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The Brain Explains:
Understanding Toxic Stress and
Vicarious Trauma
Trauma-Informed Schools Webinar Series: Part 1







We have to take care of ourselves first to be
able to help others
Talking about how violence affects children
can trigger memories & feelings
Trauma can affect us indirectly

Linda Chamberlain PhD MPH
State of Alaska Family Violence Prevention Project

Chronic Disease Prevention and Health Promotion



Healing starts by
understanding how early
trauma affects health and
behavior

ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES
(ACEs)

“Not realizing that children
exposed to inescapable, overwhelming stress may act out their
pain, that they may misbehave, not
listen to us, or seek our attention
in all the wrong ways, can lead us
to punish these children for their
misbehavior. The behavior is so
willful, so intentional. She
controlled herself yesterday, she
can control herself today. If we
only knew what happened last
night, or this morning before she
got to school, we would be
Playing a Poor
shielding the same child we’re
reprimanding.”
Hand Well, Mark
Katz

ACEs MAY BE PART OF OUR PAST,
BUT THEY ARE NOT OUR DESTINY



The Brain Explains



Toxic stress interferes with learning



Self-regulation=essential executive function
◦ Tools to promote self-regulation



Preventing vicarious trauma is the 1st step to
being trauma-informed

Early emotional
experiences and a
child’s environment
become embedded
in architecture of
children’s brains

(National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2004
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What is Stress?
= Complicated cascade of physical and
biochemical responses to powerful
emotional stimuli

Neuroplasticity=the
ability of the human
brain to adapt and
change in response
to experience and
environment.

Gabor Mate, When The Body Says No, 2003

Positive Stress

Tolerable Stress

• Normal and essential
• Body’s alert systems
part of healthy
activated to a greater
development
degree
• Brief increases in heart • Activation is timerate and blood pressure
limited and buffered
• Mild elevations in
by caring adult
hormonal levels
relationships
• Example: tough test at • Brain and organs
school. Playoff game.
recover
• Example: death of a
loved one, divorce,
natural disaster

Toxic Stress
• Occurs with strong,
frequent or prolonged
adversity.
• Disrupts brain
architecture and other
organ systems.
• Increased risk of stressrelated disease and
cognitive impairment.
• Example: abuse,
neglect, caregiver
substance abuse

Intense, prolong, repeated, unaddressed
Social-Emotional and coping skills, Nurturing caregivers,
supportive relationships, Effective Intervention

Abstract Thought
Problem solving
Affiliation
Attachment
Emotional Reactivity
Motor Regulation
Sleep
Digestion
Blood Pressure
Heart Rate
Respiration
Body Temperature

NEUROPLASTICITY

Pathway of Fear and Stress in the Brain

Peter Camburn
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History of physical and/or emotional abuse
associated with weaker connections between
prefrontal cortex and hippocampus in MRI brain
scans of adolescent boys & girls
◦ Hippocampus helps amygdala decide whether
something is truly dangerous





Fear circuitry can’t work the way it should—”These

kids seem to be afraid everywhere.”

Increased risk of anxiety disorders and
depression
Herringa et al, 2013





Organizational
Brain chemistry imbalances
Structural


More impulsive, reactive brain



Persistent physiological hyperarousal &
hyperactivity



Less able to get to the “thinking/rationale” brain
under stress

◦ “Always on the ready” (hypervigilance)



Even greater need to teach social emotional skills
 Empathy & compassion***

Healthy Child

Severe Emotional Neglect

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

The Most Essential Life Skill: Self-Regulation



Exaggerated and prolonged
response to stressors
Affects ability to regulate emotions
and behavior

“

Youth struggling with self-regulation
may not communicate needs in clear,
direct manner → look past behavior to
find hidden need

• Anterior cingulate, located
in back & mid-part of
frontal lobes, associated
with self-regulation → need
to be in cortex
• Ability to deal in
appropriate ways with one’s
own feelings and regulate
our thoughtsSelf-regulation of emotion and attention is a prerequisite for both
children and adults in order for learning to occur.
-Semple, Lee & Miller, 2006
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Self-regulation in the early years has been shown
to predict school achievements in reading and
mathematics above and beyond the effects of IQ,
ethnicity and parent education level (Blair, 2003;
Blair & Razza 2007; McCelland & Cameron, 2011)
Children faced with stressful and/or dangerous
living circumstances may have less access to
social supports that enhance self-regulatory
processes (McClelland & Cameron, 2011)

a broad range of
systemic and individualized strategies for
achieving important social and learning
outcomes while preventing problem
behavior
www.pbis.org

Department of Education & Early
Development
Safe, Supportive & Successful
Schools
http://education.alaska.gov/tls
/schoolhealth/
Sharon Fishel,
Sharon.Fishel@alaska.gov
Patty Owen,
Patricia.Owen@Alaska.gov
Todd Brocious,
Todd.Brocious@Alaska.gov
Phone 907-465-2304
ASCD/ Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2014







Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning
www.casel.org

SEL skills are learned⇨taught,
modeled, and practiced
Reduce the effects of ACEs and
increase test scores
From preschool through high
school:
◦ http://casel.org/ for national
review of SEL programs
◦ http://www.lions-quest.org/ Lions Quest evidence -based
program
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Paradigm Shift

•Children need simple
strategies to calm their
amygdala

It’s about giving
children choices and
skills to respond to
themselves vs. adult
jumping in and
taking control

•Deep breathing helps
children to focus and
calm down
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bXzKVpiSzH8



Assess environment
to reduce distractions
(visual and audio)



“Fidgets” (worry
beads, disc cushions,
exercise bands) help
child to stay calmly
focused and alert
What’s in my “sensation”
shoebox?

1.

-Often there is ongoing trauma

2.

1.

Be a Detective! while helping student to become
aware of what being calm and focused feels like
-How does it feel when he starts to feel agitated?

Teach strategies for self-calming so student
senses cues when he/she is starting to “lose it”

Adapted from www.self-regulation.ca

2.
3.

Tune-in
Validate child’s
emotions
Help child find
way to shift



Survey classroom environment to reduce
distractions (visual and audio)



“Fidgets” (worry beads, disc cushions, exercise
bands) help students to stay calmly focused
and alert



Very predictable schedules and use sounds
(chime vs. buzzer, drum, gong) for in-class
transitions

Listen carefully and do what I say, even if it sounds silly. Pay
attention to your body—think about how your muscles feel when
they are all wound up and tight and when they are loose and
relaxed.
You are a sled dog and you want to stretch…stretch your arms out
in front, now higher, now drop your arms to the side, let’s try again

2.

Be a turtle and go in and out of your shell

3.

You have lemons in your hands, squeeze hard to get all the juice
out, now let go, squeeze again, now drop the lemon…--------

4.

Fly on your nose---no hands!

5.

Here come a walrus and your tummy is the bridge! One walrus,
two walruses….

-What helps her to get to calm?
3.

1.

Calm, Alert and Learning by Stuart Shanker, 2013

How can student’s stress load be reduced?
-Is there anything adding to stress load in
classroom that can be changed?

KEY STEPS

Adapted from www.yourfamilyclinic.com
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Teaches

children how
their brains work
15

neuroscience-based
lessons that teach
children to self-regulate
behaviors and mindfully
engage in focused
concentration
Lessons

align with state
standards including
common core
Training

partnership
with Columbia University
Center for New Media
Teaching and Learning









96% of 3-year-olds demonstrated increased
inhibitory response

www.thehawnfoundation.com

Having a
prevention plan
for vicarious
trauma is an
essential first
step in traumainformed care

54% of 2nd & 3rd graders increased inhibitory
response
Over 1/3 of all students demonstrated greater
emotional control
73% of 3rd graders demonstrated improved
planning & organizational skills
Pre- and post-test design; on-line results
Pilot project at Momentus Institute, 2011;
Results at www.hawnfoundation.org

What is Vicarious
Trauma?

Vicarious trauma is a
change in one’s thinking
[world view] due to
exposure to other
people’s traumatic
stories.
(Dr. David Berceli, 2005)



BURNOUT



VICARIOUS TRAUMA
SECONDARY TRAUMATIC STRESS
TRAUMA EXPOSURE RESPONSE
COMPASSION FATIGUE



We’ll use the term vicarious trauma

35
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Process,

steadily worsens

Unaddressed

Feelings

of being emotionally exhausted &
overextended by the work

Vicarious

trauma is the profound
emotional and physical erosion that takes
place when helpers are unable to refuel and
regenerate

Feelings

of depersonalization resulting in
negative, cynical attitudes towards work/clients
Results

in exhaustion, isolation, and sense of
lowered competence and lack of success and
accomplishment
Cherniss ,1980; Maslach ,1976 &1982;
Maslach & Jackson, 1986; Soy, 2002







Burnout describes the physical and emotional exhaustion that
workers can experience.
Can occur to people in all fields of work (e.g. swimming
teacher, postal worker).

Francoise Mathieu, Compassion Fatigue Workbook, 2012





Does not necessarily mean that the person’s view of the
world has been distorted.

All humans
are bad by
nature

You can’t
trust
anyone

There’s no
point trying
to make a
difference

burnout can lead to vicarious

trauma

The world is
a dangerous
place



Unfolds over time
Cumulative effect of contact with survivors of
violence or people who are struggling
Process of change is on-going

© SARC 2013





There is a causal relationship between stress, exposure to
trauma and staff turnover
Vicarious trauma can affect:
◦ your work, your colleagues, the overall functioning of the
organization, and the quality of assistance being provided
to those you are working to help.
◦Your physical, mental and behavioral health
◦The way you act and interact with people you care about



Addressing vicarious trauma and supporting staff will
reduce staff turnover and absenteeism leading to
improved quality of services, efficiency and reduced costs
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Stress is an individual experience→ what is
stressful to a co-worker may not be stressful for
you
Strength lies in the ability to recognize stressors
and understand how you response
Remember that the mind and body are
constantly influencing and altering one another







◦ How you are affected by stress is not static

Isolated from others
Feeling helpless &
not able to make a
difference
Mad, sad, don’t enjoy
things you use to like
Feeling no one
understands you
Can’t bounce back
after something hard
happens








Affected deeply by
stress of others
Difficulty
concentrating on
anything
Mentally and
physically exhausted
Self medicating
Reacting angrily to
staff, colleagues,
students

44

As a result of the work you do:
1.How

has my identify and personal beliefs about
myself changed?
2.Have

the reasons that I chose to do this work
changed from when I started?
3.Am

I use my strengths & resources to keep
growing with the work or am I in survival mode?
4.Has

my perception of things that are under my
control changed since I started doing this work?
5.Think

about a critical situation in the last few
months that affected how your thinking/how you
felt outside of work.#
46







Develop an early warning system to let yourself
know when you’re getting near the red zone so
you can take action
Can be a 2-minute “how am I doing today”
check-in

http://www.familyhomelessness.org/media/94.pdf

“Take my advice,
I am not using it”

What helps you to know you that are moving into
the caution zone of compassion fatigue/vicarious
trauma?
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•Know

1

•Take stock

2

•Enhance self-care/life balance

3

•Develop resiliency skills

4

•Make a commitment to change

your own triggers and warning signs

•Be

alert to what you expose yourself to outside of
work
•Set

boundaries

•Avoid

isolation

•Maintain
•Build

home

your relationships outside of work

self-care into your routine – at work and at

Mathieu, 2012





50

Do you have a daily transition ritual between
work and home?

1.
2.

Helping professionals say it’s one their best
strategies

3.
4.

◦ changing into something comfortable, putting
“work” clothes away
◦ 10-minute quiet period to shift gears, go for a walk
or run, stare at the birdfeeders…!

5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Create a place of solitude
Sit down
Place legs in relaxed position
Sit up
Set alarm for 1 minute
Place your hands in relaxed position
Close your eyes
Allow you mind to settle into your breathing
When the alarm sounds, stop.
Martin Boroson, 2009










Recognize impact of secondary trauma on workforce
Recognize exposure to trauma is a risk of the work your
staff do
Understand that trauma can shape the culture of
organizations in the same way that trauma can shape the
world view of individuals
Understanding that traumatized organizations are less
likely to be prevent retraumatizing clients
Develop capacity to translate trauma-related knowledge
into meaningful action, policy & improvements in practice
NCTSN, 2011
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Review

Organizational Self-Care Checklist for
your organization/setting (Page 37)
Consider

options on the checklist as potential
next steps for an action plan
What

are 2-3 steps in an action plan on vicarious
trauma for your organization that can start now
◦During recruitment
◦During orientation
◦During employment
◦When leaving position
56

Debriefing

is essential when working with trauma

staff debriefing in the workplace or do they find
it necessary to look elsewhere to process what’s
going on?



Are

management create a supportive environment
for debriefing where it is safe for staff to express
their concerns and feelings?



◦ Negative impact of cumulative exposure whether
we are aware nor not

Does

Debriefing

is a great tool for setting boundaries

There’s a contagion factor to sharing gory
details
May see talking about trauma as normal part
of work—become “desensitized” to it but
research shows otherwise



Two types of debriefing

◦ informal (ad hoc, talk to colleague etc.)
◦ formal (structured, scheduled) debriefing

1. Increased self awareness—

Become aware of the stories you tell and the level of detail.
What details do I need to share?

2. Fair Warning
What would I say to someone if I was sharing bad
news? You better sit down. I’ve got some bad news…
3. Consent
I need to debrief with you. Is now a good time?
4. Limited disclosure
Start with the outer circle of your story and as you
move in, decide how much of the graphic details you
need to include. Check in with yourself-is this too
much trauma information to share?
www.compassionfatigue.ca
See Blog—low impact debriefing
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