
TEENS, TRAUMA & TRAGEDY 

 

You might imagine your 14 year old as living simultaneously in 3 positions in a tug of 

war. One side is pulling towards further development, one side pulling backwards. And 

at the center, the child is feeling an uncomfortable lack of balance. Young teenagers 

travel between these three positions, but find it hard to be aware of more than one at a 

time.  

The massive impact of witnessing girls their own age being gunned down defenselessly 

will increase dramatically the intensity of each of the pulls, and make the center 

especially wobbly. You might be well advised to ask yourself during any conversation 

or fragment  thereof, “From which position is my child speaking?” Then you can 

address each position in a manner suited to it. 

For example, the position of developmental progress may speak in a definitive and 

seemingly adult manner. A child may be stating an extreme and unquestioning stance, 

perhaps restating positions from the adult political or religious spectrum of opinion. 

She may be experiencing and giving expression to a fearlessness that you may find 

chilling. At the time, it may be more important to respect the child’s feeling of certainty 

and to appreciate just how important some clarity is for the child at the moment. 

At the other side, the position of developmental regression may speak in the voice of 

profound fear and uncertainty. Or, more likely, you may find the child struggling 

desperately not to allow herself to experience helplessness. Young teenagers are often 

very frightened by being frightened. They feel their recently acquired independence too 

shaky to tolerate a feeling of neediness and dependence that they fear pulls them 

backwards to childishness. Here it may be most helpful to encourage permission to 

experience deep fear and helplessness temporarily. You can help your daughter to let 

herself feel very shaken, and stay with her while you express your confidence that her 

growth towards independence can tolerate these feelings. 

At the center, the feeling of how the child defines herself may seem most welcome and 

easy to communicate with, during  the fleeting or more prolonged moments when it is 

dominant. Your daughter may be able to express a sense of confusion within herself, 

feeling herself at the center of contradictory pulls. You may feel her more of a partner 

in the conversation. If you imagine the child standing on a narrow platform from which 

she is feeling pulled, you could picture your role as helping her broaden her base, 

giving her more room to place her feet for a more steady balance, with some room to 

sway to either side without toppling over. You can help her expand this base both in 

time and space. By space I mean helping her to be thoughtful about a range of possible 

feelings and thoughts in addition to the ones she has noted. It is often easiest to elicit 

such expansions by asking about her friends. For example, what range of opinion or 

feeling was spoken about by her friends? How is each one different? With regard to 

time, I want to raise two things. First, how has she noticed that her own responses 

have already fluctuated over time.  And second, some help in expanding towards the 

future, that feelings and thoughts grow and change over time. This is best expressed by 

engaging in a continuous conversation over weeks and months, returning to the point 

in order to observe together how things have been  changing. I think young teenagers 

appreciate some help in realizing that response to extreme feelings is not “settled” so 

quickly or definitively, and that they have time to broaden their repertoire of feelings 

and thoughts.  

Let me summarize. Young teenagers are a highly inconsistent bunch. Parents have an 

intuitive appreciation that they are often speaking to different sides of their child while 



the child does not realize this. I am encouraging you to rely on this healthy intuition 

especially when helping  your child to relate to last weeks horrible events. Growing up 

involves facing the tragic side of life as well. Tragedy becomes trauma when a child 

feels overwhelmed by feelings and adjusts and restricts her personality  to one side or 

another, with a feeling that she has fallen off her own base. You can help your child 

face tragedy and avoid trauma by responding flexibly to her fluctuating sides while 

keeping the conversation open over time. 
 


