or 
scary

• Arbiter of what is, or is not, 
important for survival purposes

• Makes quick decisions, but is not 
fine-tuned

• Develops first; heavily shaped by 
early experiences

Focused on understanding and 
thinking about the world around us

• Responsible for the interpretation of 
all our experiences

• Regulates executive functions:
• Planning and decision making
• Sequencing and predicting 

consequences of our actions
• Keeps us from acting on all our 

impulses
• Slower than the emotional brain, but 

more fine-tuned

The Rational 
Brain

The Smoke 
Alarm 
& 
The 
Watchtower

(

First, the emotional brain (the smoke detector) 
detects a potential threat (i.e. a stressor)

Next, the rational brain (the watchtower) 
examines the potential threat, decides on a plan 
of action, and activates that plan 

Then, the emotional brain (the smoke detector) 
returns to baseline and continues monitoring

In Daily Life
Managing stress relies on a 
healthy balance between 
the emotional and rational 
parts of the brain.

With Traumatic Stress

The smoke alarm is constantly 
going off - suggesting danger; it 
gets stuck in the ‘on’ position. 

The brain becomes out of 
balance; the watchtower is 
overwhelmed by the smoke 
alarm. 

All the brain’s attention gets 
focused on trying to shut off the 
smoke alarm, at the expense of 
other brain functions.
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“After trauma, the world is 
experienced with a different 
nervous system.  Its energy is 
focused on suppressing the inner 
chaos and avoiding new threats at 
the expense of living in the 
present.”

(Van der Kolk, 2015) 

Acute Trauma Reactions

Emotional

Two extremes:
Feeling too much or too little 

(Overwhelmed or Numbing)

Fear becomes reactivated and 
generalized

Emotional Dysregulation                                       

Cognitive
Trauma challenges basic 

assumptions and beliefs about 
life

Initial symptoms stem from 
rational brain being high-jacked

Later symptoms stem from 
searching for an explanation 

Self-fulfilling prophecies:  
acting on their irrational beliefs 

in such a way to make them 
come true

Behavioral/Physical
Behaviors to manage the 

intensity of emotions   

Avoidant behaviors 

Regression

Physical symptoms may not 
appear to be connected to 

the trauma 

Hyperarousal and sleep 
disturbances

Mediating Factors

Characteristics of Children’s 
Increased Vulnerability

Increased dose of 
traumatic event

More intense negative 
psychosocial reaction

Compromised 
support system

Limited recovery
resources
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Secondary Stressors:
How Has the Event Changed Other Aspects of 

Children’s Lives? 

Influences on the Intensity of the 
Response

Creating a 
Trauma-Informed Environment

13

14

15



5/7/2020

6

Principles of a 
Trauma-Informed Environment

Promoting 
Safety

• A warm and welcoming environment
• Predictable routines 
• Reassuring children that they are 

safe
• Protecting children from ongoing 

reminders of the disaster

 Goal:  Provide a sense of 
real and perceived safety 
that allows children to 
begin the process of healing 
and recovery.

*Important during and in the immediate 
aftermath of the event, and at points of 
change and transition*

Continuity Principle:  Because trauma 
disrupts how we understand our world and 
live our lives, responses should focus on 
restoring and maintaining the continuities 
in a child’s life.

Promoting a 
Sense of Calm

• Modeling:

• Using soothing strategies like calm 
music, etc.

• Teaching emotion regulation 
activities

 Goal 1: Reduce the over-
activation of the emotional 
brain
 Deactivate the fight-flight-freeze 

reaction, or the ‘smoke alarm’

 Goal 2: Develop a variety of self-
soothing and emotion-
regulation strategies
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Promoting 
Efficacy

 Goal 1: Restore personal efficacy

 Goal 2: Restore collective efficacy

• Self-regulation and coping skills

• Autonomy, choice, and control

• Altruism

Promoting 
Connectedness

 Goal: Combat the negative impact of 
social disruptions such as school 
closings by promoting opportunities 
for cohesion and belonging 

• Strong empirical support for the 
positive effects of:

• Examples:

*Perceived support appears to be more 
important than received support* 

Instilling 
Hope

• Promoting safety, calm, efficacy, and 
connectedness all contribute to the 
instillation of hope 

• Restoration of regular routines, enjoyable 
activities, and other evidence of 
‘normalcy’ 

• Highlighting successes, progress, and 
growth

• Asking children about their goals for the 
future

• Helping them make plans for pursuing 
those goals  in the altered new reality

 Goal: Combat the sense of 
hopelessness that has 
followed the disruption in 
daily life, relationships, and 
future plans
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Trauma-Informed Environment 
for Children

Strategy 1

Children may not have words to identify 
all the emotions and sensations they are 
experiencing.  Helping them do so 
promotes empowerment, mastery, and 
efficacy.

Children should be invited, but never 
forced, to share.

Strategy 2

Opportunities for students to 
share their work, ideas, and 
creations with others.

Just like with identifying feelings, self-
expression promotes empowerment, mastery, 
and efficacy.  When children are able to ‘tell 
their story’, it helps them integrate it as a 
narrative into their life experience in a more 
healthy way.  They may need to do this multiple 
times.
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Strategy 3

 These phrases express empathy 
and help you make sure you 
understand what the child is 
trying to say:

• “So you really feel…”
• “I hear you saying…”
• “It sounds like…”
• “It seems to you…”

 It’s ok to get it wrong –
clarifying can be helpful.

Children (and all people) benefit from 
having their thoughts and feelings 
validated, even if there is nothing 
that can be done to ‘fix’ the problem.

Be prepared to listen, but 
don’t push children to talk.  

It can be unhelpful when 
someone isn’t ready to 

confront their memories.

Phrases to Avoid

Well intended but…
may feel dismissive or invalidating to the child.

X “Don’t feel bad.”
X “Don’t cry.”
X “Try not to think about 

it.”
X “Let’s talk about 

something else.” 

X “I know how you feel.”
X “It’s God’s will.” 
X “It could be worse.” 
X “At least you still have.…”
X “At least [anything].”

Expressing Empathy

Strategy 4

e.g. The Elephant & the Fly
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Strategy 5

By using easy and quick mindfulness 
exercises on a regular daily basis, children 
can significantly reduce stress, trauma 
symptoms and negative thoughts and also 
increase their memory, their self-esteem 
and their compassion for others.

A daily 2 minute 
exercise is 
enough for 

seeing all these 
improvements!

Strategy 6

Strategy 7
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3) Psychoeducation: 
General Tips for Parents on What to Expect

• Threatening harm to self or 
others 

• Extremely irrational thoughts or 
beliefs

• Significant cognitive impairment
• Enacting ritualistic behaviors
• Dissociating

https://www.youtube.co
m/watch?v=c1HbdEu8g-
0

https://www.unicefkidpo
wer.org/extracredit/

A 
Terrible Thing Happened.

Brave 
Bart: A story for traumatized 
and grieving children. 

https://www.headspace.c
om/meditation/kids

https://www.nctsn.org/

www.newpaltz.edu/idmh
idmh@newpaltz.edu
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