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What you will learn: 

 Traumatic Stress

 Effects of Trauma

 Triggers

 Empathy vs. Sympathy

 Tips & Suggestions

 Professional Boundaries

 Mandated Reporters



WHAT IS TRAUMA?

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual-IV2 defines a 
“traumatic event” as one in which “the person 
experienced, witnessed, or was confronted with an 
event or events that involved actual or threatened 
death or serious injury, or a threat to the integrity of 
self or others.”



THE ROAD TOWARDS 
RESILIENCY IS NOT 

ALWAYS EASY…

Interference with 
cognitive development

Difficulty identifying 
and interpreting 

emotions

Challenges with 
independence 
and/or intimacy 

(both too much or 
not enough)

Patterns of intense, 
unstable relationships 

and interactions

Difficulty with trust, 
autonomy, initiative Impacts of 

Abuse and 

Neglect

Sources: (Herman, 1997. Trauma and Recovery) (Jessica Smith, CCC Foster Youth Success Initiative 



Trauma can be

Acute 

Chronic

Complex

TRAUMA INFORMED APPROACH: 

For the purposes of identifying trauma and the symptoms,

it is much more useful to ask:

“What HAPPENED and how can I help?

rather than

“What is WRONG with this student!!!!”.

✓ Provides Context

✓ Fosters Compassion

✓ Helps To See Strengths In Face Of Adversity



THE STRESS RESPONSE AND 

TRAUMA 

The stress response is a chemical 
response

Prepares the body for action
Fight
Flight
Freeze

Most recover

Some develop more severe 
difficulties



Source : http://www.forthecity.org/fostercare

http://www.forthecity.org/fostercare


Foster Youth & Trauma

▫ Youth see selves as separate, 
“not real” member of family.

▫ Attachment, grief and family 
privilege

▫ Constant themes of loss



TRAUMA INFORMED CARE

Aims to avoid re-victimization. 

Appreciates many problem behaviors began as 
understandable attempts to cope. 

Strives to maximize choices for the survivor and 
control over the healing process. 

Seeks to be culturally competent 

Understands each survivor in the context of life 
experiences and cultural background



The process of adapting well in the 

face of adversity, trauma, tragedy, 

threats, or even significant sources 

of stress – such as family and 

relationship problems, serious 

health problems, or workplace and 

financial stressors. … 

“bouncing   back”  from difficult 

experiences.
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Source: American Psychological 

Association brochure, “The Road to 

Resilience”

Resilience:



THE GOOD NEWS – RESILIENCY!
Support protective factors

 Promote social capital

 Set high expectations

 Provide opportunities for meaningful participation

Trauma-informed interventions and practices

 Avoid re-traumatization

What is 
wrong with 

you? 

What has 
happened to 

you?



Who can be considered a 

‘resilient youth’
ANY youth that has undergone a significant hardship may foster 
resilience. 

Some examples of potential resilient youth include:

◌ Foster Youth
◌ Homeless Youth
◌ Juvenile Justice Youth
◌ At-Risk Youth
◌ Youth Survivors of Abuse/Neglect
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WHAT IS TRAUMATIC STRESS?

“Trauma can be a single event, connected series of traumatic events 

or chronic lasting stress.” Diagnostic Classification: 0-3R

Overwhelming experience

Involves a threat

Results in vulnerability and loss of control

Leaves people feeling helpless and fearful

Interferes with relationships and beliefs

Complex Trauma:

 Multiple traumatic events, often that occur within a care-giving 
system that is supposed to be the source of safety and stability in a 
child’s life.

.



Child Abuse: 

Straight talk about a tough subject

 Neglect: Failure to provide for a child’s basic 

needs

 Physical abuse: Physical injury ranging from 

minor bruises to severe fractures 

 Emotional abuse: Behavior that impairs a child’s 

emotional development or sense of self worth.

 Sexual abuse



TRIGGERS AND BEHAVIOR

 Triggers include seeing, feeling, or hearing 
something that remind us of past trauma.

 Triggers activate the alarm system.

 When the alarm system is activated, but 
there is no danger, it is a false alarm.

 The response is as if there is current 
danger.

 The response in involuntary.



Common triggers

 Court or Social Worker disagreements

 Visitation (Family No-shows)

 No Phone Calls from relatives

 B-Day (Someone forgot or didn’t call)

 Holidays (Remember siblings or parents)



OTHER TRIGGERS:

 Clothes (Dress)

 Smells (Receiving Home)

 Music (Mom used to sing a song to soothe) 

*Triggers remind you of things that happened

*Triggers that remind you of your abuser



EVERYTHING SPEAKS

Behavior is a form of communication

What is this behavior telling me about this youth?  What is this 
youth trying to tell us through this behavior?

WHAT A STUDENT KNOWS AND HAS PRACTICED                   
WILL ALWAYS FEEL THE MOST NORMAL 

UNDERSTAND THAT:

✓ That the student is not out to get us.  

✓ They act in a way that makes sense according to their 
understanding of how the world works.



What it might mean:

THIS….                         MIGHT BE BECAUSE OF THIS..

• Oppositional

• Overly compliant

• Outburst

• Anger

• Depressed

• Argumentative

• Rapid escalation

• Avoid rejection

• Avoid emotions

• Built up

• Deny hurt feelings

• Anger turned inward

• Test relationship

• Heightened alarm system

Handouts:  Working With Students Exposed To Trauma series 



UNDERSTANDING THAT ….

TRAUMA EXPLAINS BEHAVIOR IT 

DOES NOT EXCUSE BEHAVIOR

Problem Behaviors are often due 
to 

a desire to Self Protect or 
Mechanisms for Coping 



Empathy vs. sympathy

 Empathy: the ability to understand and share the 

feelings of another

 Sympathy: feelings of pity and sorrow for 

someone else's misfortune

 Brené Brown on Empathy (YouTube)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Evwgu369Jw

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Evwgu369Jw


Empathy vs. sympathy



“Making a difference in the lives 
of  youth in foster care”

Luis Torres –Program Manager II



Nationwide & Local Stats

Nationwide

• 400,000 to 500, 000 foster youth (60,000 in CA)

• 20,000 foster youth “AGE OUT” 

Countywide

• 200-300 Foster youth in K-12

• 200-300 Foster children between ages of 0-4

Living Arrangements

• Majority of placements are foster homes

• There are only 3 group homes left in Imperial County 
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Terms & Definitions

Complex Trauma

• When youth are exposed to multiple traumatic events over time that are 

severe and interpersonal such as repeated abuse and neglect (NCTSN, 2014). 

Triggers

• A stimulus that sets off a memory of a trauma or specific portion of a 

traumatic experience. Can be noise, smell, visual scene, physical sensation, 

anniversary of event, court date, birthday, family visit, holidays, etc. 

Retraumatization

• Current situation or agency practice that mirrors or replicates in some way the 

prior traumatic experience (lack of collaboration, staff turnover, instability). 

• Can also be a memory or discussing traumatic experience (SAMHSA, 2014). 
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Before We Start  

Unique Experience of Every Youth

• Youth in foster care have a variety of influences that will impact their 

experience and identity such as culture, gender, race, or class. 

Everybody will have a unique story or journey.  

Goal is to Develop a “Trauma Lens”

• Reinterpreting behaviors that were previously seen as being 

problematic or a “bad kid” as potentially reversible consequences of 

trauma (Children’s Bureau, 2015).

• Avoid practices, procedures and policies that might retraumatize 

youth (Lack of collaboration, changing staff, asking for details 

related to their trauma, etc.).
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Phases for Youth in Foster Care
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Stages of Foster Care Experience Experience

Before Foster Care
• Complex Trauma
• Separated from Relatives & Siblings
• Abrupt Change in Environment

During Foster Care
• Placement Instability 
• Impact on Education Experience
• Loss of Voice and Empowerment

Aging Out of Foster Care
• Stress from Prospect of Aging Out
• Age Out of Foster Care
• Lack of Safety Net



Youth Experience Before 
the Child Welfare System
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• Youth will experience years of abuse, hardship and poverty. Most 

often this occurs with a caregiver (Complex trauma). 

• They lack role models for motivation and proper guidance.  

• Youth experience physical abuse or neglect and will be removed from 

biological family (Physical, emotional or neglect).

• Youth live in high-risk environments surrounded by drugs, 

alcoholism, gangs, mental illness, violence, etc. 

• Will be taken to receiving home facility (shelter for children) with 

numerous other children in similar situation.



Youth Experience Living in
Foster Care System
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• Court will decide if youth should remain in foster care and when to move 

them to new “placements”. 

• Youth is placed in a foster home and separated from their siblings. Will only 

see their siblings during family visits. 

• Will be moved frequently between foster homes.

• Youth experience numerous changes in school staff, foster parents, social 

workers and friends.

• Youth often feel powerless, frustrated and stressed from this experience.  

• Will start to lose HOPE at an early age. 

YouTube Series:
Removed 1 & 2

https://youtu.be/lOeQUwdAjE0


Average Academic Experience for 
Youth in Foster Care
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• Have trouble focusing on academics due to trauma and stress. 

• Youth develop negative attitude towards academics. 

• On average have a higher rate of school absences. 

• Rarely participate in any tutoring, enrichment programs or extracurricular 

activities.

• Many students fall behind on school credits and risk not graduating with their 

classmates.

• Graduates will struggle at the college level due to stress from paying their rent 

and bills. 



What is “Aging Out”?
32

 Between 18-21, foster youth will “age out” and are 

expected to go out on their own. 

 This can add stress and anxiety for older youth. 

 They must pay rent, find a good paying job, pay bills, 

attend college, buy a car, etc.

 There is no “safety net” when they experience hardship 

or lose everything (Apartment, job, school, car, etc.).

 Locally there are few housing programs for youth over 

the age of 21. 



Average Academic Outcomes 
for Foster Youth 
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 About 75% of foster youth will experience at least 2 

placements before they age out at 18 years and will have to 

change schools.

 Approximately 50% will not receive a high school diploma.

 Are more likely to fall behind in English and Math skills. 

 Estimated that only 13% attend college. 

 Approximately 2-5% will earn a degree or transfer to a 

university.



How Can We Make a Difference? 
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Promising Practices

Collaboration Change the Narrative & Culture

Empower Inspire & Raise Expectations

Engagement (Extracurricular) Give HOPE!

Do not expect to make a life-long impact by connecting youth with one 

supportive program or activity. It takes a consistent effort over years. 



Example Practices
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• Give them your full attention when they visit your office

• Be present, ask curious questions and just listen to them

• Minimize foster and school placements as much as possible

• Assign to staff that is youth friendly and trauma informed

• Assign to staff that has time to meet them on a regular basis

• Minimize changes to assigned staff or staff turnover 

• Offer individualized programs, mentoring & tutoring services

• Give them a voice at home, school, court, & child welfare

• Restorative approach over punitive practices

• Follow up with youth even when everything is “fine” 

• Do not see them as clients, cases, foster kids or part of case load



More Examples
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• Early Intervention, Mentoring & Support 

• Celebrate the little moments & major accomplishments 

• Link to college support program early (College Culture)

• Recommend to enroll in Career Technical Education (employable)

• Recommend to enroll in job training programs (job readiness)

• Link them to driver education courses (life skills)

• Recommend they enroll in culinary courses (life skills)

• Link to financial literacy or banking course at school (life skills)

• Inform students that college is free for them (motivational)

• Follow-up with youth that are returned to biological parents 

(Studies show they have negative school and life outcomes)
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What Are Restorative Practices? 

Restorative practices is an emerging social science 

that studies how to strengthen relationships between 

individuals as well as social connections within 

communities. https://youtu.be/_obyZY4XzaI

They can help change our approach in:

• Child Welfare System

• Foster & Group Homes

• Child Welfare Court System

• Independent Living Program

• Child Family Team meetings

• Juvenile Justice

• School Discipline 

• SARB meetings

• School Wellness Services

• Mental Health Services

• Community Programs

https://youtu.be/_obyZY4XzaI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=99&v=_obyZY4XzaI


More Info at our Website
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Created webpage for Trauma  Resources/Training and 
much more (www.ivropace.com)
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Upcoming HBO Documentary Series

A new HBO documentary premiering this month, 
FOSTER, provides a snapshot of the daily lives of five 
individuals involved in the foster care system in Los 
Angeles County.

The film goes behind the scenes, capturing scenes from 
the daily lives of a young mother struggling to 
overcome addiction and reunify with her young child; 
a teenager navigating the juvenile delinquency system; 
a foster parent helping young people in her care 
overcome trauma and abuse; a young adult 
transitioning to college and independence, and a foster 
care alumni who advocates for others as a DCFS social 
worker.

The film is scheduled to premiere on HBO 
Tuesday, May 7. 



Recommendations
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Labels

Stereotypes & Stigma

Giving HOPE
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“There is no change without the dream, 

as there is no dream without HOPE”
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Arzo Yusuf & Georgette Todd


