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Objectives
 Discuss types of adversity and trauma

 Consider youth responses to adversity, trauma, & 
loss

 Explore how trauma-responsive environments 
(homes, schools, etc.) can promote resilience and 
healing

 Identify local and web resources to build healing 
communities

1

2



2

4

Language of Adversity

 Adverse Childhood Experience refers to one of 9+ 
childhood experiences correlated with negative adult 
outcomes

 Acute traumatic stress refers to a single event that is 
time-limited (e.g., auto accident, fire, sudden death, 
single assault injury)

 Chronic (complex) traumatic stress refers to on-going 
and/or multiple adverse events (e.g., on-going exposure 
to domestic violence, chronic abuse/neglect 
experiences, poverty AND loss of primary caregiver).  
Effects are cumulative and can have extensive and long-
standing impact
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Overlap

* RTA = Road Traffic Accident
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Loss, Adversity, and Trauma
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Trauma and Loss

 About 25% of American youth will experience at 
least one traumatic event by the age of 16

 A youth’s reactions to trauma can interfere 
considerably with learning, behavior, and 
relationships across settings

 Schools serve as a critical system of support for 
youth and families who have experienced trauma
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Impact of Trauma/Loss

 The impact of trauma/loss depends on several 
factors, including:

• Age and developmental stage

• Perception of danger

• Lived experience or witness to event

• Sense of predictability/control

• History of early adversity/traumatic experiences

• Adversity experienced following the event

• The presence/availability of others who can offer protection 
and ensure safety/stability
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Impact of Trauma/Loss
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Stress Response System

 Brain responds to perceived threat in multiple ways:
 Flock (gather social resources)
 Freeze (assess threat and  visibility)
 Flee…If  cornered, then Fight ( heart rate,  adrenalin)
 Dissociate if  threat is inescapable ( heart rate,  opiates)

 This stress reaction can become “wired” in over time 
as a biological memory if  stressors are chronic

Youth who experienced trauma may (over)respond to 
later stressors with social-seeking (flock), withdrawal 
(freeze), overactivity (flight), or aggression (fight)
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Impact on Cognitive Functioning

 The more “activated” the stress response, the more 
difficult it is to acquire/demonstrate knowledge

 Problems with attention, engagement, information 
processing, planning

 Children with cognitive difficulties show patterns of quick 
regression in times of stress

 Other children who have appropriate cognitive skills may 
act out with more intensity
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Impact on Academic Development
 Trauma reduces one’s attention span, ability to 

concentrate, and to organize
 Learning is impeded in times of overwhelming stress
 The stress of academics can increase helplessness in  

vulnerable youth, making it more likely they will give up 
and shut down
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Impact on Social-Emotional 
Functioning

 The more “activated” the stress response, the more 
difficult it is to interact positively

 Peer interactions can overwhelm coping responses; may 
need an adult nearby to facilitate social interactions

 Potentially hypersensitive (and over-reactive) to perceived 
anger/rejection in others

 When brain remains in “survival mode,” there is less 
room for considering the feelings of others
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Effects of Chronic Trauma on 
Development
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Trauma & Later Development

 Anxiety/Fear (flock, freeze, flee, fight) is the 
hallmark of trauma and can be persistent beyond 
the stressor(s)

 This compounds the concerns noted with typical 
brain changes in the t’ween/teen years:
• Reduced stress tolerance
• Difficulty handling hormonal changes
• Poor mood stability
• Greater “reward focus” (disregard risks)
• Limited planning 
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Symptom Overlap
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What Helps?
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The impact of trauma and 
adverse experiences can be 
reduced by bolstering 
nurturing relationships 
between youth and the caring 
adults in their lives.
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Fostering Resilience

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/inbrief-resilience-series/

Healing is Possible When Adults…
 Engage in a predictable/consistent manner (to 

promote perceived safety)

 Support youth to understand and reduce overwhelming 
emotions

 Reduce aspects of chronic stress within families

 Promote positive and stable relationships across 
settings

 Seek to reduce social isolation

 Value the healing potential in relationships and hold 
hope!
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Youth Need Us To:
 Be patient and understand the impact of adversity, 

trauma, and loss on brain and behavior

 Reassure them that they are valuable and worthy

 Understand how behavior may be an adaptive response 
to lived experiences

 Acknowledge their emotional world and ensure safety

 Model and coach emotion coping skills

 Take care of ourselves with our own buffering 
relationships
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Healing Relationships
 Relationship-based healing tasks

Promote/Provide physical safety

Support physiological regulation

Help to identify/manage difficult feelings

Make meaning of difficult events and feelings

Revisit memories, correct distortions, and add complexity

Anticipate developmental transitions

 Sometimes, trauma-specific therapy is required to further 
promote healing beyond family/school relationships
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Acute Trauma-Focused Therapies
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Complex Trauma Therapies
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Support for Young Children

Sesame Street in Communities: 
Traumatic Experiences
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What about Grief?
 How do we support healthy grief/loss expression?

• Recognize grief as valid

• Create rituals around it

• Seek positive, symbolic connection with the “lost”

• Know that elimination of grief is NOT the goal but 
rather resolution in accepting what is….

• Acknowledge that grief’s impact at various life stages 
may be different….that is OK!
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Tonkins Model - Grief

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=22&v=UbRkvygT2Ec&feature=em
b_logo
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Good Grief – What do Youth Need?

 Love, care, consistency, continuity, and connection

 To feel safe in the world

 To know there are people in their lives who are there for them

 Permission to feel

 Respect for their current experience of emotions

 Simple, truthful, age-appropriate information

 Safe adults - to listen carefully, acknowledge feelings, and 
correct misperceptions

 Models of how to handle loss

 Connection with what is lost

 Corrections to magical thinking

* Boston Medical Center, Good Grief Program
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Local Grief Support

http://www.healingheartsofwaukeshaco.org/
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Hope Beyond Trauma/Loss

 Adversity/Loss is part of the human experience

 Trauma can stimulate a search for meaning that may lead 

to compassion for others and emotional growth

Some of the greatest spiritual, artistic, and scientific achievements 

resulted from this search
Youth may have 
had a difficult 

experience, but this 
does not define 

them.
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Healing-Focused Environment
 A framework that acknowledges the high prevalence of 

adversity, trauma, loss

 Promotes an understanding of the neurological, 
biological, psychological, and social effects of such events 
on youth and adults

 Enhances the social systems that promote resilience

 Supports adults to manage their workload and stressors 
so that they can attend to youth’s needs

Ready to Learn More
 Early Childhood Trauma Tutorial (30-40 minutes)

http://www.ecmhc.org/tutorials/trauma/

 NCTSN Resources for Educators
http://www.nctsnet.org/resources/audiences/
school-personnel

 Beyond Consequences - Classroom

https://www.beyondconsequences.com/
schools

 Community of TIC Practice 
http://acesconnection.com/
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Ready to Learn More

Contact
Samantha L. Wilson, Ph.D., IMH-E ® IV

262-432-6600

International Adoption Clinic, 
Children’s Wisconsin

www.chw.org/internationaladoption

* Webinar about Toxic Stress & other resources available
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Thank YOU!
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