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Module 2: Normal Responses to Trauma and Chronic Stress
Activities
1. Introduction
2. Bottle Bursting Activity
3. Discussion
4. Summary

•
•
•

•

Handouts/Supplies
Handout 2.1 Stress: The Body’s
Alarm System
Handout 2.2 Reactions to Trauma
3 small seltzer/club soda bottles:
1 with the contents replaced with
tap water. Facilitator needs to
know which bottle is which
Flip chart and markers

Objectives

•

Participants will identify three types of responses to chronic
stress and trauma

Introduction

Today we are going to talk about normal responses to trauma and
chronic stress. Instead of just talking about normal responses, I
thought it would be better for you to experience this first hand.

Activity‐Bottle Bursting1 We need 3 volunteers who don’t mind getting a little wet.
Hand the volunteers a bottle each, remembering which person is
holding the bottle with tap water.
I want everyone to think about the things that stress out the youth
that you work with and then share them with the group. I want the
folks that are holding the bottles to shake them while you are
hearing about all of these stressful things.
Write the stressful things on a flip chart.
What is happening inside the bottle as our volunteers are shaking
them?
(Example: When we get full of feelings, pressure begins to
build up inside. We feel like a bottle about to burst. )
Ask person #1 (holding a real bottle of club or seltzer) to open their
bottle quickly. (Be clear about making sure that the other
individuals holding bottles do not open their bottles until they are
instructed.)
1

This activity was adapted from “SPARCS: Structured Psychotherapy for Adolescents Responding to Chronic Stress
–Group Trauma Treatment Curriculum (2006). Ruth DeRosa, Mandy Habib, David Pelcovitz, et al.“
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What happens when we bottle things up? (solicit responses such as
those below)
We explode
Pressure gets released all at once
Things get messy
You have to clean up the mess
Ask person #2 (holding the bottle that holds tap water) to open
their bottle quickly
What happened? (solicit responses such as those below)
Sometimes things get bottled up for so long that you go
numb and feel like you don’t have any feelings at all.
Sometimes people end up feeling flat, emotionless.
What is wrong with feeling numb?
Can’t feel good things
Feelings are important, they tell you when something is
wrong
Ask person #3 (holding a bottle of club soda or seltzer) to
alternatively open and close their bottle slowly (they should have
kept shaking it during the other discussions)to release the pressure.
What happened?
Didn’t explode
Didn’t go flat
Let out pressure slowly
Discussion Questions

Summary

1. Did this activity make you think of any youth at your agency?
Why?
2. How does your agency handle a young person who is about to
explode?
3. Some youth have their own ways to “let the pressure out of the
bottle”. What are those? (include positive and destructive ways
‐‐ self injurious behavior, risk taking, etc).
4. Did you see yourself in this activity? How so? Which bottle are
you?
It is very easy to talk about stress and trauma and forget for a
minute what it feels like when you are about to explode. This
exercise reminds us that people are very much like these bottles and
that we all need to figure out how to release the pressure that is
inside of us.
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Handout 2.1
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Handout 2.2
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Module #3 Definitions of Trauma, PTSD, Complex Trauma, and the ARC
Framework
Activities
1. Introduction
2. PowerPoint Presentation #2
3. Discussion
4. Summary

Objectives

•
•
•
•

•

•
•
•

Handouts/Supplies
Handout 3.1 Domains of
Impairment from an ARC
Perspective
Handout 3.2 Trauma Definitions
Handout 3.3 Historical Trauma
Handout 3.4 The ARC Framework

Participants will be able to define trauma, PTSD, chronic trauma, and
complex trauma
Participants will be able to describe normal responses to complex trauma
Participants will be able to identify key individual variables that help
determine the reaction to potentially traumatizing events
Participants will know the core concepts of the ARC Framework
(Attachment, Self Regulation, and Skill Competency)

Introduction We wanted to spend some time making sure that we have a common
understanding and a common language about trauma. Please feel free to ask
questions as you have them.
It is natural for folks learning about trauma to think about the trauma that each of
us has experienced. Most of us have experienced the loss of a loved one, an
accident, or some other traumatic event. It can be useful to think about our own
responses to traumatic events as we think about how trauma has impacted on
homeless youth.
Content‐
PPT #2

Key Concepts covered in lecture format with/or without PPT
• Definition of trauma and complex trauma
• Identify the pre‐event, event, and post‐ event factors that can impact on the
way the traumatic event is experienced and how well an individual recovers
• Definition of PTSD
• The ARC Framework and how trauma impacts attachment, self‐regulation, and
competencies.
• What behaviors do we observe that could be a trauma response?
• Unique issues for LGBT youth.
• Unique issues for youth of color and immigrant youth
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Discussion

1. What are the unique issues surrounding trauma for youth experiencing
homelessness?
2. What type of pre‐event factors put homeless youth at greater risk?
3. What types of post event factors interfere with recovery for homeless
youth?

Summary

We recognize that this may be a lot of new terminology for some of you. However,
we really believe that as we understand more about trauma and its impact on the
young people that we serve, we can be more effective in our work.

Resources

Complex Trauma in Children and Adolescents
http://www.nctsnet.org/nctsn_assets/pdfs/edu_materials/ComplexTrauma_All.pdf
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PowerPoint #2
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If you think about the last book that you
read or the last movie that you saw that
really moved you, it was probably a story
about an individual’s traumatic
experience, their immediate response to
that trauma, and how they grew or
changed.
The Wizard of Oz is the story of a
traumatic event. What was Dorothy’s
trauma? She is a twister survivor. Her
house fell and killed someone. Another
witch is trying to kill her. What happened
to her biological mother and father?
Why is she living with Aunt EM?
How did the traumatic experience
change Dorothy? (She talked about
appreciating the love that she had right
at home).Do you think that Dorothy
experiences long‐term effects of her
traumatic experiences?
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His mother was killed protecting him
He lived with a family that didn’t love
him or care about him.
Voldemort is trying to kill him.

We all bring our past experiences to a
traumatic event. Long before a
particular traumatic event, some of us
are already bringing a lot of baggage
with us.
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What are positive pre event factors?
no previous exposure
effective coping skills
stable family structure

What type of event factors could impact
on the way we experience a trauma?
• Whether this is a single event or
something we have experienced
before?
• The meaning of the event to the
victim
• How freaked we are
• Our geographic nearness to the
event?
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After a traumatic experience, what could
make a difference about the way we
reflect on an event?

Looking at this list, what do you guess
are positive post event factors?
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This is not a training about PTSD. In fact,
very few homeless youth meet the
diagnostic criteria for PTSD even though
most of them have experienced
potentially traumatic experiences. Any
thoughts about why this could be true?
(Due to the frequency of past traumatic
experiences, they expect the world to be
a bad place and aren’t surprised when
bad things continue to happen.) Even if
they don’t have PTSD, many homeless
youth do show some of the signs of PTSD
and it is important for us to keep this in
mind.
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Data suggests that LGBT youth are
harassed, verbally and physically
assaulted as a result of their sexual
orientation or gender expressions.
Youth of color are over‐represented in
the child welfare system, the juvenile
justice system, and in communities of
poverty.
Often the process of immigrating to the
US is a traumatic experience. It may
have involved separation from family
members, traumatic border crossings,
fear of discovery for youth that are not
documented, and vulnerability to
exploitation by coyotes, employers, etc.
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The Adverse Childhood Experiences
(ACE) Study is one of the largest
investigations ever conducted on the
links between childhood maltreatment
and later‐life health and well‐being. The
ACE Study findings suggest that these
experiences are major risk factors for the
leading causes of illness and death as
well as poor quality of life in the United
States. More information is available on
the ACES study at
http://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/ace/
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