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A little about me….

 Clinical Psychologist  
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 Infant Mental Health 
Mentor 
Level IV Endorsement
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Waukesha Head Start
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A little about you….

Raise your hand if you are a:

Foster Parent

Adoptive Parent

First Parent

Adult “Adoptee”

Clinician

Social Worker

AWESOME 
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Disclaimer

 Content is not meant to imply that ALL 

children/families experience these concerns nor 

that mental health services are always necessary if 

they do

 Some concerns are developmental tasks, not 

necessarily “adoption issues” (though adoption can 

complicate typical developmental exploration)

 Families are the experts!



Objectives

 Highlight impact of developmental trauma/toxic 
stress on brain and behavior

 Introduce trauma-informed intervention and 
family support

 Highlight resources to learn more about chronic 
developmental trauma/toxic stress
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Early Adversity –

Developmental Trauma/Toxic Stress

Experiences from the ‘Front Line’

 “I was unprepared for the anger and aggression that he would show”

 “Emotions are so intense….even following ‘little’ things”

 “Tantrums can last for hours…afterwards she goes to sleep or acts 

as if nothing happened”

 “I find myself feeling frustrated and angry much of the time now 

(since adoption).  Many times I can’t handle being around him”
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 Many (though not all) children enter foster 

care/adoptive homes following some degree of 

early adversity:

• Poor prenatal care/uterine substance exposure

• Inconsistent caregiving

• Lack of nurturing /neglect

• Unresolved physical pain/hunger

• Chaotic/Unpredictable care

• Chronic environmental stress

• Persisting fear

• On-going physical threat

Early Adversity
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 The brain develops  ‘bottom 

to top’ & ‘inside, out’

 Brainstem and lower areas 

develop 1st (starting in utero) 

and are the most responsive to 

early experiences…they are 

also the site of  automatic 

responses, stress reactivity, 

and emotional activation

 These early brain structures 

have the least plasticity

Brain Development 101
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 At birth, the human brain is 25% developed.  Brains are built over time by 

growing nerve cells and making connections. 

 Most brain development occurs after birth and requires experience to 

create neural pathways.  The most-used connections become strongest. The least-

used fade away. (Remember this when we talk about early stress experiences...)

 This process of  development allows the brain to adapt to different 

environments and develop pathways consistent with that environment

 The same biological gifts that make early childhood a time of  great 

opportunity also make children quite vulnerable to negative 

experiences

Brain Development 201
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Stress in Young Children

Stress that is:

Chronic, 
Severe, 

Unpredictable 

Stress that is: 

Limited, 
Moderate, 
Predictable
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Patterned Stress Reactions

 Brain responds to perceived stress in 

predictable ways:
1. Flock (gather social resources)

2. Freeze (assess threat and  visibility)

3. Flee…If  cornered, then Fight ( heart rate, 

adrenalin)

4. Dissociate if  threat is inescapable ( heart rate, 

opiates)

 With repeated experience, stress reactions 

can become “wired in” over time
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Traumatic (Toxic) Stress

 The stress response -- “fight or flight (et al)" -- is meant 

to deal with acute stress. It's not meant to be 

‘activated’ all the time.

 Ongoing activation of the stress response leads to 

‘biological memories’ and can physically disrupt early 

(and later) brain development  

 Toxic stress = excessive of prolonged activation of the 

physiological stress response system in the absence of 

buffering relationships (AAP, 2012)
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Traumatic (Toxic) Stress

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/toxic-stress-derails-healthy-development/
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Neurological Effects of Chronic Stress

 On-going, hyper-activity of the stress response 

system (without return to homeostasis) can 

result in poor brain development:

  neuron loss

 Delays in myelination

 Abnormal developmental pruning

  brain growth

  amygdala 

 Abnormal cortisol 

patterns



Early Relationships

 Early adversity is buffered through the 

relationship a child has with a primary caregiver

 Relationships are the means through which 

children develop a stress regulation system and 

form the foundation of infant/early childhood 

mental health

 Depending on the child’s pre-adoptive or foster 

care history, such buffering relationships may not 

have existed
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Child's Arousal Over Time with Attuned Caregiving
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Adapted from B. Perry, MD, PhD. (2009)

Relationships are the Basis of  a Child’s 

Stress Response System
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Child's Arousal Over Time with Inconsistent Care
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Adapted from B. Perry, MD, PhD. (2009)

Relationships are the Basis of  a Child’s 

Stress Response System
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It is not early adversity alone 

that is problematic, but rather 

the absence or insufficiency of 

early protective relationships.
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When we label behaviors as “good” or “bad,” we forget that 

children’s behavior is reflective of their earlier experiences.

If  early environments primed the brain/body for 

ongoing “threats,” later behavior can be 

extremely challenging.  



Stress Model of Behavior Regulation

 Young children are inherently dependent on others for 

self-regulation (i.e., ability to tolerate stress)

 When infants and young children develop in neglectful or 

chronically stressful environments their bodies remain in 

a state of elevated distress

 Chronic elevation of this physiologically aroused state 

leads to

1.  A physiological system that is sensitized to stress

AND

2.  A child who is ill-equipped to self-regulate 

physiological reactions to stress
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Children who develop in the context of toxic stress have a 

great deal of difficulty returning to a state of calm

Toxic stress and adversity impact key brain 

structures in emotion regulation.  
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Impact on Behavioral Functioning

 Children who have had early traumatic 
experiences often respond to later stress with:

• Hyper-Vigilance 

• High social seeking (flock)

• Detachment, Numbing, Withdrawal (freeze)

• Anxiety and Terror (freeze/dissociation)

• Anger and Aggression (flee/fight)

 These patterned stress responses can lead to high 
reactivity, excessive seeking/withdrawal, poor 
impulse control, or aggression towards others
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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 Functioning

 Early adversity impacts a child's attention span, ability to 
concentrate, and to organize. 

 The stress of academics can easily set a child back into 
feeling helpless (as when they were in the midst of early 
adversity)

 Increased potential to “flock/freeze/fight” in response to 
academic stressors
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Impact on Language Functioning

 Chronic stress impedes language learning

 If there were limited language models in the pre-adoptive 
environment, the brain may not have good “language” 
wiring

 Language deficits impede understanding (thus it can feel 
like they aren't listening to you)

 Acting out (or withdrawal) becomes a form of expressive 
communication
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Impact on Social Functioning

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

 May be hypersensitive (and over-reactive) to perceived 
anger/rejection

 When brain remains in “survival mode,” there is less 
room for considering the feelings of others

 Peer interactions may overwhelm coping responses; may 
need an adult nearby to facilitate social interactions
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Effects of Toxic Stress on Later 

Development
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Early Adversity & Later Development

 Anxiety (flock, freeze, flee, fight) is the hallmark 
of early adversity and can be persistent

 This compounds the concerns noted with typical 
brain changes in the t’ween/teen years:

• Reduced stress tolerance

• Difficulty handing hormonal changes

• Poor mood stability

• Greater “reward focus” (disregard risks)

• Limited planning 



Understanding Behavior

 In some cases, challenging behavior (e.g., lying, 

aggression) reflects a patterned response to stress

As such, it represents a neurological “habit” that may be less 

intentional than perceived

 The patterned stress response (while problematic within 

our homes) may have been critical to survival within the 

context of early adversity

 Healing relationships support new brain patterns and 

allow (over time) increased capacity for a child to 

maintain lower arousal in response to changes in the 

environment (i.e., stress)



Potential Stress Reaction

 Reconceptualizing Lying:

- Arises from a state of stress (“freeze”)

- Often occurs in response to perceived ‘threat’

- Is often “indirect communication” of some need

- May be the sign of a scared child, not a manipulative child

 As parents, children need us to: 

- Connect first, before confronting

- Give time/space to think before child responds

- Seek patterns of lying to understanding their meaning

- Acknowledge fear:

“What are you scared will happen if you tell the truth?”

- Make it safe to tell the truth



Potential Stress Reaction

 Reconceptualizing Aggression:

- Potential fear-based behavior, arising from a state of stress

- Could represent over-patterned “fight” response when 

“freeze/flee” were previously ineffective

- Triggers fear response in parent, which furthers the cycle

- May be the sign of a scared child, not an angry child

 As parents, children need us to: 

- Maintain positive interactions and promote shared affect 

- Regulate adult reaction – The “powerful” amygdala soothes 

the vulnerable amygdala

- Seek patterns of aggressive responses to predict their occurrence

- Prevent escalation through coaching/empathy



In the Face of Misbehavior

At the core of every problem: 

 I can’t handle this feeling.

 I am unworthy. 

 I am not lovable. 

 I don't deserve love. 

 People cannot be trusted. 

At the core of every solution: 

 What is shareable is bearable.

 You are worthy and deserve love. 

 We can find a peaceful solution to this. 

 You are lovable.

 We will work this out by staying connected.



Responding to Behavior

To prevent problems: 

 Seek safety (physical, emotional, relational)

 Be patient with establishing relationships 

 Name emotions (be sure to label  and )

 Nurture often

 Redirect when possible (punishment = shame)

Escalation: 

 Is he feeling safe? Is she overstimulated?

 Seek to soothe/calm first

 Stay close (but talk less)

 Allow youth to repair once regulated



The Power of Relationships

“It’s the relationship that will build my child’s 

capacity to organize her/his feelings. My child’s 

behavior may look like something that is being 

done on purpose. But at its root, it’s an issue of 

needing to reconnect and learning to handle 

difficult emotions”
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Promoting Healing Relationships

 Relationship is the primary mechanism for change

Positive interactions soothe the stress response system and allow the 

youth to be receptive to new learning

 Monitor interpretation – The way we label a behavior 

will guide the response…When in doubt, make benign 
attributions

 Avoid personalizing youth’s behavior….They are not 

doing it “to” you, some behaviors may have helped them 

survive

 Use “compassionate curiosity” and connectedness to 

understand behavior before responding
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Promoting Healing Relationships

 If a brain wires among chaotic input, then entrance into a 

stable environment can be anxiety producing and the 

child may “work” to recreate familiar chaos

 Positive interactions soothe the stress response system 

and allow the child to be receptive to new learning

 Following developmental trauma, children are guided by 

their emotional brain…Parent reasoning is aimed at the 

thinking brain

 Words will NOT have a great impact on children who 

are guided by emotional brain
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Promoting Healing Relationships

 CONNECT WITH your child (through play and 
attention) at a rate 5x greater than efforts to CORRECT 
your child

 Model and TEACH appropriate social behavior

 Monitor your emotional reactivity – The “powerful” 
amygdala soothes the vulnerable amygdala

 In times of behavioral crisis, important to talk LESS, get 
physically LOW, move (if at all) SLOWLY, remain 
emotionally NEUTRAL

 Must move child from emotionality before we can 
“reason” and before they can learn….this may mean 
consequences are delayed
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“Front Line” Experiences, Revisited:

 “I was unprepared for the anger and aggression that he would show”

 “Emotions are so intense….even following ‘little’ things”

 “Tantrums can last for hours…afterwards she goes to sleep or acts 

as if nothing happened”

 “I find myself feeling frustrated and angry much of the time now 

(since adoption).  Many times I just check out”



 I live with a child whose brain wired in chaos and is easily 

flooded by emotions.

 Even though I feel incompetent does not make it true!

 I can tolerate my child’s negative behavior and know 

that they do not define him, me, or our relationship.

 I live with a child who needs connection before I can 

influence her behavior.

 I live with a child who benefits from frequent reminders 

that she is safe in our family.

 I live with a child who misses my message if it’s stated in 

anger.

Coping Thoughts
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Internet Resources

 Child Trauma Academy (Bruce Perry): 

http://teacher.scholastic.com/professional/bruceperry/index.htm

 Karyn Purvis Institute of Child Development: 

http://www.child.tcu.edu/ or http://empoweredtoconnect.org/

 Beyond Consequences (Heather Forbes): 

http://www.beyondconsequences.com/

 Dyadic Developmental Psychotherapy (Daniel Hughes): 

https://ddpnetwork.org/ 

 Mindsight Institute (Daniel Siegel)
https://www.mindsightinstitute.com/

 Parenting Support 
http://www.adoptattachtherapy.com/articles.html
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Video Resources

 The Adopted Life - webisodes
http://www.theadoptedlife.com/

 Removed (12-minute film portraying transitions through 
foster care)
http://vimeo.com/73172036

 Dark Matter of Love (Netflix)
http://www.thedarkmatteroflove.com/
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http://search.barnesandnoble.com/Nurturing-Adoptions/Deborah-D-Gray/e/9780944934333/?itm=1&USRI=nurturing+adoptions
http://search.barnesandnoble.com/Beyond-Consequences-Logic-and-Control/Heather-T-Forbes/e/9780977704002/?itm=1&USRI=beyond+consequences
http://search.barnesandnoble.com/I-Love-You-Rituals/Becky-A-Bailey/e/9780061539565/?itm=2&USRI=I+love+you+rituals
http://search.barnesandnoble.com/Parenting-from-the-Inside-Out/Daniel-Siegel/e/9781585422951/?itm=1&USRI=parenting+from+the+inside+out
http://search.barnesandnoble.com/Attachment-Focused-Parenting/Daniel-Hughes/e/9780393705553/?itm=4&USRI=daniel+hughes
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http://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/growing-up-again-connie-dawson/1002934787
http://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/brothers-and-sisters-in-adoption-arleta-james/1013883003
http://search.barnesandnoble.com/The-Boy-Who-Was-Raised-as-a-Dog/Bruce-D-Perry/e/9780465056538/?itm=1&USRI=boy+raised+as+a+dog


Reactions

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj2zrye3L_bAhWjx4MKHZbVD1AQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.shutterstock.com%2Fvideo%2Fclip-13623932-stock-footage-gears-rotate-inside-human-head-brain-idea-mechanics-seamless-fullhd-p-d-flat-cgi-render.html&psig=AOvVaw1NLEq4mXxv9C5VdTx2YRr6&ust=1528397948569995
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjhspjH3L_bAhUb8YMKHX5mBZkQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.clker.com%2Fclipart-right-foot-hollow.html&psig=AOvVaw3FMPez4egWfPBZbW2TtUKo&ust=1528398024802712


Contact

Samantha L. Wilson, Ph.D., IMH-E ® IV

262-432-6600

International Adoption Clinic, 

Children’s Hospital of Wisconsin

www.chw.org/internationaladoption

* Webinar about Toxic Stress & other resources available


