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A Little About Me
❖

Ph.D. Student at the Indiana University of School of Social
Work

❖

MSW from the Indiana University School of Social Work

❖

Therapist providing care to children and families in the Child
Welfare System in Indiana.

❖

Developed a non-profit focused on orphan care and prevention
in the nation of Burundi.

❖

Research interests include: white supremacy, white reflexivity,
race-based trauma and traumatic stress.

Objectives and Aims
❖

Better understand the phenomena of race-based trauma
and traumatic stress, both historically and contemporarily.

❖

Better understand the biopsychosocial impact of racebased trauma and traumatic stress on the different stages
of child development.

❖

Better understand the role service providers play in
addressing race-based trauma and traumatic stress in the
lives of Indiana youth at the different stages of child
development.

Some Definitions
❖

Racism: The belief that all members of each race possess
characteristics or abilities specific to that race, especially so as
to distinguish them as inferior or superior to another race or
races.

❖

Institutional Racism: A system of privileges or disadvantages
placed on one group by another group supported by such
entities as government institutions, laws, policies, etc.

❖

Discrimination: Action for or against an individual or group
by an individual based on group membership.

Some Definitions
❖

Bias: Prejudice in favor of or against one thing, person, or
group compared with another, usually in a way considered
to be unfair.

❖

Privilege: A special right, advantage, or immunity granted
or available only to a particular person or group of people.

❖

Inequity: Lack of fairness or injustice.

❖

Prejudice: A conscious or unconscious assignment of
positive or negative value to the (perceived) traits of a
group.
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Trauma
Traumatic events involve:

(Ford & Courtois, 2009)

•

Experiencing a serious injury
to oneself or witnessing a
serious injury to or the death
of someone else.

•

Facing imminent threats of
serious injury or death to
oneself or others.

•

Experiencing a violation of
personal physical integrity.

Traumatic Stress

Child traumatic stress occurs
when children’s exposure to
traumatic events overwhelms
their ability to cope with what
they have experienced.

Impact of Traumatic Stress

•

Survival coping

•

Adaptive and maladaptive skills developed to create a sense
of safety and security.

•

Can begin as impulsive coping mechanisms, but can turn
into long term habits of engagement.

(Ford & Courtois, 2009)

Historical Trauma
•

A form of trauma that impacts entire
communities

•

Cumulative emotional and
psychological wounding, as a result
of group traumatic experiences,
transmitted across generations
within a community (SAMHSA,
2016; Yehuda et al., 2016).

•

Often associated with racial and
ethnic population groups in the US
who have suffered major
intergenerational losses and assaults
on their culture and well-being.

Epigenetics

•

The study of biological mechanisms that can switch genes on and off.

•

Recent epigenetic studies have shown that stress, socio-economic
deprivation, racism and other traumatic experiences of our ancestors can
play a part in turning on or off certain genes in our DNA (Giacobino,
2014).

•

The trauma of slavery can be passed on transgenerationally (Giacobino,
2014).

•

Immediate public health implications - social determinants of health.

Race-Based Trauma
•

Traumatic events that occur as a result of
witnessing or experiencing racism,
discrimination, or structural prejudice
(also known as institutional racism).

•

Race-based trauma and traumatic stress
refers to the stressful impact or
emotional pain of one’s experience with
racism and discrimination (Carter, 2007).

Impact of Race-Based Trauma
•

Increased vigilance and suspicion

•

Increased sensitivity to threat

•

Sense of a foreshortened future

•

Maladaptive responses to stress
such as aggression or substance
use

(Comas-Diaz, 2016; Carter, 2007)

Impact of Race-Based Trauma
❖

Traumatic stress reactions are worsened by the cumulative
impact of exposure to multiple traumas.

❖

Particularly important for youth in low-income urban
communities where there is increased risk for community
violence and victimization (Wade et al., 2014).

❖

Racial trauma contributes to systemic challenges faced by
groups who have experienced historical trauma (Lebron et
al., 2015).

Race-Based Trauma
&
Child Development

Infants and Toddlers (0-36 months)

•

Although young children lack the cognitive abilities to identify and
understand discrimination and racism they are not spared from their
effects (Brown, 2015).

•

Infants and toddlers experience developmentally appropriate fears and
anxieties (separation, loss of parents, loss of body parts) (Van Horn &
Lieberman, 2008).

Infants and Toddlers (0-36 months)

•

For young children, their perception of safety is closely linked to the perceived
safety of their caregivers (Scheeringa and Zeanah, 1995).

•

Being exposed to racially-motivated traumatic events toward them or their
loved ones can be perceived as threats by young children who might respond
with physiological or emotional difficulties.

•

Caregivers’ own stressors, including the effects of racial trauma, can impact
their emotional availability for their children and ability to protect them from
danger and stress (Brown 2015, Van Horn & Lieberman, 2008).

Preschoolers (3-5 years old)
•

May exhibit behaviors in response to
trauma that can include re-creating the
traumatic event or having difficulties
with sleeping, appetite, or reaction to
loud sounds or sudden movements.

•

If exposed to media reports of racial
trauma (such as a police shooting), they
tend to focus on sights and sounds and
interpret words and images literally.

•

May not fully grasp the concept of an
image being repeatedly replayed on
television and may think each time that
the event is happening over and over
again.

Older Students (12-17 years old)

•

High school-aged students may become fixated on events as a way of trying to
cope or deal with the anxiety that they are feeling as a result.

•

Older students may be exposed to a wide range of images and information via
social media as well.

What Can I Do?

Resiliency

Neuroplasticity

“What fires
together, wires
together”
(van Der Kolk, 2015)

What can I do?
•

Learn about the impacts of history and systemic racism.

•

Create and support safe and brave environments.

•

Model and support honesty and authenticity.

•

Honor the impacts of history and systemic racism.

•

Encourage and empower children as leaders.

•

Know thy self.

Adopt Trauma Informed Care

What can I do?
•

Consider that changes in behavior and mood might be the result of exposure to
stressors, including instances of racial trauma affecting the child’s family.

•

Provide a physical space for the child to feel safe

•

Support predictability in routines.

•

Help to connect behaviors with emotion by verbalizing possible feelings.

•

Support the children’s caregivers.

•

Provide opportunities for emotion and body regulation by helping children
calm their bodies and minds when they become upset.

•

Create developmentally appropriate and welcoming environments that impart
messages of inclusion and diversity to children and their caregivers.

Inconclusion
“While we cannot avoid taking an action step,
neither can we become so committed to our
particular vision for change that we fail to see the
possibility that every strategy for change can also
become oppressive”
- Moon & Flores (2019)
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