
Adverse 

Childhood 

Experiences 

Kim Beeson 

Puget Sound ESD 

kbeeson@psesd.org 

 

 

 

 
 

 

mailto:kbeeson@psesd.org


The Adverse Childhood Experiences Study 

• Experiences that 

deeply impact a child 

and profoundly affect 

emotional and 

physical health later 

in life. 

 

 

 



Adverse Childhood Experiences 
• Abuse and Neglect 
• Household Dysfunction 

Impact on Child Development 
• Neurobiological Effects 
• Psychosocial Effects 
• Health Risk Behaviors 

Long Term Consequences 
Disease and Disability 

• Depression, Suicide, PTSD 
• Drug and Alcohol Abuse 
• Heart Disease 
• Cancer 
• Chronic Lung Disease 
• STDs 
• Intergenerational Transmission of 

Abuse 
 

Long Term Consequences 
Social problems 

• Homelessness 
• Prostitution 
• Criminal Behavior 
• Unemployment 
• Parenting Problems 
• Family Violence 
• High Utilization of Health/Social 

Services 
 



Family Centered Practice, June 8, 2007 



The ACE Study 
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HIPPOCAMPUS 

The center for:  

•Controlling emotional  

reactions 

•Constructing verbal memory 

•Constructing spatial memory 

VULNERABLE TO: 

All forms of maltreatment in the 

first 2-3 years of life.   

CORPUS CALLOSUM 

Integrates hemispheres & 

facilitates: 

• Language development 

• Proficiency in math 

• Processing of social cues, 

such as facial expression 

VULNERABLE TO: 

Neglect in infancy.  

Sexual abuse in the 

elementary school years.   
RIGHT TEMPORAL GYRUS 

Center for spoken language. 
VULNERABLE TO: 

Emotional abuse, especially between 

ages 7 and 9.   



Trauma 

• A Traumatic Event: an experience that causes 
physical, emotional, psychological distress or 
harm 

• Complex Trauma: ongoing events that is 
perceived and experienced as a threat to one’s 
safety 

• ACE: ongoing traumatic experiences in a 
child’s life before 18 





Trauma Triggers 



triggers 

• Unpredictability 

• Sudden 
Change/Transitions 

• Loss of Control 

• Sensory Overload 

• Feeling Vulnerable 

• Gestures, Smells, Phases 

• Being Watched 

 

• Loud noises 

• Raised voice 

• Punitive consequence 

• Rejection 

• Loneliness 

• Confrontation 

• Praise, positive attention 

• Others...... 

 



Neuroplasticity 

• Greatest discovery of modern neuroscience 

– Growing new neurons 

– Strengthening synaptic connections 

– Myelinating pathways – faster processing 

– Creating and altering brain structure and circuitry 

– Organizing and re=organizing functions of brain 
structures 

• The brain changes itself, lifelong 



SUPPORT Post Traumatic Growth 

• Relationship 

– Observe triggers and shape responses 

– Caring and compassion 

– Access to support, resources 

 

• Predictable and Safe Environment 

– Adjust environment 

– Adjust what we do 

 



Trauma Informed Schools 

 
• Acknowledges the prevalence of traumatic 

occurrence in student’s lives, 
 
• Creates a flexible framework that provides 

universal supports, 
 
• Is sensitive to unique needs of students, 
 
•  Is mindful of avoiding re-traumatization. 

Coloradoedinitiative.org   



Concrete Supports in 

Time of Need 

• Food, shelter, basic services 

critical to child well-being 

• Link caregivers to community 

resources and extended 

family 

• Work on sustainability 

 

 

 

DISCUSSION: WHAT POSITIVE SCHOOL-WIDE PRACTICES ARE 

CURRENTLY IN PLACE THAT HELP STUDENTS GET TO A LEARNING 

READY STATE? 



Begin with yourself  
• Take care of own mental health 

• Develop healthy coping devices 

(regular exercise, reading, 

listening to music, etc.) 

• Seek out healthy family/friends 

for support 

• Use community supports 

(counseling, substance abuse 

treatment, self-help programs, 

etc.) 



What is Compassion Fatigue? 

• Similar to PTSD - Easily frustrated, irritable, annoyed 
 

• Symptoms of depression-difficulty maintaining hope 
 

• Feeling over alert, restless 
 

• Feeling ineffective, negative, inadequate 
 

• “CF is the natural, predictable, treatable, and 
preventable unwanted consequence of working with 
suffering people”  (Figley, 2000, p. 124 of Treating Compassion Fatigue)  
  



Benefits of Self-Compassion 

• Increased motivation; efforts to learn and grow 

• Less fear of failure; greater likelihood to try again 

• Taking responsibility for mistakes; apologies and 
forgiveness 

• More resilience in coping with life stressors 

• Less depression, anxiety, stress, avoidance 

• Healthier relationships; more support and, less control 
and/or aggression 

• Increased social connectedness, life satisfaction, and 
happiness 



So what are the strategies that help?? 

Warning!! 
Strategies do not tend to work when they are used 
as a survival mechanism…they ‘fix’ the issue for the 
moment, but do not create a growth mindset 
 
Formal Strategies are systemic commitments 
Informal strategies are your practices in how you 
interact and balance accountability/responsibility 
with compassion/demonstration of value for the 
person and community. 
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Attachment -  feeling connected, loved, valued, a part of 

family, community, world 

 

Regulation - learning about emotions and feelings and 

how to express them in a healthy way 

 

Competence - acting rather than reacting, accepting 

oneself and making good choices 

 

 
Adapted from the research of Dr. Margaret Blaustein 

 

Three basic building blocks to success: 



Attachment 
 

• Relationship 

• Belonging 

• Listening 

• Access to support and resources 

• Listen without solving 

 



When a Student is Triggered 

• Breathe! Be calm and help the student to 
become calm 

• Do not use this as a time to change behaviors 

• Monitor your tone of voice 

• Remember they are in survival mode 

• Access help 



Punishment Vs. Consequences 

• Punishments are  used to enforce obedience and 
usually used to assert power and control. 

 

• Consequences are intentionally designed to teach, 
change or shape behavior/learning. They are given 
with empathy, in a respectful tone, and are 
reasonable to the behaviors in question.  





Low and Slow 

LOW 
• Tone of Voice 

– Lower the volume and pitch of your voice 
– Keep a matter of fact tone regardless of the situation 

• Speak in short sentences; keep questions to a minimum 
• Don’t preach – talk with not at 
• Repeat name 

 
SLOW 
• Slow yourself down by slowing down your heart rate 
• Take slow, deep breaths 
• Slow down your rate of speech and make sure to pause between sentences 
• Slow down body movement 
• Slow down agenda and take your time 
• Consider the ‘remember when’ strategy 

– Source: Community Counseling Center (2008)  



Attachment 
The Relationship-Based Approach 

• Create opportunities 

for students to share 

and connect 

• Be a presence 

• Manage your own 

reactions 

• “I see you could use 

some help with…” 

 

• Praise and positive 

feedback 

• Help students explore 

options 

• Support the 

caregivers 

• Maintain your role 

 



Regulation 

Mindfulness Changes the Brain 
 



Positive Effects of Self Regulation 



Self Regulation 

• Create environment 

that supports students’ 

ability to self regulate 

• Offer Students brain 

‘breaks’ 

• Model Self talk and self 

expression 

 

• Teach mindfulness and 

incorporate in teaching 

• Allow for movement 

• Help to self 

identify/recognize 

feelings and 

motivations 

 
DISCUSSION: WHAT PRACTICES DO YOU CURRENTLY USE TO SUPPORT 

STUDENT REGULATION? ARE THEY USED UNIVERALLY THROUGHOUT 

YOUR SETTING OR ARE THEY UNIQUE TO YOUR PRACTICE? 
 



Teach Social Emotional Learning 



Regulation:   Self Soothing 

• Mental Imagery/Visualization 
• Progressive Muscle Relaxation 
• Find a calm spot 
• There’s an app for that! 

– Stop, Breathe & Think 
– Calm 
– Smiling Mind 
– Take A Chill - Stressed Teens  

• Just Breathe 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RVA2N6tX2cg 
 

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RVA2N6tX2cg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RVA2N6tX2cg


Regulation: Cool Down 

• Belly Breathe 

• Physical Activity 

• Music 

• Drink Water 

• Peace Corner 

• Create a Cool 
Down Kit:  

√ Tactile objects 

√ Stress balls 

√ Coloring  
materials 

√ Music with 
headphones 

 



MOVEMENT 

• Increases blood flow to 
brain 

• Increases memory and 
recall 

• Increases size of 
hippocampus 

• Increases math and 
reading scores 

• Lowers problem 
behavior 

• Physical fitness 

• Games 

• Complex movement 
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One strategy 

for helping 

child identify 

emotional 

state 

Great for role 

modeling too! 



Using Literature to Promote Resiliency 

• Guided readings in good literature can help people 
gain understanding of themselves and solve problems 
relevant to their needs. 

• Through identification with characters the reader has 
a vicarious experience that facilitates insight and a 
release of their own emotion. 



What changes? 

• Common Practices 

o Daily activities in classrooms, hallways, cafeteria, 
fields, streets, homes: e.g. relaxation time, 
classroom meetings, customs, conventions 

o How we treat one another, speak, behave 

 Programmatic interventions 

 Arts and self-expressive programs 

 Grief groups, mental health services 

 Peer mediation, student activism/civic leadership 

 



"Happiness is a work 
ethic... It's something 

that requires our 
brains to train just like 

an athlete has to 
train." 

•Shout Out to someone 

•Note a recent act of kindness 

•Share a recent small win 

 



ACEs Resources 
• ACES Connection: http://www.acesconnection.com 

 

• ACE Study Findings www.acestudy.org 

 

• Aces Too High  http://acestoohigh.com 

 

• The Heart of Learning and Teaching 
http://www.k12.wa.us/compassionateschools/pubdocs
/TheHeartofLearningandTeaching.pdf 

 

• Fix School Discipline Tool Kit 
http://fixschooldiscipline.org/educator-toolkit/ 
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