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LECTURE NOTES 

THE TRAUMATIZED ADOLESCENT© 

“He raped me, it was our first date. It was my first date. I was terrified and the pain was 

incredible. He said he’d kill me if I told anyone. I never did. He told all his friends I was easy. 

It has been ten years, I still shiver with fear when I look at his picture in the year book.” 

Trauma is defined as something that changes you forever. The young woman quoted above was 

traumatized. In order to help adolescents deal with trauma, you need to know how it changes an 

individual. 

TRAUMA AFFECTS THE CENTRAL NERVOUS SYSTEM 

At the first hint of a threatening situation, the adrenal glands, located on top of the kidneys, start 

pumping adrenaline, a strength-enhancing hormone, and noradrenaline, a numbing hormone, into 

the body. This enables us to fight or flee.  

When flight or fight is not possible, the noradrenaline keeps pumping and eventually creates a 

freeze response. The freeze response can lead to a total shut down of the brain and body. This is 

seen most vividly in animals such as opossums. 

Sometimes, these emergency survival mechanisms become permanent. Permanent change most 

often occurs when the body shuts down, the person feels powerless, and pain as well as fear are 

involved. Bessel van der Kolk, a leading expert on trauma, believes a single incident of life 

threatening trauma is sufficient to bring about permanent change in the victim's central nervous 

system. An article, Incubated in Fear by Bruce Perry that can be found at www.traumapages. 

com and elaborates on the amount of damage trauma does to the brain. The change occurs in four 

ways. 

1. The brain kindles. A person with a kindled brain is always ready to do battle. His central 

nervous system becomes like a gasoline soaked rag ready to explode at the smallest spark. He is 

hyper-sensitive to potential threat and hyper-reactive when threat is perceived. 

2. The brain numbs. At the same the brain is hyped up it is also numbed out. The secretion of 

noradrenaline numbs conscious awareness of feelings and sensations. Think of the adolescent 

who seems impervious to punishment and impervious to pain.  

Think of the adolescent who repeatedly says, "I don't care. Nothing really bothers me." These are 

all signs noradrenaline has done its job too well. 

3. The brain splits. Having a brain that is both hyper-alert to some things and numbed out to 

others creates an person who may be fine one minute, suicidal the next. This is partly due to the 

way information is stored inthe brain. Information is initially stored chemically according to 

various sensory segments of the experience. Sounds seem to be stored in one part of the brain, 

sights in another, smells in yet another and so on. The brain and experiences are separated and 

split off into separate segments and each experience is somewhat chemically different from the 

other. Feeling good is very different from feeling frightened or feeling pain. 

http://www.traumapages/


In order to retrieve memories, a chemical lock and key system pulls together the separated 

segments into a whole. The more locks and keys and the greater the difference between the 

various locks and keys, the harder it is to pull together the memory. Often when we feel good we 

cannot recall bad times. The opposite is also true. When a person is in a bad chemical state, he 

cannot recall the good time. Because trauma is so different from most experiences it creates an 

unusual chemical state. This state may be so strong some parts of the trauma cannot be recalled 

or are only partially recalled.  

Trauma differs from most memories in one other way. The locks on the memory can be suddenly 

opened and the horror of the trauma returns in a flash—the trauma experts and the general public 

have come to call this process “triggering.” It also describes much of the behavior of individuals 

who have been labeled “borderline personality disorder.” 

A trigger is any event or feeling--the facial expression of another person, someone brushing 

against the person, a dream, a smell related to the trauma—in fact, anything that thrusts the 

individual back to the memories, feelings, or behaviors attached to the original trauma. 

Triggering and the pain that accompanies it creates many of the problems experienced by trauma 

patients.  

What many call resistance is the very human desire to avoid pain. Some resistance is set up by 

the structure of the brain and is unconscious. Unconscious resistance is the treatment target for 

psychoanalytic interventions. Other forms of resistance—purposively avoiding traumatic 

memories, for example—are consciously employed. At one point it was thought talking about 

the trauma until talking about it no longer hurt was curative. Now it is known helping people 

recover is not so simple  

4. Finally, trauma sometimes addicts the body to its own feel good chemicals. This is not so 

widely discussed, but is important to consider. Adrenaline rushes are pleasurable, the calming 

and numbing of noradrenaline also produces pleasurable feelings. At the same time all this 

expenditure of chemicals depletes the brain's opiate supply and sooner or later the individual 

crashes, just like a cocaine or crack or heroin addict crashes. A cycle of seeking excitement, 

being violent, or subjecting oneself to painful experiences such as head banding or self 

mutilation can occur. The excitement seeking, the violence or pain serve tostimulate secretion of 

the calming chemicals.  

van der Kolk reports a study of gas blood analysis of Viet Nam veterans while they watched 

films of violence. Watching the violent films released natural opiates that were the equivalent of 

a rather hefty shot of morphine.(van der Kolk 1989). This may explain why traumatizedchildren 

seem addicted to scary movies. 

TRAUMA ALSO CHANGES BELIEFS The deleterious impact of severe trauma often 

constitutes a three tine attack on emotional well being--the core beliefs involving basic trust are 

destroyed (Garbarino, 1992). He claims, trauma destroys protective beliefs about the world, 

others, and ourselves. 

The sense of confusion, the nightmares, the anxiety, the sense of unreality occurring after a 

trauma often relate to the loss of core beliefs. The brain is trying to sort things out and in the 

process, trauma can turn us away from hope, from faith in others. When that happens, we are in 

danger of giving up, of seeing life as meaningless, or filled only with evil and pain. Full recovery 

involves continuing to maintain life affirming beliefs.  



Garbarino conceives of these changes as occurring in the revealing of secrets. The first secret 

involves what Garbarino calls Snowden's Secret. Trauma destroys it's victims belief in the body's 

invincibility. 

Snowden was the bombardier in the plane flown by the hero in Joseph Heller's CATCH 22. After 

returning from a mission in which their plane is hit, Yossarian  pulls an unconscious Snowden 

from the plane, he initially appears to be only slightly wounded, but when Yossarian opens the 

bombardier's leather jacket he discovers blood, guts, gore and learns what we prefer to keep from 

conscious knowledge: Despite appearances the human body is frail and easily destroyed. 

The next secret to be destroyed is the belief that our parents and society's forces will keep ups 

safe. The second secret is dubbed by Garbarino as Dantrell Davis' Secret. Dantrell was a seven 

year old African American youngster. His mother had walked him to school. When they were 

about 50 feet from the school door, where Dantrell's teacher was waiting,  Dantrell left his 

mother's side and ran toward the teacher. Before he reached his teacher's side he was dead,shot in 

the head by a sniper. His mother and two policemen standing less than a 175 feet away from him 

had not been able to keep him safe and that is Dantrell's secret: violence cannot be stopped even 

when your mother is by your side and police are standing on the corner. 

Garbarino calls the third secret, Milgrim's Secret. Milgrim's secret teaches us that anyone can 

behave badly first because anyone can be swayed by authority and group pressure. Milgrim was 

the psychologist who was able to get perfectly nice people to deliver electric shocks of 

supposedly lethal proportions to other people participating in a research process. Milgrim's 

experiment demonstrated that we can all be made immune to another's pain and that weare all 

capable of depersonalizing another person so we can do the unspeakable to them.  

I believe trauma also teaches a fouth lesson. When those you trust and respect either cannot keep 

you safe or worse treat you badly, then you know hurt and at one or another level, hurt always 

creates a desire to hurt back. This hurt and anger and accompanying thoughtsof revenge add 

trauma’s tearing away at the belief we are innately good. 

It is important to understand that the more ongoing the traumatic event, the longer it lasts 

or the morefrequently it happens, the more damage occurs. 

HOW CAN YOU HELP TRAUMA SURVIVOR? 

Treatment occurs at three levels, the Support Level, the Sharing Knowledge or logical level, and 

The Specialized Care or beyond logic level. Anyone, however, who has contact with a trauma 

victim can and should be prepared to provide help at the support and logical level.  

Support involves making certain the trauma survivor is cared for physically and provided with 

sensitive and caring emotional support.  

Intervening at the logical level involves providing information about trauma, its impact and how 

recovery can be achieved and then teaching the skills needed to begin the recovery process.  Two 

skills are necessary, self soothing and repair of damaged beliefs which may include the 

construction of a new belief system. 

 If help at the support and logical levels does not succeed in containing the trauma’s negative 

impact, medication, placement in a controlled environment, or exploration of previously existing 

psychodynamic conflicts may be indicated. These are specialized care interventions 



and while referral for such care is often needed, supportive and logical efforts to help should 

continue. 

OVER VIEW OF PREFERRED TREATMENT PROCESS 

FIRST STEP IS ALWAYS TO ASSURE SAFETY A major problem with all 

traumatization is avoiding further trauma and secondary victimization. This is not easy. 

Many trauma victims live in violent homes or violent neighborhoods. The violence goes on. 

Psychological treatment will fail if traumatizing experiences are on going.  

Secondary victimization also refers to clumsy and inappropriate handling by police, medical 

personnel, other service providers, and relatives. If you are involved in a situation where the 

police must be involved or the adolescent must undergo physical examination, be with the 

youngster. Advocate for interviews by specialists who know how to help without further 

traumatizing. 

Prepare the youngster for what will to expect; debrief after. Empower the adolescent as much as 

possible. Even small choices, like deciding where the appointment should take place, who should 

be with them during interviews or evendeciding to take a cab or ride a bus to an appointment is a 

choice and helps re-establish some sense of control. 

MEET BASIC HUMAN NEEDS Common human needs are food, shelter, access to medical 

care; all the things we need to insure biological well being. Psychological treatment cannot 

replace the importance of adequately meeting these needs. Immediately after the trauma or the 

crisis, extra attention needs to be given to the biological needs. Even if medical treatment is not 

indicated, the person needs to be encouraged to attend carefully to physical needs, to eat 

properly, rest and exercise. 

No one who has been traumatized need s lots of probing questions, forms, delays in getting help. 

Trauma victims don’t need technical neutrality. A trauma victim needs clear and compassionate 

action directed toward easing pain.They need to have hurts and pains recognized. If brutalized, 

a trauma victim needs to have that recognized, she needs to be told she is the victim and 

that nothing she did deserved this treatment. Nothing. I purposively use the word victim 

here. Victims become survivors, but first they are victims. 

Another common human need in time of trouble is to be able to put aside the trouble for a 

little while. Not to act as if nothing happened, but to make a conscious effort to take extra 

care, to do whatever small thing one can do to find some comfort. For some that might mean 

going to church or synagogue or mosque. For others it might mean watching a favorite television 

show or listening to music.  

Finally, a basic human need in time of trouble is for sanctuary. Make your relationship 

with the client a place of sanctuary. The most healing aspect of all therapies is the sense of 

bonded concern from someone who cares and is striving to understand you. That is the kind of 

sanctuary we all need when wounded. 

ALLY WITH THE VICTIM If you assure safety and you meet common human needs, you 

will have gone a long way toward establishing an alliance with the victim. Continuing to build 

the alliance means continuing to be caring and compassionate. It means being attuned to where 

the victim is in the healing process. Communication is response and alliances are built on 

appropriate responses. One of the most allying steps you can take throughout the healing 



process is the continual focus on the victim's wants, needs, and desires. Treatment contracts 

should be clearly spelled out. No surprises allowed. Choice with the exception of safety issues or 

illegal behavior must reside continually with the adolescent. 

ALLY WITH THE PRIMARY CAREGIVERS and all significant others This must be done 

with all primary caregivers and all significant others. Even if they are the abusers, your stance 

toward them must be one of alliance. The good must be preserved while the hurtful is explained 

and contained. 

HEAR WHAT CAN BE TOLD Hear the trauma victim’s story, don't make up your own. 

Stay attuned to the fact that the story may not be told completely, because it is not known 

completely or because the feelings are too strong at any particular time. Moving beyond what the 

client can tell must be done carefully, slowly and with great tenderness. That becomes part of the 

Name To Tame process. 

AFFIRM STRENGTHS AS THE PERSON TELLS THEIR STORY. Most trauma victims 

need to go over and over their stories. This is part of the effort to repair beliefs. It also helps the 

person gain some control. Reminding the person that the trauma is past helps.  

No story should be heard, no matter how incomplete, without the listener applauding and 

affirming the strengths it reveals. "Thank you for telling me that, I suspect it was painful to 

review it again." "You have survived a great deal, you have many strengths."  

These are words that need to be said, but too often aren't. 

NAME TO TAME When the person has told their story, the trauma must be named and 

tamed. "This was not right. This is a trauma. This is something that doesn’t happen every day to 

every person."  

The belief that we live in a violent society, that we are an inherently violent species must be 

countered. Violence is abnormal. Adolescents must be helped to understand that most people try 

to live in harmony with people without hurting or using them for their own needs.  

Name to Tame also involves teaching the effects trauma has on people. Talk about the fact 

that trauma revs you up, may make you have feelings and thoughts you don’t understand. 

Review the symptoms listed  above and normalize them. Teach the changes in the central 

nervous system, teach the changes in belief system.  

Knowledge is power. Part of this process involves revisiting the trauma to examine the impact 

on the person’s belief system. Telling and retelling the story of the trauma is part of the name to 

tame process. When helping a person tell the story of the trauma, it is important to first realize it 

is not enough just to tell and retell the story.   

Four safety rules must be followed in the retelling: 

1. The retelling must be done in a way that does not create the same intensity of 

feeling as the original trauma.  

2. The telling must also affirm the person’s strengths.  

3. The retelling must also help place the trauma in perspective.  

4. The retelling must help the person repair shattered beliefs.  

 



The first step is in maintiaining safety while the above takes plase is to establish a way to 

help the person control the pain that arises as they retell the story. This means that when 

talking to someone about a trauma, you must first  establish some parameters for keeping 

flashbacks under control. This is best done by first teaching the person some mind control skills. 

Successful retellings are done when the person is centered and feels in control.  

If you are dealing with a trauma victim shortly after the trauma has occurred, it is important to be 

alert to when the person is becoming overwrought and to suggest slowing down or backing off. 

Use praises such as “You are safe now.” “You are strong.“  

Point out the normality of how they feel now and how they behaved during the trauma. 

TEACH SELF SOOTHING SKILLS  If the person’s fear or anger seems to be getting out of 

control suggest a break to gather themselves. Ask what they need to help them deal with the 

trauma. If the person is crying, comfort. 

If the trauma occurred in the past and if you are going to be working with the person over a 

period of time, it helps to point out that talking about painful events is not easy and not helpful 

unless the person can control the pain. Tell them you want to teach them some mind control and 

centering exercises to help them control the pain. Here is one  trauma survivors have found 

helpful. 

Power Owning Meditation Whatever trauma, whatever hurts life has dealt you, you have 

survived and you are strong, I want to help you own your power and your strength. 

1. Plant your feet solidly on the floor. 

2. Sit tall and strong. 

3. Place your hands on your thighs. 

4. Keep your eyes open, but focused on a spot on the wall. 

5. Breathe in and as you press your feet into the floor, press your hands down on 

your thighs. Feel the strength build. 

6. When you have gathered it in, hold it for a few seconds. Remember, however, that 

building strength also involves release. So breathe out and release the power. 

Notice the difference. 

7. Take another breathe, gather your strength, hold it and then breathe out and rest. 

As you rest breathe normally and smile the smile of the victor. The victor's smile 

is a smile of satisfaction. A half smile.  

8. Take a few minutes to notice how it feels to breathe in and out. Periodically, you 

might want to gather up your strength, recognize it and then let itrest. Every time 

you do so remember to smile the smile of the victor.  

9. As you do this exercise, notice how good it feels to gather your strength, to notice 

it, and then to rest it. When you are done, stretch and go on to the next exercise. 

Creating a Safe Place also  helps.  Here is the script for that.   

Now that you know how to gather, honor, and then rest your power, it is time to create a 

safe place in your mind. A safe place is where you can go whenever you need to prepare 

yourself for a test of strength. 



 First take a minute to gather and rest your power.  

Don't forget to honor how strong you are, how strong you are growing, and don't forget 

to smile the victor's smile. 

Next spend a few minutes to find or create a safe place inside of you. You may know 

immediately where your safe  place is. Or you may need to spend some time building one. 

Remember this is your place, you can make it as safe as you want. 

 One woman build hers in a wood looking down to the ocean. Hers has a magic shield all 

around it. The shield keeps other people from coming in. A boy found his safe place on 

the back of an eagle soaring high above the earth. 

When you find your safe place, take the time now to look around and see what your safe 

place looks like, you may see some special things that make you feel safe. The woman in 

the wood had a wonderful dog with her, the dog was  protective and kind at the same 

time. A man had an eagle and an owl in his safe place, one for strength, the other 

forwisdom.  

Add anything to your safe place that will increase your sense of well-being. Maybe you 

will want to add some music or other sounds that will help you feel safe. Maybe a special 

smell adds further comfort. 

When you have finished creating this sanctuary, take a few minutes to enjoy.  

Somewhere in your safe place make a viewing space. The space could be a cloud, a wall, 

even a tv screen or a movie screen. Put up onto that space a minute of scariness. Now see 

yourself coming back to your safe place and locking the scariness away. See that what 

frightened you can't get into your safe place.  

You control who you let in this place. You are in charge. Your are the keeper of your 

mind and your place of safety. So look around again and let yourself enjoy the safety that 

you can find here anytime you want. Now say good by, but know this is a place that you 

and only you own, you can return whenever you want. You carry it with you forever. 

When you are ready to leave, stretch and go about your life. 

Remind the person you are trying to help that the more they practice these exercises, the 

stronger their self soothing skilss will  become. You build a centering program the same way 

you build up a muscle by lifting a bar-bell--lots and lots of repetitions. 

CALMING SELF TALK ALSO STRENGTHENS.  

Self talk can jazz us up or calm us down. This is particularly truefor trauma victims. Learn 

Rational Emotive Therapy techniques and become comfortable teaching them. The essence of 

RET is that our feelings are mediated by our thoughts. The behaviorists say we are stimulated 

and responded. Arousal leads to consequence. A > C. But the cognitive behaviorists say things 

aren't that simple. 

1. Arousal leads to beliefs about what is happening and its importance and 

that leads to the consequence. A + B = C. 

2. Something happens that starts a feeling chain, but only when we name the 

something and evaluate it in our minds does it become a feeling. 



3. B = the evaluation process.  B happens very quickly and often 

subconsciously. B always influences the consequences. 

Here is a very simple example of how our self-talk influences our feelings. Two people walk 

down the street.Someone bumps into them and walks away without saying anything. One person 

says to herself, “That person is bad and out to get me, they need punishing.”  

The second person says, “Maybe the person was worried, maybe they just heard their child was 

seriously hurt or a parent had been taken ill. Their mind was on their problems not me, I don’t 

liked being bumped but it happens. I can take it and let my negative feelings go. Getting angry 

will just create pain for me.”  

Identical situations, but self-talk creating two different feeling outcomes. Self-talk influences 

how we feel. 

Traumas often intensifies negative and useless self talk. Learning some calming self talk or 

slogans are useful in re-establishing control.. A slogan is a short phrase that the person repeats in 

order to keep thoughts focused and to prevent being overwhelmed when discussion painful 

events. Suggested slogans:  

 Calm and thinking .  

 Looking at things.  

 Alert, but controlled. 

 Staying in charge.  

 Safe now. 

 Staying safe. 

Thinking about what is happening. 

Other slogans that may help, are those affirming strength. Slogans like:  

 I am strong.  

 I have what it takes. 

 I can make it through this. 

TEACH FEELING MASTERY -- Much of the above will help the person master feelings, but 

other feeling mastery  skills can also be taught. Feeling thermometers are particularly important 

to teach. Other important feeling mastery skills--observing feelings, learning to act against the 

flow of negative feelings. This is where an Emotional Fitness Training Program  as described in 

my book Parents Are People Too is useful.  The most useful way to prepare to teach others is  to 

to learn to use these skills to help yourself as you deal with the problems of life. Once you 

believe in their effectiveness, teach them to your clients. 

TEACH MISSING SKILLS -- Communication skills, assertiveness skills, self defense skills 

are all useful skills for the trauma victims to learn. 

TEACH INNER ALLY--Milton Erikson, M.D in his book the February Man describes the 

hypnotic building of an internal ally for a client. Erikson ended all his sessions with all clients 

with the words, "My voice will go with you." 



That was his lending himself internally and helping clients to build an inner ally. A sexually 

abused teenager accessed her inner ally when she realized that she was very good at giving her 

friends advice, but didn't give herself good advice. She dubbed the part of herself that could give 

friends good advice, Dear Abby Nicole. Naming her good advice giving self helped her call on 

this inner resource (ally) more readily. This is precisely the process that people need to be taught. 

In addition to allies, we also develop inner critics. These critics are the source of most of our 

negative self-talk. Their voices echo within are hearts and brain and tell us we are crazy or stupid 

or lazy or mean or worthless. These voices need eradicating. Most children are guilt ridden by 

nature. Adolescents put their guilt out onto parents and other adult authority figures, but guilt 

remains a problem. It helps to find out an adolescent’s internal voices and to teach them thought 

stopping and thought changing. Much of what has been discussed is useful. Slogans are 

particularly useful in countering internal critcs. Help the adolescents you work with find slogans 

that get them through tough times. I have used the words, "This Too Shall Pass" as one of my 

slogans. "Now is not forever" is a similar slogan.  

Try to help each adolescent a number of slogans he or she can use as part of calming self talk and 

as part of his or her inner ally. When ending your work with the adolescent make the inner ally 

you have been concrete. We all need to be helped to deal with the fact that people come and go, 

that not all relationships are forever 

I remind the adolescents I work with that all  relationships end only to live in our memories of 

each other. Make a treatment portfolio for the kids you are trying to help. During treatment give 

poems, pictures other small things that will help them build an ally. When terminating give the 

adolescent something special to remember your by and that will help them become part of their 

inner ally. 

MEANING MAKING Look for stories, poems, and quotes that help the adolescent make sense 

of the world in broad ways. Garbarino also makes the point that it is often helpful to engage in 

writing or drawing about the trauma.He also suggests helping the adolescent focus on the future. 

Caring for a pet, growing something serve such purposes. 

Robert Coles, Harvard psychiatrist noted for his studies of children, discovered many who 

survived lives of pain, did so because their parents instilled a sustaining religious faith. One of 

his most moving stories is about Ruby Bridges. 

Ruby was one of the children attempting to integrate the previously all white schools of the 

South. Daily she was marched into her school--a small child walking a gauntlet of hatred. The 

crowd screamed obscenities, threatened violence, spat at her. One day Coles saw her pause and 

look out over the crowd. Her lips moved. He wondered what she was saying to the crowd.  

Coles later asked Ruby what she said: "I wasn't talking to them," she told him, "I had forgotten to 

pray for them, so I had to stop and ask G-d to forgive them. That was what our Lord did when 

theyailed Him to the cross." 

The faith of children is simple and effective. Part of its effectiveness stems from the protective 

shell formed around children by the elementary nature of their explanations--they don't question, 

they accept what is, they accept whatparents tell them about why suffering exists. But the parents 

must tell something and so must we. That means the we must also have an explanation that 

sustains us. Unfortunately, in the rush of life, we often fail to examine these things.  We are all 

strengthened by taking the time to develop a deep and abiding philosophy that will carry us 



through when darkness descends. When darknessdoes come , we do better if have developed 

sustaining beliefs. The beliefs do not have to be complicated or religious.Often it is enough just 

to note that bad things happen and although different people have different explanations, the 

important thing is to not let the bad pull you down.  

Trauma, particularly violence presents two choices. One choice is to use the violence as an 

excuse to become violent, to pay back or a harder. The better choice is to rise above the hurt and 

to refuse to let violence strip you of your humanity. 


