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What is trauma?
We all cope with stressful situations in life. 
However, a trauma is an event that is so scary, 
difficult, or stressful that it overwhelms our natural 
abilities to cope, so the traumatic experience then 
ends up affecting us even after it is over.

A trauma can be something that happens to you. 
It can also be something that you witness or learn 
about happening to someone else. Traumas can 
be one-time events like car accidents or ongoing 
events like abuse or discrimination.

3 Key Takeaways
• It is not your fault
• Trauma can have impacts that last 

long after it ends and can affect 
emotions, behavior, and learning

• You can recover from trauma

More than 50% of youth will 
experience a traumatic event before 
age 18. If you’ve experienced a 
trauma, it is not your fault, you are 
not alone and you can recover.

Some examples of traumatic experiences include:

• Physical or sexual violence
• Emotional abuse
• Seeing violence at home or in the community
• Serious accidents
• Death (though not all deaths are traumatic)
• Serious illness
• Natural disasters
• Discrimination, racism, or bullying

What are some common reactions to trauma?
It’s very common to have some difficult symptoms for a while after the trauma is over. We refer to these 
symptoms as post-traumatic stress (PTS). 

PTS can be feelings: 

• Being scared, confused, sad, ashamed or angry 
• Having sleep problems or nightmares 
• Not wanting to be around reminders  

of the trauma or to be away from close family
• Feeling different or distracted

PTS can be thoughts: 

• Thinking you are a bad person because of 
what happened

• Memories of the trauma coming in your mind 
all the time

• Blaming yourself for what happened  
• Not trusting people 
• Worrying that it will happen again

It’s also important to note that we all have a certain amount of resilience, meaning that we can get through 
hard things. Researchers have also discovered that something called post-traumatic growth (PTG) is 
possible – meaning that sometimes, after we heal from a trauma, we actually feel more appreciative of life 
or more connected to ourselves or others than before the trauma.
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Frequently Asked Questions About Trauma

What should I do if I’ve experienced a trauma?
Tell someone! Many youth report feeling afraid of the consequences of telling. However, telling about what 
happened and what you are experiencing as a result is the important first step to feeling better.

 
What if I am currently experiencing a trauma?
First, tell an adult what you are experiencing. Second, ask yourself if there is any way you can increase your 
safety now? Can you decrease the amount of trauma you experience by changing where, or with whom, you 
spend your time? Third, remember that you are not alone. Many youth your age are experiencing the same 
thing. Fourth, remind yourself that you are strong and that recovery is possible. There are many examples 
of successful adults who experienced a lot of trauma in their childhood.

 
Is PTS normal?
Yes! It is normal to have difficult reactions following a trauma. You might have really strong reactions or 
more mild reactions. Everyone is different. There is no right or wrong way to respond to a trauma.

 
Can I get better? What helps with PTS?
Yes. We definitely know that people can heal from trauma. It helps to know that reactions are normal and 
usually will get better with time. The chances are very good that you will get better. Sometimes you can do 
this on your own or with help from your family; sometimes a counselor can help, too. 

 
Tips to help with trauma reactions:
• Remind yourself that the trauma is over, and you are not in danger now.
• Tell yourself you did the best you could in the situation.
• Learn about your trauma reminders so you can be ready to handle them.
• Practice stopping and calming down when you have strong reactions.
• Try not to avoid reminders or situations that are actually safe.
• Let your family know what they can do to help you feel safe and be safe. 

 
If I’ve experienced a trauma, am I doomed?
No! No one forgets that they went through a trauma. It will always be a bad experience and you might never 
forget about it. You might have some permanent changes because you went through a trauma. However, 
not all changes are bad. Sometimes you learn how much you can handle and that you are a stronger 
person because of it; maybe you will be more prepared than other kids for handling situations that could be 
dangerous or scary. You may be able to help other kids if they go through a trauma. Try to think about what 
you have learned and how you are better prepared to handle difficult experiences.
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