HELPING CHILDREN LIVE WITH FEAR IN DIFFICULT TIMES: 
A WEBINAR FROM THE IMMIGRANT WOMEN’S ACADEMY 
English translation of text

Eline Martinez:
Today we have three people who very kindly accepted the invitation to come and speak with all of us. I have here Dr. Charlie Wittenberg, who is a child and adolescent psychiatrist and is the director of the team that provides mental health services throughout the entire juvenile detention system of New York City. We also have Gabriela Portas, who is a therapist that uses creative arts for treatment, specializing in trauma, anxiety, and all situations related to adapting to American culture. We also have Diana Méndez, who is an English as a New Language teacher at a school here in Kingston. She was also once an English as a New Language student when she was in school, and she is also an English-Spanish interpreter and translator working with the district.
Charlie Wittenberg: 
Thank you very much for the invitation and for your attention today. My name is Charlie Wittenberg. I'm a doctor. Charlie, that's fine. Well, I wanted to talk with you today about the topic of trauma, because we know that with everything that is happening in communities here across the country, it is a very important topic because everyone is experiencing various forms of trauma.
It's important to understand it a little better, because many times we think trauma is only the experience of war or the experience of acute moments such as assault, physical abuse, or sexual abuse. And it's important that we understand that trauma is affecting us through many more experiences that we normalize in our lives.
The experience of immigration, for example, is something so common and so difficult, but immigrants who are arriving here in the United States understand it as something normal, because everyone has to go through all those challenges in the immigration process. So many times we don't accept as much the trauma of that experience.
The trauma that continues with all immigrant communities here in the states — of being afraid of what might happen — is a very important trauma. And we have to validate our own experiences and the experiences of the whole community that is also going through that with us.
And it's not only that — racism can be a trauma. And the separation within families, the temporary separation that can last days or months, and the separation we have from our families in our country of origin — that can also be a trauma. And trauma — we have the word, but we also have to understand what it does to our bodies and our minds.It can affect us in many ways. Anxiety is something that we often understand as an experience after a trauma. Depression — many times we feel sad or feel too much stress from traumatic experiences. And those experiences are even much more difficult when it is not an acute trauma but a trauma that lasts a long time. We carry the trauma for a long time and with many people in community or in family, and we are all carrying the trauma together. It causes many of those experiences of depression, of anxiety — and many times, because of normalization again, as it is something that everyone is experiencing, we again don't give ourselves the validation that it makes us suffer, that it affects us. And also that others — others are experiencing the same emotions with us, and that even the young people we have in our families, at home, at school — they are also experiencing those same emotions with us.
I also want to talk about this because it will also affect Diana's part of the discussion. It affects us as parents, fathers and mothers of families, but also the students, the young people, because they have the same experiences we have. They are filled with so much anxiety and many times they either know a lot of what is happening or they know little, but they are afraid, they have fantasies about what could happen or what might be happening in the community, and the anxiety affects their ability to concentrate and to feel. They feel very restless emotionally and even physically because of all the emotions they are going through.
And that is typical of what trauma is. Trauma affects our thoughts — we feel fear about what might happen. We feel anxiety that something might happen again, something they have experienced in the past. But it also affects our physical body. We feel a kind of vigilance toward our surroundings. We are always thinking something is about to happen. And when one is in this state — it is like having the alarm so constantly on — it is difficult to think calmly, in a more tranquil and thoughtful way, because we are always thinking and distracted by the threat of something traumatic. So we have to be aware of that and, again, validate that we are suffering because of it. And the children, our sons and daughters, are also suffering from it. And when they feel that, it is not madness. It is not something strange — it is a normal reaction to a situation that is not normal. And that is what trauma is: a situation that should not happen to us, that we as human beings are not accustomed to experiencing, but that happens to us and affects us in a way that is both body and mind.
I could talk much more. I'm not sure — maybe we start with that and I'll pass it to Gabriela, but obviously I want to talk with you also a little more about what trauma is and how it affects us when it happens.
Gabriela Portas: 
Thank you, Charlie. Hello to those at home, welcome. I'm going to address those here in person, but I want to thank you for being here. I had thought for today — thank you, Charlie, for giving us a kind of outline of what trauma can be, right? And knowing that we are in a situation in this country where we are in a traumatizing situation where we don't know when it will end. We are like living inside of it, and what I wanted to offer are some small possibilities of how to help oneself feel a little more grounded, to have a little more inner space and a little more resilience, as they say in English.
So, I work with children of different ages. But I'm going to speak a bit more about younger children. And then Diana can speak about the adolescents, the older children. But before anything, in order to give appropriate support to a child who may be overwhelmed by circumstances or emotionally — keeping in mind what we were talking about, what Charlie was talking about — when we ourselves are impacted, and we live that in our bodies, in our minds, in our emotions, we have different parts of the brain too — all are impacted by circumstances.
So the most important thing for an adult who is with a child is to first be able to arrive at having enough internal calm — difficult sometimes in these circumstances — so as not to minimize the thoughts and emotions the children may have: the shame, the fear, the anger. For that we need to first check how we ourselves are. So I wanted to invite those who are here — and you who had my group this morning, I'm sorry for the repetition — to do a small body check-in. If you can, each one here and those at home, put your feet on the ground and feel the sitting bones grounded in your seat. When we are on alert, vigilant, we rise up to prepare ourselves to move. And when we relax, we come back down. I don't know if you can notice that, even sitting here in a chair. Let them descend. Feel your feet — that you can really allow them to feel heavy toward the ground, find what is the ground there.
How do you notice it? Is there a tingling sensation, temperature, heaviness? Good. And notice how the body came down a little. It rises and falls. Because if we feel the roots and the lower part of the body, if we feel from almost below a certain groundedness, it helps the mind to be a little clearer, to have a little more space. So simply — in a moment, before turning to the child and telling them what is happening, helping them — where are my roots at this moment? Maybe tomorrow or maybe in an hour I'll be in the whirlwind of life. But in this moment with you, I'm going to find this moment of grounding. You can notice your breathing. And when one does that, the child — because we are like nervous systems, we are like waves — I imagine us like waves. We don't have this spine that rises. And here we have so much sensation. And our senses bring us information. And when we are calm or calm enough, the child or whoever is around us senses it and their nervous system also regulates. And you don't have to say a single word.
And that is called resonance. If I feel my root, then the child does too. So now we don't have to think much further — for example, an experience that rises and falls, not this morning, or an experience in this city that put us on alert. It is necessary to have that capacity to be on alert. It is not necessary to have vigilance constantly. None of that is negative. That is the body, the reptilian mind, the most instinctive one, preparing in case one has to flee or has to fight. So there is no problem with that. What gives us more capacity is what we call like a pendulum — being able to feel that when necessary and then relax. So when one feels that way, one can also find my feet and my senses so that there is a little more space for next time.
And then, as I am also an art therapist and I work with young children — thinking about ways one can connect with what is happening in a way that is more appropriate for the child's level and that also does not give them a story that is also fantasy, because it is true that we are worried and living a borderline situation.
So, for children, one important thing — something you can do at home right now — imagine a safe place. We can't do it here, each one in your mind. Imagine a safe place. What would that be for each of you? It is not a place that exists in the world. It is an imaginary place.
Imagine it — who would be there with you? Are there people or not? What temperature is it? Is it day or night? What smells are there in this place? That — one can receive that inside. It also impacts the body and makes one feel better. The safest place where you want to be. You want to be with mom or with grandma? Great. Let's draw grandma. An animal — a little dog, a dragon. Good, we put it in the safe place. A dragon will really help you feel safe, right? Protected. Perfect. Let's add what else is needed, what is missing, what is there in that place. And after making that drawing, put it in the room where they sleep. There it is. When situations may become more dangerous or they don't feel so safe, you have that image — it is internal, they can internalize it. That child can carry it with them. 
Another thing that can be important — and let's see what questions there are or what the people here think — but telling stories helps children understand difficult things without it having to be about their own situation, their own family. So there can be stories told about things that happen where terrible things happen or scary things happen. And then not — there is an ending, but that is not the end of the story, not a narration. So they can also — and this helps organize the experience — if you can start to tell stories or do what is called a storyboard: take a piece of paper, divide it into three or six frames — it can be on a small piece of paper.
Like I make three frames here in math class. So you take a large piece of paper or they would make six frames and can make a drawn story. The first two frames can be things that have happened to the family — you put the baby or the family that arrived, I don't know, that arrived here. Perhaps the middle frame can be where we are now. And then difficult things can happen, and we can draw them, or things can happen — things that can always happen — as long as we reserve the last frame for something that leaves a little hope. Even if it doesn't have to be — it can be something that has to do with connection, with love, so that there is also a sequence, because it is the cognitive mind. 
If we can make a sequence, if we can understand it, it doesn't scare me as much. And what is happening now is we don't understand what is happening because it is chaotic. It is cruel. It is unexpected. It is not made with kindness. Can we expect it? No. So, well, but we can put guideposts on a story where things can happen — there can be a separation and we can be at a distance, but where love still continues. 
There is a book called The Invisible Thread that speaks of attachment — that even if someone is very far away, even if someone has died, there is still a thread that connects me to the person who has passed, that there is a thread of love from each heart that unites us all. It is a good way to talk with children. Perhaps there will be a separation, but I carry you in my heart and you in mine — because what children need to know, no matter what happens, is that that attachment, that connection, and that love persists. Whatever happens, they have that, they can count on that affection.
Also, you can invite them to draw a magical animal or think of a magical animal to accompany them. It doesn't matter what — or a spiritual force, something greater. We are here in a church. It can be the Virgin. It can be an angel. And really make it vivid — as we did with the safe space — make it vivid so that you can almost taste it. And that is an internal resource the child can have. Whatever happens — we are very resilient.
Well, that is what I wanted to offer today. I want to now pass to Diana. Thank you for listening. I hope it has been of some use. Well, good day to all.

Diana Méndez:  My name is Diana Méndez and I am a teacher at a middle school here in Kingston. I teach English as a New Language. Therefore, the vast majority of my students and their families are immigrants. And the recent times have had a great effect on our community both inside and outside of school.
My contribution has to do with the effect it has had on our school and on the kids. When everything started, we began talking with them — it was a matter of trying to balance giving them information without scaring them, without overstepping one's role as a simple teacher. I don't have, unfortunately, the capacity to give them legal advice or anything like that. Legal counsel or anything of the sort. But regardless, you find yourself in that role of having to provide some kind of information because they see you as someone who has information.
Beyond the effect of widespread fear — we have lost students. Two of my students' parents — one, we don't know exactly the circumstances, but they are just no longer there, they left. And the others was a kind of self-deportation out of fear of the family being separated. The hole it leaves in the classes, because a class is a mini community. Any class — and ours even more so. A child whose mom self-deported — and everything, the farewell in tears, and they made a physical farewell, signed a book and everything. That happened about two weeks ago, and every day we miss the child. Where are they? How are they? The children miss them. We have in the classes the list of students with birthdays, and nobody is going to remove that child's name from there — they will stay there, that thread. The thread is there, nobody wants to erase it. The backpack boy who kept his things — nobody wants that. It stayed there.
It's just that sometimes you think the kids — especially, I teach a secondary school. My littlest ones are about nine years old, but we go up to 14. Fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth grade. But the children know a lot. They know when a little friend is gone, and they know about the fear — they hear their parents talking, they know what people tell them. "Oh, but I'm fine because I have a hiding spot in the house. My mom told me that if such a thing happened, I should go to this place." They have hiding spots in their own homes.
And it's not only the immigrant children who are being affected, because obviously our school has all kinds of students, and many times the children who are learning English are also in classes with people who already speak it. But these little ones — "they're going to take you away" — especially the younger children. For me, the small ones are nine years old already, but still. And the tears — and "why didn't that person come?" When someone is absent, why — does anyone know where they are? The fear that spreads. Not just one has been absent for two days. Are they sick? Did something happen?
There is also the real balance of not wanting to scare the kids and also the district needing to take care of itself. But here — no one is going to enter that school without a court order, which, as we know, are not so easy to obtain. And everyone at the school near the doors needs to know that, to recognize it, and not let anyone in. And up to now, we haven't — but what I was reminded of, while listening to you, is that this week I remember — you know, at school there are many groups that come in, and someone who was from a group but wasn't known to the students — and that person was there. "Why is this person here?"
So yes, the fear is terrible. We see the effect on concentration. Now my students — the vast majority — in my view, even if someone comes to a country under the best of circumstances, which is not the case for most of them — moving houses as a child is trauma. That is a trauma. Your world changed. Considering some of the journeys certain people have had to take, and the circumstances under which they have already arrived here — they already come with trauma. That anxiety, that inability to stay still, affects memory. But let me just explain this to you — not, Pepito, because you didn't learn such a thing.
And in the years I've been teaching, I've learned that no, it's not just that the child doesn't want to — it's things that affect your capacity for self-regulation, for paying attention to things. So, well, I don't know — I don't have much to contribute because the truth is it's more questions we ask for them. In what way do we support them? In such enormous uncertainty. But also what you left me thinking deeply about is the issue of attachment — to families that are not here, and to the classmates who have gone — and also finding ways to maintain that with them, that they can greet each other or send a note, something like that, so that both the child who was taken and the children who remain know — truly — that they have not been forgotten, that they are still there.
Audience member: I have a question. I say — I don't know if it's right to speak to them with the truth. I don't know what you suggest. Because for me, that is new. In my case, my parents — from what I remember — almost always hid things from us when they happened. And now that I am a mother, I ask myself: is it right for me to tell my child what is happening, or to talk with them and be honest with them, to say: look, things are happening, it could happen to me — to be sincere with them? Or to go around it like we used to be — I'm from the 90s — so I don't know whether to do it that way.
I don't know what the doctor here and all of you suggest. My daughter is nine years old. And she is always asking me questions: "What are you doing? What are you talking about? What happened?" And now I come — ah, I say to myself, do I have to tell her the truth? What I have to do is: "Look, I was talking with such a person and this happened to them."There are things I know one has to be prudent about, but sometimes one also has to be honest and tell them, lay out the situation for them. I don't know what to do.

Charlie Wittenberg: Thank you for the question — it really is very difficult and the situation is not something simple. What we were talking about before is that, well, the children obviously feel what we are going through and the emotions we are experiencing as well. So for them, if we say: "Everything is fine. There is no problem, we are handling the whole situation, you don't need to worry" — they feel much more confused and feel even more anxiety. Because if they know something is happening but nobody wants to tell them, they feel like they're going crazy. Or: "How can I feel all of that and know that everything is happening around us?" And "My friends are telling me such and such, but my mom says nothing is happening." That is like a wall in the family, in communication, in trust.
At the same time, we don't have to tell everything, and we don't have to communicate the level of anxiety we are experiencing. What Gabriela was saying, I think, is the most important thing: that we are calm while we communicate the most difficult things to our children. But we can communicate it with words. If we want to co-regulate with them: "Yes, we are afraid, because the situation is very hard. The situation should not be happening. The situation affects us in a profound way, but we are all together here as a family. I am always with you, and our whole family is here to support you. And we have friends, we have a community that is here for support, and we are all confronting the situation together. Yes, it does affect us. And there are even many more people who are affected by the situation. Yes, it is a very serious situation, and we are participating in community and learning everything possible to protect ourselves, our family, and our community. But yes, we have to be planning for all the difficulties that could come our way.
So, "if you see me anxious, it's because yes, I am in a very difficult state right now and I want to do everything possible to protect you. But it makes sense that you are seeing anxiety in the community and in me, because it is real." Even with a child of five or ten years old — you don't have to share all the details of the situation, but we also don't want to deny their experience, because that costs them too much. And it makes them feel more isolated — from the family, from the community, from their own emotions. Because emotions that confusing make them feel strange. And we want them to feel more like a part of the communal anxiety rather than an anxiety that makes them feel more alone. 
Gabriela Portas: 
Yes, also — because one of the effects of trauma is to make us feel isolated internally. It is an experience: "I carry this alone. There is no one who understands me." And in a situation like this, or a child who cannot read what is happening — isolation is part of trauma. So connection — I can tell the story in a way that is appropriate for a five-year-old child. There are people who want — who don't like that such a thing was done, and this can happen, and then look for what resources and what connections there are. It's not just that — that is not the whole story. There is a whole community where we are. Mom also sometimes has fear. And when I'm sad, your grandmother or your father comes and takes care of you because mom needs a moment. And that — the entire community and the safe people — who are they? Who are the safe people? So-and-so. Who else? Who could you talk to? The teacher? Yes. We are all working because we all want to make sure that you feel well, that you feel the love you have, and that you are a loved child. So it's about telling the story — yes, these things are happening, and what is the resource within that same story, in the same way. 
Does that make sense, what I'm saying? There is a mycelium network — I'm not sure how to say it in Spanish — mycelium, that connects all of that. And a tree communicates here and communicates with a tree there through a network that seems like a telephone network through the mycelium, which are the roots of these mushrooms. So even though it seems like each one is isolated, we are connected.
Audience member:  There are parts that the children are missing, because they are losing their childhood because of all these problems. They don't have their childhood as it should be — in play, in sharing with friends outside, in going out to any place.
Diana Méndez: I can say a little about that. Unfortunately it is not only immigration that is reaching that loss of childhood. We have had a great social change after COVID. Everyone became — it is the most — everyone went more into what is the virtual and the digital. Yes, but now this is added on top of it, and it affects so much. And the most serious thing is creating that situation of hatred and losing their childhood, as they are losing it. Because if the children don't go outside to play anymore, they no longer go out to run errands, they no longer go to a party.
Gabriela Portas: What I wanted to say is that there is creativity. That is to say, the human being has lived through situations — if one thinks of places of war, in the present and the past, and situations where children have had to lose that innocence — but there is always the possibility in creativity: whether drawing, in play, where one can elaborate and work through what is being lived in a way that still maintains the feeling of — not of — of magic, of of good, right? So things can happen in this world. It has never been a totally compassionate world. How do we make sense of that? That is why human beings tell stories. That is why human beings seek ways to transform that experience.
And if a child has access to their little car and their dinosaur and the cloth doll, and the cloth doll tells the dinosaur what happened — I don't know what — and then the dinosaur goes and bites the other one, and then the other one goes to the hospital, and then — the children elaborate what they are living in a safe way, and it creates for them a feeling that they can transform those experiences. What they need is to know that they are loved and that they have the right to — it is love, right? And yes, food, all of that. But with that, the capacity of the child to cope and also to elaborate it — whether through drawing, creating something, playing — and if there is that safety to do so, the child can make sense of it again. And this is very cognitive — in the mind. If we can create a story that makes sense, with a beginning, middle, and end, and it has an order, we are not as easily traumatized. I can give it meaning. And that meaning can be something universal — it can have to do with God, or with love, or with people who are very sick and how we bring them the medicine so they can open their hearts.
I went to see an hour of theater where my daughter also became a little traumatized, and I had to — she started crying because they were talking about everything that is happening. And we talked about it in a room full of people who were watching this puppet show. All those people there don't want the world to be this way — that's why they were all there. By creating those stories, the child can also transform them.
Charlie Wittenberg: Yes, I wanted to say something similar, obviously. And well, I think there are many ways to give children experiences that can develop all the needs of a normal childhood. Even though what is happening now is not normal. But as she said — in times of war in other countries, children are very resilient: they can go through many challenges, many difficult experiences, obstacles in their lives, and still have a trajectory that is, more than anything, positive — if they have the most important resources, which are relationships with the most important people in their lives.
Eline Martinez: There is a question in the chat that came in. It says: "I would like to ask how we as mothers and fathers can manage the trauma in our children?"
Gabriela Portas: Each child reflects their feelings in a different way. So there is no one way to experience a traumatic situation. One child will experience it one way. One child won't stop talking and will be hyper and jumping on the sofa. Another will go to their room, stop talking, go to their thoughts. Each child will live it in a different way.
It is simply that presence — and we don't always have enough capacity, and as a mother I say that, I don't always have it — of being able to say: "Okay, something is going on with my child. I'm going to sit here. And for five or ten minutes — maybe I have to make dinner, I have to do the laundry, I have to I don't know what — but for five minutes I'm going to be present, to feel the rhythm of this child I have, to see what is vibrating in this child."
So I'm going to do what I can to be calm. My thoughts and my worries will be there — in five minutes they'll still be there — but for right now I'm going to feel my breath and I'm going to listen: "Hey, what's going on with you? When you're doing that, what are you thinking? Are you thinking something? Are you feeling something?" And give that space so the child themselves can tell you in their own way. The trauma or the fear doesn't have to be lived in just one way.
It is simply being open enough to be able to listen — which is also a bit of patience, and trust that the child or girl will be able to describe it in their own way. And then — for one child, it would be good to play basketball or hit a ball against the wall. Another child will need to draw scribbles for half an hour. Another child will need to distract themselves watching television — a program that makes them feel good from when they were a smaller child. But it is simply being in tune with them.
Eline Martinez: Thank you very much to Charlie, to Gabriela, and to Diana, and to the Women's Academy, and to you all for watching this video — please share it.

