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Welcome

Please type in the CHAT Box:

What is your role in Head Start?



Presented by: 

Javier I. Rosado, PhD

Psychologist & Clinical Associate Professor 



Examining the Effects of Toxic Stress & Trauma 
on the Mental Health of Young Children

Learning Objectives
 Define toxic stress
 Identify ACEs that have a particular impact on stress levels
 Understand the developmental and health effects of toxic 

stress
 Recognize the effects of toxic stress and trauma on young 

children from agricultural and migrant families
 Learn simple strategies to help early childhood education 

systems become more trauma-informed



Infant Mental Health & 
Early Childhood Mental 
Health

refer to how well a child 
develops socially and 

emotionally 

‘Early Childhood 
Mental Health’

 Both terms are used to refer to 
the developing capacity of the 
child to:

 experience, manage and 
express emotions 

 form close and secure 
interpersonal relationships

 explore, master and learn from 
the environment refer to how well a 

child develops socially 
and emotionally 

‘Infant Mental 
Health’

(Birth to Three) 



Stress Severity
Stress: Levels of Severity



Activation of Stress 
Response System



Adverse Childhood Experiences



Resources



E-Books

http://www.fsustress.org/ebook.html

http://www.fsustress.org/ebook.html


ACEs Increase Health Risks



ACEs Impact Child Development



ACEs & Challenging Behaviors
Physical State

• Fight: hitting, 
kicking, yelling, 
lying

• Flight: 
running away, 
giving up

• Freeze: 
becoming 
numb, zoning 
out, 
disassociation 

Emotional State

• Fear
• Anxiety/worry 
• Stress 
• Emotional 

regulation

Thinking State 

• Problem-
solving

• Decision-
making 



How Brain 
Processes Under 

Typical 
Conditions

Concept Adapted from Arvidson, 2011



Concept Adapted from Arvidson, 2011

React (fight, flight, freeze)

How Brain 
functions under 
alarm response



Understanding Terms
• ACEs:  term used to represent a group of 

negative experiences children may face or 
witness while growing up.

• Toxic Stress:  excessive or prolonged 
activation of stress response systems in the 
body and brain.

• Trauma: occurs when children are exposed to 
events or situations that overwhelm their ability 
to cope with what they have experienced



Trauma, Behavior & Emotions

 Exposure to traumatic experiences can impact 
young children, resulting in emotional & 
behavioral changes
 The experiences a child goes through will 

trigger either positive or negative emotions in 
the child

Positive emotions typically lead to positive behaviors
Negative emotions typically lead to negative behaviors



Trauma, Emotions & Behavior: 
An Experiment on Emotions

Source: Jaak Panksepp Affective Neuroscience
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Trauma, Emotions & Behavior: An Experiment on Emotions

=Fear Emotion that was experienced 
in response to the trauma

=
Behavior 
Change 

Rats stopped 
playing 

=Cat Hair Traumatic 
event



Key Lessons From Experiment
 When a young child is exposed to an adverse event, 

he/she is likely to experience fear  
 When a young child experiences fear, his/her 

behavior is likely to change

 Once the fear system is 
triggered, it is hard to turn it off 
 Even events that appear to be 

minimally stressful can have a 
lasting impact on a young child

It takes time to 
re-ignite positive 

emotions and 
behaviors.



Trauma-Informed Strategies



What Does it Mean to be 
“Trauma-Informed?”

“
”

A system in which all parties involved recognize 
and respond to the impact of traumatic stress 
on those who have contact with the system … 

Programs infuse and sustain trauma awareness, 
knowledge, and skills into their organizational 

cultures, practices, and policies...

-NCTSN



What Does a Trauma-Informed 
System Look Like?
Trauma-informed approaches aim to adhere to the “4 Rs”:

o Realizing the widespread impact of trauma and 
pathways to recovery

o Recognizing traumas signs and symptoms
o Responding by integrating knowledge about trauma into 

all facets of the system
o Resisting re-traumatization of trauma-impacted 

individuals



Resilience
Resilience is the ability to “bounce back” or 
recover from adversity 



Competence

Children can’t become competent without first developing a set of skills

Islands of Competence

• The ability to handle 
situations effectively

• Acquiring a new skill

Islands of Competence Concept/Source: Robert Brooks, PhD



Competence Example

Dr. Sarah Parcak



Fostering Competence



Confidence 

• The solid belief in one’s own 
abilities

• Children gain confidence by 
demonstrating their 
competence

Our job is to help children gain appropriate confidence by helping them recognize that they 
possess various abilities 



Confidence-Building
Strategy



Character
• Having a clear sense 

of what is right and 
what is wrong

Caregivers cannot leave character development to chance; they have to be active and intentional in 
helping children build strong character



Character-Building
Strategy



Contribution
• Has to do with a child 

contributing to others in a 
specific way

• We want children to realize 
that the world is a better 
place because they are in it 
and that they have 
competencies that they can 
use to help (contribute) to 
others 



Contribution

• Point out spontaneous acts of kindness such as holding the door open for someone, 
helping a peer finish a task or when children are taking turns
• Give children age-appropriate “special tasks” to help with – like setting the table at lunch 
time or helping a younger child. Acknowledge the child for their contribution.

• Organize opportunities for children to contribute to a particular need. For example, arrange 
to draw pictures and mail them to children impacted by a natural disaster.
• Ask children to bring in a canned food item and donate the goods to a local food bank. Teach 
children how food banks help families when they need food and acknowledge that their 
contribution will help someone in need.

• Contribution isn’t only about good deeds or actions, children also need to know that they can 
contribute ideas that will be taken seriously and respected. When a child gives an idea (like 
suggests a particular song during music time), consider it and even solicit ideas.



Coping
• The skills a child has to deal (cope) with challenges

Like a coach on a sports team, adults need to teach children skills they can use to handle stress 
effectively 



Teaching Coping Skills

• Use sensory experiences to help children become calm. For 
example, the use of water trays, slime trays or finger paints 
may help foster feelings of reassurance and coping.
• When a child is distressed, acknowledge their feelings in 
the moment. Consider saying to the child, “I can see you’re 
sad”, and “It’s okay to cry.”
• Help young children put words to they feel. For instance, 
you may say to a child who is developing language
“You’re smiling – you seem to feel happy!”
• Teach strategies to manage uncomfortable emotions – like 
deep breathing. Use strategies like elephant breathing to 
help children remember deep breathing.



Control

• Has to do with a child having inner control, which 
means they are controlling their actions

A (Antecedent)

B (Behavior)

C (Consequence)

• A child understanding the 
relationship between 
his/her behavior and 
consequences



Control



Connection
• A child needs to have meaningful relationships 

with other people 
• Connection to other people sends the message 

that “we can get through this together” 

Connection is NOT just about getting through hard times.  Connection also does the following: 
 let’s children experience a higher level of security
 gives children joy
 provides children with a comfortable base that allows them to take chances (i.e., try new things)
 helps children come closer to their potential



Connection



Resources



Practical Classroom Strategies for young Children with 
Trauma & Toxic Stress 

Module 1: The Effects of Toxic Stress & Trauma

Module 2: Strategies for Building Resilience in  
Early Childhood Education Settings

Module 3: The Impact of Trauma & Adversity 
on Early Childhood Mental Health

Module 4: Managing Childcare Provider Stress 
& Compassion Fatigue

Training Opportunities:
fsustress@med.fsu.edu

(239) 658-3123

mailto:fsustress@med.fsu.edu


Questions/Comments?



MyPeers.org offers:

 Open communities including: Mental Health, Opioid Misuse 
and Substance Use Disorders; Staff Wellness

 Knowledge base - Q&A, Forums, Polling, File sharing, Calendars, 
Events, Tasks, Wikis

 Communication tools – Group Chat, Instant Message, and internal 
email

 Robust search engine
 Social Network style feeds

MyPeers Communities

52



Office of Head Start
#HeadStartHeals campaign

Office Hours coming up:
5/4, 1–2 p.m. ET –Building Resilience in the Face of Trauma and 
Adversity
5/14, 1–2 p.m. ET –Partnering with Families to Address Domestic 
Violence
5/21, 1–2 p.m. ET –Supporting Families Impacted by Substance Use 
5/28, 3–4 p.m. ET –Family Engagement and Child Welfare
Webinars coming up:
5/5, 3–4:45 p.m. ET – Promoting Healing and Resilience with Staff and 
Families
5/12, 1-2:30 p.m. ET – Addressing Trauma in Classroom Settings
6/11, 3–4 p.m. ET – Preparing for Challenging Conversations with 
Families



Office of Head Start
#HeadStartHeals campaign

Email: trauma@eclkc.info

Website: https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/

mailto:trauma@eclkc.info
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/
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