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Learning 
Objectives

Understand how trauma responses arise in 
relation to common behavior problems

Explore strategies to respond to your own 
nervous system to promote a coregulation 
space

Utilize a step-wise problem solving approach to 
support a child’s nervous system 



Disclosures

• None of the planners or speakers for this 
activity have relevant financial relationships 
to disclose.

• Resilience University is a “University” in name 
only

• Online resources with free courses and 
downloadable content



Why a Trauma 
Informed 
Response to 
Behaviors?



Universal 
Trauma 
Informed 
Response

https://www.thenationalcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Trauma-infographic.pdf 
(The National Council for Behavioral Health)

SAMHSA.gov, Understanding Child Trauma

https://www.thenationalcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Trauma-infographic.pdf


American Psychological Association. Stress in America 2023: a nation recovering from collective trauma. Nov 
2023. https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/stress/2023/collective-trauma-recovery



Symptoms of 
Trauma in 
children 
(& their 
parents!)

React Intensely

Lack of impulse control

Unpredictable

Oppositional

Defensive or aggressive

Worry, feeling tense

 Irritability

Sleep problems

From the National Child Traumatic Stress Network
https://www.nctsn.org/what-is-child-trauma/about-child-trauma



Multi-generational 
Neurohormonal 
Stress Response

Adapted from  Garner AS, Saul RA. 
Thinking Developmentally: Nurturing 
Wellness in Childhood to Promote Lifelong 
health. Ithaca, IL: American Academy of 
Pediatrics; 2018.



Originally published in Bucci M, Marques SS, Oh D, Harris NB. Toxic stress in children and adolescents. Advances in Pediatrics 2016; 63(1): 403-28; 
accessed from California Surgeon General’s Roadmap for Resilience https://osg.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/266/2022/05/Roadmap-For-
Resilience_CA-Surgeon-Generals-Report-on-ACEs-Toxic-Stress-and-Health_12092020.pdf



Inspired by Dan Siegel's “Flipping your lid,” Mindsight, Bantam 
2010

“Firetruck
Brain”



Toxic Stress 
can be 
mundane 
events 



Reframing
Trauma 
Symptoms



Universal 
Trauma 
Informed
Precautions

1. Take into consideration the impact 
of pervasive crises (i.e. COVID)

2. Use therapeutic communication

3. No room for judgements

4. Create a healing environment

5. Practice self-care

https://sites.rutgers.edu/shp-shpri/trauma-informed-care-
universal-precautions/ (Rutgers University)

https://sites.rutgers.edu/shp-shpri/trauma-informed-care-universal-precautions/
https://sites.rutgers.edu/shp-shpri/trauma-informed-care-universal-precautions/


Step-wise 
approach for 
TIC

Self-care 
(frequently, 
support each 
other)

Active 
Listening 
(reflect, 
reframe)

Notice 
judgments 
(don’t take it 
personally!)

1
2

3

Am I reacting 
defensively?
Am I feeling 
attacked or 
insulted?

Maybe?

No
Keep Supporting 
Each Other!



Coregulation 



 Breathing

 Meditation

 Mindfulness

Regulation 
Strategies





Breathing
Breathing



Meditation



Mindfulness





Stress 
Mitigating 
Factors

Affiliate Response:

 Being able to talk about feelings, experiences

 Supportive relationships (caregivers & non-parent 
adults)

 Access to resources, supports, healthy coping skills

 For parents, an awareness of child development

 Sense of self efficacy and perceived control

 Sense of hope & mattering

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/resilience/



A step-wise 
“Quality 
Improvement” 
approach to 
change



Habit 
Stacking

Brush teethCUE

CRAVING

Steps

RESPONSE

Better dental 
health

Floss teeth

Teeth feel 
better/

Dentist praise

REWARD

Example



Example #2 
 Come home from a long day
 Babysitter was supposed to have the 

kids ready for bed
 Instead they’re giddy from ice cream 

and the house is a mess
 Current response?

 At recess, Sam punched another kid and 
the kid hit him back. You are called out 
to help.

 You bring Sam back to your office to 
bandage his cuts. 

 You’re aware his family has recently 
become homeless. 

 Feeling tired, frustrated, stressed

 Current response?

Fighting kids on the playground



Recognize 
your own 
stress 
response 

 Fight Response: “I don’t have time 
for this!”

 Flight Response: walk the other way, 
not my problem

 Freeze Response: “robot-mode”

 Affiliate Response: 
 “We’re in this together”

 Stay curious, active listening

 Notice judgments, self-care

 Coregulate & cocreate a plan

OR



Feeling 
frustratedCUE

CRAVING

RESPONSE

Desire to offer 
TIC &  lower 

stress

Validate, 
walking 

meditation 
with kid, plan 
for next time

Your calm 
helps the 

child regulate

REWARDHabit

Stack

A Trauma

Informed

Response



 You’re helping with a fun activity, Aaron 
wants to be first, disruptive, has to wait 
and go to the back of the line

 By the time it is his turn, he is so angry, 
he punches your leg

 Feeling hurt, overwhelmed, frustrated, 
angry

 Current response?

Physical Aggression



Recognize 
your own 
stress 
response 

 Fight Response: yell “Stop it! What is wrong 
with you!”

 Flight Response: send him to the principal’s 
office

 Freeze Response: pretend it didn’t happen

 Affiliate Response:
 “We’re in this together”

 Stay curious, active listening

 Notice judgments, self-care

 Coregulate & cocreate a plan

OR



Feeling 
frustrated, hurt

Habit

Stack

A Trauma

Informed

Response

CUE

CRAVING

RESPONSE

Desire to 
offer TIC, lower 

own stress

REWARD

Validate, model 
5 deep breaths, 

don’t take it 
personally

Able to see 
Aaron’s stress 

response, 
validate, 

cocreate plan



Example #3 
 Student who is anxious with frequent 

panic attacks, now coming to you saying 
she feels dissociated

 Coming to see you daily, feeling like 
there is not much you can do

 You’re aware the family experienced 
trauma on their way to the US

 Feeling overwhelmed, stressed, helpless

 Current response?

Anxious Teen



Recognize 
your own 
stress 
response 

 Fight Response: “calm down” or 
”there’s nothing to be worried about”

 Flight Response: not my problem, 
send her home

 Freeze Response: “robot mode”

Affiliate Response:
“We’re in this together”
Stay curious, active listening
Notice judgments, self-care
Coregulate & cocreate a plan

OR



Feeling 
helpless, 

overwhelmed

CUE

CRAVING

RESPONSE

Desire to offer 
TIC &  lower 

stress

Validate, do 
toes-to nose 

with her

Your calm 
creates the 

coregulation 
space

REWARDHabit

Stack

A Trauma

Informed

Response



Consistently
Trauma
Informed



1. Plan: notice when you feel 
overwhelmed or stressed and take 
care or your nervous system

2. Do: try sensory grounding each time 
you notice stress for 1 day

3. Study: did it help?

4. Act: yes -> keep; no-> try 5 big deep 
breaths instead (new PDSA cycle)

TINY
Change 
Cycles



 Overwhelming stress

 Mutual dysregulation 

 Taking “it” personally

 Feeling stuck or disempowered

 Lack of agency “This is how it will always 
be”

 Not comfortable with change

 Not confident change would help

Common 
Barriers to 
Change



1. SEE one: reviewed the strategies for mitigating 
stress and change cycles

2. DO one: try this for yourself at home with your 
partner and kids, at work with colleagues and 
staff, in the airport, rush hour traffic, etc.

3. TEACH one: Share these strategies with your 
family, kids, friends, colleagues, 
patients/clients and administrators

Next 
Steps?



THANK YOU!!

 @Doctor_Pianka

 resilience-university.com

 drpianka@resilience-university.com
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