Recovery

While for adults failure to deal satisfactorily with traumatic events may disrupt their lives and adversely affect their ability to function, for children the risk to emotional development is considerable.   And yet the pressure on children to conceal the impact of trauma can be immense.   Adults are often unable to cope with the nature, degree and depth of children’s distress.   They may themselves lack the understanding to recognise the distress as it is manifest in behaviour, or may inadvertently give off signals which let the children know that the adults cannot hold their pain.  Either way much of children's distress goes unreported and therefore many children fail to be given the help they need to deal with the disruption, which exposure to trauma may bring.  

There have long been a range of myths surrounding a child's reaction to trauma and to death and loss, the most widely accepted of these being the belief that children are young and therefore forget easily.   Children frequently learn that the adults around them are uncomfortable with their pain and seek to avoid showing that pain.   The fact that children, like adults, have natural resources and a resilience, that will help them move to recovery should not be overlooked, but neither should the fact that many children will have experiences with which they are ill-equipped to cope and that will, without appropriate help, be likely to disrupt emotional development.   Being able to identify more readily those children at greater risk should enable us to target scarce resources when and identify where they are most likely to be of use.  

Responding
Within our schools there is a well established system for monitoring and identifying those who have Additional Support Needs.   Staged intervention allows teachers to pick up on children who have difficulty with learning.   For those who have significant difficulties, intensive and specialised help can be made available.   The system can also be used to be sensitive to those whose behaviour reflects underlying emotional or social difficulties.  

Post trauma, especially following incidents as extreme as those in Dunblane or Denver, such monitoring systems may be insufficient.  Children can become adept at masking their difficulties.   School may be an escape from the stress and tensions of home.  Many children become quieter at school and their failure to talk about how they may be feeling can be misconstrued as indicating that they have dealt with the events.  If, as in the two examples given, events take place within the school itself, staff and pupils may both be traumatised and children, seeking to protect staff from further hurt, will not raise their concerns with adults who they see are themselves struggling.  

Discussing the event and their feelings with children post trauma may have real advantages in such situations but as a society we tend to consider this as intrusive and fear that by raising the possibility of emotional difficulties we may somehow create them where they do not exist.   We will not.  

‘Talking about trauma and reactions does not create problems where there are none ‘ (Galante and Foa  1986).

Institutions need to create a culture in which it is generally possible to examine feelings and declare vulnerability, to facilitate conversation and to be alert to and not frightened by distress and sadness.   If they can, staff will be in a better position to monitor effectively the children in their care and to respond quickly to changes, which may indicate that a child is struggling.  

Those in management need also to be aware when trauma has impacted on both staff and pupils, for when this has occurred it will be much more difficult for staff to be open to and effective in responding objectively to children's needs.  

Post trauma most children will struggle to feel secure.   They strive to re-establish control over their lives and need the solidity of adults who can set firm limits and maintain clear boundaries and who are able to contain the powerful emotions they may be experiencing.   Adults whose own sense of security and purpose is disturbed may be unable to provide all that the children need.  While concern for staff well being is of course important, it must not be viewed as paramount, and if staff are unable to provide the secure, stable environment needed then management needs to step in.  

Adults who work with traumatised children need to be comfortable with and able to contain children's pain.   Failure to do this may encourage children to appear pseudo-mature and to portray a confidence, which they don't in fact feel, and which is likely to fail them when they face the next real developmental hurdle, which may be as routine though significant an event as transfer to secondary school.  

Children's capacity to sustain sadness increases gradually with age.  Children may rely on attempts to disbelieve the realness of a loss or seek in dreams and fantasy the reunion they want.   The lack of apparent sustained sadness may prevent those around the child appreciating the nature and intensity of a child's reactions.   Children are very alert to the effects that their distress may have on the adults around them and try to mask it.   Adults need to be alert to the fact that not all children will cope without help and to identify those children most likely to be at risk and to whom resources need to be targeted.  

We need a system which can pick up those who are struggling.  Schools need an ethos of openness in communication.  The existing systems in school may not be pro-active enough and schools may need to set up a monitoring or triage system to identify those most in need.
This is a role that the school’s Crisis management Team along with members of appropriate agencies should take on. While the period around six months post-event is often cited as the time when parents most often raise concerns (Wraith 1996), the impact for many children will not appear until well beyond this.  Subsequent events which post-date trauma by many years may be sufficient to tip the balance.  

