Holiday Help for Your Family--If your children have had trauma in their lives
By Deborah Gray MSW, MPA Nurturing Attachments and The Advanced Clinical Consult Group/Cascadia Training
Traumatized children need consistency. A regular schedule helps them to handle stimulation. Keep as much of the daily schedule as similar as possible to the normal schedule.

After trauma children can be alarmed by crowds, noisy surroundings, and contact with strangers. If there is a chaotic holiday event with noise, strangers and lots of moving bodies, then consider whether it really is best for your child. If it seems like it might be “too much” it probably will be.  Do ask about nightmares, or whether your child is “looking” for someone in the crowd. Or, if she thinks someone is “looking” for her. It is better to ask about these fears than to deal with the acting out of their fear.
Look at the calendar as a whole, blocking out times and days at home for re-regulating the family. Behaviors indicative of overstimulation are arguing, yelling, fighting, and irritability. Holiday memories of playing games at home under the Christmas tree lights are lovely ones.
Go to bed ½ hour earlier to for a 6-week period during the darkest days—parents too. It improves everyone’s mood.

Children need to be participatory. Always alternate watching activities with interactive ones.

Limit overnight guests and casual visitors to the home when parenting traumatized children. Many children fear guests. Let their “safe nest of a home” feel safe.

Get physical. Children will be more relaxed if they get an hour a day of physical play. Go to the park with an umbrella or hit the gym for basketball.

Children often miss their birth relatives during this time of the year. Have a “remembrance day” or weekend  so that they can talk about some of their happy and sad associated memories. Many children were moved at this time of year. These memories may trigger grief and fear. Be sensitive to their needs for support.
Family events may bring out adoption-related questions. Often children are observing that their cousins are being described as “just like so-and-so.” Talking about these issues ahead of time is a good idea. Do they have permission to talk about the people they physically resemble? Are they able to talk about other ways that they are like the extended family?
If children are to get several presents, consider giving a gift a day—even if you are not Jewish! Let children have time to experience the gift instead of getting frantically overstimulated. Be sure to allow time to play with your child with their new toys.
Take time to talk about, reflect on, and store positive holiday memories.  Anxious children (as traumatized children are)  tend to “tag” the anxious memories for memory storage. Help them to process and hold onto holiday memories that are filled with family resonance and fun.

Parents:

What really is important to you in the holiday? Is the holiday a religious one, spiritual one, traditional one, materialistic one? Is your time being spent according to your priorities? What are you planning to do that does not fit into your priorities?    Why? 

Write down the 3 things that you would most like to do with your child/ren over the holidays:

How will you get quiet, reflective time for yourself? This is necessary to keep your child emotionally regulated!  Do you need to become ill to do this? Can you make another plan for relaxation beyond getting ill?

Consider 3 things that you will not do this Holiday season or that you will do in alternating years. For example, I will bake this year, but not next. I will send cards or emails next year, but not this year.

What will you do so that you do not over-extend yourself financially or through shopping? 

Schedule a day off for you and your child around the 10th of December. Stay home, sleep in, and relax! 

What will you do so that you do not over-extend yourself financially?  What is “enough,” so that you signal yourself that it is time to stop giving, buying, going?
