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•• “When I get really upset my “When I get really upset my 
brain is dead.  When I am not brain is dead.  When I am not 
so upset my brain comes back.”   so upset my brain comes back.”   so upset my brain comes back.”   so upset my brain comes back.”   
11 year old adopted boy 11 year old adopted boy 
severely abused prior to severely abused prior to 
adoption.  adoption.  



•• How long does it take to How long does it take to 
rewire your brain?rewire your brain?





•• “I don’t care what they do to me at “I don’t care what they do to me at 
school.  I have been through everything school.  I have been through everything 
from smoking weed with my mother at from smoking weed with my mother at from smoking weed with my mother at from smoking weed with my mother at 
eight to 15 placements.  Their threats at eight to 15 placements.  Their threats at 
school do not scare me. What could school do not scare me. What could 
they possibly do to me”   (16 year old they possibly do to me”   (16 year old 
boy)boy)



Paradigm ShiftParadigm Shift

“We must move from viewing 
the individual as failing if s/he 

does not do well in a program to does not do well in a program to 
viewing the program as not 

providing what the individual 
needs in order to succeed.”

—Dubovsky, 2000



•• “I know that the school can’t do shit to “I know that the school can’t do shit to 
me.  I have been through it all.  My mom me.  I have been through it all.  My mom 
did not want me. My dad did not want did not want me. My dad did not want 
me at the time but now he does. My me at the time but now he does. My me at the time but now he does. My me at the time but now he does. My 
grandma decided she did not want me.  grandma decided she did not want me.  
I am 15 now and am in foster care and I am 15 now and am in foster care and 
convinced that no one wants me.  convinced that no one wants me.  
Although I am in this foster home that Although I am in this foster home that 
really makes me feel safe.” really makes me feel safe.” 



“Things do not change: we change.” “Things do not change: we change.” “Things do not change: we change.” “Things do not change: we change.” 
Henry David ThoreauHenry David Thoreau



“Those who expect moments of “Those who expect moments of 
change to be comfortable and free change to be comfortable and free 
of conflict have not learned from of conflict have not learned from of conflict have not learned from of conflict have not learned from 
their history.” their history.” 



The Challenge of Caring for The Challenge of Caring for 
Traumatized ChildrenTraumatized Children

“It may be when we no longer know “It may be when we no longer know “It may be when we no longer know “It may be when we no longer know 
what to do, we come to our real work, what to do, we come to our real work, 
and when we no longer know which way and when we no longer know which way 
to go, we have begun our real journey.”  to go, we have begun our real journey.”  
(Wendell Berry)(Wendell Berry)



Professional Challenge Professional Challenge 

WILLINGNESS TOWILLINGNESS TO

•• Learn Something NewLearn Something New

•• Confront Own ResistanceConfront Own Resistance

•• Move Beyond Habits/PatternsMove Beyond Habits/Patterns

•• FailFail



Bad stuff keeps happening!!Bad stuff keeps happening!!

•• What happens if a child has to “hold What happens if a child has to “hold 
their breath” because of not knowing their breath” because of not knowing 
what will happen next to what will happen next to 
their breath” because of not knowing their breath” because of not knowing 
what will happen next to what will happen next to 
them??????????????them??????????????

•• What happens to you when you are What happens to you when you are 
worried about danger around you?????worried about danger around you?????

•• What happens when things stay What happens when things stay 
confusing and you are not sure what will confusing and you are not sure what will 
happen next?happen next?



Exploring the “Why” Behind Exploring the “Why” Behind 
Challenging Behavior Challenging Behavior 

•• Requires a Requires a reframingreframing of often longof often long--
standing paradigms re the etiology of standing paradigms re the etiology of standing paradigms re the etiology of standing paradigms re the etiology of 
“bad behavior”“bad behavior”

•• Multiple factors: This is Multiple factors: This is complexcomplex !!!!!!
•• Requires a Requires a communitycommunity--wide shiftwide shift of of 

thinking differentlythinking differently
•• The power of the The power of the transtrans--disciplinarydisciplinary

mindsetmindset



“Trauma Trumps “Trauma Trumps 
Everything!!!”Everything!!!”

Sandra Bloom, MD



What is Trauma?What is Trauma?

•• OverwhelmingOverwhelming event or events that event or events that 
render a child helpless, powerless, render a child helpless, powerless, render a child helpless, powerless, render a child helpless, powerless, 
creating a threat of harm and/or loss.  creating a threat of harm and/or loss.  

•• InternalizationInternalization of the experience that of the experience that 
continues to impact perception of self, continues to impact perception of self, 
others, world, and development (Terr, others, world, and development (Terr, 
2000). 2000). 





What role do school personnel have What role do school personnel have 
in responding to traumatized in responding to traumatized 
children? children? 

•• A)  NoneA)  None

•• B) SomeB) Some

•• C) Much C) Much 

•• D) Not sureD) Not sure



Paradigm Shift:Paradigm Shift:
Reframing Our Understanding of BehaviorReframing Our Understanding of Behavior

•• Perceived “bad” children:   Perceived “bad” children:   
•• Do Do NOT NOT have sufficient flexibility & have sufficient flexibility & 

adaptability adaptability adaptability adaptability 
•• Do Do NOTNOT tolerate frustration welltolerate frustration well

•• They also have significant difficulty They also have significant difficulty 
applying these skillsapplying these skills when they are when they are 
most needed. (Greene, 2006)most needed. (Greene, 2006)



Building the BrainBuilding the Brain
Brain develops in sequential fashion: Brain develops in sequential fashion: 
from simple to complex (Perry, 2003) from simple to complex (Perry, 2003) 

���������

��	
��

���

�
������	���

�
��
�

����������	
���
��
����



Building (& Rebuilding) the BrainBuilding (& Rebuilding) the Brain
Neural systems can be changed…Neural systems can be changed…
but some systems are but some systems are easiereasier to change (Perry, 2002)to change (Perry, 2002)
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How differently would we treat one another if How differently would we treat one another if 
the harm could be seen on the outside?the harm could be seen on the outside?



Corpus Callosum Corpus Callosum 

•• Connects the two brain hemispheresConnects the two brain hemispheres
•• Allows the left side to communicate with Allows the left side to communicate with 

the right sidethe right sidethe right sidethe right side
•• Assists the individual child to calm down Assists the individual child to calm down 

during / after “meltdown”during / after “meltdown”
•• Is often damaged by prenatal alcohol Is often damaged by prenatal alcohol 

exposure / traumatic stressexposure / traumatic stress



Corpus callosum abnormalities in FASDCorpus callosum abnormalities in FASD

Mattson, et al., 1994; Mattson & Riley, 1995; Riley et al., 1995



Our typical response to “Bad” Our typical response to “Bad” 
BehaviorBehavior
•• These kids get all kinds of labels  These kids get all kinds of labels  
•• They usually get labels that tell you that They usually get labels that tell you that 

these kids are these kids are BADBADthese kids are these kids are BADBAD
•• PTSD, ADHD, ODD, Bipolar Disorder, PTSD, ADHD, ODD, Bipolar Disorder, 

Conduct DisorderConduct Disorder diagnoses do diagnoses do NOTNOT
capture the full extent of the capture the full extent of the 
developmental impact of what is going on developmental impact of what is going on 
for these kidsfor these kids





Maltreated Children Maltreated Children 

•• Lower grades Lower grades 
•• More likely to repeat a grade More likely to repeat a grade 
•• Had significantly lower test scoresHad significantly lower test scores•• Had significantly lower test scoresHad significantly lower test scores
•• Greater internalizing and externalizing Greater internalizing and externalizing 

behaviors behaviors 
•• Lower indices of home, school, and Lower indices of home, school, and 

peer adjustment (Schatz, Smith, peer adjustment (Schatz, Smith, 
Borkowski, Whitman, Keogh, 2008)Borkowski, Whitman, Keogh, 2008)



Early Maltreatment Early Maltreatment 

•• Impaired language functioning Impaired language functioning 
•• Delayed development in vocabulary Delayed development in vocabulary 
•• Delayed syntactic structure Delayed syntactic structure •• Delayed syntactic structure Delayed syntactic structure 
•• Delayed math skills Delayed math skills 



•• Difficulties in managing emotions Difficulties in managing emotions 
•• Difficulty understanding others emotionsDifficulty understanding others emotions
(Maughan & Cicchetti, 2002)  (Maughan & Cicchetti, 2002)  (Maughan & Cicchetti, 2002)  (Maughan & Cicchetti, 2002)  



•• Link between emotional dysregulation Link between emotional dysregulation 
and:and:
•• Internalizing symptoms Internalizing symptoms •• Internalizing symptoms Internalizing symptoms 
•• Social adjustment Social adjustment 
•• Reactive aggression (Kim & Cicchetti, Reactive aggression (Kim & Cicchetti, 

2003) 2003) 



•• 80% of sample exhibited dysfunctional 80% of sample exhibited dysfunctional 
regulation while only 30% of the regulation while only 30% of the 
controls did (Schatz, Smith, Borkowski, controls did (Schatz, Smith, Borkowski, controls did (Schatz, Smith, Borkowski, controls did (Schatz, Smith, Borkowski, 
Whitman, Keogh, 2008)Whitman, Keogh, 2008)

•• More likely to show inattention, More likely to show inattention, 
distractibility, poor concentration and distractibility, poor concentration and 
overactivity (Henry, Sloane, Blackoveractivity (Henry, Sloane, Black--
Pond, 2007)Pond, 2007)



“ACT YOUR AGE!!!”“ACT YOUR AGE!!!”
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The Shifting AgeThe Shifting Age
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Our ResponseOur Responseto the Shifting Ageto the Shifting Age
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Making it real at School Making it real at School 

Traditional Traditional 
New understanding of New understanding of 

Traditional Traditional 
perceptionperception

New understanding of New understanding of 
why kids do what why kids do what 
they dothey do




