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Welcome

§ Somatic approaches help trauma 

survivors reconnect with safety

§ Body-based regulation supports 
emotional healing

§ Focus: practical skills clinicians can 
apply immediately
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Learning 
Objectives

§ Identify brain regions involved in 

somatic regulation

§ Explain mirror neurons in therapeutic 
connection

§ Describe categories of somatic 
techniques

§ Practice body awareness and regulation 
skills

§ Identify sensorimotor methods for 
therapeutic attunement
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Agenda

§ Strengthening the Therapeutic Alliance

§ Restoring Connection with the Body

§ Regulating the Stress Response

§ Practical Somatic Techniques
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What Does 
Somatic Mean?

§ Somatic refers to the body and bodily 

experience

§ Focuses on sensations, posture, 
movement, and physiology

§ Helps clients notice internal signals

§ Integrates mind, brain, and body in 
healing
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Why Somatic 
Work Matters in 

Trauma

§ Trauma impacts both brain and body

§ Physiological responses can persist 

after danger has passed

§ Somatic work supports nervous system 
regulation
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Brain–Body 
Connection

§ Trauma activates survival systems

§ Body sensations signal safety or threat

§ Somatic awareness restores regulation

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com
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Key Brain Regions

§ Amygdala – threat detection

§ Insula – body awareness

§ Prefrontal cortex – reflection and 
regulation

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com
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Understanding 
the Amygdala

§ Detects danger

§ Triggers fight, flight, or freeze

§ Somatic strategies help calm threat 
activation

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com
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The Role of the 
Insula

§ Processes internal body awareness

§ Connects sensation to emotion

§ Supports emotional regulation

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com
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Mirror Neurons

§ Support empathy and connection

§ Clients respond to therapist body 

language

§ Attuned therapists promote nervous 
system safety
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Therapeutic 
Attunement

§ Tone of voice

§ Facial expression

§ Body posture

§ Presence and pacing
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Strengthening 
Alliance

§ Safety and trust are essential

§ Connection reduces defensive 

responses

§ Co-regulation builds resilience
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Somatic Safety 
Techniques

§ Mirroring posture

§ Co-regulated breathing

§ Coordinated movement

§ Predictable pacing
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Restoring Body 
Connection

§ Trauma can disconnect people from 

their bodies

§ Gradual reconnection supports healing

§ Awareness improves regulation
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Categories of 
Somatic 

Techniques

§ Body awareness

§ Grounding strategies

§ Sensorimotor movement techniques

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com
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Body Awareness
§ Body scanning

§ Tracking tension

§ Observing sensation changes

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com
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Grounding 
Strategies

§ Orienting to environment

§ Feet on the floor

§ Using sensory anchors
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Interoception
§ Tracking breath

§ Noticing heart rate

§ Recognizing internal shifts
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Stress Response 
Regulation

§ Trauma activates survival systems

§ Somatic skills help restore balance

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com
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Vagus Nerve
§ Supports parasympathetic calming

§ Breath influences vagal tone

§ Posture and movement affect regulation

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com
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Posture and 
Positioning

§ Open posture signals safety

§ Grounding increases stability

§ Movement releases tension
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Quick Regulation 
Tools

§ Slow breathing

§ Feet pressing into floor

§ Orienting visually

§ Gentle self-touch
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Sensorimotor 
Attunement

§ Tracking micro-movements

§ Synchronized breathing

§ Guided movement exploration
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ACTION Somatic 
Regulation 

Model

§ Framework from Trauma Treatment in 

ACTION

§ Links awareness with therapeutic action

§ Supports structured trauma treatment
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Truama Informed vs 
Trauma Responsive
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BACKGROUND
 

§ Personal importance of this work….
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Part I
ACT
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A: Acknowledge 
and be Aware of 
Trauma
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History and Diagnosis  of 
“Trauma” 

§ Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACEs) Study

§ 1995 and 1997

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com
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PTSD and 
SDOH

Retrieved 12/3/2020 from: 
https://www.cdc.gov/violen
ceprevention/acestudy/abou

t.html
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ACE 
Questionnaire 

©  D r .  V a r l e i s h a  D .  L y o n s  |  T r a u m a  T r e a tm e n t  i n  A C T I O N  |  d r v a r l e i s h a . c o m



All Rights Reserved | Permission Required 
to Reproduce or Utilize Content for 
Presentation or Publishing Purposes 34

ACE 
Questionnaire 

While you were growing up, during your first 18 years of life:

Did you live with anyone who was depressed, mentally ill, or suicidal?

_____ Yes _____ No

Did you live with anyone who was a problem drinker or alcoholic?

_____ Yes _____ No

Did you live with anyone who used illegal street drugs or who abused prescription medications?

_____ Yes _____ No

Did you live with anyone who served time or was sentenced to serve time in a prison, jail, or other correctional facility?

_____ Yes _____ No

Were your parents separated or divorced?

_____ Yes _____ No

Did your parents or other adults in your home often or very often slap, hit, kick, punch or beat each other up?

_____ Yes _____ No

Did a parent or other adults in your home often or very often hit, beat, kick, or physically hurt you in any way? Ever hit you so hard that you had marks or were injured? 
(Do not include spanking.)

_____ Yes _____ No

Did a parent or adult in your home often or very often swear at you, insult you, or put you down?

_____ Yes _____ No

Did an adult or person at least five years older than you ever touch you sexually?

_____ Yes _____ No

Did an adult or person at least five years older than you ever try to make you touch their body sexually?

_____ Yes _____ No

Did an adult or person at least five years older than you ever force you to have sex?

_____ Yes _____ No

Now add up your “yes” answers. This is your ACE score

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com
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Trauma and 
THE BRAIN
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Standardized 
Assessments
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CASE 
ANALYSIS
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Durand  

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com

9 years old; Black 
Male 

Premature Birth 
Secondary to 

Mother's 
Substance Abuse

Put into various 
foster care 

homes

Adopted by a 
family member

Physical 
altercations with 

peers

Eloping from the 
classroom 

Verbal outbursts
Identified as 
Oppositional 

Defiant 

Removed from 
his elementary 

school three 
times
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Levels VI–VII:
Foundational 

Level

©  D r .  V a r l e i s h a  D .  L y o n s  |  T r a u m a  T r e a tm e n t  i n  A C T I O N  |  d r v a r l e i s h a . c o m



All Rights Reserved | Permission Required 
to Reproduce or Utilize Content for 
Presentation or Publishing Purposes 49

Categories of Trauma

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com

Expected Unexpected Isolated 

Pervasive Intentional Unintentional

Direct Indirect



All Rights Reserved | Permission Required 
to Reproduce or Utilize Content for 
Presentation or Publishing Purposes 50

Categories of Trauma and Their Impact
© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com

Categorization of Traumatic 
Experiences*

Examples of Impact

Early Childhood and School Age Adolescence Adulthood and Older Adulthood

Expected
(e.g., passing of a loved one 
who was ill)

An expected trauma may lead to 
significant complex trauma. For 
example, a child who is living in 
foster care and who 
is returned to their biological 
family as planned may respond 
with maladaptive behaviors, such 
as challenges with learning, 
sleeping, toileting, and engaging 
with others.

In adolescence, the passing of a loved 
one who was ill may lead to changes in 
personality, challenges at school, and 
difficulty engaging or socializing with 
others.

Expected trauma may greatly impact 
anyone regardless of their age. For 
example, a person with Type I 
Diabetes Mellitus may be aware of a 
prognosis requiring a lower limb 
amputation. Such an event can 
change how they socialize, 
challenge their ability to work, 
and impact their roles such as caring 
for others.

Unexpected
(e.g., sudden departure of a 
family member)

The unexpected passing or 
departure of a loved one due to 
incarceration can lead to 
maladaptive behaviors, such as 
detachment, aggression, and 
challenges in academics.

The unexpected move from their 
childhood community secondary to 
parental divorce can lead to 
maladaptive behaviors, such as 
detachment, leaving home, aggression, 
and challenges in academics.

Unexpected traumatic events may 
greatly affect well-being. For 
example, the sudden loss of 
employment can lead to anxiety, 
depression, substance use, 
aggression, and a poor outlook on 
life.
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Isolated
(e.g., single incident, such as a 
sexual assault)

Depending on developmental 
stage, an isolated traumatic 
event, such as a car accident, 
could lead to changes in 
personality or behavior 
requiring 
intervention. Physical 
trauma may result, such as 
hypersensitivity, even if the 
effects are temporary.

An isolated traumatic event, such 
as a sexual assault could lead to 
changes in personality or 
behavior requiring 
intervention. Physical 
trauma may result, such as 
hypersensitivity, even if 
temporary.

An isolated traumatic event, 
such as a home invasion for an 
older adult living alone, could 
lead to changes in personality 
or behavior requiring 
intervention. Physical 
trauma may result, such as 
hypersensitivity, even if 
temporary.

Pervasive
(e.g., ongoing, such as repeated 
physical abuse or homelessness)

Pervasive trauma can have 
significant implications on 
development. For example, a 
child living in poverty or 
experiencing ongoing abuse 
may have structural trauma as 
a result, leading 
to complex trauma.

This may be a form of complex 
trauma that has significant 
implications on an adolescent’s 
outlook on life. For example, 
ongoing abuse or sex 
trafficking may result 
in structural trauma and lead 
to challenges with establishing 
future goals.

Adults may 
experience complex 
trauma in the form of 
ongoing domestic 
violence, which 
can have cause structural 
trauma and interfere with 
their ability to establish future 
goals.
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Intentional
(e.g., neglect from a parent, 
physical or sexual assault)

Intentional trauma, such as the neglect 
from a parent, may lead to social-
emotional issues, such as lack of 
trust in others, and detachment from 
others. Structural trauma may lead 
to physical and complex trauma.

Adolescents who experience bullying by their 
peers may exhibit social emotional issues, such 
as lack of trust, and risk-taking 
behaviors. Structural trauma may lead 
to physical and complex trauma.

Spousal abuse or caregiver abuse of an older 
adult may lead to social-emotional issues that 
manifest as acute anxiety, distorted 
expectations, and detachment from 
others. Structural trauma may lead 
to physical and complex trauma.

Unintentional
(e.g., natural disaster or 
pandemic)

Certain unintentional traumatic 
events represent a form of social or 
cultural trauma, such as pandemics or 
natural disasters, which can be very 
frightening to children due to a sense 
of loss of security. Feelings of 
helplessness and uncertainty becomes 
anxiety and stress. Acute stress can 
lead to PTSD if unaddressed. Children 
may display aggression, have 
problems sleeping, and difficulty 
concentrating.

Adolescents who experience unintentional 
forms of traumatic events, such as pandemics or 
natural disasters, can experience acute stress in 
response to the event. The effects of this type 
of social or cultural trauma may be revealed 
in changes in personality and behaviors such as 
detachment, avoidance, and aggression.

Systematic and organizational 
culture and policies can result in re-
traumatization. This may be revealed in changes 
in personality and behaviors. Adults may also 
experience feelings of insecurity, guilt, and 
shame in response to this social or cultural 
trauma.
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Directly experienced
(e.g., poverty due to loss of 
employment)

Directly experiencing abuse, 
neglect, or exposure to a 
traumatic event has very strong 
implications of impacting 
development. It can impact 
typical brain development, 
affect emotional regulation, and 
lead to dysfunction in sensory 
processing.

In adolescence, the direct experience of 
trauma such as living in unsafe 
environments, experiencing abuse and 
neglect, or exposure to a traumatic 
event can negatively impact 
development and the establishment of 
future goals. The adolescent may isolate 
themselves, be aggressive, and have 
difficulty with academics.

There are several implications 
of directly experiencing 
trauma, such as abuse, loss, 
illness, isolated events, and 
poverty. Adults may have 
challenges with their activities 
of daily living, self-care, 
properly caring for others, and 
social interaction.

Indirectly experienced
(e.g., shared experienced 
of a parent or 
observing the impact of 
injustices, such as 
unjustified killings)

*There is the possibility of 
structural or physical trauma 
in all categories.

Vicarious trauma can be a form 
of intergenerational 
trauma, such as living with a 
parent who experienced sexual 
abuse by a family member. For 
example, the parent may reveal 
aggressive and 
overprotective behaviors as a 
result of fear their child would 
experience the same 
abuse. These behaviors are 
based on the caregiver’s 
personal experiences and 
views.

Intergenerational, trauma can impact 
an adolescent based on 
how their caregiver interacts with 
them. For example, a parent may 
reveal strict and aggressive 
behaviors towards the child secondary 
to their personal struggles with 
systemic racism and a history of violent 
attacks on family members. These 
behaviors are based on the caregiver’s 
personal experiences and views.

Intergenerational, 
or vicarious trauma, can 
impact one’s experiences and 
interactions with the world. For 
example, adults may 
reveal certain fears grounded 
in stories or norms set by their 
family, which are based on 
historical events. Family 
members can pass on a lack of 
trust, shame, and anxiety to 
their offspring.
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C: Create Growth
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Remember:
ACTION-from-Trauma 

approach promotes the use 
of respect and empathy 

language, as well as gratitude 
and growth statements.
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Setting the Stage
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Grounding Activity 
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Mandala 
Drawing or 

Coloring
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ACTION Need 
Assessment Worksheet
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Acknowledgment 
of strength, 
resilience, 

support, and 
available 

resources

Acknowledgment of the 
trauma
List all 

types and categories of 
trauma, as well as what 

support is needed

Interdisciplinary Team
Who is needed to move 

toward balance?
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Breathwork 

§ Disclaimer

§ Connection to the nervous system

§ Diaphragmatic Breathing 

§ Rhythmic Breathing and the Insula 
Cortex
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Sensory 
Processing 
Disorder

§ Trauma Connection

§ Lives in the Body 

§ To be continued with Teaching 
Neuroeducation… 
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Sensory 
Dysfunction 

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com

• Auditory processing
• Atypical Visual processing
• Vestibular processing
• Proprioception processing
• Tactile processing
• Interoception
• Thermoreception

Atypical:

Gustatory Sensitivity

Olfactory Sensitivity

Increased nociception
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ACTION©

Creating Growth 
Plan

Objective: Develop an ACTION 
plan towards creating growth. 

Directions: Work with the client/ 
caregiver to highlight areas of 
strengths, supports, opportunities, 
and needs.  Include action goals 
for implementation on the 
Creating Growth Chart. 
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T: Teaching Neuro! 
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Neurochemistry 
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The parietal lobe, occipital, temporal, and insular lobes allow the processing of 
sensations and present a connection to our body schema. These structures 
communicate with the unconscious brain to try to make sense of the incoming 
information. Fear conditioning has a strong connection with these cortical areas, 
which results in recognition memories and perceptual memories. Recognition 
memory is a form of declarative memory that involves the ability to match stored 
memories with similarities in experiences so we can recognize people, objects, 
and events as familiar. Recognition memory differs from recall in that it lacks the 
detailed information of recall memory, and it may not require hippocampal 
involvement (Bowles et al., 2010). Perceptual memory also lacks the detail of 
recall and semantic memory, and it involves long-term memory of visual and 
auditory information, such as memory of particular voices and facial features. 
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Trauma and Memory 

 

§ The Sensory Aspects of the 
Brain Are Involved in the Storage 
of Perceptual and Recognition 
Memories 
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Trauma and Memory Cont’d

§ Given that trauma can also result in hyperactivity 
in the lateral and posterior parts of the brain, 
trauma can impact working memory as well, 
which is required for day-to-day tasks. 

§ With decreased activation of the anterior 
portions of the brain, individuals with a trauma 
history can be easily triggered by sensory 
stimuli and contextual factors—all the while 
lacking explicit details of traumatic events. 
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Stress and the 
Brain
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Chronic Exposure to 
Cortisol 

 

Decreased Hippocampal 
Volume 

Increased Amygdala 
Volume 

• As the body is exposed to prolonged levels of stress 
hormones, the hippocampus decreases in volume, 
and the amygdala increases in size.

• The brain, body, and sensory systems become 
overwhelmed in the presence of prolonged stress. 

         
   (Krugers et al., 2010) 
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Memory 
Activities 
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Intellectual Reactions

§ Front Part of the Brain 

   versus Reptilian brain

 

§ Challenges with:

§ Concentration 

§ Problem Solving

§ Remembering 

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com



All Rights Reserved | Permission Required 
to Reproduce or Utilize Content for 
Presentation or Publishing Purposes 79

PIES: Reactions to Stress and 
Trauma

Intellectual

EmotionalSocial

Physical
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FIRST: 
WHY IS THE VAGUS NERVE IMPORTANT? Strongest of PNS; Wandering nerve
Vagus Nerve critical component of PNS. 
Vagus nerve innervates the larnyx, diaphram, tongue, area of the back of your 
neck, 
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Counteracting Fear 
and Anxiety:

Parasympathetic 
Nervous System



Vagovagal reflex refers to gastrointestinal tract reflex circuits where afferent and 
efferent fibers of the vagus nerve[1] coordinate responses to gut stimuli via the 
dorsal vagal complex in the brain. The vagovagal reflex controls contraction of 
the gastrointestinal muscle layers in response to distension of the tract by food. 
This reflex also allows for the accommodation of large amounts of food in the 
gastrointestinal tracts.

The parasympathetic vagus nerve composed of both afferents and efferents 
carries signals from stretch receptors, osmoreceptors, and chemoreceptors to 
dorsal vagal complex where the signal may be further transmitted to autonomic 
centers in the medulla. Efferent fibers of the vagus then carry signals to the 
gastrointestinal tract up to 2/3 of the Transverse Colon (coinciding with the 
second GI Watershed Point).
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Connection 
of the ANS

§ Vagus, Vagus, Vagus! 

§ Longest CN in the Body

§ Sensory and Motor

§ Vagovagal reflex

§ Has both Parasympathetic and 
Sympathetic divisions 
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ACTION 
from Trauma 
Interventions 

Breathwork 
and Valsalva 

Sensory 
approaches

Body 
Scanning and 

mapping

Guided 
Meditations

Memory 
strategies Self-massage

PNS 
Activation

Inversion 
Techniques 

Upper and 
Lower Body 

Stretches
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Case Study: 
Body Mapping
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Activity 
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Aromatherapy 
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Part 2: ION
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INTEGENERATIONAL 
FACTORS 

Intergenerational trauma, this type of trauma 
affects generations of a specific group of 
people and does not require directly 
experiencing a traumatic event. The hearing of 
stories, learned behaviors, and subsequent rules 
that emerge all feed into the well-being of 
generations that follow. Indeed, there are 
stories within our history riddled with trauma. 
Survivors carry that trauma not only in their 
minds but in their bodies. The cells in their 
body hold onto the trauma and serve as a 
history book to be shared with offspring.
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Early Intervention
Recognize Risk factors! 

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com



All Rights Reserved | Permission Required 
to Reproduce or Utilize Content for 
Presentation or Publishing Purposes 91

Assess for 
Red Flags! 
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Case Analysis
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Review Family 
History: 

Genogram
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Inner Child 
Work: 
Adults
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ORGANIZATIONS AND SYSTEMS

RE-TRAUMATIZATION

Nikki Harley 
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Collective Trauma

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com



All Rights Reserved | Permission Required 
to Reproduce or Utilize Content for 
Presentation or Publishing Purposes 97

Methods to 
Assess:
Practitioner 
Well Being 
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Creating Safe 
Spaces

1. Routinely screen for trauma exposure and 
related symptoms

2. Use culturally appropriate evidence-based 
assessment and treatment

3. Make resources available to children, families, 
and providers on trauma exposure, impact, and 
treatment

4. Engage in efforts to strengthen the resilience and 
protective factors of children and families 
impacted by and vulnerable to trauma

5. Address parent and caregiver trauma and its 
impacts on the family system

6. Emphasize continuity of care and collaboration 
across systems

7. Maintain an environment of care for staff that 
addresses, minimizes, and treats secondary 
traumatic stress and that increases staff resilience 
(National Child Traumatic Stress Network, 2016)
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Cultural Trauma 
and Safety 

1. How do we create and sustain safe spaces 
(for both our staff and clients)?

2. What is cultural competency and its 
connection to trauma dynamics?

3. How do diversity and cultural inclusivity 
influence trauma dynamics?

4. How do our implicit biases affect our 
delivery of care and intervention?

5. How does our organization handle conflict 
when it arises?

6. How do we as practitioners show up in 
spaces?
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Addressing Culture 
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Assessment Tools
© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com



All Rights Reserved | Permission Required 
to Reproduce or Utilize Content for 
Presentation or Publishing Purposes 102

Screening 
Tool 

© Dr. Varleisha D. Lyons | Trauma Treatment in ACTION | drvarleisha.com



All Rights Reserved | Permission Required 
to Reproduce or Utilize Content for 
Presentation or Publishing Purposes 103

Sanctuary 
Space
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NOW is the 
time to take 

ACTION
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Self-Regulation and 
Mindfulness
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The SAM 
Box
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SAM
BOX
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Key Takeaways

§ Somatic awareness supports trauma 

recovery

§ Therapeutic attunement regulates the 
nervous system

§ Body-based tools enhance therapy
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Brain 
Visualization

§ Use diagrams of amygdala, insula, 

vagus nerve

§ Supports psychoeducation

§ Enhances clinician understanding
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Guided Somatic 
Practice #1

§ Notice breath and body sensations

§ Observe posture

§ Track shifts in tension
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Guided Somatic 
Practice #2

§ Slow coordinated movement

§ Observe nervous system shifts

§ Practice grounding awareness
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Clinician Somatic 
Toolkit

§ Body awareness techniques

§ Grounding methods

§ Reciprocal-regulation skills

§ Sensorimotor interventions
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Questions
§ Somatic Skills Training in the Treatment 

of Trauma

§ Varleisha D. Lyons, PhD, OTD, OTR/L
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Thank You! 
VISIT ME @ LINKEDIN, INSTAGRAM,

TWITTER & FACEBOOK
@DRVARLEISHA

EMAIL:
ADMIN@WASUTSANCTUARY.COM

WEBSITE:  HTTPS://DRVARLEISHA.COM/
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