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What is Trauma? 
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Types of Trauma 
Complex trauma refers to children’s experiences of multiple 
traumatic events that occur within the caregiving system, or the 
social environment, that is supposed to be the source of safety 
and stability in a child’s life. 

Typically, complex trauma exposure includes simultaneous or 
sequential occurrences of child maltreatment—such as 
emotional abuse and neglect, sexual abuse, physical abuse, 
and witnessing domestic violence—that are chronic and begin in 
early childhood. 

– 2017 data from the U.S. Children’s Bureau indicated that 
over 91% of substantiated cases of child maltreatment were 
at the hands of one or both parents. 

U. S. Department of Health & Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, Administration on Children, Youth and Families, Children’s 
Bureau. (2019). Child maltreatment 2017. https://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/research‐data‐technology/statistics‐research/child‐maltreatment 

Types of Trauma 
 

Historical trauma 
results from prolonged 
events or experiences 
that have an impact 
across generations 
within a group or 
community. 

— Includes major losses and assaults on culture and well-being 
such as slavery, removal from homelands, 
relocation/displacement, massacres, genocides/ethnocides, 
and cultural and racial oppression 

http://www.acf.hhs.gov/cb/research
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Types of Trauma 
 

Racial trauma refers to the stressful impact or emotional 
pain experienced as a result of witnessing orexperiencing 
racism, discrimination, or structural prejudice. 

 
It can contribute to cumulative and systemic challenges 
faced by groups who have also experienced historical 
trauma. 

Types of Trauma 
 

Intergenerational trauma 
affects one family across two 
or more generations. 

 
The traumatic experiences 
and events can be transmitted 
from one generation through 
family norms, beliefs, habits, 
etc. 
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Examples of Racial Microaggressions 
 

Theme Microaggression Message 
 

Alien in own land 
When Asian Americans and Latino 
Americans are assumed to be 
foreign-born 

“Where are you from?” 
“Where were you born?” 
“You speak good English.” 
A person asking an Asian American 
to teach them words in their native 
language. 

You are not American 
You are a foreigner 

Ascription of Intelligence 
Assigning intelligence to a person of 
color on the basis of their race. 

“You are a credit to your race.” 
“You are so articulate.” 
Asking an Asian person to help with a 
Math or Science problem. 

People of color are generally not as 
intelligent as Whites. 
It is unusual for someone of your 
race to be intelligent. 
All Asians are intelligent and good in 
Math / Sciences. 

Color Blindness 
Statements that indicate that a White 
person does not want to 
acknowledge race 

“When I look at you, I don’t see 
color.” 
“America is a melting pot.” 
“There is only one race, the human 
race.” 

Denying a person of color’s racial / 
ethnic experiences. 
Assimilate / acculturate to the 
dominant culture. 
Denying the individual as a racial / 
cultural being. 

Criminality – assumption of criminal 
status 
A person of color is presumed to be 
dangerous, criminal, or deviant on 
the basis of their race. 

A White man or woman clutching 
their purse or checking their wallet as 
a Black or Latino approaches or 
passes. 
A store owner following a customer of 
color around the store. 
A White person waits to ride the next 
elevator when a person of color is on 
it. 

You are a criminal. 
You are going to steal / You are poor 
/ You do not belong / You are 
dangerous. 

Denial of individual racism 
A statement made when Whites deny 
their racial biases 

“I’m not a racist. I have several Black 
friends.” 
“As a woman, I know what you go 
through as a racial minority.” 

I am immune to races because I have 
friends of color. 
Your racial oppression is no different 
than my gender oppression. I can’t 
be a racist. I’m like you. 

Myth of meritocracy 
Statements which assert that race 
does not play a role in life successes 

“I believe the most qualified person 
should get the job.” 
“Everyone can succeed in this 
society, if they work hard enough.” 

People of color are given extra unfair 
benefits because of their race. 
People of color are lazy and / or 
incompetent and need to work 
harder. 

Pathologizing cultural values / 
communication styles 
The notion that the values and 
communication styles of the 
dominant / White culture are ideal 

Asking a Black person: “Why do you 
have to be so loud / animated? Just 
calm down.” 
To an Asian or Latino person: Why 
are you so quiet? We want to know 
what you think. Be more verbal.” 
Speak up more.” 
Dismissing an individual who brings 
up race / culture in work / school 
setting. 

Assimilate to dominant culture. 
Leave your cultural baggage outside. 
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Theme Microaggression Message 
 

Second-class citizen 
Occurs when a White person is given 
preferential treatment as a consumer 
over a person of color 

Person of color mistaken for a 
service worker 
Having a taxi cab pass a person of 
color and pick up a White passenger 
Being ignored at a store counter as 
attention is given to the White 
customer behind you 
“You people …” 

People of color are servants to 
Whites. They couldn’t possibly 
occupy high-status positions. 
You are likely to cause trouble and / 
or travel to a dangerous 
neighborhood. 
Whites are more valued customers 
than people of color 
You don’t belong. You are a lesser 
being. 

Environmental microaggressions 
Macro-level microaggressions, which 
are more apparent on systemic and 
environmental levels 

A college or university with buildings 
that are all names after White 
heterosexual upper class males 
Television shows and movies that 
feature predominantly White people, 
without representation of people of 
color 
Overcrowding of public schools in 
communities of color 
Overabundance of liquor stores in 
communities of color 

You don’t belong / You won’t 
succeed here. There is only so far 
you can go. 
You are an outsider / You don’t exist. 
People of color don’t / shouldn’t value 
education. 
People of color are deviant. 

How to offend without really trying “Indian giver.” 
“That’s so gay.” 
“She welshed on the bet.” 
“I jewed him down.” 
“That’s so White of you.” 
“You people …” 
“We got gypped.” 
Imitating accents or dialects 
Others? 

 

 
 

Adapted from: 
 

Wing, Capodilupo, Torino, Bucceri, Holder, Nadal, Esquilin (2007). Racial Microaggressions in Everyday Life: Implications for Clinical Practice. 
American Psychologist, 62, 4, 271-286 
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Intergenerational Trauma 

 
Types of Trauma 

 
Childhood bereavement refers to when someone important 
to a child dies. 

 
The death can be either sudden and unexpected (e.g., 
homicide, suicide, accident, accidental overdose) or 
anticipated (e.g., lengthy illness). 

 
It can result in severe psychological and/orbehavioral 
distress, including maladaptive grief reactions. 
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Types of Trauma 
 

Traumatic separation refers to the loss of a caregiver for 
varying lengths of time due to circumstances other than 
death. 

 
It can also apply to other close relationships, such as those 
with grandparents and siblings. 

 
It is often accompanied by subsequent stressful events or 
traumatic experiences (e.g., entry into foster care). 

System-Induced Trauma 
& Retraumatization 

 
Trauma and loss are endemic to foster care. 

The losses continue to accumulate with removal, placement 
changes, educational disruptions, cancelled visits, sibling 
separations, etc. 

Children and youth face further threat of harm due to 
impermanency, fears of rejection, and uncertainty. 

Some may experience subsequent maltreatment after 
entering the system. 
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 STRONG 

CONNECTION 

 
 
 

           Impact of Repeated Trauma on the Brain 

 
 

 
 

Underdeveloped 
Upstairs Brain 

(Prefrontal Cortex):  
Processing Center  Overdeveloped 

Downstairs Brain 
(Limbic System): 
Primal Instincts 

 
Left Hemisphere Right Hemisphere 

 
 
 

Repeated experiences activate growth 
Depending on the type of experience, the scale for Upstairs Brain 
and Downstairs Brain can remain balanced or tip. When it tips so 
that the person’s Downstairs Brain is more developed than the 
Upstairs Brain, the connections between the Left and Right 
Hemispheres are weaker. 

 
Cut off from 
emotions 
Numb 
Avoidant 

WEAK 
CONNECTION 

 
Flooded 

 
Aggression 
Depression 
Anxiety 

 

Logical 
Literal 
Linear 
Linguistic 

Emotions 
Sensations 
Big picture 
Random 

Effects of Trauma on the Brain 

Typical Brain Functioning BRAIN FUNCTIONS 

Upstairs Brain 
(Prefrontal Cortex): 
Processing Center 

Downstairs Brain 
(Limbic System): 
Primal Instincts 

Left Hemisphere Right Hemisphere 
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Source: Putnam, F.,& Harris, W. (2008). Opportunities to change the outcomes of traumatized 
children: Draft narrative. http://ohiocando4kids.org/Outcomes_of_Traumatized_Children 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Epigenetics & Trauma 
 

The genes a person inherits from their biological parents 
provide information that guides their development. 

Experiences during 
development can rearrange 
the epigenetic marks that 
impact gene expression. 

Positive experience like 
supportive adults can impact 
these, as can negative 
experiences like abuse and 
neglect. 

Intergenerational Transmission of Abuse •High Utilization of Health and Social Services 

Social Problems 
•Homelessness 

•Prostitution 
•Criminal Behavior 

•Unemployment 
•Parenting Problems 

•Family Violence 

Long-Term Consequences Disease and Disability 
•Major Depression, Suicide, PTSD 

Drug and Alcohol Abuse 
•Heart Disease 
•Cancer 
•Chronic Lung Disease 
•Sexually Transmitted Diseases 

Impact on Child Development 
Neurobiological Effects (e.g., brain abnormalities, stresshormone dysregulation) 

•Psychosocial Effects (e.g., poor attachment, poor socialization, poorself-efficacy) 
•Health Risk Behaviors (e.g., smoking, obesity, substance abuse, promiscuity) 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 
Abuse and Neglect (e.g., psychological, physical, sexual) 

•Household Dysfunction (e.g., domestic violence, substance abuse, mental illness) 

http://ohiocando4kids.org/Outcomes_of_Traumatized_Children
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Intergenerational/Parent Trauma 
 

Parents may have been victims 
of childhood trauma. 

May have a history of their own 
trauma as adults from 
community violence, domestic 
violence, and/or serving in the 
military, etc. 

This often impacts their ability 
to parent and their perspective 
on their own children’s abuse. 

Caregivers as Mediators of 
Trauma Response 

A child’s relationship with an 
attachment figure mediates the 
child’s response to a trauma. 

The caregivers’ responses to 
the trauma may influence how 
the child perceives the trauma. 

When there is interpersonal trauma, children and caregivers 
may serve as traumatic reminders for one another. 

 
Thus the importance of attending to parent and caregiver 
trauma. 
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Development 
& Trauma 

 
Developmental Stages & Trauma 

 
Children who have been exposed to trauma expend a great deal 
of their energy responding to, coping with, and coming to terms 
with the event. 

 
This may reduce the children’s capacity to explore their 
environment and to master age-appropriate developmental tasks. 

 
The longer their traumatic stress goes untreated, the farther 
children tend to stray from appropriate developmental pathways. 
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Activity: The Impact of Trauma at 
Different Developmental Stages 

For this activity, please: 

 Review the examples of expected developmental 
milestones for your assigned stage. 

 
 Developmental Stages 

o Early Childhood 
o School Aged 
o Adolescent 
o Transitional Age Youth 
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Physical/Motor 
 

• Sitting, walking, feeding self, etc. 
 

• Body awareness (early foundations of sexuality) 
 
 

Cognitive 

• Using objects correctly 
 

• Imitating gestures 
 

• Sorting 
 

• Playing make-believe 
 

• Matching 
 

• Following simple commands 
 

• Learning numbers, sounds, colors, etc. 
 
 

Communication/Language 

• Expressive speech 
 

• Receptive speech 
 

• Body language 
 
 

Socio-emotional 
 

• Identification of different genders and self-identification 
 

• Attachment 
 

• Developing self-regulation 

 

Early Childhood Development Milestones 
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Physical/Motor 
 

• Writing 
 

• Using scissors 
 

• Climbing 
 
 

Cognitive 

• Learning, understanding, problem-solving, reasoning, and remembering 
 

• Learn how to tell what time it is 
 
 

Communication/Language 

• Increased vocabulary 
 

• Learning to read 
 
 

Socio-emotional 
 

• Questioning gender roles and developing sexual attitudes 
 

• Making and keeping friends 
 

• Mood regulation 
 

• Understanding consequences for their actions 

 

School-Age Developmental Milestones 
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This is a time of seeking independence and forming identity! 
 
 

Physical/Motor 
 

• Puberty and growth spurts 
 
 

Cognitive 
• Moral sense of what is right and wrong 

 
• Learning, understanding, problem-solving, reasoning, and remembering 

 
• Increased academic complexity 

 
• Planning for the future (school or work) 

 
• Greater awareness of current events and how they are impacted by them 

 
 

Communication/Language 
• Complex communication skills 

 
 

Socio-emotional 
 

• Dating 
 

• Sexuality and Sexual Identity 
 

• Increased importance of friends 
 

• Mood regulation - impact of hormones 
 

• Individuation 
 

• Challenges with empathy and perspective taking 

 
 

Adolescent Development Milestones 
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Age of identity exploration 
Young people are deciding who they are and what they want out of work, school, and love. 

 
 

Age of instability 

The years after high school are often marked by changes in residence, in work and in 
romantic partnership. 

 
 

Age of self-focus 

Freed of the parent- and society-directed routine of school, young people try to decide what 
they want to do, where they want to go, and who they want to be with. 

 
 

Age of feeling in between 

Many emerging adults say they are taking responsibility for themselves, but still do not 
completely feel like an adult. 

 
 

Age of possibilities 
Hopes flourish and there is a lot of room for life transformation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reference: 
Arnett, J. J. (2015). Emerging adulthood: The winding road from the late teens through the twenties (2nd ed.). 
Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199795574.013.9 

 

Developmental Tasks for Transitional 
Age Youth (TAY) 

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199795574.013.9
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How might these milestones be impacted by a trauma event(s) if it occurs at that stage? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How might these milestones be impacted by a trauma event(s) that occurred at an earlier stage? 
(N/A if you are assigned to the early childhood age range) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What might be some variables that impact the effects of trauma at this stage? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What types of emotional or behavioral responses to trauma might you see at this stage? 
 
 

 
 

Impact on Development Activity 
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Neuroplasticity 

Defining Resilience 
 

Resilience is not: 

Dichotomous (have/don’t have) 

A single strength, 
characteristic, or attribute 

An outcome 

Fixed or static across the 
lifespan 

“Bouncing back” after a 
traumatic experience or event 
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Defining Resilience 
 

Resilience is a dynamic developmental process resulting in 
healthy adaptation despite adversity. 

The process involves interactions and exchanges 
between the child or youth’s personal characteristics 
(internal factors) and resources in their environment 
(external factors). 

It is a culmination of both internal and external factors 
as well as traumatic experiences, genetic makeup, and 
individual capacities. 

 
Defining Resilience 

Resilience is a dynamic developmental process resulting in 
healthy adaptation despite adversity. 

Healthy adaptation is viewed as achieving appropriate 
developmental tasks and milestones. 

Many of these achievements are universalexpectations 
across cultures and society (e.g., learning to walk, 
completing school, and gaining a sense of identity), 
however, they must take into consideration individual 
differences and variables from child to child. 
Newer concepts of resilience include the sustainment of 
well-being as a component of healthy adaptation. 
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Help children and youth strengthen self-efficacy and perceived control. 

Connect children and caregivers to formal trauma-focused services and 
supports. 
Mobilize sources of faith, hope, and cultural traditions in the children’s and 
caregivers’ lives. 

5 
 
6 
 
7 

3 Help children and youth make meaning of their experiences. 

4 Promote positive coping skills and self-regulation in children and caregivers. 

Focus on improving behaviors and building strengths like having a positive 
outlook and a sense of hope for the future in children and caregivers. 

Foster healthy, enduring relationships between children and caregivers. 

1 
 
2 

How Can the Child Welfare 
Workforce Influence Resilience? 
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Wrap-Up & Closure 
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By following these strategies: 

 
1. Focus on improving behaviors and building strengths like having a positive outlook 

and a sense of hope for the future in children and caregivers. 

 
2. Foster healthy, enduring relationships between children and caregivers. 

 
3. Help children and youth make meaning of their experiences. 

 
4. Promote positive coping skills and self-regulation in children and caregivers. 

 
5. Help children and youth strengthen self-efficacy and perceived control. 

 
6. Connect children and caregivers to formal trauma-focused services and supports. 

 
7. Mobilize sources of faith, hope, and cultural traditions in the children’s and 

caregivers’ lives 
 

•  

 
 

How Can the Child Welfare Workforce 
Influence Resilience? 
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