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4 Criteria 

• Traumatic Event 
• Intrusive Reexperiencing 
• Avoidance 
• Arousal 



PTSD in Children 6 years and younger 

DSM-IV    
A. Exposed to traumatic events. 

Both are present 
1. Experienced, witnessed, or was 

confronted with events that 
involved actual or threatened 
death or serious injury, or threat 
to physical integrity of self or 
others 

2. Person’s response involved fear, 
helplessness, or horror 

 

DSM-5 
A. Exposed to actual or threatened 

death, serious injury, or sexual 
violence in 1 or more of these 
ways: 

1. Directly experienced 
2. Witnessed, in person, as it 

occurred to others. Note: not 
including events that are 
witnessed only in electronic 
media. 

3. Learning that the event occurred 
to a parent or caregiving figure. 

Acute response deleted 



Types of Trauma 

 

Acute trauma: 
 

(Continued) 
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A single event that lasts for a limited time 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
An acute trauma is a single event that lasts for a limited period of time. Examples of acute trauma include:Being in a car accident, being bitten by a dogWitnessing (or being a victim of) a school shooting, a crime, or gang violenceGoing through a natural disaster like a tornadoSeeing a loved one dieA physical or sexual assaultEven during a brief traumatic event, a child can go through an amazing—and bewildering—number of feelings, thoughts, and physical responses as he or she reacts to the danger and thinks of how to find safety.Certain moments during the event—such as the dog baring its teeth or the bad guy pointing his gun—can stick in a child’s mind as the worst or scariest.Children gauge the seriousness of an event by parents’ and other adults’ responses. For example, one little girl said that the scariest part of a hurricane was seeing her mother crying in fear.



Types of Trauma (Continued) 

The experience of multiple  
traumatic events, often over  
a long period of time 

 

Chronic trauma: 
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(Continued) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Chronic trauma is when a child experiences many traumatic events, often over a long period of time.Chronic trauma can mean recurrent traumatic events of the same kind (such as physical or sexual abuse) or the experience of many different traumatic events—such as a child who has seen a violent fight between his parents, and later gets hurt in a drive-by shooting, and then has to spend weeks in the hospital undergoing frightening medical procedures.Even in cases of chronic trauma, such as physical abuse, there may be particular events that stand out as especially terrifying.For example, one little girl couldn’t stop thinking about “the night Mommy was so drunk I was sure she was going to kill my sister” or “the time Daddy was screaming at people who weren’t there.”The effects of chronic trauma build on each other. The brain and body of a child who has experienced chronic trauma for years may respond differently to a scary event than a normal child’s does. Children who have experienced a series of traumas may become more overwhelmed by each event that follows and more convinced that the world is not a safe place.



When Trauma Is Caused  
by Loved Ones 

 Multiple traumatic events that begin at a very young 
age 

 Caused by adults who should have been caring for and 
protecting the child 

Sources: Cook et al. (2005). Psychiatric Annals,35 (5), 390-398;  
van Der Kolk, C. A., & Courtois, B. A. (2005). Journal of Traumatic Stress, 18, 385-388. 

The term complex trauma is used to describe a specific kind of 
chronic trauma and its effects on children:  
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The effects of trauma are compounded when trauma is caused by the people children depend on for survival and safety.In recent years, trauma experts have used the term “complex trauma” to describe this kind of trauma and its effects.Complex trauma occurs when:<Click to Bullet 1> Children are exposed to chronic trauma from a very young age (typically younger than age five) as a result of<Click to Bullet 2> The actions of parents or other adults who should have been caring for and protecting them.Chronic physical and sexual abuse are two kinds of traumatic experiences associated with complex trauma.Negligence, neglect, and complex trauma often go together with negligent parents committing such acts as confining a child to a closet, tying him or her up in bed, refusing food or water, or drugging a child to keep him or her quiet.Not surprisingly, many children in the child welfare system have experienced this kind of trauma.



PTSD in Children 6 years and younger 

DSM-IV    
B. 1 or more re-experiencing items: 
1. Recurrent and intrusive, 

distressing recollection of events 
2. Distressing dreams of the event 
3. Acting or feeling the event was 

recurring (includes sense of 
reliving illusions, hallucinations, 
and dissociative flashbacks. 

4. Psychological distress to 
reminders. 

5. Physiological distress to 
reminders 
 

DSM-5 under 6 years 
B. 1 or more intrusive items: 
1. Recurrent and intrusive, distressing 

recollection of events. Note: 
distressing is optional 

2. Distressing dreams in which the 
content and/or affect are related to 
the event. In children, there may be 
unrecognizable content. 

3. Dissociative reactions (eg flashbacks) 
which feels like event was 
recurring.(such reactions may occur 
on a continuum with the most 
extreme being complete lack of 
awareness of surroundings). Trauma 
specific reenactment in play 

4. Psychological distress to reminders. 
5. Physiological distress to reminders 

 



• Intrusive images, 
sensations, dreams 

• Intrusive memories of 
the traumatic event or 
events  
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Intrusion/Re experiencing: 

(Continued) 

How Children Respond to Trauma 
(Continued) 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Reexperiencing means that images, sensations, or memories of the traumatic event keep coming uncontrollably into the child’s mind.This is what people commonly call flashbacks. But reexperiencing may not be as dramatic as being thrust back into the scene—it may be subtler. For example, whenever the child tries to think about his mother, he keeps remembering the way her face looked the night she was passed out on the floor.



PTSD in Children 6 years and younger 

DSM-IV    
C. 3 or more avoidance or numbing 

items: 
1. Avoid thoughts, feelings or 

conversations 
2. Avoid activities, places or people 
3. Inability to recall an important 

aspect of the trauma 
4. Diminished interest in significant 

activities 
5. Feelings of detachment or 

estrangement from others. 
6. Restricted range of affect 
7. Sense of foreshortened future 

 
 

DSM-5 under 6 years 
C. 1 or more avoidance or negative 

alterations in cognitions items: 
1. Avoid activities, places or physical 

reminders 
2. Avoid people, conversations, or 

interpersonal situations that are 
reminders 

3. Increased frequency of negative 
emotion states s.a. fear, guilt, sadness, 
shame, confusion. Memory item 
deleted 

4. Diminished interest in significant 
activities, including constriction of play 

5. Socially withdrawn behavior 
6. Persistent reduction in expression of 

positive emotions.  Hopelessness item 
deleted 

 



• Feeling numb, shut down, or 
separated from normal life 

• Pulling away from activities 
and relationships 

• Avoiding things that prompt 
memories of the trauma  
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Avoidance and withdrawal: 

How Children Respond to Trauma 
(Continued) 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Avoidance and withdrawal mean that the child feels numb, frozen, shut down, or separated from normal life, and may pull away from friends and activities, even those he or she used to enjoy. Sometimes children withdraw to avoid any reminders of the traumatic event.



PTSD in Children 6 years and younger 

DSM-IV    
D. 2 or more increased arousal items: 
1. Difficulty with sleep 
2. Irritability or outbursts of anger 
3. Difficulty concentrating 
4. Hypervigilance 
5. Exaggerated startle response 

 

DSM-5 under 6 years 
D. 2 or more increased arousal and 

reactivity items: 
1. Difficulty with sleep 
2. Irritability or outbursts of anger 

(including extreme angry 
outbursts) 

3. Difficulty concentrating 
4. Hypervigilance 
5. Exaggerated startle response 
 



• Nervousness 

• Jumpiness 

• Quickness to startle 
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Hyperarousal:  

(Continued) 

How Children Respond to Trauma 
(Continued) 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Hyperarousal means that the child is jumpy, nervous, or quick to startle. After an acute traumatic event, such as a car accident or natural disaster, many of us have had this experience.



 May evoke intense and disturbing 
feelings tied to the original trauma 

 Can lead to behaviors that seem 
out of place, but may have been 
appropriate at the time of the 
original traumatic event 

Trauma Reminders 
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People, situations, places, things, or feelings that remind 
children of traumatic events: 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Psychological safety comes not only from having a sense of control over your outside world, but also from having a sense of control over what goes on inside yourself.Trauma reminders can cause physical and emotional reactions that threaten a child’s sense of safety.As we discussed earlier in this training, during a traumatic event sights, smells, sounds, things, places, people, words, colors even a child’s own feelings—can become linked with the trauma.Afterward, exposure to any of the things that have become associated with the trauma in the child’s mind can bring up intense and terrifying feelings, similar to those felt during the trauma itself.  Sometimes the child may understand what’s happening, but more often then not the reaction is completely unconscious—which can make it even more terrifying.Exposure to trauma reminders can prompt children to behave in ways that may seem out of place in the current situation, but that made sense—and may even have been helpful—at the time of the original traumatic event.



Mood Regulation 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fP2JPAYVfns 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fP2JPAYVfns
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