
Children respond to trauma in 
many different ways. Some may 
have reactions very soon after the 
event; others may do fine for weeks 
or months, and then begin to show 
troubling behavior. Knowing the 
signs that are common at different 
ages can help parents and teachers 
recognize problems and respond 
appropriately.

Preschool Age

Children ages 1–5 find it 
particularly hard to adjust to 
change and loss. These youngsters 
have not yet developed their own 
coping skills, so they must depend 
on parents, family members, and 
teachers to help them through 
difficult times.

Very young children may regress 
to an earlier behavioral stage 
after a violent or traumatic 



These young people are at a developmental stage in which the opinions of others are 
very important. They need to be thought of as “normal” by their friends and are less 
concerned about relating well with adults or participating in family activities they once 
enjoyed.

In later adolescence, teens may experience feelings of helplessness and guilt because 
they are unable to assume full adult responsibilities as the community responds to the 
traumatic event. Older teens may deny the extent of their reactions to the traumatic 
event. 

How to Help

Reassurance is the key to helping children through a traumatic time. Very young 
children need a lot of cuddling, as well as verbal support. Answer questions about the 
event honestly, but do not dwell on frightening details or allow the subject to dominate 
family or classroom time indefinitely. Encourage children of all ages to express emotions 



Helpful Resources
National Mental Health Information Center
Toll-Free: 1-800-789-2647 (English and Español) 
TDD: 1-866-889-2647
Web Site: www.mentalhealth.samhsa.gov

National Clearinghouse for Alcohol and Drug 
Information
Toll-Free: 1-800-729-6686 (English and Español) 
TDD: 1-800-487-4889
Web Site: www.ncadi.samhsa.gov

Treatment Locators
Mental Health Services Locator
Toll-Free: 1-800-789-2647 (English and Español)
TDD: 1-866-889-2647
Web Site: www.mentalhealth.samhsa.gov/databases

Substance Abuse Treatment Facility Locator


