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Stress Part III: How the Brain Responds to 
Traumatic Events 
 
Ever since the horrific events of September 11, 2011, it appears that there have been 
more and more violent acts occurring around the world than ever before.  The massive 
shootings, even within our own school systems and places of worship, have spread fear 
and terror throughout our community. 
 
So, how do we help our children understand what is happening and teach them how to 
cope with it?  First we need to understand why the brain reacts the way it does and then 
figure out a way to handle it all. 
 
When a traumatic event occurs, such as a terrorist attack, the brain initiates a cognitive 
sequence where our emotional arousal activates our focus (Sylwester).  This provides 
direction for critical thinking and problem-solving systems to become engaged.  But 
what role does emotion play in all of this? 
  
In the 1950s, Paul Ekman, through empirical research, began to sudy body language 
and facial expressions.  He concluded that there are six basic emotions universal 
across all clutures: happiness, surprise, sadness, anger, disgust and fear  (Ekman, 
2003). 
 
Antonio Damasio, neuroscientist and professor at the University of Southern California 
and adjunct profesor at the Salk Institute, has shown that emotions are critical to social 
cognition and decision-making.  His studies influence our current understanding of the 
neural systems that are associated with language, consciousness, and memory. 
(Damasio, 2011) 
 
When a tradedy strikes, like bombings and massive shootings, all emotions, except 
happiness, are triggered.  It’s only natural for our nation to exhibit an emotional outburst.  
We’re immediately aroused but don’t know where to focus our attention or how to 
proceed  (Sylwester). 
 
The news media actually had been reporting emerging geopolitical activities prior to the 
September 11th event.  However, “In typical human fashion, we waited for the explosion 
before we attended to the looming problem”  (Sylwester).   
 
According to Robert Sylwester, who was an Emeritus Professor of Education at the 
University of Oregon, and author of numerous books on the brain and learning, explains 
that there are two separate problem-solving methods.  The first is the conceptual, 
reflexive problem-solving system that responds quickly based on a small amount of 
emotionally intense information.  Because it’s not interested in details, “it’s thus quite 
vulnerable to making racist/sexist/elitist responses based on only a few highly visible 
emotion-charged elements”  (Sylwester). 
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The second problem-solving method (located primarily in the frontal lobes of the brain) 
is the analytical, reflective system.  This processes information more slowly and is 
reflective on what is happening (Sylwester). 
 
Sylwester gives a great example of when we’re looking at a car.  If it’s speeding down 
the road straight at us, we use the conceptual, reflexive problem solving system and 
react quickly.  If we see the car sitting in the deaership’s window, we’ll use our 
reflective, analytical system to think about the cost, features, etc.  The brain is designed 
for survival so the default rapid reflexive system responds first. It responds quickly if the 
situation is dangerous and if it requires an immediate action (fight or flight).  When there 
isn’t an immediate danger, then the reflexive system typically responds first  
(Sylwester). 
 
When we hear of Isis and other terrorist groups being responsible for numerous traggic 
events around the world, it sparks both positive and negative reflexive responses.  On 
the good side, many volunter, donated funds, express empathy, grief, and show their 
patriotism.  On the down-side, some harass those who look like they were from the 
Middle East origin or of the Muslim faith.  Some refuge in their religion and others blame 
religion.  Some want military retaliation while others want a peaceful resolution 
(Sylwester).   Bottom line…it takes time to process what and why tragic events like this 
happen and even longer for reflective problem solving strategies to develop. 
 
When we face tragic events, students need to understand that our emotions will kick 
into high gear first.  “Our challenge is to develop and use our reflective capabilities as 
much as possible”  (Sylwester).   
 
Helping Students Understand 
 
First, talk about about  Ekman’s six emotions; happiness, surprise, sadness, anger, 
discust and fear.  Students need to understand what they are and why they are 
activated in hghly emotional situations.  I’d also recommend viewing the Disney/Pixar 
movie, Inside Out,  for it does an excellent job not only explaining how emotions control 
our brain and thinking, but is shows how they can affect our memory, our ability to 
retrieve information, and how emotions even affect our abstract thinking. 
 
Because the increase of violent incidents happening at school or near school 
campuses, the The National Child Traumatic Stress Network (The National Child 
Traumatic Stress Network) recommends the following: 
 

• Trauma recover services should be available to all administrators, teachers, 
students, families and stakeholders after a violent situation has occurred 

• “Teachers, while serving a crucial, front line role, should not be required to 
provide treatment.” This is important to note.  Although teachers go through 
extensive training on what to do in emergency situations, they really are not 
clinically trained to provide the needed assistance many students require (The 
National Child Traumatic Stress Network). 
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• Develop a strong network of community agencies that will work with the school 
staff and administrators 

• Through all phases of recovery, mental health services should always be 
available 

• Stakeholders should be involved in planning and responding to violent events 
occurring in our society 

 
Resources for Teachers and Parents:   
 
The following is a list of resources obtained from the Florida Association of Supervision 
and Curriculum Development (fascd.org).  These will be helpful in beginning the healing 
process after experiencing a violent or traumatic event.   
 

• Talking to Children about Violence: Tips for Parents and Teachers  
 

• Helping Children After a Natural Disaster: Information for Families and Educators 
 

• Brief Facts and Tips 
 

• Resources for Living: Emotional Recovery after a Crisis Resource Guide 
 

• Resources for Living: Common Reactions to Disaster 
 

• Resources of Living: Coping with Disaster 
 

• Resources for Living: Facing the Unknown after Disaster  
 

• Resources for Living: Stages of Recovery from Trauma and Loss 
 

• Resources for Living: Healing After an Act of Violence, Aetna Resources for 
Living 

 
• The entire December, 2017/January, 2018 issue of Educational Leadership (EL), 

Mental Health in Schools, has many articles focused on how to help students 
who have experienced trumatic events.  

 
Conclusion: 
 
By creating and sustaining a positive mindset, that our students can achieve success 
regardless of what they’re experiencing in and out of school, will set us in the right 
direction (Souers, 2017/2018).  Teachers need to clearly understand what is happening 
to the brain during stressful times and be prepared to assist these student when 
needed.  Remember that students can’t learn if they don’t feel safe.  So it’s critical to 
develop a classroom culture where students sense love, respect, and trust when they 
walk through the classroom doors. Watch for my article titled, What does Research tell 
us About the Importance of Student/Teacher Relationships? 
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For	comments	and/or	questions,	please	don’t	hesitate	to	contact	me	at	
DrLou@meteoreducation.com	
lwhitaker@meteoreducation.com	
	
Lou Whitaker, Ed. D. 
Brain Junkie  
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Please note …..  
 
For some reason, these hot links didn’t work when I clicked on the words, but they work 
when I copy and paste the address in the browser. If they don’t work in the article, 
please use the hot link below.  Thank you.   
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https://www.vocabulary.com/dictionary/terrorist%20attack 
 
https://www.paulekman.com/paul-ekman/  
 
https://sharpbrains.com/blog/2008/01/06/learning-the-brain-interview-with-robert-
sylwester/  
 
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources/school-safety-and-
crisis/talking-to-children-about-violence-tips-for-parents-and-teachers  
 
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources/school-safety-and-
crisis/natural-disaster  
 
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources/school-safety-and-
crisis/trauma  
 
http://gsi.berkely.edu.programs-services/hsi-speakers/kaufer/ 
 
 


