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Understanding Child Traumatic Stress: 
A GUIDE FOR PARENTS 

What is Child Traumatic Stress? 
Child traumatic stress is when children and adolescents are exposed to traumatic events or traumatic situations, and 
when this exposure overwhelms their ability to cope. 

When children have been exposed to situations where they feared for their lives, believed they could have been injured, 
witnessed violence, or tragically lost a loved one, they may show signs of traumatic stress. The impact on any given child 
depends partly on the objective danger, partly on his or her subjective reaction to the events, and partly on his or her age 
and developmental level.

If your child is experiencing traumatic stress you might notice  
the following signs:

• Difficulty sleeping and nightmares

• Refusing to go to school

• Lack of appetite

• Bed-wetting or other regression in behavior

• Interference with developmental milestones

• Anger 

• Getting into fights at school or fighting more with siblings

• Difficulty paying attention to teachers at school and to parents at home

• Avoidance of scary situations

• Withdrawal from friends or activities

• Nervousness or jumpiness

• Intrusive memories of what happened

• Play that includes recreating the event

What is the best way to treat child traumatic stress?
There are effective ways to treat child traumatic stress. 

Many treatments include cognitive behavioral principles:  

• Education about the impact of trauma

• Helping children and their parents establish or re-establish a sense of safety

• Techniques for dealing with overwhelming emotional reactions

• An opportunity to talk about the traumatic experience in a safe, accepting environment

• Involvement, when possible, of primary caregivers in the healing process  

For more information see the NCTSN website: www.nctsn.org.

What can I do for my child at home? 
Parents never want their child to go through trauma or suffer its after effects.  
Having someone you can talk to about your own feelings will help you to better help your child. 
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How can I make sure my child receives help at school?  
If your child is staying home from school, depressed, angry, acting out in class, having difficulty concentrating, not 
completing homework, or failing tests, there are several ways to get help at school. Talk with your child’s school 
counselor, social worker, or psychologist. Usually, these professionals understand child traumatic stress and should be 
able to assist you to obtain help. 

Ask at school about services through Federal legislation including: 

Special Education—the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) which, in some schools, includes trauma 1.	
services; and 

Section 504—which protects people from discrimination based on disabilities and may include provisions for services 2.	
that will help your child in the classroom. 

Check with your school’s psychologist, school counselor, principal, or special education director for information about 
whether your child might be eligible for help with trauma under IDEA.

The good news is that there are services that can help your child get better. Knowing who to ask and where to look is 
the first step.

This project was funded by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). The views, 
policies, and opinions expressed are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of SAMHSA or HHS.

Follow these steps to help your child at home:

Learn about the common reactions that children 1.	
have to traumatic events.

Consult a qualified mental health professional if 2.	
your child’s distress continues for several weeks. 
Ask your child’s school for an appropriate referral.

Assure your child of his or her safety at home and 3.	
at school. Talk with him or her about what you’ve 
done to make him or her safe at home and what 
the school is doing to keep students safe.

Reassure your child that he or she is not 4.	
responsible. Children may blame themselves for 
events, even those completely out of their control.

Allow your child to express his or her fears and 5.	
fantasies verbally or through play. That is a normal 
part of the recovery process.

Maintain regular home and school routines to support 6.	
the process of recovery, but make sure your child 
continues going to school and stays in school.

Be patient. 7.	 There is no correct timetable for healing. 
Some children will recover quickly. Other children 
recover more slowly. Try not to push him or her to “just 
get over it,” and let him or her know that he or she 
should not feel guilty or bad about any of his or her 
feelings.

Developed by
NCTSN School Committee
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Brief Information on Childhood Traumatic Grief 

What Is Childhood Traumatic Grief?
This brief information guide to Childhood Traumatic Grief summarizes some of the material from the “In-Depth General 
Information Guide to Childhood Traumatic Grief,” which can be found at www.NCTSN.org.

Childhood traumatic grief is a condition that some children develop after the death of a close friend or family •	
member.

Children with childhood traumatic grief experience the cause of that death as horrifying or terrifying, whether the •	
death was sudden and unexpected or due to natural causes.

The distinguishing feature of childhood traumatic grief is that trauma symptoms interfere with the child’s ability to •	
work through the typical bereavement process.

In this condition, even happy thoughts and memories of the deceased person remind children of the traumatic •	
way in which they perceive the death of the person close to them.

The child may have intrusive memories about the death that are shown by nightmares, feeling guilty, self-blame, •	
or thoughts about the horrible way the person died.

These children may show signs of avoidance and numbing such as withdrawal, acting as if they are not upset, and •	
avoiding reminders of the person, the way the person died, or the event that led to the death.

They may show physical or emotional symptoms of increased arousal such as irritability, anger, trouble sleeping, •	
decreased concentration, drop in grades, stomachaches, headaches, increased vigilance, and fears about safety 
for themselves or others.

These symptoms may be more or less common at different developmental stages.•	

Left unresolved, this condition could lead to more serious difficulties over time.•	

Not all children who lose a loved one in traumatic circumstances develop childhood traumatic grief; many •	
experience normal grief reactions. 

What Is Normal Grief?
In both normal childhood grief (also called uncomplicated bereavement) and childhood traumatic grief, children typically 
feel very sad and may have sleep problems, loss of appetite, and decreased interest in family and friends.

In both normal and traumatic grief, they may develop temporary physical complaints or they may regress, returning to 
behaviors they had previously outgrown, like bed-wetting, thumb-sucking, or clinging to parents.

Both groups of children may be irritable or withdrawn, have trouble concentrating, and be preoccupied with death.

Children experiencing normal grief reactions engage in activities that help them adapt to life.  

Through the normal grief process children are typically able to:

Accept the reality and permanence of the death•	

Experience and cope with painful reactions to the death, such as sadness, anger, resentment, confusion,  •	
and guilt

Adjust to changes in their lives and identities that result from the death•	
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Develop new relationships or deepen existing relationships to help them cope with the difficulties and loneliness •	
that may have resulted from the death

Invest in new relationships and life-affirming activities as a means of moving forward without the person being •	
physically present

Maintain a continuing, appropriate attachment to the person who died through such activities as reminiscing, •	
remembering, and memorializing

Make meaning of the death, a process that can include coming to an understanding of why the person died•	

Continue through the normal developmental stages of childhood and adolescence•	

What Additional Challenges Increase the Risk of Childhood Traumatic Grief? 
(Secondary Adversities)
Some evidence suggests that bereaved children who experience additional challenges related to the death—called 
secondary adversities—or who are already facing difficult life circumstances, are at risk for experiencing traumatic grief. For 
example, a child who must move after the death of a father must contend with both the absence of a parent and disruption 
of a social network. A child who witnessed the murder of her mother may face an array of severe additional adversities, 
such as participation in legal proceedings and facing intrusive questions from peers. Children whose lives are already 
very complicated and filled with challenges and adversities may be particularly susceptible to developing traumatic grief 
reactions.

What to Do for Childhood Traumatic Grief
Children with childhood traumatic grief often try to avoid talking about the deceased person or their feelings about the 
death, but talking about it may be important for resolving trauma symptoms that are interfering with the child’s ability to 
grieve. If symptoms similar to those listed on this sheet persist, professional help may be needed. The professional should 
have experience in working with children and adolescents and specifically with issues of grief and trauma. Treatment 
itself should address both the trauma of the death and grief symptoms. Effective treatments are available, and children 
can return to their normal functioning. If you do not know where to turn, talking to your child’s pediatrician or a mental 
health professional may be an important first step. They should be able to provide you with a referral to a mental health 
professional who specializes in working with children and adolescents experiencing traumatic grief reactions. Additional 
information is available from the National Child Traumatic Stress Network at (310) 235-2633 and (919) 682-1552 or  
www.NCTSN.org.

This project was funded by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). The views, 
policies, and opinions expressed are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of SAMHSA or HHS.


