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Chapter 1 

UNDERSTANDING TRAUMA 

To begin with we are going to explore what trauma is 
and how it affects all of us in our emotions, behaviour, 
learning and relationships. 

This can help us to help children and young people 
recover from the challenging experiences that life has 
thrown at them and maybe also help you as an adult 
to know how to recover yourself if you need to. 

Stress, crisis and trauma
There is a difference between stress, crisis and trauma. 

Most children have stress and this can become 
a positive experience that fuels momentum and 
learning if it’s limited to short, sharp bursts for specific 
reasons like a new experience or a performance. 

Crisis is something that many children experience, 
but with emotional support and a primary caregiver 
helping to navigate the child through it, there doesn’t 
have to be any negative consequences that last 
long term. 
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What is trauma?
A really helpful definition of trauma has been 
written by experts at the Institute of Recovery from 
Childhood Trauma: ‘Trauma is an event or series of 
events such as abuse, maltreatment, neglect or tragedy 
that causes a profound experience of helplessness 
leading to terror’ (IRCT, 2015). 

Trauma shatters our sense of safety, stability, trust 
and innocence. 

Trauma is toxic stress. Toxic stress is created 
when the trauma is prolonged and where the child is 
powerless and can’t change the continually frightening 
experience. It can impact a child immediately in the 
short term and can cause impact in the long term 
unless there is an appropriate response given to help 
the child recover. 

Let’s look at how trauma impacts us all. We’ll 
also be looking later on at the kind of responses 
that facilitate recovery – because we can all help 
people recover!

Children soak up what’s around them
It’s pretty tough for the adults who care, but sadly 
children and young people soak up what’s going on 
around them – even if it’s non-verbal, such as an 
atmosphere of intense anxiety or fear in the home. 

This can be really hard to read and think about 
as it can often make us adults feel bad about ‘not 
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being perfect’. However, it’s important to understand 
how children and young people become traumatised 
so that we can work with them to see them recover 
and have a future that is not impacted by things 
that they have seen, heard and experienced. 

The fact that you are reading this means that you 
are a caring person who really wants the children in 
your care to do well in life. 

Maybe you want the children in your world to 
have opportunities that you didn’t have yourself and 
you want them to know love and value even if you 
didn’t experience that when you were young. 

What kind of things can cause 
trauma to affect children? 
Children become traumatised in any environment 
where fear is a theme. They soak in the atmosphere 
where the adults are angry, aggressive, uncaring or 
emotionally distant. 

They pick up on ‘emotionally frozen’ atmospheres 
where the adults don’t feel comfortable with feelings 
being expressed, and they end up developing ways to 
cope with a need to connect emotionally. 

They pick up on tense, anxious atmospheres and 
either become anxious themselves or develop ways 
of coping with the anxious atmosphere using coping 
mechanisms, which could be all sorts of things 
such as risk-taking behaviours or being emotionally 
shut down. 
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Children pick up on angry, aggressive atmospheres, 
even when they don’t see any violence or anger. They 
feel it and internalise it and it can then ‘leak’ out of 
them in their behaviour in some way. 

They can be traumatised because they have 
experienced a bad, scary, nasty or upsetting event 
once and have no adult to help support them through 
it. Sometimes they can get stuck in that moment 
of time internally and still feel scared and shocked 
years later. 

When a child experiences a lack of care  and 
emotional connection that enable them to 
blossom and grow, then they can feel deep sadness, 
loneliness and fear. Those strong feelings can only go 
if someone helps them.

A child is traumatised when things happen 
around them that cause them terror and they don’t 
have an adult to help them, guide them and process 
with them what happened and how they felt. 

A child can become traumatised if they are abused 
by an adult who is meant to be caring for them and 
then they feel too afraid to tell anyone. They don’t 
speak about what happened and may even say that 
they feel fine if they are asked. They may even smile 
and laugh (often traumatised children do this as a 
mask to hide their real fears) but inside could be living 
in terror of someone finding out and hurting them 
even more. The abuse usually leaves them with feelings 
of shame and embarrassment and they often think it is 
their own fault, but it’s never the fault of a child.
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A child can become traumatised when they seek 
out an adult to share their book, toy, news, worries 
or thoughts with and they are repetitively rejected, 
told to ‘go away’, shouted at, pushed away or told that 
they are irritating and they need to be quiet and less 
annoying. 

The child interprets that they must be bad and 
must either try harder to be accepted and loved 
or they may express their hurt through behaviour 
that seems to have ‘no reason’. Sometimes the child 
assumes they are so bad, because they are not listened 
to, that they try and hurt themselves and feel physical 
pain to numb the intense feelings of sadness, 
loneliness and rejection. 

A child can become traumatised when they have 
a parent who struggles with mental illness and is 
sometimes nurturing and yet sometimes very needy, 
aggressive, angry or depressed and unable to nurture 
them. When the child feels frightened of the parent’s 
anger or aggression and also has to take on the role 
of carer for the mentally ill parent, then the child can 
end up confused and deeply scared. 

A child can become traumatised when they are 
left crying in their cot as babies for hours, needing 
someone to cuddle them and help them. That 
helplessness and isolation can impact a little one and 
leave them confused and untrusting of adults because 
they were so powerless and dependent on others 
and were let down. They may become controlling 
or angry or hoard food to try and be independent. 
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They may struggle in friendships, as they have learnt 
from a pre-language age that they shouldn‘t trust 
anyone, although they probably wouldn’t be able to 
communicate that feeling in words. 

A child becomes traumatised when they lie in bed 
at night repeatedly hearing the sounds of shouting, 
bangs, crashes and screams and they have no idea 
what is happening but they are filled with terror. 

A child can become traumatised when they are 
misunderstood as naughty and defiant when actually 
they feel confused by their own behaviour too but 
don’t know how to contain their anger and hurt. They 
can just end up feeling increasing shame about their 
behaviour that they can’t seem to control. 

A child can become traumatised when they are 
called names and told that they are ‘mistakes’, ‘stupid’ 
or ‘worthless’. Those words make a psychological scar 
and cause them to believe that they are bad people. 

Sometimes they then live ‘up to’ those words and 
prove that they are bad and sometimes they can 
spend their whole life trying to prove that they are 
not bad… 

Children can be traumatised when bad things 
happen that couldn’t be avoided – homes that are 
lost, families that are split apart due to conflict or 
disaster or lack of food or clothes or people who care 
for them. 

Sometimes children feel invisible, as if no one 
cares about them. Sadly, sometimes this can be true. 
This leads to an emptiness and sadness that can echo 
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deep in their insides, and they end up resigned to a 
life of disappointment and lack of love. 

When children have been this hurt and let down, 
it can be hard to receive love, as it seems so unnatural 
to them. These little lives need consistent care and 
love even if they seem to reject the adults and appear 
to not care. That hard exterior that they present is 
just their self-defensiveness that they needed to use 
in order to survive and it’s hard for them to just ‘drop 
the armour’. If your child behaves in this way, try not 
to take it personally and keep on trying to support 
them and connect with them. 

Children find words really tough to use 
Traumatic experiences have an impact on children. 
It’s not true that ‘kids just get over it’ as they are 
resilient. Sadly, experiencing trauma changes the 
brain of a child and this can lead to changes in 
thoughts, behaviour, relationships, ability to learn or 
focus and emotional responses. 

Children will be unlikely to be able to use words 
to describe these changes. Words can be difficult to 
use when someone is traumatised because the part of 
the brain that is responsible for speech and language 
goes ‘offline’ when there are high levels of stress. 

In fact, that’s why we often reply ‘I’m fine thanks’ 
when people ask us how we are – because it can be 
hard to find words or even reflect on how we are! 
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Instead of using words, children will usually 
respond subconsciously to the experience(s) and this 
often shows in their behaviour and emotions.

This means that we need to be especially careful 
with traumatised children because they will usually 
be scared by what’s just happened to them, will often 
struggle to trust adults and will feel overwhelmed 
and confused about their feelings and behaviour and 
the consequences of that. 

They often don’t know or understand themselves 
that their behaviour and changes in relationships, 
thoughts and feelings are because of what has 
happened to them. It’s our job as adults to help them 
to understand so they feel less awkward, ashamed or 
shocked.

The good news is that with the right care and 
support, the child’s brain can heal and they can 
recover from the experiences that they have endured. 
They can recover.

What can you do when children 
have become traumatised?
Children need emotional connection with adults and 
children where they feel safe, cared for and known. 
They need adults to regularly spend time speaking to 
them in ways that are not intense but are playful and 
also meaningful. 
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Children who have been traumatised can 
struggle with different things and often need the 
help of adults in more ways than those who were not 
traumatised.

Traumatised children can often end up behaving 
in ways that are actually familiar to them, where their 
subconscious is replicating the early, often horrific 
and frightening, relational experiences they had. 
For example, Matilda (age nine) used to feel scared 
when someone told her what to do in a strong voice 
and so she immediately shouted, using aggressive, 
threatening words and actions as an instinctive 
response to the feelings of powerlessness. This could 
be due to her not understanding her strong feelings 
of fear and acting in a way that felt familiar to her 
when someone was upset. 

This can be really tough when an adult wants to 
care for them, as they can sometimes seem rejecting, 
controlling, dominating or uninterested towards the 
adult. Traumatised children’s strong, subconscious 
emotions that are not thought through can be 
overwhelming for those caring for them. But as they 
settle into an environment of nurture, consistency, 
predictability and kindness where they can explore 
their powerful emotions, they can recover and 
become strong. 

Sadly, some schools and the adults working with 
children in all sorts of different settings can 
reward children for not showing their emotions but 
instead ‘bottling them up’. 
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One of my sons was given a sticker for not crying 
when he fell over at school. I chatted to him and 
he explained that he ‘swallowed it down and was 
brave’. I explained that it was important to cry and 
express the strong feelings at school too or he would 
get an emotional tummy ache after a while, even an 
emotional constipation! 

What we know about the process of swallowing 
down emotions and not expressing them is that it 
is really bad for our health. We need to validate and 
acknowledge the strong feelings and, in the context 
of a safe relationship, work out ways to express strong 
emotions where people don’t get hurt. 

There are chapters at the end of the book that 
suggest activities to do with the children in your 
care  which will help to strengthen your relationship 
so that it can be a safe place to explore these strong 
feelings. Maybe you could make something with 
them, cook with them or play a game with them. 

While you are doing that you could speak gently 
about the atmosphere in the home and how you’d 
like it to be. Maybe ask your child to draw a picture 
or write a few thoughts about how they’d love their 
home to be.

That could be quite an intimidating thing 
to do but it could help you to do something to 
start the  process  of seeing some positive change 
come to the family home. 



23

Understanding Trauma

Jane was traumatised as a child because she was born 
into a family where they were only just coping. Mum 
was juggling her two young sisters and her and also 
trying to work, when she could. She was dependent on 
the salary of her partner and on him being able to be 
around regularly so that she could attend work. Her 
partner, Jim, was a man who was emotionally distant 
and struggling with the demands of a growing family. He 
didn’t like the children to make a noise and was angry 
towards them. Jim controlled the money in the home and 
so the children lived a life with only just enough food, 
just enough clothes and very stressed parents. Jane grew 
up frightened of her dad’s anger and was always trying 
to help her mum cope. She would often care for her 
mum by doing chores and listening to her talk about her 
anxieties, and she was often trying to support her. This 
meant that Jane didn’t experience a childhood free from 
worry and stress but felt immense responsibility from an 
early age. She learned not to trust adults and instead be 
self-reliant. This meant that she didn’t find friendships 
easy and was often seen as a loner. She internalised 
all her feelings and became depressed and withdrawn. 
Her teachers began to be worried, as she was often 
glazed over and rarely seemed engaged in her lessons. 
After spending a year and a half seeing a therapist each 
week she was able to articulate how sad she had been 
feeling and they began to explore and process some of 
the frightening times that had caused Jane to get stuck 
inside. Soon she felt so much better, less fearful, more 
confident and able to voice her needs. 


