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Why do we need to understand trauma? 



How Trauma 
Affects 
Development 

Inability to regulate emotions 

Hypersensitivity to physical contact 

May experience somatic symptoms 

Difficulty paying attention and delayed speech and 
language

Impacts child’s ability to trust and relate to others 

Increases cortisol levels in amygdala resulting in 
“toxic stress” 



Effects of 
Toxic Stress 

on Brain 
Development 



The Truth About ACEs

• The ACE study was conducted in the late 
1990’s by the CDC and Kaiser Permanente 

• Asked over 17,000 adults about their 
experiences growing up 

• Used 10 questions to assess the number of 
Adverse Childhood Experiences each 
participant had been exposed to

• As the number of risks increase, so does 
likelihood for cancer, heart disease, COPD, 
drug and alcohol use, depression, suicidal 
thoughts/ attempts, etc. 

Infographic obtained from https://www.rwjf.org/en/library/infographics/the-truth-about-aces.html

https://www.rwjf.org/en/library/infographics/the-truth-about-aces.html


Prevalence of 
Trauma in the 
United States

26% of children in the 
U.S. will witness or 

experience a traumatic 
event before age 4

70% of adults in the 
U.S. have experienced 

some type of 
traumatic event at 

least once in their lives

60% of youth report 
having been exposed 

to violence or 
victimization within 

the past year 

Almost half of middle 
school students in 

urban schools 
reported seeing a 

stabbing or shooting



Types of 
Trauma

Physical, emotional or sexual abuse 

Neglect 

Witnessing violence in the home or community 

Having an incarcerated parent 

Being removed from a caregiver 

Natural Disasters 

Serious accident or illness 

Significant loss 



Youth who 
have been 
exposed to 
trauma may 
show 
symptoms of 
trauma 
exposure… or 
none at all. 

Trouble sleeping
Difficulty focusing in 

school

Increased startle response Separation anxiety

Fearful or anxious 
behaviors 

Withdrawing from friends 
or family 

Physical complaints like 
headaches or 
stomachaches

Difficulty trusting others 



Where do 
you come 

in? 









https://changingmindsnow.org/healing/celebrate

When we celebrate a child’s achievements and challenges, both 
big and small, and affirm who they are as individuals, we 

support the development of their self-identity and remind them 
of their competence, importance and lovability. 

Studies show that an essential ingredient for a child’s resilience, 
particularly in a child who has experienced violence and 

traumatic stress, is a secure relationship between a child and a 
caring adult who believes in them, sees them as special, and 

celebrates their accomplishments. 

https://changingmindsnow.org/healing/celebrate


How can Bigs 
celebrate their 

Littles?

• Provide positive reinforcement and 
praise when they put forth effort or 
make good choices 

• Identify your Little’s strengths and 
talents and incorporate those into 
outings/meetings 

• Find activities that your Little enjoys and 
spend time just having fun 

• Be encouraging and validating in 
interactions with your Little

• High fives and rounds of applause 



https://changingmindsnow.org/healing/comfort

Studies show that adults who provide consistent emotional and physical 
support can better the “fight or flight” stress response in children. 

Teaching them how to manage their emotions and calm themselves down, 
helping them connect their words to feelings, and practicing relaxation 

and emotional regulation skills can also help. 

Creating a safe environment is one of the most valuable elements of the 
Comfort gesture that helps children re-establish a sense of security and 

stability. 

https://changingmindsnow.org/healing/comfort


How can Bigs
be a source of 

comfort? 

• Build trust by being dependable and 
following through with commitments    
• Provide advance notice when 

rescheduling/canceling outings
• Help Little’s practice expressing their 

feelings 
• “How did that make you feel?” 

• Practice positive self-talk 
• “Here are some things that went well 

since the last time we met…” 
• Practice relaxation techniques 

• Counting to ten before responding, 
deep breathing exercises



Listening is a gesture we practice every day. For all 
children, especially those who have experienced 

traumatic stress and violence, a patient and receptive 
adult who listens can help them feel safe and valued.

Listening attentively to children shows we care and 
that their thoughts matter. Teaching them to listen 
helps embody the skills of communication, getting 

along and seeing others’ perspectives.

https://changingmindsnow.org/healing/listen

https://changingmindsnow.org/healing/listen


What does it 
mean to 

listen? 

• Allow your Little to speak without 
interruption 

• Ask your Little questions about their life 
and show interest as they respond

• Ask your Little for their input and take 
their suggestions into consideration when 
planning outings/meetings 

• Ask open-ended questions that will elicit 
a greater response

• “What do you like about school?” 
instead of “How is school going?” 



Teaching children who have experienced traumatic 
stress how to collaborate can help them learn strategies 

to effectively address conflict and deal with adversity.

But science shows that children who have been exposed 
to toxic stress may struggle with seeing and 

understanding others’ perspectives. They may lack a 
sense of belonging or even the will and know-how to 
reach out. And they may need help controlling their 

emotions, working through their problems, and gaining 
independence.

https://changingmindsnow.org/healing/collaborate

https://changingmindsnow.org/healing/collaborate


How can Bigs 
collaborate

with their 
Littles? 

• Model problem-solving skills 

• Share stories on instances where you had to problem-solve 
to resolve a situation 

• Think through situations out loud when you’re with your 
Little

• “I think I made a wrong turn back there. I’m going to pull 
over to check those directions, in case we need to turn 
around.” 

• Resist the urge to solve your Little’s problems for them- ask what 
they think they should do first

• Demonstrate thinking ahead and encourage your Little to practice 
doing the same 

• Help your Little practice taking other people’s perspectives 

• “How do you think they felt in that moment?” “How would 
you feel if that happened to you?” 

• Provide praise to your Little for trying to problem-solve, even if it 
didn’t go as planned



Children who have witnessed violence and experienced traumatic 
stress aren’t always inspired in the same way. They can become 

negative, often have a low sense of self-worth, expect to be 
unsuccessful, and fail to foresee a positive future.

But caring adults can help children reverse this negative response to 
toxic stress. You can help inspire and build resiliency in children by 
identifying their strengths and natural talents and by connecting 

them to programs that help develop self-confidence.

To inspire through motivation, encouragement or influence, is a 
gesture that is essential for children to recognize their potential and 

believe in possibilities in their lives and future.

https://changingmindsnow.org/healing/inspire

https://changingmindsnow.org/healing/inspire


How can Bigs
inspire their 

Little? 

• Engage in both activities in which they can 
thrive and others that take practice 

• Expose your Little to new ideas, places, and 
activities to help them identify likes and 
interests

• Encourage your Little to take a growth mindset 

• Things might seem hard initially, but with 
practice you will get better. 

• Talk about setting goals and work with your 
Little to identify steps needed to accomplish 
goals 

• Talk to your Little about your career, how you 
got there, and what you like about it

• Demonstrate examples of positive thinking 



The Importance of Taking Care of Yourself 



Additional 
Resources

• For more ways that caring adults can help youth build 
the skills of resilience visit: 

• www.changingmindsnow.org

• http://www.nctsn.org/

• http://www.heysigmund.com/building-
resilience-children/

http://www.changingmindsnow.org/
http://www.nctsn.org/
http://www.heysigmund.com/building-resilience-children/


Questions?




