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“What happened to you?” is one of the most well-written and powerful books I have ever read on
the topic of trauma and healing. It is full of wisdom, science, experiences, and is also digestible no
matter your current level of knowledge on the subject. That being said, it isn’t what I would call an
“easy read.”

Trauma is a difficult topic to discuss. While the Adverse Childhood Experiences study showed us just
how common trauma is, each person in our book study has their own individual experiences. You
may not have experienced a traumatic event in your life. It’s also possible you have, and you’re
somewhere in your healing journey. For some, trauma memories may be stored in your body and out
of conscious awareness. No matter what your experience, as you read “What Happened to You?,” I
encourage you to pay attention to your body. Notice any physical sensations you experience as you
read. Are you tense, light, amused, upset, bored, angry, agitated, intrigued? Did you have to force
yourself to get through it or were you unable to put it down? 

These bodily sensations can give us clues to things going on behind the scenes in our own lives.
Whatever you notice, pay attention to it. Your small group facilitators are equipped to discuss this
part of the experience. 

We designed this guide to take us on a thematic journey, not a linear one. While the book has 10
chapters, we will divide the material into 3 weeks of discussion and a final week for hearing from
community experts. We encourage you to read the book in the order it was written and at your own
pace. Each week you will have specific excerpts highlighted with referenced passages and guided
questions. Your small group facilitators will guide you through questions and into deep, meaningful
conversations.

If reading this book brings up things that create extreme discomfort for you, I hope you’ll let
someone on the team know. We can get you connected with a therapist who can work with you.
We’re all on this journey together, and I’m glad you decided to join.

Happy reading :)

TJ Rumler, MSW, LISW-CP, CCTP

A Note from the Facilitator
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What to Expect

Part 1: 
Opening Ceremony

Part 2: 
Community groups 

Part 3: 
Large Group Discussion

Part 4: 
Call to Action
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W E E K  1

HOW 
TRAUMA

HAPPENS



Week 1

“In its essence, trauma is the lasting effects of emotional shock. If left unexamined, it can have
long-term physical, emotional, and social consequences. I’ve spent my adult life listening to
and absorbing stories of those consequences—the havoc wreaked by unresolved trauma. For
me, there are actually two lenses through which to view “what happened to you.” There is the
science-based explanation of the effect early trauma has on the brain. And then there are the
myriad daily actions each of us take throughout our lives that are the result of, and that reflect
back on, such trauma. These are the actions that, on the surface, look like poor decisions, bad
habits, self-sabotage, self-destruction—the actions that cause other people to judge. This is
why I believe so strongly in the “What happened to you?” approach; it avoids the judgment of
“What’s wrong with you?” (p.97 Kindle / p.98 hard copy)

How Trauma Happens

Focus: Expectations and Beliefs

Guided Questions (Community Groups)
How are Oprah’s childhood feelings of guilt, not feeling loved, and not wanting to be a
burden similar to those of your own childhood feelings? Have those feelings stuck with you into
adulthood?

Beginning at the top of p.50, read about the concept of the tree of regulation. Read through
the story of the little girl in the airport. Consider how often you play the role of the man in the
airport. What role do we play in shaping children’s worldview? 

Starting on p.101, read about the individual experience of trauma. Dr. Perry uses the example
of a school fire to illustrate this point. Have you ever wondered how people who seemingly
came from the same environment turn out so different? How does this information allow you to
consider things differently

Reference the image on showing different patterns of stress activation (p.57). What is an
example of how a child could experience stress that was unpredictable, extreme, and
prolonged? 
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Week 1 How Trauma Happens

Call to Action

I will complete this week's challenge by...

You will be given a challenging prompt at the end of each group.
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Additional Reflections
Week 1
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W E E K  2

HOW 
TRAUMA

SHOWS UP



Week 2

“Over the years, I’ve found that seemingly senseless behavior makes sense once you look at
what is behind it.” (p.23)

How Trauma Shows Up

Focus: Expectations and Beliefs

Guided Questions (Community Groups)
Read the story of Mike on p.23-28. What behaviors have you developed as protection during
past experiences, but might be unhelpful in other settings? How could this apply to students
who have experienced trauma?

Read the story of Sam on p.38-41. Are there sensations you’re aware of that take you back to
another time and place? Consider how many times this could happen outside of our
awareness. How could this impact our relationships?

Read these passages:
Oprah’s story on p.21-22 
The first chapter on p. 117 that begins with “a person can also develop…”
The passage on p.179 where Dr. Perry begins with “Let me broaden the question…”

 Now reflect:
Who were your early attachment figures? 
How did they show you love? 
How did that impact how you show love to others?

Reflect on the chart shown on p. 90. How could this shape our understanding of how a person
under toxic stress can teach or learn?
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Week 2 How Trauma Shows Up

Call to Action

I will complete this week's challenge by...

You will be given a challenging prompt at the end of each group.
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Additional Reflections
Week 2
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W E E K  3

HOW 
WE HEAL



Week 3

“For me, one of the most important aspects of healing is recognizing that it can involve
multiple therapeutic techniques and approaches. What we know is that the key ingredient of
effective healing involves using your healthy relationships to revisit and rework the traumatic
experience. If you have a therapist and form a safe and stable connection, the therapist
becomes a critical part of what I call your “therapeutic web.” But remember that therapeutic
moments can be brief and ideally are spread throughout your whole week—it’s not just about
one hour a week with the therapist. This process creates opportunities to activate trauma
memories, including the stress-response systems, in a moderate, predictable, and controllable
way. In turn, this will take the sensitized systems and, over time, make them more
“neurotypical.” (p.229)

“The collective “we” of a community heals. We are all healers.” (p.250)

How We Heal

Focus: Expectations and Beliefs
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Week 3 How We Heal

Guided Questions (Community Groups)
Patterns of stress activation (see image, p.57) - What is an example of how a child could
experience stress that was predictable, moderate, and controllable? How can we introduce
this type of stress as part of our regular interactions? 

“But what we’re learning is that having access to a number of invested, caring people is
actually a better predictor of good outcomes following trauma than having access to a
therapist. The therapeutic web is the collection of positive relational-based opportunities you
have throughout your day. A therapist can be an important part of healing, but isn’t required.
This isn’t to suggest that therapy isn’t helpful, but therapy without “connectedness” is not very
effective. Ideally, a child can have connectedness to family, community, and culture, along
with a trauma-aware clinical team and its range of tools.” -p.230

Who is in your therapeutic web? Whose therapeutic web are you in?
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Week 3 How We Heal

Call to Action

I will complete this week's challenge by...

You will be given a challenging prompt at the end of each group.

Guided Questions continued (Community Groups)
“We are often asked to help children and youth who have been maltreated or traumatized, or
consult for a community following a traumatic event. And when I tell people that I’ll actually
need to work with the adults, too, they’re confused. But if the adults who live with, teach, and
treat these children are not regulated, they will not be able to be fully present in a
compassionate, regulated way. It is those fully present moments that are regulating,
rewarding, and healing for the children. If we help the children but don’t meet the needs of
the adults, our work will have little impact. This is one of the most important principles of any
trauma-informed approach: You have to help the frontline adults who will be working with the
children and youth.”(p.284)

What do you feel is the connection between adult wellness and their ability to help children?
How does this apply in our community? Are we tending to the needs of adults?
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Additional Reflections
Week 3
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