NATIONAL PTSD AWARENESS DAY:
TRAUMA, THE BRAIN, AND RECOVERY

Bloom's Level: Understand

Standard:

HOSA-HE.1.1 — Understanding Mental'Health
NGSS.6-8.1.51.3 — Structure an@l Funefion of thesBrain
TEKS §130.202(c)(8)(A) — Body's Respaise to Stress
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The amygdala, hippocampus, and prefrontal cortex each play a key role in how the brain processes fear and traumatic
memories.
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NATIONAL PTSD AWARENESS DAY: TRAUMA, THE

ARTICLE

National PTSD Awaren
Day: Trauma, the Brai
Recovery

When the Brain Gets Stuck in
Survival Mode

hmygdaln

Alrrnd-shaped wructurs deep
within the brais temporal late.

armatiors, biquially Evvertsal &ax forming sew
!u ud'huLnr Irwvobved

Imagine your smoke detector gomg off e

a, hippocampus, and prefrontal cortex
en y a key role in how the brain processes fear

and traumatic memories.

e
\cxs if they were life-threatening dangers. Th

at happens in Post-Traumatic Stress Disor

time you make toast — not beca
fire, but because it can't tel

¢}

anymore. Now imagine t

brain, and inste

t$v3€wﬁ

i the brain functions — that can develop in anyone who has expe

Ay

d neurologlcal condition — meaning it involves real, measut ges
ed or

n of weakness. It is not something that only affects soldie

witnessed an overwhelming traumatic event. Approximately 6% of Americans will
experience PTSD at some point in their lives, including survivors of car accidents,
natural disasters, assault, serious illness, and more. On National PTSD Awareness

Day, we replace stigma with science.

8D, you first need to understand how the brai

ghcounter a threat — real or perceived — your br
35 the stress response, sometimes called " ]

ctures play a central role in this proce %

detects threats and sends out

The Amygdala

Think of the amygdala as your brain's

emergency signals, triggering the rele e o hormones like adrenaline and
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6% reminders of the trauma
N
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cortisol. These hormones prepare ony t lgee — your heart races, your
muscles tense, and your focus narrows. p

The Hippocampus C»

The hippocampus is responsible for forming and organizing memories. It helps your
brain understand context — for example, distinguishing between a car backfiring and

an actual gunshot. In people with PTSD, research shows that the hippocampus can

actually shrink in volume, making it harder to process and "file away" traumatic

memories correctly.
The Prefrontal Cortex Q“
er.

This is the brain's rationa:

after a threat has

the amygdala b S aning the "alarm" keeps ringing even when
there is @6 $

T J eﬁ he —6?
"X "
or k

ﬁ cific time of year. Their brain has learned to treat those cue vﬂ&s
Eé en no danger is present. c

How PTSD Is Diagnosed

Not everyone who experiences trauma develops PTSD. Mental health professionals

stfuctures — and the disruptions trauma causes a
e with PTSD might feel terrified by a loud noise, a ce

use specific criteria to diagnose it. According to the Diagnostic and Statistical

Man ental Disorders (DSM-5), a person may be diagnosed with PTS

e foll@Wwing symptoms for more than one month after a tc
g symptoms — flashbacks, nightmares, or i e
ivid and real
®
idance — staying away from people, place itu twgs

gs of guilt, shame,

* Negative changes in mood or t

or emotional numbness
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* Hyperarousal — being easily star

Nl
av c@&y sleeping, or feeling
constantly "on edge"

It's important to classify these sym m»&personal failures, but as the brain's
attempt to protect itself from further fiarm. The brain is doing exactly what it was

designed to do — it simply hasn't received the signal that the danger is over.
Understanding this distinction is key to replacing judgment with compassion, both
for others and for oneself.

Evidence-Based Treatments T

The encouraging truth about P
strong scientific support:

Cognitive Pro

CPT hel je1lls e ' ame unhelpful thoughts connected to thei
tr or might believe "It was my fault" — CPT h

ch e that belief with a more accurate understanding o
e

@Med Exposure Therapy (PE) C»

This approach gradually and safely exposes patients to trauma-related memories and

situations in a controlled setting. Over time, the brain learns that these reminders

are not actually dangerous, reducing the fear response.

EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing)
uidedf@ye movements while a patient recalls traumatic 188"
se S his process helps the brain reprocess those ! ey 0
essov elming and intrusive. '

\ \Qe‘ cases, medication — particularly certain

ongside therapy to help manage symptoms a
N tailored to the individual, which is wh '
professional matters so much. 66
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Recognizing When Someone

Understanding PTSD also means knowi tQaespond when someone around you

might be struggling. If a friend or c
certain topics, or mentions recurrin

eems withdrawn, easily startled, avoids
htmares, these could be signs they need
support. You don't need to be a therapist to help — sometimes the most powerful
thing you can do is listen without judgment and encourage them to speak with a

trusted adult or mental health professional.

This kind of empathetic response reflects on&®f the most important lessons PTSD

one's erience, even without fully
very.

ine (call or text 988) and the
oy Bffer free, confidential support.

(p ‘ \
&gi‘gma ‘
sponse to overwhelming stress — not a charac - ?

$6°

awareness teaches us: that understa

sharing it, can make a meaning

Resources like the 988 S
National Cent

r
i
ndition limited to any one group of people. When the
, and prefrontal cortex are disrupted by trauma, the brain cambe
uc survival mode. Understanding this biology helps us replace judgm ith
compassion. Evidence-based treatments exist and they work. The first step toward

recovery — for anyone — is understanding that what they're experiencing has a

name, a cause, and a clear path forward.

C
o™
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LESSON OBJECTIVE

By the end of this lesson, you will be able to explain how
trauma affects key brain structures — the amygdala,
hippocampus, and prefrontal cortex — and describe how
these changes contribute to PTSD symptoms. You will
also be able to summarize evidence-based tr@atments for
healt

PTSD and recognize how understandj

Evidence-based therapies like
Cognitive Processing Therapy help

T
Q people with PTSD safely work
g i ealth; through traumatic memories with
ion. of the Brain: professional support.
,

Standard: HOSA-HE.1.1 r

NGSS.6-8.1.51.3 an

TEKS §130.202 &&
éa .

science can reduce stigma and

nse to Stress

S

)
Bloom'
B ts"will demonstrate understanding by explaining in n 6
r t

wo 's stress response relates to PTSD symptoms and recove

0& At the Understand level, students move beyond memorizint?ts I
S

xa

ing sense of concepts and being able to explain them clearly. This les

students to interpret how brain structure and function connect to real mental health
experiences, which is a hallmark of understanding rather than simple recall.

A
Q-
"

3
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NATIONAL PTSD AWARENESS DAY: TRAUMA, THE

Read each question caref

f..f[.JIIl_}_'_‘}.I'.}l.t'.J response in YO

1. Explain how the three brain structures — the amygdala, hippocampus, and prefrontal
cortex — each play a role in why someone withBBTSD might feel terrified by an ordinary
sound, like a car backfiring.
Think about: Think about what_ea S ureQ y does and how PTSD disrupts those
functions. How do the thre@stRigtu k togeth d what goes wrong when trauma is
involved? q \C .

Lle article compares the brain in PTSD to a smoke detector that goes ery time
someone makes toast. In your own words, explain what this comparison means and why

it helps us understand PTSD as a neurological condition rather than a personal
weakness.

Think abgut: What is the smoke detector doing in the comparison, and what part of the brai
esent? Why does understanding PTSD as a brain-based condition matter f 0 e
wh%it? “
\ \‘ ’ 2
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3. Describe two of the evidence-based
explain how each one helps the brain mo oﬁ
0

g!jscussed in the article and
al mode."
Think about: What does each treatmen 11 — how does it change the way the brain
responds to traumatic memories? Use #iC details from the article to support your

explanation.

\ ®
g
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NATIONAL PTSD AWARENESS DAY: TRAUMA, THE ND CO RIMARY SOURCE ANALYSIS (DBQ)

PRIMARY SOURCE ANALYSI

Read the following prim analysis questions below

using evidence from the so on, and mental health.

Letter from a World War I Veteran to HigsdPhysician [Letter]

Dear Dr. Hartwell, I write to you again the nights have become unbearable.

frightened and c ot gxplain to her what had happened, because
I do not fully A not a coward — I served honorably for three

e ill cure what ails me. I am writing to ask whethe
a might help a man whose mind remains at war even wh
b e home.

1e
reat 1
y h
QZQiﬁ*om a letter written by a British World War [ veteran, circa 1920, hﬁ»

erial War Museum archives, London.

1. Who wrote this letter, and what is his purpose in writing it? How might his identity as
a veteran affect the way he describes his symptoms and his view of his own condition?

[Sourcing]
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2. This letter was written around 192 re er cognized medical
diagnosis. What does the term 'shell sho s&

trauma at that time, and how does tha tor ontext help explain why the veteran
feels he cannot fully explain his expeflengd? [Context]

t how society understood

e th en a motorcar backfired.

3. The veteran describes throwi '
Using what you have lear u y@,
explain what was ingin b a@u;n th

-®Ffow does the veteran's description of his symptoms — including his r&QJn to the

w

pocampus, and prefrontal cortex,

at moment. [Close Readingl]

backfiring motorcar, his sleepless nights, and his feeling that his mind 'remains at war'
— align with the DSM-5 criteria for PTSD described in the article? Identify at least two
specific symptom categories. [Corroboration]
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NATIONAL PTSD AWARENESS DAY: TRAUMA, THE

P ?av
: REFLECTION QUESTIONS

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

<
pS°

Answer each question in your own words using what you learned from the article.

1. In your own words, explain why someone with PTSD might feel intense fear in

response to an ordinary sound or smell, even when there is no real danger present.
Think about: Think about the roles of the am ippocampus, and prefrontal cortex and
how trauma disrupts the way they w ther é

d\ \ ‘

C
Zpe"

2, ig it t to understand PTSD as a neurological condition rathe

K62
pers@nal ess or character flaw? b
@ about: Consider how this understanding changes the way we treat peop}e@MD and
oW

it might affect someone's willingness to seek help.

N\
Q-
"

3
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3. Describe two symptoms of PTSD an

Xl
S

Think about: Look back at the four catn 0 SD symptoms listed in the article and think
mi

attempt to protect itself from further ha

about what purpose each symptom e from the brain's perspective.

e
o
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NATIONAL PTSD AWARENESS DAY: TRAUMA, THE ND CO@E I CAUSE & EFFECT MAP

CAUSE & EFFECT MAP

isted. In your own words,
out the brain and PTSD. Write

memories, making those

like cortisol released during trauma can damage hippoca

3
a‘,gf«'

M C
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ol
et f!ontal cortex and the
amygdala in the brain.
Effect: The amygdala's alarm system w% fire in response to ordinary sights,

sounds, or smells, even when no real T is present.

Ol

2. Cause: Trauma weakens the conne

Contributing Factors:

* The prefrontal cortex can no longer effectively calm the amygdala after a perceived
threat passes

* The brain has learned to treat neutral cues — such as a smell or a time of year — as

life-threatening signals

* Hyperarousal symptoms such as bef i d feeling constantly on edge
develop as a result o

\‘ \C

s ghIETSD repeatedly avoids people, places, and situat ata 6‘ ‘
f& rain never receives the signal that those reminders are safe, Cvpi

s recovery and reinforces the fear response over time.

Contributing Factors:

» Avoidance prevents the brain from learning that trauma-related cues are not actually
dangerous

* Negative changes in mood and thinking, such as persistent guilt or emotional
, deepen without intervention
tments like Prolonged Exposure Therapy directly
ually and safely reintroducing trauma-related LIS o
\‘ \&
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NATIONAL PTSD AWARENESS DAY: TRAUMA, THE ND CO%E I HYPOTHESIS BUILDER

HYPOTHESIS BUILDER P

ts the structure and function of

Researchers are studying how chronic

ec
the brain in people who develo w e hippocampus helps the

brain organize and contextual
hormones like cortisol ¢ &a

0

i a

o) rolonged exposure to stress
in t@ er time. Scientists want to

e agperson is exposed to high cortisol levels
0 measurable changes in hippocampal

investigate whe

ic

re-experiencing symptoms.

X1

or the researchers are deliberately changing or comparing across 6
s in this study? Identify the variable being manipulated or obsﬁ

Vaxi n
at the researchers measuring to see if a change ggc Id @
\ easur effects being observed in response to the inde t e.
| "’ e . W’
' QE‘
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ot

State the condition being tested. Begin yotr t with 'If' and describe what
happens to the independent variable c eriment.

Then

Predict the expected outcome. Begi itBithen' and describe what you

expect to happen to the depen
statement.

condition stated in your 'If'

N\

scientific reasoning behind your prediction. Begin with 'becaum e

B
t
u know about cortisol, the hippocampus, and PTSD brain function fy your
hypothesis.

\€§3\°‘“
X

o

C
o™

© 2026 Bohmi | For your classroom use only. Page 16



> @\" D

g il
NATIONAL PTSD AWARENESS DAY: TRAUMA, THE ND CO%E jIAIM-EVIDENC'E~REASONING (CER)

onstrate

o PTSD

CLAIM-EVIDENCE-REASONIN

symptoms.

Phenomenon: A combat vetera

ducks for cover every time he

races, he begins to swe h
knows logically t

are difficult ¢ c@ !

o years ago flinches and
is neighborhood. His heart
s in danger — even though he
reactions happen automatically and

i§ Ba \
0 r e fact that no real threat is present.
is happening in the veteran's brain that causes him to r 6 i

t as if%
n no real threat exists? State your claim in one to two clear s ntep.

Makeé a clai

is in dan
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| Evidence

AN
ol

Provide evidence: Using specific informatfon article about the amygdala,
hippocampus, and prefrontal cortex, C least two pieces of scientific evidence

that support your claim.

Reasoning

A

2 ou provided connect to your claim?
\ hanges in the brain caused by trauma lead to, \

Xperiencing.

Explain your reasoni

. H
Explain how th Nd f
the spec@ e xﬁ

c\f"‘gg?

ol

C
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MULTIPLE CHOICE

Choose the best answer fc about PTSD, the brain's

response to trauma, and

1. Which brain structure is best described as the brain's 'alarm system' because it

detects threats and triggers the release of stre88 hormones?

N\
QA
o

W ﬁ%ippocampus is affected in a specific way. Whi g
be s this effect?

W

rrectly.

Amygdala

Hippocampus

Prefrontal cort

Cerebell

2
fol

%

It grows larger and stores more memories than normal.

es overactive and produces too many stress hormones.

an shrink in volume, making it harder to process traumatic me i

It disconnects entirely from the rest of the brain.

3. What iggthe primary role of the prefrontal cortex in the brain's stress response?
ses adpg@naline to prepare the body for danger.
to -feI'm memories of traumatic events. 0$
It @ m the amygdala after a threat has passed. C
g\c&ontmls the body's heart rate and breathmgeldlse_g\c 2
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4. According to the DSM-5, which of t

owl ‘sggi!ed condition for a PTSD
diagnosis?
Symptoms must be present for q&j one month after a traumatic event.
n

The person must have served i e military.
Symptoms must include physical injury.

The person must have witnessed the trauma directly, not experienced it

personally.

5. A student who survived a car acci ids ri. in cars and refuses to talk
about the event. Which PTSD s\ om C 0 ehavior best represent?

\C |\

. Re-experi
e, QX
P od ?‘
ing a loud noise, even in a safe environment? QI

-
6. @&OHOWing best explains why a person with PTSD might feel intéen
Their prefrontal cortex has grown too large and overrides the amygdala.

Hyperarousal

Their brain has learned to treat certain cues as threats, even when no real danger

is present.

Their hippocampus is producing too much cortisol in response to sound.

© 2026 Bohmi | For your classroom use only. Page 20



7. Cognitive Processing Therapy (CP p

Xl
gﬁP SD primarily by doing
which of the following?

Using guided eye movements t@b&ﬂn reprocess traumatic memories.
t

Gradually exposing patients to ma-related situations in a controlled setting.

Helping patients examine and reframe unhelpful thoughts connected to their
trauma.

- Prescribing antidepressants to reduce physical symptoms of stress.

8. Which statement about PTSD is basgdf@n the information presented?
*. PTSD only affects milit S rienced combat.
. PTSD is a sign %1: S e; or coping skills.
- e

PTSD is e@

ondition that can develop in anyone after a ~
traum
and will always worsen over time.

9. Iii c seems easily startled, has trouble sleeping, and feels constantly 6
eﬁw a traumatic experience, which PTSD symptom category do thec ost
L

represent?

Avoidance
Re-experiencing

Negative changes in mood

L X0 R
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10. Which of the following is the most
friend showing possible signs of PTSD?

\ XNl
%& ou can take if you notice a
Avoid the topic entirely so you M things worse.

n

. Listen without judgment and e rage them to speak with a trusted adult or
mental health professional.

. Diagnose them yourself using the DSM-5 criteria.

. Tell them their feelings are not rational because they are no longer in danger.

®

3\
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TRUE / FALSE

. @\"
;égQ>°

Read each statement carefully. Write T if the statement is true or F if the statement is false based on

what you have learned about PTSD, the brain, and mental health.

1. PTSD is a neurological condition that involves real, measurable changes in how the

brain functions.
O True O False $
2. The amygdala is the pakfio %s;@be for forming and organizing

memories. .

O True 6%
K op '%, Ee hippocampus can shrink in volume, making it
pro ué emo

ries correctly.

u§ IO False C

4. The prefrontal cortex normally helps calm the amygdala after a threat has passed.

O True (O False

5. Every who experiences a traumatic event will eventually develop PTSD.
q‘ﬂ@\“ Q\\ o
. Acco nghe DSM-5, PTSD symptoms must be present angne @o
at atic event before a diagnosis can be made.
9?‘\ e
3

L \C
%t

O
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7. Avoidance, hyperarousal, and re-ex
PTSD.

cin

O True QO False C»i

8. Cognitive Processing Therapy (CPT) works by gradually and safely exposing patients

are all recognized signs of

to trauma-related memories in a controlled setting.

O True O False

9. EMDR uses guided eye movements brain reprocess traumatic memories
so they feel less overwhelming. 6 é

O True © False

10. PTSD is co
experie m

&

® \
d r \ nd is limited to military veterans who have

o A
P>
O\

@

ol

C
o™
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VOCABULARY

. @\"
;égQ>°

Review the following kej ei initio » reading the

attention to how each te connects to the brain's response to trauma &

PTSD (Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder)
A documented neurological condition that velop after a person experiences or
witnesses an overwhelming traumati ing g changes in how the brain
functions. @ §

Explain in your own words; \ Co

ebe’?‘\o

ic reaction to a real or perceived threat, often called "fig i 6 E

w. (ﬁ}s the release of stress hormones to prepare the body for dan r»
pl n your own words: i ;

C:

acts like an alarm system, detecting threats and trig
nes such as adrenaline and cortisol.

words:
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Hippocampus

A brain structure responsible for formin ing memories, including helping

the brain understand context and co

T v S past experiences.
Explain in your own words: C

Prefrontal Cortex

The part of the brain that acts as a ratigna n-ma and normally helps calm the

amygdala after a threat has pas

Explain in your own words: \ co

d -’ .

©
A\ » X2 KX
S _w‘:

A
diffigulty
pla

which a person feels constantly "on edge," is easily start
ng due to the brain remaining in a heightened state of alertn
your own words:

Flashba
A re-e cing synptom of PTSD in which a person relives a traumatic
iV (5;

ough the event is happening again in the pres

(')‘\\“30‘“

3
9""“

\&

o™

@
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An evidence-based treatment for PTSD t
unhelpful or inaccurate thoughts conn “ ir traumatic experience.
Explain in your own words: C

Prolonged Exposure Therapy (PE)
An evidence-based PTSD treatment th and ly exposes patients to
trauma-related memories and si ns e i rn they are no longer
dangerous.
Explain in your own vﬂ\ C c

s

ol

E \i ent Desensitization and Reprocessing)

Al Q el
» ?P
Cognitive Processing Therapy (C %
&i nts identify and reframe

A therap SD that uses guided eye movements while a patient recalls tgau E
emOBi€s to help the brain reprocess those memories so they feel less ov@ g.
ain in your own words:

\?«§3\°‘“
X

o

C
o™
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EXIT TICKET

. @\"
;égQ>6

Answer both questions in 1-2 sentences each based on what you learned in today's lesson. Be specific

and use vocabulary from the article.

1. Explain what happens in the brain during a PTSD response by describing the roles of

the amygdala and the prefrontal corte“
\ C ®
%

2. Ident@ -bwnt for PTSD and explain how it helps the b‘
rec?

<!
pS°

A
Q-
"

3

© 2026 Bohmi | For your classroom use only. Page 28



Ol

AN
%
S

Key Brain Regions lp vehmotion and Memory

Prefrontal Cortex

Located in the front
of the brain behind
the forehead.
Involved in decision
making, planning,
impulse control, and
regulating emotions.

L ) S Hippocampus
’ A me 4{ ’ 1

thin¥hie lasains®emporal lobe.

otions, especially
d threat, and is involved

C\'P‘m =

The amygdala, hippocampus, and prefrontal cortex each play a key role in how the brain processes
fear and traumatic memories.

© 2026 Bohmi | For your classroom use only. Page 29



-

Evidence-based therapies like Cognitive Processing Therapy help people with PTSD safely work
through traumatic memories with professional support.
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ba National PTSD Awareness D
CROS

n, and Recovery
A
OWN

ACROSS

5. A brain structure responsible for forming and organizin 1. The part of the brain that acts as a rational decision-maker
memories, including helping the brain understand context and normally helps calm the amygdala after a threat has
and correctly process past experiences. passed.

2. A re-experiencing symptom of PTSD in which a person
relives a traumatic memory so vividly that it feels as though
the event is happening again in the present.

The brain's automatic reaction to a real or perceived threat,
often called "fight-or-flight,” which triggers the release of
ress hor es to prepare the body for danger.

m in which a person feels constantly "on
asily startled, or has difficulty sleeping due to the

A brain structure that acts like an alarm system, detecting
threats and triggering the release of stress hormones su
adrenaline and cortisol.
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FIND THESE WORDS

Stress Response

Hippocampus mygdala

Flashback

Prefrontal Cortex

Hyperarousal



