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Brain scan research shows that when clients experience a trauma response such 
as being startled or recalling a painful memory, the prefrontal cortex goes offline. 
The result of this is that the client loses self-awareness, the ability to express 
themselves in words, and access to their memory centers. This is the reason that 
your client who had a powerful session one week comes back the next with no 
memory of the previous session’s breakthrough work.  

This is where my simple, take-home handouts are so effective in helping clients 
because they can get the brain working correctly again. These handouts give them 
a structured tool that will allow the prefrontal cortex to come back online so your 
clients can think and express themselves in words. But these handouts aren’t just 
exercises, they speak directly to the trauma symptoms. 

The first handout is the Tracking Autonomic Arousal worksheet. 

This gives your client a chance to look at how her/his nervous system is reacting 
to the world. Is it overly reactive, which leads to anxiety, impulsive actions, or 
even rage? Or is it experiencing chronic low activation and becoming numb and 
disconnected?

Once they’ve been successful with this worksheet, they’re ready for the next 
handout, the Daily experiences log.

The Daily Log will help your clients notice stimuli or triggers in the environment 
and determine if their responses are consistent with what they lived through in the 
past or what’s happening in the present, which will help them move beyond their 
traumatic experiences. 

When they’re comfortable with daily experiences log, they’re ready for the final 
handout, the Somatic Awareness Log.

This handout teaches your clients that they have the ability to change their states 
through movements or gestures so they’re not stuck in anxiety and shame.

These handouts have proven effective with my clients and I’m certain they will 
help yours as well. 

Janina Fisher, Ph.D.



Notice What Your Nervous  
System is Telling You

A traumatized nervous system develops patterns that reflect how individuals survived and adapted to a 
dangerous world.   To respond to threat, the nervous system goes into high arousal states, making us tense, 
reactive, impulsive and on guard.    Or it develops a habit of low arousal states, making us numb, passive, 
disconnected, and without energy. 

Ask yourself:  what do I do when I get hyper-activated?  Do I get angry?  Impulsive? Want to hurt 
myself?  Do I need to talk to someone?  Or do I want to retreat and isolate?

Write or diagram what happens:  Eg, “First, I feel really scared, then I get a lot of racing thoughts, then I 
want to do something to make the feelings go away.”

Am I hypo-activated?   Do I feel numb, tired, passive, no feelings, no energy, can’t think, disconnected, 
shut down, “not there,” ashamed? 

Write or diagram what happens when you are in hypoarousal: E.g., “I just want to sleep--I feel numb in 
the bed—now I don’t care about anything anymore.”
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The nervous system does not develop much 
tolerance for emotion or stress.  

Window of Tolerance
I can tolerate my feelings  

I can think and feel at the same time
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