
Trauma Aware and Mental 
Health First Aid 
The Power of Positive Educators 





The Differences – Grief vs. Trauma 
GRIEF TRAUMA 
Generalized reaction is SADNESS Generalized reaction TERROR 

Grief reactions stand ALONE Trauma reactions generally include 
grief reactions 

Known to public and professionals Largely unknown (esp. in children) 

Does not disfigure identity Attacks and distorts identity 

Regret -  “I wish I would have…” Guilt – “ It was my fault” 

Dreams of person who died, was hurt Dreams of self dying, being hurt 

Pain is related to the loss Pain is related to tremendous terror 
and sense of powerlessness, fear and 
loss of safety 

Anger is not destructive Anger is assaultive (even if non-violent 
trauma) 



The Brain     

!  The Snake –  
!  Brain stem and lower part of the brain 
!  Main function is survival – fight, flight or freeze 

! The Tiger –  
!  Amygdala, Hippocampus, Cerebellum 

!  Sensory part of the brain 
!  Memories have no language 

! The Owl –  
!  Cerebrum, Frontal Lobe 
!  Cognition – learning and language 



Trauma as an experience  
!  Explicit (Cognitive) Memory versus Implicit (Sensory) Memory 

!  Trauma is what we experience,  

"  not what we know, understand or comprehend 

"  perception dependent 

 

!  This surge in stress hormones creates changes in the brain (and actually damages the brain 
when arousal is prolonged.) 

!  Changes in the brain cause changes in a person’s (the survivor) cognitive, behavioral and 
emotional functions. 

!  Both brain hemispheres are affected. 

!  The first thing that happens is that the left and right brain don’t integrate and work together – 
There is no cooperation between the two hemispheres. 



Types of Exposures 

!  Physical or sexual abuse 
!  Neglect 
!  Parent histories (drug abuse, 

etc) 
!  Discovering body of 

completed suicide 
!  Kidnapping 
!  Homelessness 
 

!   Witness to neighborhood 
 violence 

!   House fire/apartment fire 
!   Terminal illness 
!   Car accident 
!   Divorce/death of parent(s) 
!   Bullying 
!   Verbal abuse 



Right Brain and Memory  

!  Implicit Memory/RIGHT BRAIN 
#  No Language – no words to 

describe 
#  Sensory – sight, sounds, touch, 

smell, taste 
#  Iconic Symbolization 
#  Affect 
#  This is the part of the brain where 

trauma is STORED. 
#  This is WHY trauma is a sensory 

experience. 
#  Where vital functions that support 

survival and enable us to cope 
with stress occur. 



Trauma vs. Healthy Brain 



Youth Mental Health First Aid® 

! Youth Mental Health First Aid® is the help offered to 
a young person experiencing a mental health 
challenge, mental disorder or a mental health crisis.  
The first aid given until appropriate help is received 
or until the crisis resolves. 

Mental Health First Aid® does not teach people to diagnose  

or to provide treatment. 



Mental Challenges 

! A mental disorder or mental illness is a diagnosable illness 
that: 
! Affects a person’s thinking, emotional state and behavior. 

! Disrupts the person’s ability to: 
! Work or attend school. 

! Carry out daily activities. 

! Engage in satisfying relationships. 

 

 



What Are Some of the Disorders  
We Might Hear About? 

! ADD/ADHD/ODD 
! Anxiety Disorders 
! Bipolar Disorders 
! Depression 
! Eating Disorders 
! Psychosis 
! Substance Use Disorders 



Adolescent Development 

! Physical Changes: 
! Changes in hormones. 

!  Increases in height and weight. 

! Mental Changes: 
! Developing more abstract thinking skills. 

! Using more logic and reason in decision making. 

! Forming own beliefs. 

! Questioning authority. 

! Heightened focus on physical concerns. 



Adolescent Development 

! Emotional Changes: 
! Shifts mood quickly. 

! Feels more intensely. 

!  Increases in risk-taking and impulsive behavior. 

! Social Changes: 
! Experimentation with different levels of social and cultural identity. 

!  Increases in peer influence. 

! Awareness of sexual identity. 

! Learns to manage relationships. 



Typical Stages vs. Warning Signs 

! Examine the impact of change 
! Is the youth struggling: 

! In school 
! In social settings 
! In daily activities 

 
Symptoms of a mental illness can often appear similar to typical 

development during this period 
 

Ability to Live, Laugh & Love 



Mental Health First Aid® 
The Action Plan 

! Assess for risk of suicide or harm 
 

! Listen nonjudgmentally 
 

! Give reassurance and information 
 

! Encourage appropriate professional help 
 

! Encourage self-help and other support strategies 



Listen Nonjudgementally 

How to Effectively Communicate with Youth: 
!  Be genuine and respectful 

!  Be careful about using slang 
!  Be comfortable with silence 

!  Be in the present with them without comparing to your own youth 

!  Be aware that the young person’s feelings are very real 
!  Be accepting even though you may not agree 

!  Be aware of your body language and facial expressions 

!  Be positive with your feedback 
!  Be helpful with language without telling them how they feel or “should” feel 



Mental Health First Aid® 
The Action Plan 

! Assess for risk of suicide or harm 
 

! Listen nonjudgmentally 
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Assess for Risk of Suicide or Harm 

!  Inform the crisis team if the young person has: 
! Access to a gun, medications, or other means of suicide. 
! Stopped taking prescribed medicines. 
! Stopped seeing a mental or behavioral health provider or physician. 
! Written a suicide note. 
! Given possessions away. 
! Been in or is currently in an abusive relationship. 
! Recently suffered a loss or other traumatic event. 
! An upcoming anniversary of a loss. 
! Started using alcohol or drugs. 
! Recovered will from a previous suicidal crisis following a certain type of 

intervention. 



Try to De-escalate the Situation 

!  Speak slowly and confidently with a gentle, caring tone of voice. 

!  Do not argue or challenge the person. 

!  Do not threaten. 

!  Do not raise your voice or talk too fast. 

!  Use positive words instead of negative words. 

!  Stay calm and avoid nervous behavior. 

!  Do not restrict the person’s movement. 

!  Try to be aware of what may increase the person’s fear and aggression. 

!  Take a break from the conversation. 



Taking Care of Yourself as a First Aider 

! Have I decided what I will do for self-care? 
! Who can I debrief with now? 
!  If I feel upset or distressed later, who can I call? 
!  If I share with others, how do I ensure the confidentiality of the 

young person? 
! Do I or my family need a break? 


