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Who is SEDNET ?
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The Multiagency Network for Students with 
Emotional/Behavioral Disabilities

•Works with other agencies to create    
and facilitate a network of  
stakeholders  committed to providing  
quality care to children with or at risk of  
E/BD.
•Created by the Florida Legislature in 
1984.
•A statewide discretionary project funded 
by the Department of Education.
•19 regions across the state.
•www.sednetfl.info
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“One out of every four children 
attending school has been exposed to 
a traumatic event that can affect 
learning and/or behavior.”

The National Child Traumatic Stress Network(NCTSN)
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Trauma is not a new concept.
 Trauma is a common way of life for many children.

 What is new is our way of understanding it and 
responding to it.

 Bessel van der Kolk

 Bruce Perry

 Trauma sensitive approaches ask “What happened to 
you?” instead of “What’s wrong with you?”
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Trauma and Brain Functions

 The brain of a young child develops in reaction to the 
way it is stimulated.

 Research shows that trauma impacts brain development 
and the way the brain functions.

 The effects of trauma over-stimulate some parts the 
brain and alter the child’s ability to cope in stressful 
situations.
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Flight, Fight or Freeze
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Flight, Fight or Freeze

 When we are experiencing stress, the limbic part of 
our brain kicks into the “flight or fight” mode.

 Normally, this is a useful brain function.

 But, for a child experiencing trauma this area of the 
brain gets overused.

 A child may respond as if they are in danger even 
when they’re not.

 Other parts of the brain are being underdeveloped.

 These are the parts of the brain that support learning.
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Flight, Fight or Freeze: A Review
• Nerve cells fire and chemicals are released.
• Their respiratory rate increases/heart beats 

faster.
• Blood rushes to their muscles and limbs.
• Their pupils dilate and sight sharpens.
• Their awareness intensifies. 
• Their impulses quicken. 
• Their perception of pain diminishes. 
• They scan and search their environment, 

"looking  for the enemy."
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• Their rational mind shuts down and  moves 
them into "attack"  mode. 
•They overreact. 
•Their fear is exaggerated. 
•Their thinking is distorted. 
•They narrow their focus to those things that    
can harm them. 
•Fear becomes the lens through which they see 
the world.
•They do everything they can to survive.
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Group Discussion

Children may respond as if 
they’re in danger even when 
they’re not.

Think of a situation in the past when a 
child’s behavior may have been the 
result of the Flight, Fight or Freeze 
Response. Share that experience with 
the group.

11



A Closer Look at the Brain
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Amygdala
Function Effects of Trauma

This part of the brain helps 
manage fear  and panic. It 
assesses how upsetting or 
dangerous a situation is.

When the Amygdala is over 
stimulated, anxiety, 
hyperarousal, and 
hypervigilence occur. Children 
have melt downs, a hard time 
calming down and might 
overreact to mistakes. 
Overexposure to stress reduces 
the ability of the Amygdala to 
function correctly.
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Hippocampus

Function Effects of Trauma

Encodes and retrieves 
information.

High levels of stress lead to 
forgetfulness and problems 
with the ability to retain 
academic information. MRIs 
in traumatized individuals 
show a decrease in the size of 
the Hippocampus in direct 
proportion to the degree of 
trauma experienced.
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Prefrontal Cortex

Function Effects of Trauma

This is the “Higher Thinking”
part of the brain that impacts 
language, abstract thinking, 
decision making, planning, 
memory and attention.

Severe stress causes this part 
of the brain to shut down and 
lets the limbic area of the 
brain take over. This leads to 
poor impulse control and 
poor decision-making.
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Cortisol

Function Effects of Trauma

Cortisol is a hormone which 
is released when we 
experience stress. It helps 
mobilize the body to respond 
to the stressful event.

Studies show that high levels 
of Cortisol may damage or 
destroy cells in the 
Hippocampus.
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Trauma affects the brain!!!!!!
It can lead to ….
 Sleeping difficulties

 Behavior issues (impulsivity, aggressiveness, withdrawal)

 Physical symptoms /medical issues

 Sensory sensitivity

 Reckless and risk-taking behavior

 Disengagement from school

 Poor social interactions

 Other mental health issues

 Learning problems
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How does Trauma Affect Learning?
 Speech and language difficulties

 Difficulty concentrating

 Poor relationships with peers and teachers

 Lower academic achievement

 Lower test scores

 More likely to repeat a grade

 More likely to be placed in special education classes

 Suspended and expelled more often

 More likely to drop out of school

18



Healing Communities
 The most traumatic aspects of all disasters involve the 

shattering of human connections. And this is 
especially true for children. Being harmed by the 
people who are suppose to love you, being abandoned 
by them, being robbed of the one to one relationships 
that allow you to feel safe and valued and to become 
humane; these are profoundly destructive experiences.
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Healing Communities
 As a result, recovery from trauma and neglect is also all 

about relationships; rebuilding trust, regaining 
confidence, returning to a sense of security and 
reconnecting to love. Of course, medications can help 
relieve symptoms and talking to a therapist can be 
incredibly useful. But healing and recovery are 
impossible; even with the best medications and 
therapy in the world; without lasting, caring 
connections to others. 
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Healing Communities
 Because of the mirroring neurobiology of our brains, 

one of the best ways to help someone else become 
calm and centered is to calm and center ourselves first; 
and then just pay attention. 

 Another important implication of our mirrored 
biology is that concentrating children with aggressive 
or impulsive tendencies together is a bad idea, as they 
will tend to reflect and magnify this, rather than 
calming each other. 
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So, What can we do about it?
 According to research, schools  can provide  effective 

supports to traumatized students.

 All successful children possess three common traits 
whether or not they had experienced trauma.

 Good cognitive skills/initiative

 The ability to “Self-Regulate”

 A strong adult-child relationship (not 
necessarily  a parent)
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Techniques
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Rerouting Amygdala Responses

 Bring thoughts back to the frontal cortex

 Examples: Bathroom reader, nightlight, mind game
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Soothing Amygdala Responses

 Rocking

 Rythmic Activities

 Weighted animals and/or blankets

 Swinging
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Self Regulation
 Mindful Learning

 EmWave
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Good News
 Neuroplasticity refers to the brain’s ability to 

reorganize itself by forming new neural 
connections throughout life.   

 Neurons in the brain can compensate for injury 
and disease and adjust their activities in response 
to new situations or changes in the environment .
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Supporting these traits can help 
students be successful.
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When teachers, school administrators, 
service providers and communities 
have a better understanding of trauma 
we can create environments…….

 where kids feel cared about and safe. 

 where kids can learn and experience academic 
success. 

 where kids thrive in their communities.
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Questions ???
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Thank You for your Participation

Kathy Lawrence
Travis Nolan

(904) 272-8123
www.sednetfl.info
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The Multiagency Network for Students with Emotional/Behavioral Disabilities (SEDNET) is a 
special project funded by the Florida Department of Education, Division of Public Schools, 

Bureau of Exceptional Education and Student Services, through federal assistance under the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), Part B.
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