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CONTENT AND PROCESS

I. WELCOME BACK

Time: 25 minutes  Steps: 1- 3

Purpose: Session 6: To explore the basic types of abuse, neglect and trauma; the impor- 
tance of children understanding all parts of their story; ways to share difficult  
information and let children know they are not alone in their pain; under-
stand how children experience abuse/trauma; and identify strategies to help 
both parents and children.

 A. Homework review

Step 1 Welcome participants back and go over the homework assignment, “The Internal 
Working Model Comes Alive Worksheet.” Use the following to guide the discus-
sion.

As you were filling out the worksheet:
• What did you notice about where and when you formed your own IWMs?
• What did you learn about yourself as a parent from your responses?
• What did you find out about your child as you answered the child’s column of  

perceived responses?
• Were your child’s responses significantly different from yours and what do you  

think about this discrepancy?
• What did you notice when you considered the child’s responses column while  

parenting this week? Did anybody try it when your child had just misbehaved?
• Did anyone note differences in your child’s IWM from when they first came home  

to you vs. how you believe he/she perceives things today?
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 B. review key ConCepts from session 5

Step 2  Review with participants the key concepts from Session 5, making sure to include 
the following:

• The impact of attachment on brain development 
• The limbic system - “flipping your lid”
• Children’s actions tend to reflect their earlier attachment experiences (IWM)
• When an insecure attachment pattern moves toward a secure attachment pattern,  

behaviors become more age appropriate
• The “10 Things” checklist, to help children feel safe, secure, loved and  

connected
• What parents do to ground themselves, so they can remain emotionally available  

to their children

C. “i Get tired And i forGet”

Step 3 Read the following, “I Get Tired and I Forget,” transcribed from “The Hope-filled 
Parent: Meditations for foster and adoptive parents of children who have been 
harmed” by Michael Trout, to set the tone for today’s session. 

  
 “I Get Tired and I Forget” by Michael Trout

Ok, so I get tired.
Real tired, some days.
Wiped right out, to tell you the truth.

And in such states,
I’m prone to forget why I’m doing this.
And so I forget how to do it.

It happens most when the limits of my power
are shoved quite in my face.
I see that I can’t make this child love me.
I can’t make this child love anybody.
I can’t even make this child accept my love.
I keep pouring it in, 
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and it keeps draining out a hole, somewhere.

These are important times for me.
When such times don’t bring me completely to my knees,
they help me to re-organize myself,
to re-think the whole proposition,
to re-establish my priorities,
and to commit
once more
to the few things I can do: 
To love a child that others didn’t, so well.
To pour into this vessel what I can.
To be ready for the slightest hint of tenderness growing in this child,  

       while not needing anything back.
and to not punish him today for being exactly who he is:
an injured baby
clumsily trying to find his way.

Let me today be a witness.
Let me give up rights to the outcome. 
Let me suit up.
Let me show up.
Let me be the carrier of hope  

       for a child who has little of his own.
But, mostly, let me just be there.

II. OVERVIEW OF ABUSE, NEGLECT AND TRAUMA

Time: 20 minutes   Steps: 1- 3

Purpose: To review the different types of abuse, neglect and trauma with participants to  
provide a context to better understand their children’s histories, behaviors 
and needs. 

 A. mytHs And fACts ABout ABuse, neGleCt And trAumA
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Step 1  Parenting children with complex histories of abuse/neglect can be both challeng-
ing and rewarding. Paraphrase the following as a lead-in to the discussion of 
abuse, neglect and trauma:

Sadly, the majority of children who come into the child welfare system have experienced 
neglect, abuse and/or multiple moves. Exploring and talking about these issues can be very 
painful for both children and parents/caregivers. However, having a greater understanding of 
abuse, neglect and trauma, and the impact that they have on a developing child, can help to 
empower parents to develop healing strategies for their children, as well as empower children 
in their own healing process.

As parents of children with complex backgrounds of abuse/neglect, you may often experience 
intense emotions and reactions. We will be talking about these topics in greater depth in this 
session, so if you find yourself feeling anxious or uncomfortable, think back to the things that 
you do to ground yourself in moments of distress (taking deep breaths, counting, walk, etc.), 
and take a moment for yourself as needed.

Step 2 Lead a brief discussion about some of the myths and facts about abuse, neglect 
and trauma, and ask participants for other myths that they might be aware of 
regarding this subject.  Paraphrase the following:

There are several common myths about abuse, neglect and trauma, some of which include:
	y Abuse and neglect are rare
	y Children are usually abused by strangers
	y Children will seek help and tell
	y Children will forget

The facts are:
	y Abuse and neglect occur frequently
	y Most children are maltreated by parents/relatives, not strangers
	y Most children do not seek/ask for help
	y Developmental “buckets” are impacted

Abuse and neglect do occur frequently. There is no evidence that links socio-economic status, 
race or educational level to abuse and neglect; child abuse occurs within every neighborhood 
and school community across the country.  

Most children are maltreated by their parents and/or relatives. In addition, in cases of child-
hood sexual abuse, the vast majority of the victims report knowing their perpetrators, with 
most of the perpetrators being parents/caregivers and/or relatives.  

Most children do not seek/ask for help. Since most children are maltreated by parents and care-
givers there are many reasons why they don’t tell and disclose the abuse/neglect. Some of the 
reasons are:

yy Fear that their parents will be angry/mad
yy Fear of getting hurt more
yy Feelings of shame and guilt
yy Fear of getting their parents in trouble
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yy A belief that they deserve to be punished/hurt
yy Fear that they may lose their family/parents
yy A belief that it’s okay for parents to hurt their children

Developmental “buckets” are impacted. Not only do children not forget, they are more 
impacted than an adult would be by the same abuse or trauma. Remember that early emotional 
experiences are deeply embedded in the brain, stored in the limbic system as sensory memo-
ries and experiences. Even if a child does not cognitively remember early abuse/neglect, his/
her body and senses do. Other children, who do remember abuse and maltreatment, may seek 
to repress and deny that it ever happened, but that does not mean they can actually forget. This 
impacts a child’s ability to trust and form healthy attachments, which in turn impacts all areas  
of his/her development. Think back to Session 3 and the concept of the child’s developmental 
buckets. A child’s buckets need to be filled throughout their childhood with positive experienc-
es in order for the child to develop in a healthy way. If those buckets get filled with fear, distress 
and trauma, how might the child be impacted? The child may be preoccupied with getting his/
her basic needs met (red bucket), and be struggling in other areas of his/her development.

As we discuss the impact of abuse and neglect on our children, we need to also acknowledge 
that we as parents/caregivers may have our own issues in this area. We know from statistics 
that it is likely that a certain percentage of the people in this room may have experienced some 
of the things we have been talking about while you were growing up. Our own experiences as 
children will influence how we respond to the behaviors of the children in our homes. Remem-
ber our discussion of attachment styles in Session 5. If you experienced a parent or parents 
that were neglectful or abusive when you were a child, this will likely have an impact on other 
relationships in your life, including with your children. This does not mean that you will not be 
able to develop a healthy attachment relationship with your child. However, you may find that 
strong emotions relating to your early life experiences get triggered in the attachment relation-
ship with your child, even if you have come to terms with those early experiences. Being open 
to exploring those issues, particularly as they impact your current attachment relationships, 
will greatly help you in parenting a child who may have had similar traumatic experiences.

If you have had these types of experiences as a child, consider these questions. (Note: Unless 
participants are willing to share, these should be private reflections.)

• What would have helped you when you were in that situation?
• What would you have liked for someone to do or say, to validate your feelings and 

help you heal?
• How does this impact your ability to help a child who has had these experiences?

These are difficult topics to talk about, whether or not you have had these experiences yourself. 
As parents/caregivers of children with complex backgrounds of abuse and trauma, there are 
often intense or uncomfortable situations that arise, and you will likely find yourself frequently 
feeling triggered by strong emotions, no matter what your early life experiences have been.

Discussion questions:
• What feelings come up for you as we discuss abuse, neglect and trauma?
• If you experience distress when these subjects come up, what can you do to help 

yourself so you can continue to respond to your child’s needs?
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B. types of ABuse, neGleCt And trAumA

Step 3 Discuss with participants the basic types of abuse, neglect and trauma by para-
phrasing the following:

Most of you are parenting children who have experienced some form of abuse, neglect and 
trauma, and you have probably already received general information on these topics. We will 
just briefly review different types of abuse/neglect/trauma, then discuss ways that parents/care-
givers can help their children to better understand their traumatic experiences in order to lessen 
the negative effects of those experiences. As we are discussing the basic types of abuse, neglect 
and trauma, have your own child in mind so that you can more directly connect the issues to 
your child’s experience. 
 
What is the first thing you notice about these clouds? They look ominous and frightening, don’t 
they?

The first cloud, Abuse, in broad terms, refers to direct maltreatment of a child. Abuse can take 
the form of physical, sexual or emotional abuse (or some combination of the three), and as we 
just discussed, it is most often done by a parent/caregiver or other person close to the child. For 
children, who are emotionally and psychologically dependent on their caregivers, experiencing 
abuse at the hands of their caregivers is an overwhelming experience that impacts all areas of 
their functioning. One of the major areas to be impacted by chronic abuse is the child’s ability 
to regulate their internal emotional states. The distress the child experiences is out of propor-
tion to his/her ability to manage and regulate those emotions, leading to the child being in an 
ongoing state of hyperarousal (think red bucket). This is often indicated by symptoms such as 
sleep difficulties, anger and/or being very emotionally reactive, lack of concentration, anxi-
ety, and being in sustained survival mode (fight/flight/freeze/cling). Also, when the child loses 
basic trust that his caregivers will keep him safe from harm, his ability to relate to and trust 
others is negatively impacted. 

The second cloud, Neglect, is characterized by an ongoing pattern of inadequate care and/or 
an impoverished environment. There are various types of neglect including physical, medical, 
emotional and educational. When a young child is not fed and/or nurtured in a consistent man-
ner, is left alone to care for him/herself, does not receive necessary medical care, or adequate 
stimulation…all of these are examples of neglect. Neglect can also be characterized by a parent 
rejecting or ignoring the age-appropriate needs of the child. As we discussed in Session 5, an 
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extreme consequence of neglect can be failure to thrive in an infant, and even death. Neglect 
can also lead to children who are very clingy with seemingly insatiable needs. At the other 
extreme are children with an over-developed sense of independence and difficulty accepting 
care from a parent/caregiver. While we tend to minimize the impact of neglect, it is the most 
prevalent form of child maltreatment and can have life-long consequences.  

 Ask participants what other behaviors they might expect to see from children who 
have experienced abuse or neglect, and/or behaviors they have observed in their 
own children that are indicative of past abuse/neglect.

Let’s take a moment here to reflect on the various factors that can lead to parents being abu-
sive or neglectful toward their children. Mental illness, drug and alcohol abuse, and/or being 
abused/neglected themselves as children are frequent factors in cases of child abuse/neglect/
trauma. Now let’s think back again to our discussion of attachment styles in Session 5. We 
develop our attachment style and skills based on our early attachment experiences. Imagine 
a child who has experienced abuse, neglect and/or multiple caregivers, perhaps growing up in 
institutional group home care, not being rooted or connected to a family. What do the develop-
mental buckets look like for that child? Now imagine that child growing up and having a child. 
What kinds of social, emotional and attachment skills does that new parent have?   

The third cloud, Trauma, includes all forms of abuse and neglect, as well as other events that 
have a lasting negative impact on a child. As we discussed in Session 1, trauma also refers to 
chronic exposure to threats of violence, witnessing domestic violence, multiple changes in pri-
mary caregivers, the death or serious illness a parent/caregiver, and prenatal exposure to drugs/
alcohol. Traumatic events in the life of a child can also include severe accidents and natural 
disasters. In general, children with secure attachments who experience a single traumatic event 
will fare better than children with insecure attachments, and/or children who experience sus-
tained chronic trauma. Children who have lived in chronic fear and distress will often have 
increased social, emotional and behavioral problems, often seen in older children who have had 
multiple placements. This can also lead to children having a negative view of the world and 
caregivers (internal working model). When children have not experienced their world as safe, 
loving and responsive to their needs, they often misinterpret the behaviors of well-meaning 
caregivers and parents, perhaps seeing the parents’ actions as hostile and punitive. 

 Ask participants if they have had the experience of a child who has reacted in 
an extreme way to something that the parent has said or done, misinterpreting a 
neutral action of the parent as harsh and punitive.

Most children in the child welfare system have had multiple exposures to trauma, but they may 
not be able to verbally tell you very much about their traumatic histories, and/or they may be 
working hard to avoid the emotional pain of having to remember or recount their traumatic 
past. Parents and caregivers are often left to try to figure out their child’s traumatic history by 
observing their social and emotional functioning, and behavioral coping strategies.  

What is most important to remember is that all three of these clouds - abuse, neglect and trauma 
– impact development, and can create overwhelming feelings of pain, fear, shame and helpless-
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ness for your children. However, parents/caregivers can develop skills to help their children 
with these feelings so that they can understand and process what they have experienced. 

III. WHAT DO I DO WITH MY CHILD’S PAIN

Time: 50 minutes   Steps: 1- 8

Purpose: To help participants understand the importance of children knowing all parts  
  of their story, and learn ways to actively help children deal with their painful  
  history.

  A. listeninG to your CHild’s pAin And Hurt

Step 1 Introduce this section by paraphrasing the following:
     
Children who have experienced trauma and loss don’t know what to do with all of the pain and 
hurt they have experienced. Some children may be able to talk about their traumatic experi-
ences, which can be a great help in their healing process. However, many children will have 
difficulty talking about what happened to them, either because the events happened at a very 
early age, or because they may have repressed the memories, or are actively avoiding talking 
about them. Parents/caregivers will need to learn how to read their children’s emotional and 
behavioral cues in order to respond in a meaningful and validating way. Remember, behavior 
is communication. For children who are unable to talk about their traumatic experiences, par-
ents may find clues in their children’s play, drawings, sleep difficulties, issues around food and 
safety, emotional reactivity, and  many other behaviors.
 
The good news is that parents can help to reduce the impact that trauma and neglect have 
on their developing children by utilizing Therapeutic Parenting skills. In previous sessions, 
we have talked about Developmental Re-Parenting skills, such as parenting according to your 
child’s developmental stage rather than age; and Attachment-Based Parenting skills, such as 
being attuned to your child’s needs, and responding to their needs in ways that decrease dis-
tress and increase pleasure. Therapeutic Parenting is aimed at reducing the effects of trauma 
by teaching children that the world is a safe, caring place and that they are loved and respected.

One of the basic skills that therapeutic parents need is the ability to listen…really listen…to 
your child’s pain and hurt. This kind of listening is special; it’s listening with your heart, listen-
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ing for the pain, listening for the fear, and helping your children know that you see their pain, 
distress and fear. It means listening not just to the words your children are saying, but also 
to the feelings they are trying to convey, and what they are too afraid to say. It sounds easy 
enough, but we have all had the experience of trying to express a difficult thought or emotion, 
and feeling frustrated or hurt by a lack of real understanding from the person we were confid-
ing in. If this happens repeatedly, we may eventually stop trying to talk about our difficult 
feelings. As therapeutic parents, you can develop the skill of reflective listening. Reflective 
listening is attentive, respectful and non-judgmental, and it allows the speaker to continue 
exploring their thoughts and feelings. Using reflective listening with your children lets them 
know that it is safe for them to share their difficult experiences with you, and that you will be 
attentive and understanding.

Step 2 Refer participants to the Parent’s Toolbox article, “Listening with Your Heart” 
on page 6-41 [PRN page 6-13] and briefly highlight the three types of reflective 
listening that are described. Do not take the time for the activity at the bottom of 
the Toolbox article at this time, but suggest that participants practice the activity 
at home with a partner or friend to further develop their reflective listening skills.

Most children with histories of complex trauma have never really had someone to share painful 
experiences with, or have had such persons come and go in their lives. As a result, they experi-
ence intense emotional isolation and understandable mistrust. Parents/caregivers can have a 
powerful impact on reversing this trend for their children by assisting them in expressing their 
overwhelming experiences. If children are not able to verbalize their feelings and experiences, 
you can create opportunities for these types of conversations to take place. Using reflective 
listening, as well as empathic language such as we used in the Decoding Behaviors Exercises, 
can be a way of opening the door to difficult subjects. Age appropriate books and movies can 
also be helpful tools for accessing painful feelings. Most important is for parents/caregivers to 
remain close and available when your children are experiencing distress, rather than avoiding 
difficult subjects. One of the simple rules that you can have in your home that will help your 
child to know that you are able to listen with your heart is, “In this family no one experiences 
their pain/sadness/distress alone, our family works through pain together.”  

For your children, being able to safely talk about traumatic events is part of their healing pro-
cess, but for you, the parents, listening to your children’s experiences can be extremely difficult, 
even traumatic. Depending on the severity of events in your children’s lives, and/or your own 
experiences or biases regarding these types of events, you may find it helpful to have the sup-
port of a therapist to work through some of these issues, which we will discuss a bit more later. 
In general, parents and caregivers of children who have experienced trauma frequently report 
feeling anger at what has happened to their child, and also profound sadness that they were not 
able to come into their child’s life sooner and protect them from their early life experiences. 
Thinking back to the Seven Core Issues, this is another way in which grief and loss are experi-
enced by adoptive parents and caregivers, the loss of not being able to parent a child from the 
beginning.

If you were raised in a family in which painful emotions were not discussed, other feelings 
might come up for you when we talk about the need to really listen to your child’s painful past. 
You may feel that it’s best for your child to leave the pain in the past, toughen up and move on. 
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You may be wondering, “Why do we need to talk about it?” Why bring out these painful expe-
riences, especially if the child is not bringing them up? We do it because we know that children 
do not forget their painful experiences, and those experiences hamper their ability to trust and 
form healthy relationships. By listening to your children’s pain, you are helping them to heal 
and learn to trust. And, by being willing to enter into these painful areas with your child and 
walk through the pain together, you can deepen your relationship with your child and free him/
her to truly experience love.

B. sHArinG diffiCult informAtion

Step 3 Paraphrase the following:

In Session 1, we discussed the importance of children knowing their life story. For children 
who have been adopted and/or who have experienced abuse, trauma and multiple moves, it 
is imperative for them to not just hear their story, but to understand it as well. Knowing and 
understanding their story lays the foundation for children to build a bridge from their past to 
their present and future, and will help them to become whole and healthy despite multiple 
moves and/or trauma. It is equally important for children who were adopted as infants to know 
and understand their story. While these children may not remember another family, their his-
tory has important pieces that will need to be connected so that they can understand their 
complete story.

The more information that you have about your child’s history, the better you will be able to 
help them understand their story, and come to terms with the more painful aspects of it. If 
your child came to you at a very young age, and/or has not experienced many moves, it may 
be somewhat easier for you to gather background information depending on the nature of your 
child’s adoption/placement. However, gathering background information when children have 
experienced multiple moves and/or traumatic events that people are reluctant to discuss can be 
much harder. Your child’s social worker is often the primary source of background information, 
but remember that your child’s kinship circle includes many other people who are potential 
sources of information, as well as connection, for your child. Birth family members, former 
foster parents and siblings, teachers, friends, neighbors, church and other community members 
from the past, can all provide pieces of your child’s story that can be invaluable. Having open-
ness in these relationships, as safety allows, creates more opportunities to observe your child 
in the context of those relationships, which can help you and your child sort through and make 
sense of their story. In addition, some of your child’s behaviors that seem extreme or out of 
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place in the context of your family may start to make sense as you learn more about their past 
living situations. Maintaining connections with the people in your child’s kinship circle can 
help both you and your child create the bridge between his/her past and present.

In the absence of complete information, actively listening to your children, being attuned to 
their emotional and behavioral cues, and engaging in activities that encourage discussion can 
help to start to put some of the pieces together, as discussed earlier.

For children who have experienced adoption/permanency, trauma and loss, there will be cir-
cumstances in their background that you may find difficult to discuss with them. Children 
might also ask questions about aspects of their story for which there are no answers due to 
lack of information, or at times in their lives when they are not developmentally ready for the 
answers. The more prepared you are to have these types of discussions, the better they will feel 
for both you and your children.

Step 4 Ask participants to brainstorm examples of difficult circumstances either from 
their child’s experiences or from their own. Write participant answers on a flip 
chart or whiteboard. Discussion should take approximately 5 minutes.

Identify any of the following circumstances not identified by participants:
• Voluntary relinquishment by birth parents
• Child abandonment
• Drug/alcohol abuse
• Criminal behavior on the part of either birth parent
• Family violence, including child abuse and partner or spousal abuse
• Sexual abuse
• Incest
• Conception as a result of rape
• Mental illness
• More than one possible birth father

These are very difficult topics to talk about, even among adults. How do you begin to discuss 
these things with your child? You can begin by laying the groundwork for these discussions in 
a more general way during your child’s early years and providing additional information over 
time. In Session 1, we mentioned that children’s ability to understand their story changes at 
different developmental stages. As your child grows and is able to understand more complex 
information, you will have opportunities to share more details with him/her about their history.  

Step 5 Refer participants to Parent’s Toolbox article, “Developmental Stages of Under-
standing” on page 6-43 [PRN page 6-15]. Briefly review the developmental tasks 
and challenges for each stage, to provide a foundation for further discussion.

This table is similar to the tables about developmental stages that we used in Session 3. This 
table uses developmental stages as a way of understanding how children process feelings and 
information at each stage, which is helpful when you are trying to decide how much and what 
type of information to share with your child at each stage. For example, at the earliest stage, 
it is possible for children to understand that they are not with their birth mother/father, but 
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the reasons for that are too complex to be helpful to the child at that stage. At the next stage, 
when children are likely to blame themselves for moves and losses, it is important to provide 
additional information that lets them know that they are not responsible for the actions of the 
grown-ups in their lives. Each stage provides an opportunity to provide additional details to 
your child about their story. These open discussions will support your child’s understanding 
of why they were adopted or no longer living with their birth parents. By late adolescence, the 
foundation that you have created can then be used to discuss the specifics of your child’s back-
ground in more detail than was done at an earlier age. The goal is for your child to understand 
their unique adoption story by their late teens and before they move out on their own.

The more traumatic aspects of a child’s background provide special challenges for parents who 
are trying to be truthful, but are afraid of hurting their child by discussing these painful events. 
As we discussed earlier, a parent’s inclination may be to avoid these topics, particularly if the 
child is not bringing them up. However, as we now know, children who have experienced trau-
ma are already dealing with the effects of what has happened in their past, either in terms of 
actual memories and/or feelings and behavioral issues that impact their every day lives. In the 
absence of complete information, children will come up with their own notions about why they 
are the way they are, and their versions are likely to place the blame on themselves and exac-
erbate their feelings of shame. By providing your children with a narrative about the traumatic 
events in their lives, you are providing a way for their brains to organize these emotionally 
loaded experiences, and language that they can use to calm themselves when they are feeling 
triggered by past experiences.

To address these more complex topics with your children, it helps if you start laying the foun-
dation in the early years with simple, but truthful information about why they are not with their 
birth parents. As your child matures, you can start to provide non-judgmental, factual informa-
tion about mental illness, raise the issues of rape, child abandonment, drug abuse, etc., as they 
come up in the news. Most of these issues can be talked about in a larger context by involving 
your child in discussions about how people find themselves in certain circumstances. By ado-
lescence, depending on your child’s developmental maturity, the facts of their own story can be 
discussed in greater depth. 

Step 6 Ask participants to go to “Sharing Difficult Information: Words to Explain the 
Hard Stuff” in the Parent’s Toolbox, page 6-45 [PRN page 6-17]. Choose one 
example of a difficult circumstance from the article, and read the Circumstance, 
then the Words to Use to explain the circumstance to a child at different ages. 
Paraphrase the following:

While we talk about the importance of your child knowing all parts of their story, finding the 
words to explain some of these experiences can feel daunting. Your instinct is to protect your 
child from these hard truths, so finding words that balance truthfulness with respect for your 
child’s feelings will take some practice. The “Words to Explain the Hard Stuff” article was 
developed for that reason. It was developed with the input of parents and professionals who 
have struggled with these issues and found some words that have been effective. These can be 
helpful examples to draw from if you find yourself struggling for words when talking to your 
child about their story.
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We should note here that, while frank discussions with your child about their history are neces-
sary, it is essential that his/her privacy is honored. Sensitive information needs to be withheld 
from extended family and friends unless there is a very compelling reason to share the infor-
mation. Information or “secrets” that are shared with people outside of your immediate family 
are likely to get back to your child, leading to feelings of betrayal and a damaged relationship 
with you.

Talking to your child about difficult parts of their history or adoption story is another thera-
peutic parenting skill that you can practice and develop, and it provides another opportunity to 
deepen the relationship with your child. If you present information in a manner that shows your 
anger at circumstances in the child’s history, or if you are withholding of information, your 
child may not feel as free to discuss their story with you or may not fully trust the information 
you are presenting. On the other hand, if you are able to discuss difficult aspects of the child’s 
story with compassion and understanding, your child will learn that you can be trusted with 
their feelings, and that you will answer their questions in an honest and caring way.

But what happens to your limbic system when really hard subjects come up with your children? 
A good example is the topic of sex. If you grew up in a family that could discuss issues relating 
to sex quite easily, chances are you will be able to talk to your children about sex pretty easily 
as well. But if you grew up in a family where the subject of sex was off limits or very uncom-
fortable, talking to your children about sex may give you sweaty palms, dry throat, pounding 
heart…talk about flipping your lid!

Talking with your child about painful aspects of their past and/or about their adoption story 
may very well trigger you in the same way. Not just because the topics themselves may have 
disturbing elements, but also because most of us do not have experience talking about these 
issues. The best way to make some thing that is hard to do easier is to practice. Now that you 
have some examples of words to use, we will practice how to talk about difficult pieces of your 
child’s past experiences.

Step 7 Go to Exercise “Practice Sharing Difficult Information” on page 6-37 (no corre-
sponding PRN worksheet), and lead participants through the Exercise.

Step 8 Refer participants to Parent’s Toolbox article, “Your Child’s Story: Tips from 
an Adoptive Parent” on page 6-47 [PRN page 6-19], and wrap up this section by 
paraphrasing the following:

Talking with your children about traumatic events in their lives can be very challenging and 
emotionally draining. This Toolbox article provides some excellent tips and insights from an 
adoptive parent of children who have experienced complex trauma.

It is a core belief of this curriculum that children have the right to know the truth about their 
life story. It is their story. It is essential that they hear that truth from their caregivers/parents, 
the people they should trust the most. Most children do not fully comprehend all of the implica-
tions of their story until they are young adults. The only truly damaging mistake that can be 
made in telling children their story is in lying to them or withholding any part of the story. By 
thinking about all parts of your child’s story, and being prepared with some language that can 
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help with the harder aspects of their story, you will be able to help your child to process and 
re-process the information at each stage of their development.  

IV. THE IMPACT ON THE CHILD

time: 40 minutes   steps: 1-4

Purpose: To explore the impact of abuse, neglect and trauma on a child’s mind, heart   
and body, and how therapy can be a helpful tool in the healing process.  

A.  tHe impACt of ABuse, neGleCt And trAumA

Step 1 Paraphrase the following:  

When we discuss abuse and neglect, we find ourselves describing situations that most of us 
have not directly experienced. In order to get a better feel for what these experiences are like 
for children, as well as the lasting impact that they have, we will watch a video that portrays 
some of those experiences in a realistic way. The video also provides insights from children 
and adults who have been exposed to abuse/trauma, as well as information from experts in the 
field who explain the long-term impact, as well as suggestions for working with children who 
have experienced abuse/trauma.

 
This video, “First Impressions: Exposure to Violence and a Child’s Developing Brain,” is 
provided by the State of California Attorney General’s office. It uses dramatizations in a few 
scenes to portray abuse and the aftermath of domestic violence. It does not show actual abuse 
of a child, but if you find some of the scenes disturbing, please feel free to take a moment for 
yourself.

Step 2  Show the DVD, “First Impressions: Exposure to Violence and a Child’s Develop-
ing Brain.” Following the video, go through the discussion questions below with 
participants. 

  Facilitator: Video run time is 15 minutes

Discussion questions:
• What feelings came up for you as you watched this video?
• Did any of the information surprise you, such as the impact of trauma on children at 

different ages?
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• If your child has experienced abuse or witnessed violence, did the video help you to 
better understand those experiences?

• Was the information about the impact of violence on brain development helpful?
• What are your thoughts about some of the comments of parents in the video?

Step 3 Discuss with participants the overall impact that abuse, neglect and trauma have 
on a child’s mind, heart and body.  

  Facilitator: Write the three categories on a flip chart or whiteboard; list  
 participant responses to the questions below

Most of you in this room live everyday with the effects of abuse, neglect and trauma. No one 
knows better than you how children are impacted by the trauma they have been exposed to. We 
have also discussed throughout this series how trauma impacts a child’s brain, development 
and attachment relationships. Let’s now look a little deeper at how abuse and trauma impact a 
child’s mind, heart and body.    

      Solicit feedback from participants about how these 3 main  
     areas are impacted; guide participants to some of the responses below.

How is the child’s mind impacted?
Our mind includes the thoughts that we think about ourselves, others and the world in general; 
our perceptions about our experiences and our ability to understand why things happen. This 
will sound familiar from our Internal Working Models discussions. The Internal Working Models for 
these children might include the following:

  
•	 Negative thoughts about me: I’m stupid, I’m worthless, I’m dumb
•	 Negative thoughts about others: I don’t trust you, you’re mean, you’re bad
•	 I’m confused about what has happened to me
•	 I think it’s all my fault
•	 I don’t like new things
•	 I don’t like school
•	 I don’t know why all those bad things happen
•	 I know I have a lot of bad behaviors and I don’t really understand why
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How is the child’s heart impacted?
Our heart encompasses all the feelings we have related to self, memories, and caregivers. The 
feelings for children who have experienced abuse and trauma might include:

•	 I feel scared a lot and don’t always know why
•	 I feel sad/angry/helpless much of the time
•	 My feelings get easily hurt and I sense rejection even when it’s not there
•	 I am ashamed of me and what happened
•	 I’m nervous and anxious much of the time
•	 I feel overwhelmed by all the confusing feelings I have
•	 I have trouble being happy even when I’m doing something fun
•	 I feel really different and lonely most of the time
•	 I feel dirty
•	 I feel like I don’t deserve good things to happen to me

How is the child’s body impacted? (Think red bucket!)
Our body encompasses our physical and sensory experiences, including those brought about by 
abuse, neglect and trauma. In essence our body is impacted on a sensory level by all that we 
experience. Children experiencing trauma, neglect and overwhelming distress related to mul-
tiple moves and transitions in caregivers, are impacted on a sensory level and often struggle 
with being able to regulate their physiological states. Think here about how the “red bucket” is 
impacted by abuse and trauma.

•	 I don’t know how to get my body to relax
•	 I’m not even aware of my body
•	 I try not to feel very much through my body
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•	 I feel anxious and nervous all the time
•	 I can’t pay attention and sit still
•	 My body feels dirty all the time
•	 I don’t like to be touched
•	 My body doesn’t like to get close to your body
•	 My body feels angry all the time, like I want to hit someone
•	 My stomach hurts a lot
•	 My body has a lot of energy, too much energy
•	 When I shower, I don’t like touching myself
•	 I want to hurt my body, I want to cut myself
•	 I don’t feel pain

As you can see, children with complex histories of trauma, neglect and abuse have many lin-
gering thoughts, feelings and sensations related to their traumatic experiences. Just because 
they are currently in a safe environment does not mean they can leave their histories behind 
them. Their experiences have shaped their behavioral coping strategies and how they relate to 
others. As we discussed earlier, learning as much as possible about your child’s history can be 
invaluable for both you and your child. Meeting the people in your child’s kinship circle, and 
seeing where they used to live and go to school, provides a context for understanding their 
present mind, heart and body “sharks.” Their emotional reactions and behaviors that at times 
seem extremely inappropriate in your family setting will actually start to make sense when you 
know more about the chaotic living environment they may have been in.

While we cannot erase the neglect, abuse and trauma they have suffered, it is possible to add 
new positive experiences that over time can lessen the impact that trauma has on your child’s 
mind, heart and body. Most of these new experiences will be happening within the context 
of your family. Some families may also seek the assistance of a therapist to address the more 
complex and painful aspects of their children’s experiences.

B.  tHe role of tHerApy in HeAlinG

Step 4 If Facilitator has printed copies of the articles “Seeking Meaningful Therapy: 
Thoughts from an Adoptive Mom” and/or “Childhood Trauma: A Multi-Dimen-
sional Approach,” pass them out to participants now, for them to read on their 
own at home. These are highly recommended readings for parents. Paraphrase 
the following:  
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As parents and caregivers of children who have experienced trauma, you may have been told 
that it is crucial for your children go to therapy. In fact, therapy can be a very important tool 
in the healing process…if the therapist is both knowledgeable and experienced in the areas of 
adoption/permanency, attachment and abuse/trauma. A therapist who is experienced in these 
areas will recognize that the family is the healing agent, and will place a priority on the par-
ent-child relationship. The focus of therapy is not on “fixing the child,” but on strengthening 
relationships, honoring connections, and equipping the family with the support, tools and strat-
egies that will help them on the journey toward healing.

For children who have experienced complex trauma, including multiple breaks in attachment 
relationships, traditional “talk” therapy is often ineffective because children may not have the 
language or understanding of traumatic events in a way that enables them to talk about them. 
As mentioned earlier and in previous sessions, early traumatic memories are stored in an emo-
tionally primitive state (remember our discussion of the limbic system of the brain in Session 5). 
Sensory-oriented therapies, such as art, play, baking, yoga, etc., are generally more successful 
at accessing traumatic memories than a more cognitively-oriented therapeutic approach. Once 
the traumatic experiences have been accessed, a narrative of the experiences can be developed 
that helps move the experiences to the cognitive (thinking) part of the brain, so that they can 
be reflected upon and worked with verbally. In the treatment of trauma, this can play a calming 
role by helping children learn to recognize when they are actually in danger, and when their 
emotional and behavioral reactions are being triggered by traumatic memories.

It is critical that trauma treatment for children occur within the context of the relationship 
with the primary parents/caregivers. Many therapists find it difficult to work with parents in 
the therapy room, but in fact, most children trust the therapy process more with a loved one 
present. Separate time with parents before, during and after sessions will also be beneficial in 
showing parents ways to provide support to their child during treatment, as well as shoring up 
the critical role of the parent at home.

The fields of attachment and trauma treatment are growing at a rapid rate, which is good news 
for parents/caregivers who are seeking therapists with these skills for their children. If you are 
seeking a therapist for your child, you can start with referrals from other parents and profes-
sionals in your area who are familiar with these issues, as well as researching these topics 
online. When you do meet a therapist for the first time, do not be afraid to be assertive in ask-
ing about their expertise in these areas.

 If time allows, participants may want to share experiences they have had with 
therapists,  and/or may have questions or concerns on this topic. If some par-
ticipants have had good experiences with local therapists who are skilled in 
attachment and trauma treatment, those may become helpful referrals to other 
participants who are seeking therapists.
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V. HEALING PARENTING

Time: 30 minutes   Steps: 1-6

Purpose: To assist participants in consolidating their learning by linking parenting 
strategies discussed throughout the class series, and by sharing strategies that 
participants have used to successfully address challenging behaviors of their 
children. 

A. A different kind of pArentinG

Step 1 Assist participants in acknowledging that a different kind of parenting is needed 
for children with complex backgrounds of loss and trauma, and summarize the 
three types of parenting skills that have been presented during this series by para-
phrasing the following:

We have emphasized throughout this course that children who have experienced trauma and 
loss heal best in families.  However, traditional parenting approaches are often highly ineffec-
tive with these children due to their complex needs and behaviors.  We have been discussing 
a different parenting approach that can help you to be healers for your children.  This type of 
parenting requires you to be aware of your own triggers and be able to tap into your strengths, 
and those of your family.  It also requires additional tools and strategies, such as those we have 
been practicing throughout this series.  

In making the shift from traditional parenting to healing parenting, we have discussed the fol-
lowing areas:

• Children who have experienced multiple losses, abuse and neglect may be function-
ing at an earlier developmental stage due to their basic needs needs not being met, 
and the resultant impact on other areas of functioning.

• These children may have developed insecure attachment patterns that make it dif-
ficult for them to form attachment relationships with their current caregivers, which 
limits their ability to learn and grow.

• Children who have experienced abuse and trauma may continue to be triggered by 
their past experiences, and have negative internal working models that distort their 
feelings about themselves and their interactions with current caregivers.
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The healing parenting approach that we have been discussing therefore includes the following:
• Developmental re-parenting – helping children catch up developmentally by filling 

their buckets (red bucket first) with sensory rich experiences in all areas of their 
development.

• Attachment-based parenting – helping children move from insecure attachments to 
more secure attachments through interactions that decrease distress and increase 
pleasure, and that use instances of negative behavior as learning opportunities for 
more positive behavior.

• Therapeutic parenting – teaching children that the world is a safe, caring place and 
that they are loved and respected by allowing them to tell their stories through both 
verbal and non-verbal techniques.

All parenting is challenging, but parenting children who have suffered chronic abuse and trau-
ma is perhaps the most complex and challenging. We have learned, however, that children who 
have experienced trauma and loss can benefit from being in families that can be consistent, 
loving and strong, and that can embrace the whole child and accept the painful history which 
is a part of him/her. It can hurt to parent hurt children, but with additional self-awareness and 
knowledge, your families can become the “secure base” from which your children can catch 
up developmentally, develop healthier attachments, and resolve issues created by past trauma.

B. sHArinG strAteGies for CHAllenGinG BeHAviors

Step 2  The remainder of this section is devoted to giving participants the opportunity to 
problem-solve as a group, by identifying specific behaviors/challenges of their 
children that they are feeling most triggered by, and brainstorming strategies and 
interventions using the skills they have been learning in these classes, as well as 
their own successful interventions.

  
 The goal is to allow the group to generate strategies and suggestions, rather than 

the Facilitator providing the information. The questions and bulleted points below 
are just intended to be helpful prompts if participants get stuck. Paraphrase the 
following:

Let’s take some time now to talk about some of the things that you are currently feeling most 
triggered or challenged by in your relationships with your children. These may be specific 
behaviors that you are currently dealing with, or situations that come up frequently, that trig-
ger strong emotional reactions in you, making it difficult to respond effectively. Then, we will 
work as a group to develop strategies that can help, using tools that you have been learning in 
class, as well as some of your own strategies that you have had success with. 

What are some of the behaviors or issues that are triggering you most right now with your 
children?

 Have participants take 3 minutes to quickly list on a blank piece of paper what 
their greatest triggers or challenges are in parenting their children. Then, ask for 
volunteers to share their greatest triggers/challenges, and write them on the flip 
chart or white board. Select a few items from the list to focus on for the remain-
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ing discussion, trying to give as many participants as possible the opportunity to 
provide input.

Why do you think these behaviors/challenges trigger such strong emotional reactions?

• It triggers implicit memories for the parent/caregiver of their own past experiences
• It feels like a rejection by the child of the parent’s love
• It happens over and over again, leading to parent feeling ineffective
• It conflicts with the values of the parent
• The parent is not getting the support they need to help their child

When you are feeling triggered by these behaviors or situations, what are some things you can 
do for yourselves that will help you to regulate your emotions?

• Take deep breaths
• Go for a walk
• Talk to a spouse, partner or friend

Step 3 If the triggers/challenges mostly involve specific behaviors of their children, let the 
group use this time to problem-solve and support each other. Choose one or two 
of the behaviors on the list, and guide the group to decode the behaviors, as they 
have learned to do in previous sessions.

 As the group is brainstorming, write their responses on the flip chart. Guide 
discussion only as needed, so that many of the bulleted points below are included 
in the responses if the group does not come up with them on their own. It is not 
important if they do not use the terminology given below. Paraphrase the follow-
ing:

When you are in the heat of the moment with your children, and their behavior is causing you 
to “flip your lid,” it can be difficult to remember that there is an unmet need that is underlying 
the behavior. But remember, your children’s behavior is a form of communication. As we look 
at these behaviors that are triggering you the most, what do you think the unmet needs might 
be, and what purposes do these behaviors serve for the children we are talking about?

• Feelings related to one of the Seven Core Issues – loss, rejection, shame/guilt, grief, 
identity, intimacy, mastery/control

• Behavior is reflecting an earlier stage of development
• Behavior shows difficulty with self-regulation (hyperarousal, survival mode, anxiety)
• Behavior is reflecting an insecure attachment style (attachment deflecting or very 

clingy)
• Behavior is reflecting a negative Internal Working Model (I can’t trust you, I’m 

worthless, etc.)
• Child’s limbic system is being triggered by traumatic memories
• Self-soothing behavior related to previous experiences of neglect
• Behavior was adaptive/functional in previous unhealthy environment; survival 

behaviors
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Step 4 Have the group brainstorm to generate ideas for interventions and strategies for 
the identified behaviors, utilizing some of the skills they have developed during 
this series, as well as other techniques they have used successfully. Make sure 
that most of the bulleted points below are included in some way, and write the 
group’s responses on the flip chart. Paraphrase the following:

By now, we can see that the underlying causes of children’s behaviors are varied, and that their 
behaviors can be the result of a combination of factors, some of which are quite complex. The 
bottom line is that your children’s behaviors can have more than one cause, and the important 
thing is how you respond in the moment. Taking the time to regulate your own emotions, as 
well as reflecting on your child’s needs will help you respond most effectively. Having done 
that, what are some of the strategies that you can use to address the behaviors we are discussing 
here?

• Help children to down-regulate (decrease distress) before addressing challenging 
behavior
 ▪ Stay close to child
 ▪ Use a calm voice to wonder about what the child is feeling
 ▪ Reflective listening (It sound like you are feeling…)
 ▪ Holding and rocking, depending on child’s age and tolerance for touch
 ▪ Create an emotionally safe atmosphere (There is nothing you can do that will make  
      me love you less)
 ▪ Provide child with opportunity to physically let off steam, to aid in self-regulation

• Develop corrective actions that place a priority on relationships and emphasize learning
 ▪ Help child make amends
 ▪ Provide opportunities for “re-do’s” so that child can practice desired behaviors
 ▪ Role play strategies for child to use when they are feeling the impulse to lie, steal,  
      fight, etc.
 ▪ Provide narrative/language to describe emotions, needs
 ▪ Help children identify their own emotional triggers, and strategies for managing them  
    (breathing, self-talk, walking away)

It is also essential to remember that your children need positive, pleasurable experiences in 
order to help fill their buckets. Fun and pleasure have been sadly lacking in the lives of chil-
dren with traumatic backgrounds, and they are critical for children’s healthy development and 
building relationships. While we cannot erase children’s traumatic experiences, flooding them 
with positive experiences and helping them to create new memories is essential to lessening the 
impact of trauma and loss. With this in mind, what are some of the things you can do for chil-
dren with the difficult behaviors we have been discussing, to increase pleasure (up-stimulate) 
and fill their buckets every day?

• Ways to up-stimulate children (increase pleasure) between instances of problem behaviors
 ▪ Physical play – swinging, dancing, jumping, etc.
 ▪ Sensory rich activities – music, baking, finger painting, hair brushing, nature walks, 

yoga
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 ▪ Comforting/familiar activities – kissing boo boos, using familiar lotions, scents, 
foods

 ▪ Fun skill-building activities – charades, games, reading stories together, social 
activities

 ▪ As many as you can think of!

Step 5 If time allows, ask participants to share some of their success stories, of chal-
lenging situations with their children that they were able to handle well.  Some 
of these successes may also come out during the above brainstorming/problem-
solving discussion.

Step 6 To conclude this section, paraphrase the following:

Thinking back to our discussion of healing parenting, are you surprised by the number of 
things that you already do that meet the extra challenges and needs of your children? When 
you are feeling overwhelmed, it may help to remind yourself that even the small things that 
you do every day are providing your children with positive experiences they may not have had 
before. These new and positive family experiences, done over and over again, are all helping to 
lessen the impact of trauma for your children.

This type of parenting takes a great amount of courage and resilience, and it is important for 
you to build in support for yourselves and your family. Having open communication in your 
family can help to prevent misunderstandings, and creates a safe environment in which all 
family members can express their feelings. Developing activities outside of the family and 
a broader support network can provide additional perspective and respite from day to day 
stresses. A positive outlook is also very important, which can be bolstered by celebrating small 
successes and finding things to enjoy about your children despite their behavioral challenges.  
And a sense of humor and playfulness is also very healing for all members of the family. Spon-
taneity, silliness and being able to laugh at ourselves can bring pleasure and connectedness to 
your children for years to come.  

VI. WRAP-UP SESSION 6 AND COMMITMENTS FOR SESSION 7

Time: 20 minutes   Steps: 1 - 3
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Purpose: To give participants an opportunity to reflect on the knowledge gained from 
this session, and to address any remaining questions.

 A. review session 6

Step 1 Review Session 6, asking participants if there are any questions left unanswered, 
and if there was any one thing that was unexpected, that they hadn’t considered 
before.

B.  evAluAtions for session 6

Step 2 Have participants pull out the Evaluation sheet for Session 6 from the Evaluation 
Sheets section of their PRN, and fill them out. You will pick them up as partici-
pants are leaving. 

C. Homework And Commitments for session 7

Step 3 Ask participants to take out their completed Homework Worksheet “10 Things I 
Do to Refuel” from Session 1, if they have it. Also have them take out the “Decod-
ing My Child’s Behaviors” Homework Worksheet on page 6-51 [PRN page 6-23]. 
Paraphrase the following: 

Since we know that parenting children who have been abused and neglected can be very stress-
ful and challenging, it is important that you remember to take care of yourselves. Making sure 
that you are getting enough rest, food, exercise, laughter and support is the first step toward 
helping you and your children heal. It not only helps you to regulate your emotions and reac-
tions when your children’s feelings and behavior intensify, it models for them that each of us 
is valuable and worth caring for. With this in mind, your first Homework option for this week 
is to re-visit the “10 Things I Do to Refuel” worksheet that was the homework for Session 1. 
We hope that you are regularly incorporating some or all of your “10 Things” into your daily 
or weekly routines. If not, this is an opportunity to pick something (or several things!) on your 
list, and find time this week to enjoy those things. (If participants did not do this homework for 
Session 1, this is their chance to do so!)
 
Your second Homework option for this week is to complete the worksheet, “Decoding My 
Child’s Behaviors.” We have practiced decoding several times during this class series, and we 
also hope that you have been practicing these strategies at home. However, when you are in the 
moment with your children, trying to think of a response to particularly challenging behaviors, 
it can be hard to think of what to do. This blank Decoding worksheet provides you with an 
opportunity to create your own unique decoding “cheat sheet,” in which you identify those 
behaviors of your children that you find most challenging, and the responses that you have 
found successful in the past, or perhaps some that were suggested in class today. By identifying 
some of these challenging behaviors ahead of time, and how you are triggered by them, you 
can formulate strategies that will help you respond more effectively when these and other chal-
lenging situations come up with your child.
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You may not have time to do both of these Homework exercises, so pick the one that feels most 
helpful to you at this time. You can also do a little of both, if that works best for you. We will 
talk about the Homework at the beginning of the next class.   


