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TRAUMA IN CHILDREN: AN OVERVIEW

Chances are, the children placed in foster care are going to have very different
pasts, behaviors, and thought patterns than children from safe, stable
backgrounds. Trauma affects these kids' brains in significant ways.

develop. Children in foster care typically have

A child's ACE number plays a huge role in the
ﬁ way they behave, process information, and

much higher scores than other children.

Each Adverse Childhood
Experience = traumatic
incident.

The higher the number
of these experiences a
child has had directly
relates the amount of
trauma they need
healing from.
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TRAUMA IN CHILDREN: AN OVERVIEW

WHAT EFFECT DOES TRAUMA HAVE ON THE BRAIN?

This images shows the brain
under typical conditions.
Generally, in a new situation
' N, OBSERVE
each of us observes, takes in
information, makes meaning
and chooses a fitting response.
Example: We hear a loud
noise, pause, eventually

recognize it's only a car alarm
going off outside, and then go

about our business.
t HEALTHY, TYPICAL BRAIN

FIGHT/FLIGHT/FREEZE "EXPRESS BRIDGE"

When danger strikes, the brain
shifts. Faced with danger, our
brains skip over some of the
processing steps to allow us to
make split-second judgments.
This lets us react quickly and
ensure a return to safety.

BRAIN'S SURVIVAL MODE

CHRONIC STRESS = TRAPPED IN "SURVIVAL MODE"

OBSERVE

When someone is exposed to
trauma (a literal and/or perceived
threat to their safety/well-being)
over and over again, their brains
end up “stuck” in survival mode.
Their brain cannot tell the
difference between safe and
dangerous situations. All children
in foster care have been through

serious trauma in their lives. TRAUMA BRAIN
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TRAUMA IN CHILDREN: AN OVERVIEW

Below are examples of behaviors that showcase a trauma-impacted brain, and
how these behaviors may be constant or set off suddenly by someone else:

Triggers Survival Mode Behavior

A "trigger" is a signal that there is danger  People in "survival mode" behave in

nearby and causes the brain to jump into seemingly strange ways, but are doing so
survival mode. Triggers are based on an because past experience has continually sent
individual's past experience with danger. the message that they are constantly at risk.
Common Triggers for Children Examples of "Survival Mode" Behavior in
with Trauma Children with Trauma

M Feeling powerless M Hoarding
- For fear of going back to basic needs like
hunger or safety not being met

Il Too much or not enough physical contact

B Too much or too little sensory input

Feeling shame M Stealing
= I - A habit learned to ensure physical needs
M Feeling rejected are met

Feeling abandoned
. Ing B Over-friendliness

M Fear of basic needs not being met - From the inability to tell who truly cares for

M Unforeseen change them and who does not

M Getting too much or not enough attention M Manipulating

- A habit learned to ensure emotional needs

M Direct reminders of a past traumatic event
are met

For more information on the effects of trauma and how it impacts kids in foster care, please visit
www.vakidsbelong.org
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TIPS FOR RELATING TO KIDS

HEALING FROM TRAUMA

? Remember the Big Picture:

The best path to appropriate behavior is to heal the heart and

rewire the brain. This long-term view is most important, not simply getting them to obey in that
moment. Remember, when we are able to connect relationally, our chances of getting
compliant behaviors is significantly higher!

|
Communicating your expectations ahead of time is an important way to give children who

have experienced trauma a chance to anticipate changes. The experiences that caused their
trauma likely made them feel helpless and out of control. Giving children a sense of security
and certainty is an important step toward healing their

brains.

2 Give clear expectations:

|

So often, transitions are hard for a child with trauma. They have very little sense of control
over their lives. Unexpected schedule changes can cause the fight or flight response to kick
in, especially if they are in the middle of something they enjoy.

% Give time for transitions:

Example: Johnny, we are going to play with these toys for 5 more minutes and then
put them back on the shelf. Often it is helpful to have the child repeat it back to you.

Example: What are we going to do in five minutes? Child: Put the toys on the shelf. Yes!
Provide sensory stimulation: If a child in your care simply can’t be still, try giving him velcro,
slime or a toy that enables him to listen and learn experientially. There is plenty of research
that shows how our kiddos brains are better able to regulate and learn when they are able
to move their bodies!

u Give a patient response to misbehavior
.|

Yelling, a harsh tone or hard touches will not result in the change of behavior you’re seeking.
Rather, it is more likely to activate a “fight, flight or freeze” response that is already close to
the surface and backfire, making things worse. Try getting on their level and seeking good eye
contact to talk through the behaviors.
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TIPS FOR RELATING TO KIDS

HEALING FROM TRAUMA

Time IN versus time OUT:

5 ——————————
Children who have hindered attachments or relational connections are highly sensitive to messages of
distance or abandonment. Rather than sending a child away to figure out their behavior, try bringing them
closer to help regulate their emotions and behaviors with a time in. Our kids need extra help getting back
on track and sending them away will not bring understanding of their behaviors or an ability to make better
choices in the future.

Recognize the Power of a Redo:
|

How often do you, as the adult, need a redo? Most of us need at least a handful a day! Children from
difficult beginnings learn better when they are able to do a redo. It helps rewire the brain rather than
just treat the symptom behavior. Redo’s allow our kids to not just hear the right behavior but practice it.
Eventually, the appropriate behaviors become more like “muscle memory”!

7 Consider contributing factors:

When you see poor or wonky behaviors, ask yourself, “What's been going on with this child today?
This week? This month? Is there something that could be contributing to this specific behavior?” Often
times if we pause to consider what might have happened at school that day, if they have experienced
any new/big transitions recently, or they simply didn’t get enough sleep last night, the wonky
behaviors may just make sense after all!

Redirect:
|

This is how we respond to behaviors we don’t like or when a child is not being obedient. It requires
connecting first and addressing our uncooperative or reactive child second. Our goal is to get them
using their “upstairs” brain and joining us in problem solving in addition to changing behavior. Help
your child become aware of his negative sensations and emotions following a misbehavior. Allow this
aversive feeling to naturally motivate them to make the better choice next time; though it may take 100
times to achieve this “muscle memory”.

Identify Feelings & Use Words:

Our kiddos who have experienced trauma have more than likely experienced the BIG negative emotions
longer than we would like to think. Children from trauma know how to react to big emotions but often
struggle to identify and manage their emotions. Rather than reacting to emotions, let’s teach our kids to
use their words to express emotions, seek connection, and get their needs met.
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