Trauma

When a child or young person experiences trauma it can
affect the whole person - their mind, body, spirit and

relationships with others

This fact sheet discusses various types of
trauma. If you find this distressing, please take
a break and use self-care technigues you find
helpful. Also consider discussing your concerns
with a trusted colleague, someone in your
support network, or a healthcare professional.

What is trauma?

Childhood trauma is the result of an event, or
series of events, that cause a child or young
person to feel overwhelmed and pushed
beyond their ability to cope.

All children and young people experience
events that affect them both emotionally and
physically, but most recover without ongoing
difficulties. However, some events can feel
overwhelming or traumatic — especially if a
child or young person feels unsupported or
unsafe.

Even seemingly ordinary events that may not
seem overwhelming to adults can be
frightening for a child or young person. These
can include falls, accidents or invasive medical
procedures.

Children and young people may also experience
trauma from events such as physical or sexual
abuse, family violence, forced displacement
from home, experiencing family violence, or
witnessing distressing content in the media.

Sometimes the effects of trauma are
immediate and more obvious, while at other
times they can take some time to appear.
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Different types of trauma

One way to understand trauma is to consider
different types of trauma.

Complex trauma

Complex trauma is repeated trauma that often
involves threats, abuse and violence between
people — it can also be referred to as
‘interpersonal trauma’. This type of trauma
often involves a series of events and lasts
longer than unexpected one-off traumatic
events such as car accidents or house fires.

People who experience complex trauma may
experience a range of emotions such as shame
and guilt, often due to the stigma that can
surround their experiences.

Developmental trauma

This term refers to the significant impact that
ongoing exposure to traumatic events can have
both during pregnancy and throughout a child
and young person’s development.

If a child is growing up in an environment of risk
and danger, the parts of the brain that manage
danger are going to dominate. This is in
contrast to the parts that flourish better when a
child experiences safety and security (such as
attaching to a caring adult). This can impact
Brain development and the way a child or young
person manages their feelings and behaviour.

Examples of developmental trauma include
incidents when the developing baby, child or
young person are exposed to ongoing stress,
violence or neglect.
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https://beyou.edu.au/resources/fact-sheets/wellbeing-and-stress-management/staff-wellbeing
https://beyou.edu.au/resources/fact-sheets/child-and-adolescent-development/brain-development

Intergenerational trauma

Intergenerational trauma refers to the impacts
of trauma that are passed down from one
generation to the next.

Experiences of intergenerational trauma are
often discussed in the context of First Nations
Peoples, (the Stolen Generations) as well as
children of refugees and veterans.

What makes an event traumatic?

Not all children and young people are affected
in the same way by an event.

Both the type of event and the way a child or
young person responds to it contribute to
whether they may be traumatised by it. It's a
child or young person’s experience of the event,
rather than the event itself, that makes it
traumatic or not.

A child or young person's perception of an
event as traumatic can be influenced by
whether they felt overwhelmed and powerless
or believed they were supported and had some
control during the incident.

Children and young people are also strongly
influenced by their past experiences. The more
stressful experiences a person has had in their
life, often known as ‘risk factors’, the greater the
chance they may experience a traumatic
response to future events.

Experiencing difficult events doesn’t
necessarily mean a child or young person will
experience trauma

A child or young person'’s relationships, their
feeling of safety and support, the personal
meaning they attribute to the experience all
influence their response, and the presence of
risk versus protective factors.

Understanding the many ways trauma can
affect children and young people can help
educators respond with compassion,
consistency and appropriate support.
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Be You Resources

Learn more about Grief, trauma and critical
incidents.

Be You Professional Learning

Plan for critical incidents, learn more about
trauma and support recovery in the Responding
together domain.

Bibliography

Visit Trauma for a list of references for this Fact
Sheet.

External links

Trauma Grief Network — Trauma

Emerging Minds — Trauma toolkit

Healing Foundation — Intergenerational trauma
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https://healingfoundation.org.au/intergenerational-trauma/
https://healingfoundation.org.au/intergenerational-trauma/
https://beyou.edu.au/resources/fact-sheets/grief-trauma-and-critical-incidents
https://beyou.edu.au/resources/fact-sheets/grief-trauma-and-critical-incidents
https://beyou.edu.au/courses/responding-together
https://beyou.edu.au/courses/responding-together
https://beyou.edu.au/resources/fact-sheets/grief-trauma-and-critical-incidents/trauma
https://tgn.anu.edu.au/resource/trauma/
https://emergingminds.com.au/resources/toolkits/community-trauma-toolkit/
https://healingfoundation.org.au/intergenerational-trauma/
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