
Toxic Stress
Thesis 1 Progress Report



How do defense mechanisms formed 
during a period of childhood 

toxic stress impact one’s behavior?



“I have it! 
I’m going to make a series of  

really traumatized  
robots!”



Traumatized RobotsPrototype #1  





“Wow, I have no idea what I’m doing. 
I’m not a psychiatrist.”



–Blake Phillips, M.D.  

Clinical Assistant Professor  
Department of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 

Attending Psychiatrist 
Bellevue Hospital Center Child and Adolescent Partial Hospitalization 

Program

“Think in terms of defense mechanisms.” 



George Vaillant’s  
Model of Defense Mechanisms



–Blake Phillips, M.D.  

Clinical Assistant Professor  
Department of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 

Attending Psychiatrist 
Bellevue Hospital Center Child and Adolescent Partial Hospitalization 

Program

“This could be a tool for training.” 



Moment of Realization



Humans aren’t robots.



I want to contribute to the conversation, 
not just point out the problem.



Thesis Shift!



I am creating an educational resource for medical 
students in training to help them better identify 

behavioral responses to toxic stress.



What are the defense mechanisms and 
behavioral responses to toxic stress? 

What are the different needs of medical 
students in the learning process?  

Why aren’t medical students being able to 
properly learn about toxic stress and defense 

mechanisms in their current environment? 

Core Questions 



Why is there a need for a tool?



Known 
Circumstances
Due to many reasons, 

training medical 
professionals to fully 

understand toxic 
stress symptoms in 
youth is very limited 
and often relies on 

textbooks or medical 
actors.



–Sam Wilkes 

USC 
Instructor of Clinical Medical Education 

“Medical actors aren’t used for  
these situations.” 



Argument
Medical professionals 
may not get proper 

training to understand 
and treat individuals 

with toxic stress.  

This may lead to 
misdiagnosis or 

incorrect treatment 
practices, if any 

treatment occurs. 



–Sam Wilkes 

USC 
Instructor of Clinical Medical Education 

“Medical students are good at study and 
generally struggle with the actual 

implementation…” 



–Sam Wilkes 

USC 
Instructor of Clinical Medical Education 

“…They need to be able to make mistakes 
and see negative outcomes.” 





–Doug Zoerner 

University of Kentucky School of Medicine 
M2 Curriculum Committee Representative

“Psych-CATION” 
for 3rd year medical students



–Doug Zoerner 

University of Kentucky School of Medicine 
M2 Curriculum Committee Representative

“most people end up memorizing the DSM-V 
during their spare time…”



–Doug Zoerner 

University of Kentucky School of Medicine 
M2 Curriculum Committee Representative

“… But even with that, I've heard it is 
still easier than other rotations.”



Long term VR Therapy  
ExperiencePrototype #2  



Long term VR Therapy  
ExperiencePrototype #2



–Thesis 1 classmates 

“What about the environment? 
How does this even work?”





Long term VR 
Interactive Therapy Experience Prototype #3



–Jane Mitchell 

“Should their assumptions as a medical 
professional impact the world?”



Long term VR 
Interactive Therapy Experience 

Aesthetic Prototype

 Prototype #4 



Long term VR 
Interactive Therapy Experience 

Aesthetic Prototype

 Prototype #4



Long term VR 
Interactive Therapy Experience 

Aesthetic Prototype

 Prototype #4



Kim Noble 



Narrative + Perspective Driven Prototype #5



Narrative + Perspective Driven Prototype #5



Low Hanging Fruit



Moment of Realization



The problem is way more nuanced.



Learning about symptoms 
through a vr experience might not  

address the Underlying problem:  

misdiagnosis.



Thesis Shift!



Trauma Informed Care 
through the lens of misdiagnosis



I am STILL creating an educational resource for 
medical students in training…

… but with more of a focus on 
misdiagnosis.

(same content of toxic stress, different articulation)



Moving Forward- Feedback 

Ruth Gerson, M.D.  
& Michael Schober 

& other medical professionals! 



Moving Forward- Events 

Healthcare Hackathon 



Moving Forward- Events 

National Academies of Science, 
Engineering, and Medicine 

Workshop  



Moving Forward- Events 

Alliance for the Arts in Research 
Universities 

 National Convention on Creative 
Venture, Wellbeing & the New 

Humanities 



Questions? 
Thanks!


