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 Attendees will gain a basic understanding of the brain and brain development
 Attendees will gain a basic understanding of the limbic system
 Attendees will gain a basic understanding of fight, flight, and freeze responses
 Attendees will gain a basic understanding of the concept of neuroception and 

how important it is to create an environment of felt-safety for the children in their 
care

 Attendees will gain a basic understanding of trauma, trauma responses and how 
trauma could be diagnosed or seen as other developmental challenges (i.e., 
ADHD, anxiety, etc.)

 Attendees will gain an understanding of the trauma of foster care and adoption



Brain Development ‐ Stages

Stage 1: 0 to 10 months.
Stage 2: birth to 6 years.
Stage 3: 7 to 22 years.
Stage 4: 23 to 65 years.
Stage 5: older than 65 years.

1st Trimester ‐The development of the brain begins in the first 
few weeks after conception. About seven weeks after 
conception the first neurons and synapses begin to develop in 
the spinal cord. These early neural connections allow the fetus 
to make its first movements

2nd Trimester ‐ The cerebral cortex is growing in thickness

3rd Trimester ‐ reflexes such as fetal breathing and responses 
to external stimuli become more regular. The cerebral cortex 
also supports early learning which develops around this time



Brain Development ‐ Stages

Stage 1: 0 to 10 months.
Stage 2: birth to 6 years.
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Stage 5: older than 65 years.

Stage 1: 0 to 10 months ‐ Neurons and connections growing.
Pregnant woman should stay as stress‐free as possible, take 
folic acid, B6 & B12, stimulate this young developing brain 
with sounds and sensations. Mother should avoid toxins, 
cigarettes, heavy metals, alcohol, drugs. 

Stage 2: birth to 6 years ‐ Development of voluntary 
movement, reasoning, perception, frontal lobes active in 
development of emotions, attachments, planning, working 
memory, and perception.  By age six, the brain is 95% its adult 
weight and peak of energy consumption.

Stage 3: 7 to 22 years ‐  The prefrontal cortex is the last to 
mature and it involves the control of impulses and decision‐
making.  The brain is not fully developed until ages 22‐25 



The Earliest Messages that the Brain Receives Have 
an Enormous Impact

In response to overwhelming stress in    
young children:

• The brain drives the "fight or flight response"  
and release of stress hormones.

• The young child has limited capacity to 
manage this overwhelming stress and 
experiences increased arousal — fear and 
anxiety (physical and emotional sensations).

• Excessive fear and anxiety and excessive 
cortisol (stress hormone) can affect the 
capacity for stress regulation as well as 
development  

• Significant early adversity can lead to  
lifelong problems (physical and mental 
health).

(National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2005, 2007, 2010)



Source: Adapted by Bill Day from www.educarer.org, 2006.

THE 
HUMAN 
BRAIN 





Great book for 
explaining the 

brain and all it’s 
amazing abilities 

to adults and kids! 



Limbic System 

(National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2005, 2007, 2010)

Hypothalamus: The hypothalamus deals, for the most part, with 
homeostasis, or maintaining internal stability. It regulates hunger 
and thirst; responds to pain and pleasure; and controls anger, 
aggression, and sexual satisfaction. In addition, it is responsible 
for the function of the autonomic nervous system. 

Hippocampus: A person’s memory depends on the 
hippocampus, a vital part of the brain that converts short‐term 
memories to long‐term memories. 

Amygdala: The amygdala lies in feeling and discerning emotion, 
especially fear. It is most stimulated by events upon which a 
person’s survival depends, such as those that warn of danger or 
distress, as well as those that indicate necessary needs like food 
and water.  



FIGHT OR FLIGHT 
OR FREEZE

Brain – “There is a saber-
toothed beast after us!! What 
are our options??”

Heart…. “Oh &*^# -- um, 
fight, freeze..??” 

Body – “DUDES….RUN!!!” 
(Flight)  



EVERY HUMAN BRAIN RESPONDS THE SAME 

Trauma lies on a continuum but is always 
about a fight‐flight‐freeze response. 
When we are faced with a threat, a 

message is sent to the amygdala in the 
limbic system of the brain. 

The amygdala assesses the threat and 
sends a message to the brain stem to 

activate the fight‐flight‐freeze response.





CHILDREN WITH  SHAKY
FOUNDATIONS

Baby’s Foundations are made shaky due to 
in utero stress toxins, childhood traumas, 

a lack of  consistent love and good role 
models within early family life.

Shaky Foundation

 Lowers Stress Tolerance

 Increases the Likelihood of “Collapse” 

 Mis-attunement – caregiver not reading baby’s cues  

 In Utero stress toxins impact brain stem development 

 Brainstem Impairment due to ongoing Trauma / Abuse in 
childhood

 Real or perceived Loss or Abandonment 

 Cold Parenting 

 All Babies would respond the same way – not only children 
in foster care or children who are adopted. ALL CHILDREN!













www.totsontarget.com

The Sense of 
knowing what is 

going on 

inside
of your body



“Stress and trauma affect the strength of signals at the most 
basic levels of interoception, as well as the ability to 'access' 
or tolerate the disturbance, which in turn compromises 
accurate interpretation of sensations and related decisions 
regarding behavior.” Interoceptive Awareness Skills for Emotion Regulation: Theory and 
Approach of Mindful Awareness in Body‐Oriented Therapy

My Favorite Question –
“WHERE DO YOU FEEL THAT

(EMOTION / SENSATION / FEELING)
IN YOUR BODY? “



TRAUMA

MFLNFamilyDevelopmnt/april‐3‐2014‐trauma‐in‐young‐
children‐webinar2
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TRAUMA



THE TRAUMA OF FOSTER CARE 
AND ADOPTION

“Children are not things to be molded but 
persons to be unfolded.”



FOSTER CARE 

“Children are not in Foster 
Care because everything in 

their life was going well”
Janet Nordine, MS, LMFT, RPT-S



Anne Heffron  is the author of the Memoir, You Don’t Look Adopted

Adoption





“The fear and social isolation associated with COVID‐19 
commonly exacerbates existing chronic stresses. Reports are 
surfacing of increased mental health problems, anxiety, 
partner violence, depression, suicidality, child abuse, opioid 
use disorder, other substance abuse, drug overdose, and 
alcohol abuse. Children are forced to stay home from school or 
daycare and witness and experience this trauma in greater 
degrees. These all contribute to higher childhood adversity 
(ACE scores) which will add to chronic stress across the 
lifespan (toxic stress).” https://www.acesconnection.com/

ACEs – ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES – Do you know the score?  
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“A subjective state that is
determined based on the

safety of the caregiver, the
safety of the environment,

and the child’s inner
experience.”  Alan Sroufe, PhD

“The Child’s appraisal of the 
caregiver’s availability is crucial. That 
appraisal is largely dependent upon 
the child’s experience of the 
caregiver's availably in the past.”  

John Bowlby 

Connection



“WE (OUR CHILDREN) WERE HARMED IN 
RELATIONSHIP AND WE (THEY) WILL EXPERIENCE 

HEALING THROUGH NURTURING RELATIONSHIPS."

Dr. Karyn Purvis

www.child.tcu.edu



Felt Safety
• Are they hungry?

• Thirsty?
• Needing Nurturing Touch?

• Are you in a Power Struggle?

The Opposite of FEAR is FELT 
SAFETY – Dr. David Cross  



“NEURONS THAT FIRE 
TOGETHER, WIRE 
TOGETHER.” –

DR. DONALD HEBB 
1949

CANADIAN  PSYCHOLOGIST



Mirroring Children Makes ALL the Difference 

Reflect the preciousness of your child through your eyes



ATTUNEMENT 
AFFECTS BRAIN 
DEVELOPMENT

 During interactions 
characterized by attunement, 
caregivers and their children 
synchronize neural activity in 
the right cortex of each brain 
(McHale 2013)

 Attachment allows brain 
rhythms to be in tune and 
ultimately for infants to 
manage stress

 Attunement is critical for later 
emotional regulation with skill 
guided by right prefrontal 
cortex (Peck 2003)



EMOTIONAL CO-REGULATION
(ATTUNEMENT) Co-Regulation 

Perfection!! 



Ideas for Parent / Child interaction at Home

• Limit Screen time ‐Video games, TV and Computer Time
• Go outside –Get Vitamin D daily 
• Practice taking deep breaths together 
• Make Eye Contact when talking
• Play a game together
• Offer protein filled snacks and hydration often – especially when you can see dysregulation coming
• Keep to a Schedule – post it, discuss it together 
• “Pre‐Teach” transition or change ( in 5 min or 10 min we will…) 
• Make and Eat Meals together
• Stick to regular bed time and getting up time – Naps are great, too!  (this is also for ADULTS, too!!)
• Be playful with children – Play is the language of the Child! 
• Look for what your child does well. Offer lots of compliments. 

If you or your child is struggling, seek out a Therapist who 
specializes in working with children and parents together.  



“YOU CAN NOT LEAD A CHILD TO A PLACE OF 
HEALING IF YOU DO NOT KNOW THE WAY YOURSELF.”

― KARYN PURVIS, PH.D.



QUESTIONS?

THANK YOU SO  MUCH 
FOR ATTENDING 



Childhood Trauma and its Effects on Brain Development   

Janet Nordine, MS, LMFT, RPT-S - www.experiencecourage.com 
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