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INTRODUCTIONS
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IF BRAINS COULD TALK

T R AU M A / S T R E S S  A LT E R S  O U R  B R A I N ’ S  
C I R C U I T RY



ORIGINAL ACES
&

ADAPTED SYSTEMIC ACES



FROM 
INDIVIDUALS TO 

SYSTEMS

• When we lean into an assets-based 

approach to a family, individual, or 

community, we can also embrace 

the systemic factors that may have 

led to current challenges that the 

individual is facing. 

Greater Society

Family Systems

Individual 

(our students, 
ourselves)

What systemic factors 

have contributed to this 

problem?

What is going on in 

that family?

What is wrong with 

this kid?



THE SOLUTION: 
CREATING A SERVE-AND-RETURN RELATIONSHIP

• The single greatest protective factor against trauma is a safe, predictable relationship with 

a trusting adult

• Still Face Experiment: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=apzXGEbZht0

• Having a Serve-And-Return relationship with a child promotes:

• An internal locus of control 

• Empowers the child

I feel/act

My environment 

responds & 

understands me

I can make change 

for myself and 

others!



HOW TO CREATE 
THE SERVE AND 

RETURN 
RELATIONSHIP

• Special Time/Us Time

• Play for Little Kids

• Talk for Big Kids 

• Parent Child Interaction 

Therapy (PCIT)

• Non-Contingent 

Acknowledgement 



SHIFTING PERSPECTIVE-
WHAT ADULTS CAN DO

• The idea is always to ensure a kid that they are safe, 

they are accepted, and now that they do not have to 

use behaviors that might be ADAPTIVE in one 

context, but MALADAPITVE in another. 

• ADAPTIVE- having the ability or tendency to 

adapt to different situations

• MALADAPTIVE- not providing adequate or 

appropriate adjustment to the environment or 

situation



SHIFTING PERSPECTIVE-
WHAT KIDS CAN DO

Code Switching is the 
understanding that certain responses, 
behaviors, and demeanors can be 
effective, even protective, in certain 
situations, but ineffective in others. 
As such, we can have different 
responses in different situations

Physical and verbal aggression could be 
something that keeps you safe in one 
environment but here at school, you’re 
already safe, so you can act differently. 



CLOSING 
REFLECTION

Understanding ourselves and each other is the 
beginning of the solution



Q U E ST I ONS  
&  

” A N S W E RS”



Search: Frontline social work


