Embracing Children in Trauma and Family Crisis (presented at CPC Orlando 2012)
By Linda Ranson Jacobs, Linda@hlp4.com 919-435-1178 (off/home phone)
www.hlp4.com 

Description:  Understanding the design of the incredible brain and medical research can assist church and children’s workers in understanding how the brain works when children face trauma and family crisis. From the survival fight or flight mode of the brain to the reasoning and understanding level, children’s brains play an important role in their social, emotional, intellectual and spiritual development.

Aaron’s Story
It was seven o’clock on a Friday evening when we had to call the police. No one had come to pick up Aaron that evening. His mom had dropped him off at my child care center Friday morning. She brought him in, signed him in, put his backpack on his hook and had left. All the things she normally did but she did not show up that evening.

We called the hospital where she worked and she had not shown up for work that day. They had tried all day to reach her. We called her all of the contacts on Aaron’s list before we called the police. No one knew where she was. This wasn’t like mom. 

While we were waiting for the police to arrive many thoughts passed through my mind. 

I thought about Aaron’s first day at our facility. He had come to us with the diagnoses of Reactive Attachment Disorder, Oppositional Defiant Disorder and Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder. We had taken one look at this beautiful child and our hearts had melted immediately. 

Unbeknownst to us, he would become one of our most challenging children and one of our greatest success stories. Aaron was three years old and one of the smartest little boys to ever enter our doors. 

I already knew from visiting with the therapist that we would have to work on not only bonding with Aaron, but also with the mother. As their car drove into the parking lot on that first morning, I watched from my office window, I smiled to myself, took a deep breath, and began our journey. Now here we were a three years later and mom was no-where to be found. Aaron had come so far; mom had come so far and things seem to be going well for their little family. Mom had just told me weeks before, “Thank you for giving me back my little boy.”

When the police arrived Aaron said, “I guess I better get my pajamas and the key to our apartment.” We all looked at each other and immediately looked over at his backpack. Inside the backpack were his pajamas, two changes of clothes, a key to their apartment, all of his medications in a zip lock bag with instructions for times to be administered and a note that said “Here are the direction to our apartment.” This mother had planned well in advance of what was to take place. 

I knew immediately what was going on. Aaron’s mother had gone off to commit suicide. She proceeded to go out of town and take medications she had confiscated from the hospital where she worked. 

We had to turn this six-year child over to child welfare. The older sister, who had a different father, was sent to her father’s. Aaron’s father had never been involved in his life. So at 10:30 on that Friday night I loaded this child into a police car and watched his little face looking at me through the window as they drove away. This family was a family in crisis.

The mother was discovered in a hotel room in another town the next morning. She was near death and was life-flighted to a hospital. She did survive. Eventually she got Aaron back and then we lost track of them. 

One of the saddest parts of this story – I couldn’t find a church in our area to send this broken family to even though I had tried. I had prayed with this mom many times. I had coached her and encouraged and witnessed to her. Aaron is only one reason I am passionate about helping children’s pastors minister to children in family crisis.
List all traumas/crisis

· Hurricanes/tornadoes/ weather related traumas

· Fires in California/Texas

· Bombings / terrorist attacks

· Violent video games/ computer games

· Internet exposure to pornography

· Violent movies

· Death of parent, sibling, grandparent, friend

· Desertion of one or both parents

· Incarceration of a parent

· Entering the foster care system

· Being bullied

· Divorce of parents remarriage and divorce and loss of step siblings and parents

· Parent deployed to a war zone

Key Concepts to Keep in Mind When Working with Children in Trauma and Crisis

· The nature of the trauma alone does not determine the reaction

· When the parents are in crisis, the children are also
· Reactions to most traumas will be similar

To a child a crisis is a crisis is a crisis. It makes no difference the cause of the crisis or what the crisis is. To a child it becomes a world turned upside down where everything feels unsafe, out of control and confusing. What does make a difference is the reaction, interaction, care and attention of the adults surrounding the child. 

We have heard for years that children or resilient. This was said a lot when parents divorced, “Oh your kids will get over it. Children are resilient.” What we now know through research is that children are resilient when they have a support group surrounding them. When that support system can’t be the family or extended family, the church family needs to be available. 

Circle of life 

Is what fits in child’s circle depending on age; the circle widens, as kids get older. 

Preschool circle consist of mom/dad, siblings, cousins and grandparents if they are close, a few friends, church and preschool or daycare friends and teachers

Elementary circle widens to include schoolteachers, school friends that the parents may not know and now their world also opens up to some unsupervised TV, movies, video/computer games and for older elementary kids the Internet. 

For teens the world opens up even wider, more friends, more activities that include coaches, instructors, employment, etc. 

When someone in their circle experiences a tragedy the child experiences it also.

Key Concepts

· When the trauma is very large, like natural disaster expect the impact to be widespread and long lasting. Joplin – Jason Taylor, FBC, Joplin, MO

      (See comments from Jason at end of the document)

· When the trauma is small like a divorce, the impact is still devastating to the individuals involved and many times it is longer lasting.

· Simply being a listening ear can be very helpful

· When you reach out to families in crisis, you may be the only Jesus’ hands these children feel

Child’s Emotional Reaction to Crisis

These are only a few reactions. More information can be found in “When Nothing Makes Sense, Disaster, Crisis and Their Effect on Children” by Deskin & Steckler in resources
· Increased demands for attention

· Isolation

· Scared fearful/anxious

· Overactive/silliness
· Clingy, depended

· Attempt to order world

· Crying withdrawal 

· (Regression-Quietness, lack of emotion-Sadness-Complaint of pain- Difficulty in concentration/focus-Displaying attention getting behavior)

· Gain attention & release tension

What research is showing us about children in crisis? 

What we learned from the Oklahoma City Bombing 

· Children re-grieve the loss as they grow

· Child’s reaction can be delayed

· Children do not need to be the victim or have witnessed to be traumatized

· Children have individual reaction 

· Children have own time table for healing

· Children grieve differently than adults

· Children may need an invitation to talk after the trauma 

· Children need people to listen to them and their stories

Hard Wired to Connect study (American Values)

· Therapist and counselors began to wonder why they were having so many out of control kids sitting in their waiting rooms. They also began to discover their waiting rooms were full and they were developing long waiting list

· Form a group of people to study this phenomenon, Commission on Children at Risk
· Research report co-sponsored by YMCA of the USA, Dartmouth Medical School, and the Institute for American Values.

· Prepared by the Commission for Children at Risk, a panel of 33 leading children’s doctors, neuroscientists, research scholars, and youth service professionals. 

· A lack of  Connectedness
1. Close connections to other people

2. Deep connections to moral and spiritual meaning

Brains are Hard Wired to Connect
It’s All About the Brain http://www.consciousdiscipline.org, 800-842-2846
Taken from Dr. Becky Bailey’s “Conscious Discipline”

It’s All About The Brain

The brain is hardwired to survive.

In times of stress the brain will “downshift”.

It’s as if your receptive arms suddenly close down to information.

Brain Downshifts Occur When There Are:

· Physical threats – violence; threats from adults to child; possibility of pain; abuse

· Psychological threats – loss of feeling of well-being; divorce and separation; death

· Intellectual threats – being made to feel one is inferior, reward systems; 

· Emotional threats – can’t identify feeling; you don’t have a right to have a feeling

· Cultural/social threats – loss of heritage; bullying; social decay

· Resource restriction – loss of resources, revenue, family; moving to low-income apartment complex during a divorce

So you can see that everything we had in our list of trauma/crisis can be found in some form in the brain downshifts. 

Today we are not going to talk about each crisis individually. I could spend an hour on how to deal with each crisis we listed. 

Helpful Resources

· There is a great little book from Group Publishing that can help you. “Comforting children in Crisis” identifies the crisis; tells you what to say; what not to say; gives scriptures to use and makes suggestions of other resources to use.

· Another useful resource is www.Kidshealth.org You can type in any crisis/trauma and pull up a fact sheet. There is a section for parents, children and teens that will have fact sheets to help in each area and all are age appropriate. 

But what I want to do today is tell you what’s happening in the brains of these kids. And give you general tips and techniques to help you help the children in your churches as they process trauma and family crisis. 

Understanding the Brain
· Three levels of the brain
Following taken from http://www.consciousdiscipline.org, 800-842-2846
Taken from Dr. Becky Bailey’s “Conscious Discipline”

Brain stem – fight, flight or freeze 

Is this safe?

Brain stem – avoids pain; survival mode; fight or flight mode
· Function  - reactive and fast; survival center; governs primitive instincts; has movement/motor control and internal functions such as breathing, heartbeat, etc.

· Indicators - doesn’t talk; furious or enraged

· Physical Attacks - runs away or withdraws; hits or lashes out 

What you can and cannot do.

· You cannot rationalize the brain stem. The child that runs in and hides under the table can’t think why it’s wrong.  

· You can describe what the action is. “Your body is going like this.” All hunched over. “You seem scared. You are safe. Breathe with me. I will keep you safe.” 

· Realize a response is to a perceived threat

What happens in the brain stem when stress is present?

The immediate response is to a perceived threat ​– the brain sends signals to the muscles and internal organs to prepare for an emergency. The body channels resources for strength and speed. The brain dulls the body’s sense of pain. 

What is happening in other body parts when a child is scared

· Blood goes to the large muscles in the legs, making the hands colder and prepares the body to flee

· Eyes- pupils dilate for better vision

· Lungs – take in more oxygen

· Heart – bloodstream brings extra oxygen and glucose-fuel for 

      power. Heart rate and blood pressure rise.

· Adrenal glands – secrets fight-or-flight hormone epinephrine 

      (adrenaline)

· Intestines – digestion halts, allowing the body to dedicate energy to 

      the muscles

One thing to remember is that not all children that run away are scared or in the lower levels of the brain. They may have used running away to get their way from the parent and it’s been working for them. You’ll be able to tell right away because the child that runs away because it’s a habit will be laughing or defiant and yelling.

Another tip, when toddlers and preschooler are scared they will turn the situation into one of game playing. They will run away laughing. The best way to deal with this is to play it through; get their attention; then move forward. Story of Gage when he was two and living with me after 911.

Limbic is all about feelings. “Do you love me?”

Limbic system – Seeks pleasure
· Function – governs emotions / feelings; relationships, motivation; affiliation; boundaries; memory; attachment; unconscious (everything said is stored here)

· Indicators – strong affect (anger, tears, outburst) name-calling; is territorial; judges and blames. Examples: “Stupid idiot!” “Hey, no butting! That’s my place.”

What you can and cannot do 

· You cannot teach the limbic system 

· You can mirror back and reflect what they are sensing (face expressions, body stance). 

“Your mouth is going like this (angry). 

“Seems to me you are mad.”

“What is causing you to be mad today?”

· Add empathy to the child in the limbic system

“I’m sorry that happened to you. What do you need from me? How can I help you get through this anger?”

Cortex – think logically, make choices, “What can I learn?”
Cortex Frontal Lobes – likes novelty/challenge  

· Function – reason / logic; analysis/problem solving; rationalizes; compassion / empathy; gives you the ability to concentrate for long periods of time; time to plan and think through things


· Indicators: annoyed; irritated

    Example: “He pushed me!”

What can you do?

· Help person reason; validate feelings; rationalize, etc.

· Facilitate problem solving 

· You can teach when in the cortex

Activate mirror neurons (discovered in early nineties)
·   Kids mimic your expressions


This is a gigantic concept. If possible I would have bells and whistles going off to 
bring attention to this. Please, please pass this forward to your volunteers. 

·   “Mirror neurons show you what it’s like to experience what others do” (Bruce Perry,     
     Born for Love)

·    Mirror neurons at work - “Have a good day.”


I used to wonder when I was having a bad day why the children and even some of 
my staff seemed to fit right in and experience a bad day also. Now I know. Their 
mirror neurons were mimicking what was going on in my brain. I learned that no 
matter what I was feeling to go into every room humming or signing and with a 
smile on my face. 


One of the biggest compliments I have ever received was when a staff person said 
to other staff, “What I admire about Linda is the fact that no matter what the day 
has brought or what time it is, she always enters my room signing. It cam be 6:30 
in the morning or 5:00 in the afternoon and she could have been here all that time 
but she still comes in singing and never ceases to lift my spirits. “

Children need your empathy not your pity
Gavin conversation Christmas night
Me: You seem sad. What’s going on?


Gavin: I miss my mom. I want my mommy.

Me: I know you do. It’s hard not to have mommy here on Christmas isn’t it?  

Me:  What could I do to help you tonight. Do you want me to rub your back or hold you for a little while? 

Gavin: Hold me

Me:  I can do that. Climb up here on my lap.  

Picture of Gavin in bed with mommy doll

Dr. Bruce Perry, “Born to Love”

Empathy has been eroding due to the rapid changes in our society that have become measurable over the last five years. 

All in all, we have fewer daily opportunities to connect face-to face in shorter amounts of time with smaller numbers of people. 

We have to bring empathy back into our world. I read one article that said we have created the “E” generation – the Entitlement generation. This generation doesn’t understand empathy. Jesus brought empathy into our world.  He understood pain and heartache and he felt what the people felt. 
Explaining emotions (activity in DC4K) chart of what anger looks like, sounds like, feels like

Brain Fast Facts

· The best exercise for the brain is exercise (get the kids moving) (Bailey)

· Connections on the outside with others create connections on the inside (rituals) (Bailey)

· Recognize the value of repetition. Brain connections are strengthened and sometime are replaced or expanded by repetition. (Schiller)

· Brain functions optimally when it feels safe (Be a Safe Keeper) (Bailey)

Emotions and intellect walk hand in hand. Coordinate experiences that nurture both the social-emotional development and the intellect. (Schiller)

Intelligence is in large part our ability to see patterns. (Schiller)

Include both music and movement in programs/curriculum. Both help children develop a sense of patterns. (Schiller)

Emotions enhance memory. Events accompanied by intense emotions are more easily recalled.  (Schiller)

Memory is kept more accurate by revisiting the information frequently. (Schiller)

Practice makes permanent (not perfect). (Schiller)

Understanding the Legacy
· Fear about safety

· Behavior problems

· Regression to younger habits

· Total confusion

Short-term legacy 
· Intense stress

· Overwhelming emotions

· Difficulty completing task

· Academic problems

Stress and the Brain

Chronic stress may harm the immune system, brain, heart and be related to various illnesses. In the brain, cortisol becomes toxic to brain cells, possibly damaging cognitive ability. Depression may also increase, as well as anger and fatigue may increase. Blood pressure may become elevated and the heart rate faster causing damage to blood vessels.

Stress Fast Facts

· Stress is uncomfortable and dangerous for the mind and body.

· Causes health problems, memory loss, inability to problem solving and decision making ability.

Encourage activities that help children laugh. Humor can lighten the atmosphere and there are health benefits to laughter. And a good belly laugh boosts the immune system and reduces the chemicals that cause stress. 

“All the days of the afflicted are evil; but he that is of a merry heart hath a continual feast.” Proverbs 15:15 (KJV)

· Affects the brain

Cortisol levels in the brain increase when under tremendous amounts of stress. Exercise has been shown to greatly reduce coritsol levels in the brain as well as increase norephinephrine. Increasing norepinephrine can reduce behavior problems. (Kathy Nunley)

· Smaller brains - on average 25% smaller 

· May affect the ability to memorize

Stress reducing tips that help the brain to focus

· Stretching

· Breathing – tense muscles and release muscles for effective stretching

· Breathing – from the diaphragm

· Foods to eat – mashed potatoes, applesauce, OJ bananas

· Movement – cross lateral and cross midline movements help the brain to focus

· Music
Music – listen to music that is set to 60 beats a minute. This is the normal heart-resting rate. Use Justin Knight’s music therapy CDs (www.justinknight.com).

Music can soothe the hurts. 

It can convey important ideas and concepts.

It can relay messages children might not otherwise hear.

As pathways in the brain become secure, the children will crave the music.

Music can be lively or soulful.


Anchors and Sails, an online newsletter from Canada by Bev Smith, tells 


about three studies on the effects of singing. They have concluded that 


singing 



Reduces pain perception


Facilities deep breathing


Increases energy and confidence



Reduces stress and depression 


Improves posture and the immune system


Dr. Grenville Hancock performed a study of members of the Canterbury 
Christ Church University College choir (Canterbury, England), found that 


87% benefited socially 



49% reported spiritual benefit



75% reported emotional benefit 




58% reported improved lung function, improved mood and reduced stress  


The Senior Singers’ Chorale at Levine School of Music in Washington, 
D.C., found that among those singers over 55, 


Their voices did not age as quickly.


Their legs hurt less. 



They had better posture.



They had better breathing than those their age who did not sing. 


A research group at the Johann Wolfgang Goethe University in Frankfurt, 
Germany, studied secretions of the stress hormone cortisol among choir 
members on days they sang and on days they only listened to singing. On 
“singing days” stress hormone levels were reduced. 

Tips and techniques
· Create safe environments

· Be a Safe Keeper / Be the Shepherd in Psalm 23 to these children

· Develop routines - routines build security

· Develop rituals - rituals are emotional glue

Tips & techniques
· Relationship is of utmost importance

· Get to know each child


- Last names - all last names


- Communicate regularly

· Josh’s story           
What does scripture say?

“If one of you says to him, ‘Go I wish you well; keep warm and well fed,’ but does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it?” James 2:16 (NIV)

“Let my teaching fall like rain and my words descend like dew, like showers on new grass, like abundant rain on tender plants.” Deuteronomy 32:2 (NIV)

From Jason Taylor, First Baptist Church, Joplin, MO 

Tornado 2011 experience

We had 17 of our Students in our Student Ministry who lost their homes in the May 22, tornado. And at first, that is how I measured the impact of the devastation. We had 17 lose their homes, so only 17 students were really affected by the storm. Over the next few weeks, I began to see how wrong that type of evaluation really was. Yes, the students who lost their homes were displaced and of course impacted by the events. But we had students who lost family members, friends, pets, and much more. 

Looking back, I think the two things that were lost that affected students the most were stability and a sense of normalcy. Everything that was normal in these students' lives was turned upside down. Their homes, their families, their schools, their hang out spots, city parks, and their entire hometown. The environment they had grown up in was drastically altered in a matter of minutes.

Students respond to crisis in a variety of ways. After observing our group for the past 81/2 months I think the cycle of dealing with this tragedy went from shock, to fear, to anger, to slowly seeing a sense of what is normal restored to life. And I think the thing that shook them up the most is that this was one of those moments in life when we are faced with our own mortality. When you are young, you think you will live forever; you have your whole life ahead of you. Life is normal - your family, your home, your school, your friends. But when your family loses a member, your home is destroyed, your school is ripped apart, and you have to attend the funeral of a friend you have known your entire life, what then? Then the questions set it - Why am I still alive? What did God do this? Will I ever really feel safe again? Will things ever be normal again?

Our job over the past 81/2 months has been to offer whatever sense of normalcy we can offer to these students and their families. Every situation is different. Every Student is different. I wish I had all the answers, but I know I don't this is just a few brief thoughts that I had in response to your initial inquiry. Please feel free to ask more specific questions if you have any, I will do my best to answer them.

As far as my parents divorce, I was 17 when they split up. I have always wondered if it is more difficult on a younger child or an older child to see your parents separate. I know younger children may not fully understand what is going on and the fear of the unknown can be tragic. But I also know that seeing the home that you have grown up in for 17 years and everything you thought was sacred and safe be ripped apart at the seams is extremely hard on a teenager as well. 

I can say this, being in the ministry now. I deal with students on a daily basis. 75% of the students I minister to come from single parent or broken homes. Had I not been through the divorce of my parents, I can honestly say that don’t think I would be as effective of a minister today. Knowing first hand what these students have been through and are going through has been invaluable to my ministry. God truly took something that was tragic in my life and made it something that has benefited me in ministering to others.

Praying for Julie as she is away from the family. I home her returning home early works out too.

Be Real,

Jason Taylor

Music/Youth Minister

FBC, Joplin, MO
RESOURCES 

http://www.americanvalues.org/html/hardwired.html “Hardwired to Connect” a report from the nation from the Commission on Children at Risk

http://consciousdiscipline.com/  800-842-2846 Dr. Becky Bailey, Brain research 

www.edutopia.org “Six Tips for Brain-Based Learning” incredible brain info

www.childtrends.org Child Trends Research Brief, “Religious Involvement and Children’s Well-Being: What Research Tells Us (And What It Doesn’t)

http://www.aecf.org Good site for stats in each state regarding children and risk factors

www.heritage.org/Research/Family/BG1373.cfm Has research on various subjects including “The Effects of Divorce on America” June 5, 2000

http://tinyurl.com/7rbsf66 “Kids Who Grow Stronger After Trauma” Printed in The Wall Street Journal, page D1

www.justinknight.com Justin Knight, Christian musician 
http://kidshealth.org  Kids Health – section for parents, kids and teens

www.brains.org Kathie Nunley, brain research and application for schools
www.amfmonline.com/ Association of Marriage and Family Ministry/Single Parent 
www.divorceministry4kids.com Wayne Stocks researches children of divorce 4 KidMins
www.dc4k.org DivorceCare for Kids website (If you want to order DC4K, please go to my website to order it, www.hlp4.com/order)

Comforting Children in Crisis Group (Religion/Christian Life/General)
When Nothing Makes Sense, Disaster, Crisis and Their Effect on Children, Deskin & Steckler

Conscious Discipline, Dr. Becky Bailey (Loving Guidance) 800-842-2846

Managing Emotional Mayhem, Dr. Becky Bailey (Loving Guidance) 800-842-2846 

Born for Love, Dr. Bruce Perry, Maia Szalavitz (Harper Collins)
Between Two Worlds, The Inner Lives of Children of Divorce, Elizabeth Marquardt, (Crown Publishers)

Generation EX, Jen Abbas (WaterBrook Press)

Growing Up Divorced, Dr. Archibald D. Hart (Servant Publication, 1991)

The Unexpected Legacy of Divorce: A 25 Year Landmark Study, by Judith S. Wallerstein, Julia M. Lewis, and Sandra Blakeslee. (Hyperion, 2000)

The Divorce Culture,Barbara Dafoe Whitehead, Vintage Books, a Division of Random House, Inc.1998)

Our Spiritual Brain, Barbara Bruce (Abingdon Press)

Who Switched off My Brain?  Dr. Caroline Leaf (Switch On Your Brain USA, Inc)

Emotional Intelligence, Daniel Goleman (Bantam Books)

Social Intelligence, Daniel Goleman (Bantam Books)

Brain Rules, John Medina (Pear Press) 

A Students Brain: The Parent/Teacher Manual, Kathie F. Nunley (Morris Publishing)

Start Smart, Pam Schiller (Gryphon House Book) 
GriefShare, DivorceCare, DivorceCare4Kids (DC4K) and Single & Parenting are useful tools for churches and all can be ordered from www.hlp4.com/order 







