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Understanding child and 
adolescent  development and 
the impact of trauma on 
children in out of home care 

2

3

Agenda 

• Understanding child and adolescent development at different stages of growth 

• Understanding the impact of trauma on child development particularly for children and 
young people in care

• Understand the impact of caring for children and young people on self 
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Whole Group Discussion

What is it like living/working with the children/young 
people in your program?

What are the best parts? 

What are the challenges?

Please jot down two words in the chatbox each in 
response to each of the three questions

CF1
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Activity : Keeping the child in mind 

• Draw a picture of a child or young person that you are working with 

• In your picture consider representing what might they enjoy doing.

• Who might they spend time with?

• Who do they rely on for care and connection ?

• Where and with whom do they find safety in their world?
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A quick snapshot of children and young people in 
care 

The most common reasons that children and young people are taken into care in 
relation to abuse and neglect 

69% had experienced neglect, 48% physical abuse, 37% emotional abuse and 
23% emotional abuse ( Chambers et all 2010)

They may have also experienced another of other difficulties such as pre-natal 
exposure to alcohol , poverty ,placement instability and other 
neurodevelopmental issues and ADHD and Autism

Children who are placed in out of home care display more behavioural 
difficulties and mental health problem than children who have had similar life 
experiences but not placed in care (Ford et al 2007 as quoted in Mclean 2016)
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What normative development looks like

Relationships Safety Play and Learn

Child Development

• We become who we are as a result of a mix of genetics, temperament, and 
experience

• Nature and nurture interact to influence almost every significant aspect of a 
child’s development

• The pace of development is very rapid in the early years
• Each developmental stage is identified by distinct physical, psychological, and 

emotional characteristics
• At each developmental stage the child faces developmental tasks that require 

the support of parents to achieve
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Child Development

• Healthy development occurs within the 
context of caring and supportive 
relationships

• The perceptions, abilities, and behaviour 
of children change as they grow 

• Every area of development impacts on 
other areas

• Developmental delays in one area will 
impact on ability to consolidate skills and 
progress to the next developmental 
stage

Child Development

• Early experiences of abuse and neglect 
impact negatively on a child’s 
developmental trajectory

• Children who miss out on successfully 
reaching  earlier developmental milestones 
will need significant support to achieve 
these and move on to the next

• We need to distinguish between ‘normal’ 
behaviours for varying ages and stages 
and those that may indicate unmet 
developmental needs 

Activity: Normal Development
In small groups:

• Provide an overview of normal 
development for your allocated group

• What might you notice in children and 
young people you care for at that stage 
of development

• Was there anything that surprised you?

• Did you notice any difference between 
the children you care for and what you 
read? 
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1 – 4 years

Birth - 2 years

In Utero – 8 months

Brain development - Horizontal 

Left Hemisphere

• Evaluates language 
content

• Optimistic 
hemisphere

• Understands 
beginning, middle 
and end

• Learns from the 
past and expects 
the future

• Looks for patterns

Right Hemisphere

• In the present moment

• Eye contact

• Facial expression

• Tone of voice

• Posture

• Gesture

• Intensity

• Is mute

• Grasps the whole
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In order to develop normally, a child 
requires progressively more complex 
joint activity with one or more adults who 
have an irrational emotional relationship 
with the child.  Somebody’s got to be 
crazy about that kid.  That’s number one. 
First, last, and always

Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979)

Our brains learn 
through 

interactions and 
forming bonds 

with others. 

• Experience love

• Share emotions

• Build trust

• Connect with others

• Have a sense of belonging

• Form meaningful relationships

• Read people’s body language and behaviours

Relationships Safety Play and Learn
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It is important to remember
that:
• What is going on 

inside the brain in 
adolescence is 
different in 
childhood and 
adulthood. 

• The brain process in 
adolescence is often 
defined as a period 
of remodelling. 

Risk taking and novelty seeking in 
Adolescence

The teenage brain is built to seek out new experiences 
and sensations

Heightened risk taking during adolescence is normative 
and biologically driven

Adolescents are more susceptible to peer pressure, more 
oriented to the present than to the future, and less able to 
regulate their emotional states

Remodelling in 
Three Different 
Ways 

• 1. Reward-seeking over-drive

• 2. Hyper-aroused limbic system

• 3. Increased Plasticity
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What is 
happening 
in the brain

Neuroplasticity• Young People’s brains are also 
responsive to new experience –
Neuroplasticity

• Practicing Healthy alternatives to 
problematic behaviours stimulates new 
pathways in the brain for change ( Powell 
2015)

• Young People can acquire new knowledge 
and maturity from exploration and 
experience

• There can be positive outcomes with 
coping with difficulties in life – post 
traumatic growth

• Importance to self monitor to maintain a 
strength focused approach

childhood.org.au

Group  Discussion
• Have you noticed young people you know or work with 

that show you through their behaviors that their brains are 
changing?

• Risk Taking - Novelty Seeking

• Making poor decisions – acting impulsively

• Increased Neuroplasticity – able to learn new things 
quickly

• Procrastination – lack of motivation
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What is 
Trauma?

Different types of trauma

Simple 
Trauma

Complex 
Trauma

Different types of trauma

Develop-
mental 
Trauma

Inter-
generational

Trauma

25

26

27



10/3/2023

10

•

•

•

Different types of trauma

Trans-
generational 

Trauma

Colonial 
Trauma

Impacts of trauma 
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Activity : Keeping the child in mind 

•

•

•

•

?

WINDOW 
OF 

TOLERANCE
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Activity in Small Groups: Impact of 
Trauma on Development Consider the impact 

of trauma on the 
development of the 
child / young person 
for your allocated  
age group 

Make sure you 
include physical, 
emotional, relational, 
social, and cognitive 

impacts for your 
allocated age group

• Does you see any of 
these trauma 
indicators in  the 
young people you 
are caring for 
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Caring deeply about others makes us 
emotionally vulnerable to the catastrophes 
that affect them” –Charles Figley

34

35

36



10/3/2023

13

Defining the terminology

Terms

Stress

Secondary 
Traumatic 

Stress

TraumaBurnout

Compassion

Fatigue

Vicarious 
Trauma

Related to a feeling of being 
overloaded which is primary 
to client problems of 
chronicity and complexity, but 
can occur in any profession

A state of exhaustion & 
dysfunction – biologically, 
psychologically, & socially –
due to prolonged exposure 

to compassion stress 
(Figley)

‘Compassion fatigue’, ‘Secondary 
Traumatic Stress’ & ‘Vicarious 
Trauma’ are often used 
interchangeably. (Figley 1995; 
McCann & Saakvitne, 1995)

Something that 
challenges our 
capacity to cope

Something that overwhelms 
our capacity to cope

Adverse reactions to clients' 
traumatic material which brings 
about change in therapist inner 
experiences, core beliefs.

Adverse reactions to clients' 
traumatic material with 
symptoms that parallel 
PTSD.

Vicarious Trauma - Possible 
indicatorsMultidimensi

onal:
• Physical
• Sensory
• Emotional
• Cognitive
• Relational

•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

Relationships & the Window of Tolerance

Movement in my 
window

Young person’s 
movement in their  
window
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Prevention: Personal 
level

•

•

•
•
•
•

Homework :  Relational Snakes and Ladders

Summary of what we have covered 

• Gained a good understanding of typical child and adolescent development with a focus on the 
role of attachment and brain development 

• Developed an understanding of the different impacts of trauma on a  child and young person's 
development 

• Focused on the importance of self-care in our caring role 
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What will we cover 
next week

• Explore in  more 
detail the impacts of 
trauma on children 
and young people

• How to respond to 
children and young 
people from a 
trauma-informed 
perspective 

• Consider the role of 
culture in our 

understanding and 
responses to 
children and 
young people who 
have been 
adversely affected 
by trauma 
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The Practice Guide

Link to Practice Guide for Behaviours that 
Challenge following :
https://cetc.org.au/app/uploads/2021/03/CETC-
Practice-Guide-Behaviours-the-Challenge.pdf

And
Practice Guide for Empowerment & Limit 
Setting
empowerment-limit-setting-practice-guide.pdf 
(cetc.org.au)

If you are interested in our free other resources 
that we have please visit
https://cetc.org.au/publications/

Thank you for listening

43

44

45


