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Agenda

• Section 1: understanding stress, stress response, and trauma
• Section 2: What this looks/feels/sounds like in our setting (multiple)
• Section 3: Best practices, tips/tricks, resources, open discussion 



1. Remember we are working with CHILDREN

• Bend down, don’t tower
• Your goal should be to make them FEEL safe
• Use soft tones, lower voice
• SMILE
• ALWAYS ASK to approach/touch
• Give SPACE

• Remember that your uniform is a trigger
• Think about this: did their trafficker/abuser/exploiter teach them to trust you?! To respond well to you?! 

NOPE, the opposite.
• We have to think about all of the scary, negative things they would’ve been taught/told about the police 

and BE the opposite in speech/language and engagement/behavior.



REACTING?

OR RESPONDING?







Mirror Neurons



Hyper Arousal V Dissociation







Hyper-Arousal Behaviors 

• Uncontrollable and sudden outbursts
• Anger/aggression 
• Violence 
• Yelling 
• Can’t sleep 
• Disrespectful language 
• Ready to fight, tensed body, crossed arms





Dissociative Behaviors

• Withdrawn
• Shy 
• “Spacing out”
• Over compliance 
• often feel ‘spacey’, ‘floaty’, or like your brain is ‘foggy’
• might even get sleepy whenever life gets challenging
• people say you are really calm under stress, but the truth is you are just numb
• the more stressful a situation, the less you can think clearly
• you can have a sense you are watching your life instead of in it, as if life is a movie you are watching
• when people ask how you are feeling you find it difficult to know
• others often get frustrated as they think you aren’t listening
• you have delayed reactions – what you really wanted to say or do in a situation a day or several days later but 

very rarely in the moment
• you might sometimes even feel disconnected from your body, as if you aren’t quite in it
• you can easily overlook important details and forget moments



What does dissociation look like? Signs to watch for
• you often feel ‘spacey’, ‘floaty’, or like your brain is ‘foggy’
• you might even get sleepy whenever life gets challenging
• people say you are really calm under stress, but the truth is you are just numb
• the more stressful a situation, the less you can think clearly
• you can have a sense you are watching your life instead of in it, as if life is a movie you are 

watching
• when people ask how you are feeling you find it difficult to know
• others often get frustrated as they think you aren’t listening
• you have delayed reactions – what you really wanted to say or do in a situation a day or several 

days later but very rarely in the moment
• you might sometimes even feel disconnected from your body, as if you aren’t quite in it
• you can easily overlook important details and forget moments



Some Common Triggers

!! EVERYONE HAS DIFFERENT EXPERIENCES AND THUS DIFFERENT TRIGGERS !!
• Loud sounds
• Voices: deep, loud, sometimes gendered 
• Light – bright/darkness/flashing
• Physical size of adults 

THE MOST IMPORTANT PIECE HERE IS THAT WHEN YOU DO “HIT A NERVE” OR TRIGGER 
SOMEONE, ESPECIALLY A CHILD, DO NOT REACT YOURSELF. STAY CALM, COLLECTED, AND 
UNDERSTANDING. THEY NEED EMPATHY AND COMFORT, NOT YOUR IMPATIENCE.



Self-Regulating Behaviors

• Movement/rocking
• Biting/chewing
• Tapping, bouncing of the leg/body
• Not being able to sit/pacing 
• Draw to music
• “Hiding” in clothes or with their body or someone else’s
• Not talking or talking excessively 
• Crying



Open Discussion



Let’s leave the stress at the door….

1. Sit comfortably, OPEN hands, 
open front body

2. Scan your body for tension 
3. As you follow the breath cues, 

INTENTIONALLY release that 
muscle tension, anywhere you 
find it





How to regulate the nervous system

• “Wet noodle” 
• Deep breathing 
• Create a safe space – depending on age 
• Allow them to rock; listen to music as you breathe WITH them 
• Model calmness NO MATTER WHAT
• Do not argue or “attack”



Teaching Self-Regulation 
• Wet noodle 
• Breathing exercises
• Communicating emotions



RESOURCE

• https://www.childtrauma.org/

https://www.childtrauma.org/


Best Practices 
• https://cops.usdoj.gov/RIC/Publications/cops-p342-pub.pdf

Remember your Trauma Responsive Care:
1. Take the TIME needed with them

1. They have to feel SAFE, first
2. They CANNOT think or communicate well within a stress response/escalated 

2. ACTIVELY seek to RESIST re-traumatization 
3. Beware loud sounds, bright lights

1. Common “triggers”
2. Closed off rooms/cold, dark rooms

4. NEVER touch without permission, even to console
5. BEND DOWN to speak to children

1. Are there any toys or stuffed animals you could give to them?
2. Can you allow them to draw while you talk to them?
3. Work with your partners: therapists, social workers, etc…

6. SMILE
7. Be as warm and nurturing as possible 
8. Remember to be PATIENT even when trying to ask questions 
9. Remember that these CHILDREN are probably conditioned to lie to you and distrust you, this is NOT 

their fault 
10. Remember that compliance does NOT mean they are okay/feeling safe
11. RESPOND do not react to their behavior 
12. Avoiding using language like “good girl” or “good boy”
13. ASK, “how can I help you feel safer right now?” “is this or that okay with you?”

https://cops.usdoj.gov/RIC/Publications/cops-p342-pub.pdf
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