
“Troubled kids and adults 
are distinguished by their 
regrettable ability to elicit 
from others exactly the 
opposite of what they 
really need.”

L. Tobin





How Trauma Impacts Health Across a Lifetime
Dr. Nadine Burke-Harris





58% (17) Students with no exposure to physical abuse or adult to adult violence
29% (9) Students with exposure to physical abuse OR adult to adult violence
13% (4) Students with exposure to physical abuse AND adult to adult violence

Prevalence of ACEs in Schools
By high school (30 Students)

Population 

Average

Goldstine-Cole, KL (2007).



Compared with children with no adverse 
childhood experiences, kids with three or more 
ACEs were:

• 3 times more likely to fail

• 5 times more likely to have severe attendance problems

• 6 times more likely to have severe behavior problems

• 4 times more likely to have self-reports of poor health





National Scientific Council on the Developing Child (2005)







Neglect: The Worst Offender





Psychoeducation Tools
• https://www.ted.com/talks/nadine_burke_harris_how_childhood_trauma_

affects_health_across_a_lifetime

• https://www.childhealthdata.org/docs/default-source/cahmi/aces-
resource-packet_all-pages_12_06-
16112336f3c0266255aab2ff00001023b1.pdf

• https://www.menominee-
nsn.gov/CommunityPages/FosteringFutures/Documents/ACESHandoutForP
arents.pdf

• https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/

• https://rems.ed.gov/docs/NCTSN_ChildTraumaToolkitForEducators.pdf

• https://www.aap.org/en-us/Documents/ttb_aces_consequences.pdf

https://www.ted.com/talks/nadine_burke_harris_how_childhood_trauma_affects_health_across_a_lifetime
https://www.aap.org/en-us/advocacy-and-policy/aap-health-initiatives/resilience/Pages/Clinical-Assessment-Tools.aspx
https://www.aap.org/en-us/advocacy-and-policy/aap-health-initiatives/resilience/Pages/Clinical-Assessment-Tools.aspx
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/
https://rems.ed.gov/docs/NCTSN_ChildTraumaToolkitForEducators.pdf
https://www.aap.org/en-us/Documents/ttb_aces_consequences.pdf


Integrated
Lens

Prenatal

Drug/Alcohol 
Exposure

Genetics / 
Epigenetics

ALL of These 
Must be 

Considered and 
Addressed Trauma



Brain – Behavior Functional Model:
Building Resilience one level at a time

Neurodevelopmental Core Base
(IQ, Language, Learning Style, Attachment Potential, etc)

Brakes-Accelerator Balance

Complex Affect Regulation

Behavioral Choice / 
Free Will

Social Communication

Sensory Processing / MSI



The Limbic “Accelerator”:
Energy Management in Regulation

• “RPM of your brain

• Propelled by the brain stem/limbic system

• Auto-pilot vs. conscious control

• Intrinsic vs. extrinsic motivation

• “Remote control” increases

(anxiety/panic/anger/mania/stimulants)

• “Remote control” decreases

(depression/narcolepsy/opiates/cannabis)



The Prefrontal Cortex “Brakes”: 

The “brakes” of the brain 

• Working memory / memory recall
• Verbal and Non-verbal

• Focusing (locking, shifting & sustaining) 

• Planning / Organizing 

• Problem Solving

• Self-monitoring of behavior/action
• Impulse control
• Inhibition
• Key role in introspection

• Major role in Self-Regulation









Screening Tools
• https://www.ncjfcj.org/sites/default/files/Finding%20Your%20ACE%2

0Score.pdf

• https://www.aap.org/en-us/advocacy-and-policy/aap-health-
initiatives/resilience/Pages/Clinical-Assessment-Tools.aspx

https://www.aap.org/en-us/advocacy-and-policy/aap-health-initiatives/resilience/Pages/Clinical-Assessment-Tools.aspx
https://www.aap.org/en-us/advocacy-and-policy/aap-health-initiatives/resilience/Pages/Clinical-Assessment-Tools.aspx


Resiliency vs Strength-Based
Not at all the same

Resiliency contextualizes a child’s
strengths (individual, familial, community) 

against her/his adverse experiences

Zolkoski & Bullock, (2012)





Building Resiliency:
Protective Factors

Relatedness / Connectedness Mastery / Efficacy

Affect-Regulation





Thoughts on Building Resiliency 

Recovering from trauma and neglect is all about relationships-
rebuilding trust, regaining confidence, returning to a sense of 

security, and reconnection to love.

Troubled children are in some kind of pain, and pain makes people 
irritable, anxious, and aggressive. Only patient, loving, consistent 

care works - there is no short-term miracle.

Perry, B., Szalvitz, M. (2006). The boy who was raised as a dog: and other stories from a child psychiatrist's notebook. 

Basic Books: New York, NY.



Resilience Tools
• The Community Resilience Cookbook: 

http://communityresiliencecookbook.org/your-bodybrain/

• https://cssp.org/our-work/project/strengthening-families/

• Substance Abuse Prevention Skills Training (SAPST)  

http://communityresiliencecookbook.org/your-bodybrain/
https://cssp.org/our-work/project/strengthening-families/


“Contact between people stimulates two important neurotransmitters, 
dopamine which enhances attention and pleasure and serotonin which 

reduces fear and worry. When people are in pain connecting with 
another can physiologically reduce fear and worry and help 

them function effectively again” 

Hallowell, (1999)



Building a Community 

• Ritualistic Greetings or check-ins 
(builds relationships and helps gauge needs)

• Creating rules together to establish a shared 
understanding of expectations.

• Debriefing to help make sense of struggles
• Offer transition warnings
• Educating and supporting clients so they 

have strategies on how to work with others in 
their lives or situations that are anticipated to 
cause stress.



Three Practical Acts to Build 
Positive Relationships

• Recognize and honor a child’s inability to trust and feel 
safe despite how it feels for you. 

“Of course you can’t trust me.” 

• Know you cannot change a child’s perception because 
you tell them what your reality is. 

“I know you can’t believe  me”

• Start where the child is at, not where you want them to be. 
Safety is always the first step.  

“How can I help you feel safer?”



Relatedness Strategies

• Do what you say, say what you mean

• Greet each day, thanking them for being 
here today

• Look for the story behind the Behavior

• Remain calm & consistent

• Remember…
– The Relationship Dance

– 5 to 1 ratio, 7 to 1 for trauma



Relationship Building

Change “attention seeking” to “connection seeking”

Building in 2 Positive Choices 

• Give 2 acceptable choices to allow involvement in 

shared decision making to build confidence

Passive Aggressive Tone vs. Calm Statements



Building Resiliency
Mastery / Efficacy

Keystone of development and resiliency are the 
internal beliefs about “self” that are formed in 

childhood

Consistent experiences of success can impact a 
persons world / environment; brain wiring can be 

altered (neuroplasticity) & they come to believe that 
they can achieve goals…and...



Building Resiliency
Mastery / Efficacy

…they are willing to take risks, fail, & struggle… believing that they 
can ultimately overcome any and all obstacles and barriers but…

…In order to wire this into the brain, they need the support and 
affirmation of others... 

…who provide reasonable opportunities for them to be 
successful..



Building Resiliency
Mastery / Efficacy

...”No matter whether you are 
successful or not, you are valuable 

and lovable”...



Building Resiliency
Mastery / Efficacy

When this does not occur:

• View failure as an “all or nothing” for love or connection

• Doubt their personal value if they are not successful

• Believe & internalize labels given to them… such as “bad” or 
“worthless” or others…



Building Resiliency
Mastery / Efficacy

Maltreated children often believe that the maltreatment is 
somehow their fault:

• “I was bad… and now my mom is dead”
• “I was mean to my sister”
• “If I was nicer, my dad wouldn’t be in jail now”

..and no matter what they do, good things are not going to happen...



Building Resiliency in Children 
Mastery / Efficacy

...and contributes to negative beliefs:

• “I do not deserve success”

• If success happens, it will be 
temporary

• Locus of control becomes external

• They expect to fail

• They lose motivation to try again

• Learned helplessness

• Pervasive powerlessness

Provide antidotes to toxic stress

• Empower/prevent victimization
• “You are valuable and Loveable”

• Discover and support hidden 
talents

• Seek genuine “trumpet” moments

• Provide ample opportunities for 
integrated treatment (movement, 
music, art)

• Avoid using strength areas as 
negative re-enforcers 



Mastery/Efficacy Strategies

• Frame failure as universal, an expected part of 
learning
– Give permission to fail

– In times of failure, be accessible

• Avoid setting the bar too high

• Build choices into the day 

• Every day is a new day

• Provide experiences for success
• Praise the process, not the content



Building Resiliency
Emotional / Behavioral Regulation

• Risk factor in resiliency (the first two are protective)

• Must be a priority no matter what the age

• Must be handled early in the process

• Also a major reason for overmedication in the 
system

• Involves many complex brain systems

• Willfulness paradigm creeps in here



Delicate Balance of Behavioral Regulation:
Coarse control of brain energy / behavior

Top-Down “Brakes” (Prefrontal Cortex)

Bottom-Up “Accelerator” (Brainstem/Limbic System)



“Name it to Tame it” 
Dr. Daniel Siegel





Just Breathe 
Julie Salzman & Josh Salzman 







Affect Regulation Strategies

• Mindfulness/Meditation

• Yoga/Movement

• Feelings Scales with limited choices

• Building a “Safe Zone” or “Chill Out” spot

• Integrate the brain hemispheres
– Walking, cross crawl, tapping

• Build in Rescue breaths through day

• Sensory zones 

• Bullseye  

• Use familiar/ Relatable examples

• REPETITION!!  PRACTICE though day

High Stress Zone

I can manage 
my stress

Comfort Zone



Things to Remember

Brains are developed by what they do slowly and 
repeatedly over time. In order for a person to 

become kind, giving, and empathetic, they needs to 
be treated that way.

Routine and repetition are huge in the recovery 
process. The brain changes in response to 

patterned, repetitive experiences: the more you 
repeat something, the more ingrained it becomes.



“See the NEED 

behind the BEHAVIOR”
Karyn Purvis



Defiant, combative, hostile, and uncooperative are 
labels used by many people to describe trauma-

exposed children and adults.

What if, instead, we saw them as frightened, 
struggling to cope, confused, abandoned, and 

dealing with the effects of extreme stress in 
the ways they have learned to find relief? 


