CHILDHOOD TRAUMA AND THE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL-AGE CHILD
We all experience negative events in our lives and quite often these events can be considered traumatic —the sudden passing of a loved one, a serious automobile crash, a life-threatening illness, or perhaps a violent crime. We do what we can to cope, by drawing on our own inner strength, the help of friends and family, and other sources of support or inspiration to recover and restore a sense of well-being.

When an elementary school-aged child experiences trauma, however, finding the way forward is harder. Young children are in the midst of developing the cognitive, reasoning, and socialization skills necessary to comprehend and respond to trauma, whether it’s an isolated event like a bullying situation or an accident, or an ongoing situation such as child abuse, a natural disaster,or community violence. Even seeing such events on TV can cause emotional distress in very young children. 

These kinds of traumatic events can have a detrimental effect on a child’s social and mental development. Children who repeatedly experience trauma also may have greater difficulty concentrating, which can make solving problems even more difficult.

When combined with the stress of the other developmental challenges that typically occur during elementary school, such as making new friends and adjusting to new environments, trauma can take a toll on a child’s academic performance, self-esteem, and social skills. 

Teachers and other professionals who work with children may be surprised to learn that as many as two out of three children have been exposed to at least one traumatic event before the age of 16, and that these events can profoundly affect learning and behavior. Identifying a child who has been traumatized can be difficult, however, because very young children may be unwilling or unable to talk about what has happened to them or how they are feeling. 

Moreover, because some of the child’s responses to trauma—such as experiencing anxiety, being excessively clingy, becoming withdrawn or unable to control emotions, have headaches and stomach-aches—mirror symptoms of other issues, teachers may not immediately recognize the true source of the distress.

That’s why teachers, counselors, family members, and other adults need to familiarize themselves with childhood trauma and what they can do to help. Support from adults is particularly important because elementary school-aged children look to them for both structure and guidance during difficult times. 

A wide range of informational resources are available from your local school district, mental health providers, MHMR, Hope For Kids and from the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (www.samhsa.gov/children) of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.

Along with providing tips and strategies for helping children dealing with trauma, these resources will also help adults understand the impact of trauma and  answer questions about other responsibilities, such as those related to mandated reporting laws and procedures for dealing with suspected physical/sexual abuse and other serious issues.

Teachers or other adults who help a young child deal with trauma are doing more than just helping him or her through a difficult situation. They are helping the child to learn important coping skills and build resilience that will restore a sense of well-being today, and provide a foundation for dealing with other difficult experiences later in life.  
