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Learning Intentions 
▪ Overview: 

▪ Define trauma
▪ Discuss effects of Covid-19 
▪ Define resilience 
▪ Discuss how educators can foster 

social-emotional well – being during 
early childhood 
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Presentation Overview 

•Resilience is the ability to cope and thrive in the face of negative 
events, challenges, or adversity.  Covid-19 can have negative effects 
on children’s development and well – being; however, it is essential 
for early childhood educators take the steps to help build their 
resilience.  
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Introduction 

•“As teachers there is much we can 
do to promote resilience in our 
students that will contribute to better 
outcomes academically, socially and 
emotionally.” 
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Defining Trauma 

“Any event that undermines a 
child’s sense of physical or 
emotional safety or poses a 
threat to the safety of the 
child’s parents or caregivers”
-Betsy Groves 
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Defining Trauma

•What is Early Childhood Trauma? 

•Definition: 
A reaction to a traumatic event or situation 
that overwhelms a child’s ability to cope 
and inhibits him/her from moving forward 
with life in a normal manner. 
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Bartlett, J., Smith, S., & Bringewatt, E. (2017). 



Defining Trauma 

Examples of traumatic events in early childhood: 
▪ Child abuse/neglect  
▪ Crisis 
▪ Family violence
▪ Death or loss of a loved one 
▪ Parental mental illness or substance abuse
▪ Witnessing domestic violence 
▪ Poverty  
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Child Care Resources Inc. and United Way 
of Central Carolinas, 2019 



Defining Trauma 

•Related terms used to describe 
trauma:

• 
▪ Adverse Childhood Experiences 

▪ Toxic Stress
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Child Care Resources Inc. and United Way of Central 
Carolinas, 2019



Early Childhood Trauma & Covid-19

Can a Pandemic be a Traumatic Event? 

▪ Experiences can vary
▪ The way children react is influenced by how others around 

them react
• If caregivers are calm & reassuring, this can be a protective factor 
• If caregivers are overwhelmed with their own worry, panic, or grief, it 

can be a negative factor 
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Strategies to Support Emotional Well-Being

▪ Create a safe environment by practicing the 3 R’s

▪ Keep children active

▪ Increase children’s self-efficacy 

▪ Emphasize children’s strengths 
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Strategies to Support Emotional Well-Being

▪ Understand reactions may vary 

▪ Ensure the presence of a caring and nurturing caregiver 

▪ Social distancing is NOT social isolation 

▪ Provide age-appropriate information 
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Typical Reactions to Traumatic Events 

▪ Undesired thoughts or images

▪ Negative feelings

▪ Avoidance of reminders & problems with attention

▪ Arousal & reactivity symptoms 
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Characteristics of Children Who Have 
Experienced Trauma  
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Infants 
• Difficult to soothe 
• Resistant to touch 

• Sleep dysregulation 
• Lack of eye contact 

• Sudden lack of motor control 
• Head banging 

Toddlers
• Language delay 

• Fearful & aggressive 
• Negative & oppositional

• Withdrawal 
• Random and erratic play
• Separation challenges 

Pre-school
• Indiscriminate attachment 

• inability to play 
• controlling 

• Acts of aggression 
• Hoards food 

• Difficulty with transitions 
• Memory Issues 

• Developmental delay 
Adapted from Sorrels, B.2015. 



Symptoms of Trauma in Early Childhood 
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Developmental challenges Indicators 

Regulation difficulties Aggression; disobedience; withdrawal; inattention; not 
easily redirected; lack of impulse control;  easily upset

Sensory modulation Over response to touch, sensitive to lights or sounds

Externalizing behaviors Defensive; angry; highly reactive; intensive outburst; lack 
of responsibility for actions

Impaired cognitive abilities Loss of recently acquired skills; difficulties problem solving 
& learning new skills 

Developmental delays Language, social, motor, play, processing information, 
focusing on & completing tasks 

Peer Relationships Difficulties managing strong feelings & solving problems; 
lack of empathy 

Difficulties in adult relationships Difficulty forming trusting relationships with adults, 
rejecting, resisting attempts at bond forming, lack of 
empathy 

Self-soothing strategies Anxiety, fear, regressed self-soothing behaviors; biting, 
scratching, rocking, themselves; head banging; chanting, 
difficult to soothe

Eating, sleeping, toileting Hoarding food; disturbed sleep patterns; toileting 
difficulties

Child Care Resources Inc. and United Way of 
Central Carolinas, 2019 



Responses to Traumatic Events 
Consequences of early childhood traumatic stress: 
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Impedes brain development 

Impedes emotional development 

Impacts behavior & physical health 

Effects are cumulative 

Effects are long-term 

Adapted from Sorrels, B. 2015



Impacts of Trauma on Brain Development 

▪ Human brains are built over time
▪ Early development involves environmental factors & 

genetic makeup
▪ The brain develops by forming neural connections 
▪ The brain is most plastic between birth and 3 years old 
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The Developing Brain 
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https://46y5eh11fhgw3ve3ytpwxt9r-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/upl
oads/2015/03/Persistent-Fear-and-Anxiety-Can-Affect-Young-Childrens-Lear
ning-and-Development.png
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The Cycle of Early Childhood Trauma 

•

▪  
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Statman-Weil, K.  2015. 
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How can Early Childhood Educators best Support 
Children who have Experienced Trauma? 

Strategies used in the classroom: 
▪

▪
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Use a calm, neutral voice 

Distract the child & engage their thinking brain 

Offer acceptable alternative choices

Find small leadership roles

Acknowledge their feelings 

Have sensory objects available 
Statman-Weil, K.  2015. 



How can Early Childhood Educators best Support 
Children who have Experienced Trauma? 

•Continued… 
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Let child know what you want from them 
rather than what you do not want 

Praise the child 

Offer breaks when needed 

Statman-Weil, K.  2015. 



Supporting Children Who Have Experienced 
Trauma
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Strategies used to best support children: 
• Create & maintain routines
• Inform children 
• Offer children choices 
• Use self-regulation techniques 
• Be aware
• Be nurturing & affectionate 
• Use positive guidance 

Statman-Weil, K. (2015). 



Trauma-Informed Practice 

•The 4 R’s of the Trauma-Informed Approach:
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SAMHSA-HRSA, Center for Integrated Health Solutions

Resist 

Respond

Recognize 

Realize 



Trauma-Informed Practice

•Realize:
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Educators must realize the existence & 
impact of trauma among young children 

Adults must be aware of the influence of 
trauma on family members, first 
responders, service providers, and others 
who may experience secondary stress SAMHSA-HRSA, Center for 

Integrated Health Solutions



The Impact of Trauma: Adaptive Behaviors

•Examples of adaptive behaviors observed in the classroom: 

•“ I think a lot of our kids, if they have been hurt, particularly by a 
caregiver, when they start to feel that level of intimacy, they react by 
maybe portraying a really negative behavior to try to create some 
distance between them and that person because they’ve kind of 
learned that maybe the caregiver isn’t necessarily a safe concept.” 
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Cummings, K., Addante, S., Swindell, J., & 
Meadan, H. 2017. 



The Impact of Trauma: Adaptive Behaviors

•Continued… 

•“ Infants will sometimes sleep and sleep for a long time because 
it’s a way of avoiding what’s going on. Some children become 
extra-clingy and are, you know, very people-pleasing and then 
others kind of want everybody off. They do everything they can to 
keep somebody from liking them.” 
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Cummings, K., Addante, S., Swindell, J., 
& Meadan, H. 2017. 



Trauma-Informed Practice

•Recognize: 
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Educators should recognize signs of 
trauma in children, families, & others 
involved

Adults must understand that a child’s 
challenging behaviors are normal, 
self-protected, and adaptive reactions to 
stressful situations 

SAMHSA-HRSA, Center for 
Integrated Health Solutions



Recognizing Reactions to Trauma

•Emotional & behavioral signs: 
▪ Aggression 
▪ Clinginess 
▪ Violent 
▪ Attention-seeking 
▪ Low self-control
▪ Signs of depression  
▪ Withdrawal 
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Cummings, K., Addante, S., Swindell, J., & 
Meadan, H. 2017. 



Recognizing Reactions to Trauma

•Indicators of trauma displayed by parents: 
▪ Defensive 
▪ Afraid 
▪ Envious of the teacher 
▪ Distrust 
▪ Difficult to build relationship 
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Cummings, K., Addante, S., Swindell, J., 
& Meadan, H. 2017. 



Recognizing Reactions to Trauma

•Identification challenges:  
▪ Difficult to determine if a child has 

experienced traumatic events 
▪ Children’s inability to identify or 

articulate what they are experiencing
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Cummings, K., Addante, S., Swindell, J., & 
Meadan, H. 2017. 



Recognizing Reactions to Trauma

•Building Resilience: 
▪ Well-equipped toolkit of coping 

behaviors
▪ Early childhood environments can make 

a big difference in helping children 
become more resilient 

▪ How can we be a positive influence when 
helping children overcome early 
childhood trauma? 
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Cummings, K., Addante, S., Swindell, 
J., & Meadan, H. 2017. 



Building Resilience

Interactions that can prevent damaging effects of toxic stress:
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Peekaboo 

Open-ended questions

Listening carefully 

Use child's name

Serve & Return 

Provide language-rich environment 
Henderson, I. S., 2016



Trauma-Informed Practice

•Respond: 
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Respond by fully integrating 
knowledge about trauma into 
practices

SAMHSA-HRSA, Center for Integrated 
Health Solutions



Responding to Trauma

Promotive Approaches & Strategies: 
▪ Be attuned 
▪ Convey positive regard 
▪ Collaborate with parents 
▪ Support positive social, emotional, & communicative 

responses 
▪ Engage in proper reactions 
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Cummings, K., Addante, S., Swindell, 
J., & Meadan, H. 2017. 



Resisting Re-traumatization: Environmental 
Considerations

•The social environment: 
▪ Defined spaces 
▪ Child sized chairs & tables
▪ Comfortable spaces for adults 
▪ Calm & predictable environment 
▪ Familiar toys 
▪ Amount of toys 
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Henderson, I. S., 2016



Classroom Design

•Trauma-informed Classroom Design: 
▪ Fewer materials on shelves
▪ Change materials frequently 
▪ Space for one child to work independently
▪ Soft & quiet space 
▪ Minimize visual messages on wall
▪ Culturally sensitive décor
▪ Lower lighting & sound
▪ Sequence learning activities for all competencies 
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Henderson, I. S., 2016



Resisting Re-traumatization: Environmental 
Considerations

•The temporal environment: 
▪ Change in daily routines
▪ Change in climate or season
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Cummings, K., Addante, S., Swindell, J., & 
Meadan, H. 2017. 



Resisting Re-traumatization: Environmental 
Considerations

•The physical/sensory environment: 
▪ Darkness & loud noises 
▪ Physical proximity 
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Cummings, K., Addante, S., Swindell, J., & 
Meadan, H. 2017. 



Teaching Strategies

•Trauma-informed Teaching Strategies: 
▪ Consistent, clear, & trauma-informed expectations
▪ Understand children's needs 
▪ Help children identify emotions
▪ Provide choices 
▪ Praise children’s accomplishments
▪ Teach & model problem-solving strategies
▪ Break complex tasks into easier directions
▪ Leadership opportunities 
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Henderson, I. S., 2016



Executive Function & Self-regulation

•How can we support these needs? 
▪ Materials put away 
▪ Introduce complex materials one-on-one
▪ Display materials in open containers
▪ Provide cause-and-effect activities
▪ Building trusting relationships 
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Henderson, I. S., 2016



Trauma-Informed Early Childhood Program & 
Classroom Practices

•Research includes key components of early childhood 
intervention approaches: 
▪ Comprehensive Training for All Program Personnel
▪ High-Quality Early Care and Education
▪ Presence and Continuity of a Nurturing Caregiver 
▪ Environments that Promote Safety and Trust
▪ Environments that Promote Social-Emotional Skills 
▪ Establishing Family Partnership
▪ Ensuring Cultural Competence
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Child Care Resources Inc. and United 
Way of Central Carolinas, 2019 



Contact Information 

•Mary Mills 
•Director of Early Childhood Cornerstones Program 
Center for Development and Learning 

(504) 840-9786
mary@cdl.org 
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mailto:mary@cdl.org


Questions

•What questions do you have? 
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Thank You! 

©CDL 2020 43



References 
•Bartlett, J., Smith, S., & Bringewatt, E. (2017). Helping Young Children Who Have Experienced Trauma: Policies and Strategies for Early Care and Education. Retrieved from: 
https://www.ddcf.org/globalassets/17-0428-helping-young-children-who-have-experienced-trauma.pdf?id=5102

•Bartlett, J., Wilson, A., Moore, K., & Redd, Z. (2016). Child Trends 5: 5 Ways Trauma-Informed Care Supports Children’s Development. Retrieved from: 
https://www.childtrends.org/child-trends-5/5-ways-trauma-informed-care-supports-childrens-development. 

•Cummings, K., Addante, S., Swindell, J., & Meadan, H. (2017). Creating Supportive Environments for Children Who have Exposure to Traumatic Events. Springer Science + 
Business Media New York. 

•Henderson, I. S., 2016. Trauma-informed Teaching and Design Strategies-A New Paradigm. Exchange Press, Inc. Retrieved from: www.childcareexchange.com 

•SAMHSA-HRSA. The Center for Integrated Health Solutions. Retrieved from: https://www.integration.samhsa.gov/clinical-practice/trauma-imformed

•Sorrels, B. (2015). Reaching and Teaching Children Exposed to Trauma. Lewisville, NC: Gryphon House Inc. 

•Statman-Weil, K. (2015). Creating Trauma-Sensitive Classrooms. Retrieved from: https://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/

•https://www.seekfreaks.com/index.php/2017/11/27/trauma-in-children-and-what-we-can-do-to-help-2/

©CDL 2020 44

https://www.ddcf.org/globalassets/17-0428-helping-young-children-who-have-experienced-trauma.pdf?id=5102
https://www.childtrends.org/child-trends-5/5-ways-trauma-informed-care-supports-childrens-development
http://www.childcareexchange.com/
https://www.integration.samhsa.gov/clinical-practice/trauma-imformed
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/

