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Overview of Session

ÅUnderstanding human brain development and 
the importance of positive brain development 
in early years

ÅImpact of trauma and stress on children and 
the developing brain

ÅContextualising trauma and neglect

ÅFocusing on the role of the relationship in 
recovery



Caution!!!!

ÅNewdiscoveriesτresearch is still in its infancy
ÅDo NOTover-interpret or interpret too 

simplistically
ÅSome research has been conducted on 

animalsτwe assume the information 
transfers to people
ÅBehaviour is the result of complex interactions

among individual, environment, genetics, 
situation, cultural expectations, and numerous 
other factors



Brain Circuitry
ÅNeurons 
άŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜέby 
transmitting electrical 
impulses along their 
axons

ÅAxons send messages 
across a synapse to 
the receiving dendrite
of the target neuron



OVERPRODUCTION AND PRUNING

ÅBrain development occurs in 2 basic stagesς
growth spurts/overproduction of neurons and 
pruning
ÅCritical phases:  in utero

0-3 years overproduction

10-13 years 
ÅOverproduction results in significant increase 

in the number of neurons and synapses
ÅExuberant growth during these 3 phases gives 

the brain enormous potential



PRUNING

ÅThese 3 critical phases are quickly followed by 
a process in which the brain prunesand 
organisesits neural pathways
ÅLEARNING is a process of creating and 

strengthening frequently used synapses (brain 
discards unused synapses)
ÅBrain keeps only the most efficient and 
άǎǘǊƻƴƎέ ǎȅƴŀǇǎŜǎ
ÅExperience determines which synapses 

flourish and which are pruned away



PRUNING

Åά¦{9 L¢ hw [h{9 L¢έςReading, sports, music, 
video games, x-box, hanging outτwhatever a 
child/teen is doingτthese are the neural 
synapses that will be retained

ÅHow children/teens spend their time is
CRUCIALto brain development since their 
activities guide the structure of the brain



Brain development happens in a 
social context



ÅPositive predictable interactions with 
nurturing caregivers profoundly stimulate 
and organize young brains.

ÅThe quality of early caregiving has a long 
lasting impact on how people develop, 
their ability to learn, and their capacity to 
both regulate their own emotions and 
form satisfying relationships.



The attachment bond shapes an 
ƛƴŦŀƴǘΩǎ ōǊŀƛƴ 

ÅThe infant brain is profoundly influenced by the 
attachment bond. 
ÅWhen the primary caretaker can manage 

personal stress, calm the infant, communicate 
through emotion, and see the infant as separate, 
ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƴŜǊǾƻǳǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ 
άǎŜŎǳǊŜƭȅ ŀǘǘŀŎƘŜŘΦέ 
ÅThe strong foundation of a secure attachment 

bond enables the child to be self-confident, 
trusting, hopeful, and comfortable in the face of 
conflict. As an adult, he or she will be flexible, 
creative, hopeful, and optimistic.



Regulation

Åone of key tasks of infancy is learning to co-
regulate and self-regulate bodily and emotional 
states 

ÅInfants learn to manage their impulses and 
affect in conjunction with main carerswho 
holds them in mind,  reflect on their intentions 
accurately ςpicking up on cues and do not 
ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳ ǘƘŜƳΧΧ  

(Shonkoffand Phillips 2000). 



IMPACT OF NEGATIVE LIFE 
EXPERIENCE ON BRAIN 
DEVELOPMENT AND 

FUNCTIONING



Impact of ongoing stress

ÅChronic stress, and neglect sensitize certain 
neural pathways andover-developcertain 
regions of the brain (limbic region) involved in 
anxiety and fear.  This often results in theunder-
developmentof other regions of the brain 
(frontal lobe)
ÅChronic stress from fear, violence, abuse, 
ƘǳƴƎŜǊΣ ǇŀƛƴΣ ŜǘŎΦ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƛƴΩǎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ 
on survivaland other areas of the brain are not 
άŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜέ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ



Stress and Trauma: Impact

ÅThe organising brain requires patterns of sensory and emotional 
experience to create the patterns of neural activity that will guide the 
neurobiological processes involved in development.

ÅIn the face of interpersonal trauma, all the systems of the social brain 
become shaped for offensive and defensive purposes.

ÅA child growing up surrounded by trauma and unpredictability will 
only be able to develop neural systems and functional capabilities 
that reflect this disorganisation.

Robin Balbernie(2011)



Toxic Stress

ÅPersistent threat is a form of toxic stress. 

ÅThe components of the fear response become sensitised, putting 
the child in a persisting fear state (a state becomes a trait) that 
causes exaggerated reactivity. 

ÅHe or she may become hyperactive, over-sensitive and 
hypervigilant, and move quickly from anxiety to terror. 

ÅIt also negates the capacity for rational thought.



The dissociative continuum

ÅThis comprises the freeze, or surrender, response.

Å¢ƘŜ ǇŀǊŀǎȅƳǇŀǘƘŜǘƛŎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛƎŜǎǘΩ ōǊŀƴŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
autonomic nervous system, concerned with self- maintenance and 
conserving bodily resources. 

ÅWhen over-ŀŎǘƛǾŀǘŜŘ ƛǘ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ ŀ ΨŦǊŜŜȊƛƴƎΩ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƭƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘ 
and breathing, shutting down the body rather than mobilising it.

ÅBabies and toddlers can neither fight nor flee. In the stage of early alarm 
the infant can only use his limited repertoire of behaviour to attract the 
attention of the caregiver.



The dissociative continuum

ÅIf this strategy is ineffective, so there is no soothing response, the 
child will abandon the early alarm response which will then be 
extinguished.

Å{ǳŎƘ ŀ ŘŜŦŜŀǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ƻŦ ΨƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ƘŜƭǇƭŜǎǎƴŜǎǎΩ ƛǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƛƴ 
neglected & abused children.

ÅLƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ΨŜǎŎŀǇŜΩ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜ 
and physically and cognitively freeze. Such mental mechanisms of 
defence involve disengaging from the external world and only 
attending to stimuli from the internal world, thus becoming 
disconnected from reality. Again, a state may become a trait.



Stress

Heightened 
Arousal

States

Traits

Dysregulated
stress responseBalance restored

Infant learns to 
tolerate internal 

challenges

Under or overactivity
becomes a hardwired 

feature  of stress 
response  system



Contextualising Trauma and Neglect

What can lead to mental health problems in young people? 



Contextualising Trauma and Neglect

The impact of trauma and neglect will be determined by a combination 
of factors:

ÅRisk

ÅResilience

ÅProtective

ÅAdversity





Working with the Relationship :

The Role of Containment, 
Attunement and Co -regulation in 
Working with Young People Who 

Have Experienced Trauma 


