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When a child experiences a crisis of parenting that leads to him or her being removed from the 
home, complex trauma has occurred. Complex trauma occurs through repeated and prolonged 
exposure to trauma-inducing situations, most of which take place in a care-giving situation. 
Physical or sexual abuse, neglect, family violence, drug or alcohol abuse, and emotional 
abuse/neglect are all considered to be complex traumatic events in the life of a child. When a 
child can’t rely on a close caregiver for comfort and safety—whether due to the caregiver’s own 
emotional suffering or because the caregiver is the source of trauma—that young person’s 
ability to heal from toxic stress is hampered. This type of trauma has adverse effects on school 
success, even when there aren’t a lot of outward signs that the child is traumatized. Among the 
possible negative effects are: 

• Delays in all areas of development 
• Higher drop-out rates 
• Lower academic achievement (reduced ability to organize, problem-solve and process 

information) 
• Higher suspension and expulsion rates 
• Higher rates of referral for special education 
• Emotional responses or symptoms of trauma can negatively impact concentration and 

memory 

Complex trauma is can be compared to a vinyl record. When a song is played again and again, a 
groove is worn into the record. If, when playing a different song, someone accidentally knocks 
the record player, the needle will skip across the record and land in the deepest groove, playing 
that song yet again. Even when you reach the end of the song, sometimes the groove is so deep 
the needle skips back to play it once more. Like a needle on a record player, complex trauma 
wears a groove in the brain. So when something non-threatening happens that reminds us of a 
traumatic incident, our bodies replay the traumatic reaction—mobilizing us to either run from 
or fight the threat, while shutting down other systems that help us think and reason. If this 
happens over and over, we become more easily triggered into that fear response mode, never 
giving our bodies time to recover. After a while, as we adapt to this chronic triggering, our 
behavior can seem crazy or rude when taken out of the context of trauma.  
 
For a child in a classroom, something as simple as the teacher raising his or her voice to get 
everyone’s attention or accidentally getting bumped by another classmate can steer that child 
into this groove. When triggered, the child’s out-of-proportion emotional and sometimes 
physical reaction often makes no sense whatsoever to the teacher, making it difficult for the 
teacher to respond appropriately. 
 
As a caregiver, you have already taken the first and most important step in helping a child 
overcome trauma—you have removed the child from the toxic environment and provided love 
and safety. However, there is more that must be done in order for the child to have the best 



chances to recover from trauma to be successful both in school and life. Researchers have 
found that there are three main factors that can help the healing set by the National Child 
Traumatic Stress Network (NCTSN) Complex Trauma Task Force. It is called the ARC Model: 
 
1.  building secure Attachments between child and caregivers(s); 
2. enhancing self-Regulatory capacities; and 
3. increasing Competencies across multiple domains. 
 
Caregivers and schools must work together in order for ARC to occur and support the child’s 
healing and academic success. It is essential that caregivers communicate with the school’s 
administration, counselors, and teachers about the child’s trauma and any other valuable 
information. It is understandable that caregivers wish to help their child have a “normal” life, or 
to “move on” from the trauma. However, the affects that the child has already experienced 
make it impossible for either of these things to happen until it is properly addressed with those 
that can help.  
 
Another important factor of overcoming trauma is enlisting the help of mental health supports. 
There is a great deal of positive interventions that a caregiver can do at home, but childhood 
trauma is an issue that is too complex and large to expect a caregiver to shoulder alone. Seek 
out mental health resources in your community—a good first step to contact the child’s school 
counselor for resources. 
 
The following are practical ways that caregivers can support school success and healing from 
childhood trauma with ARC Model: 
 
Attachments: Secure and Healthy 

• Recognize and be sensitive to the fact that problem behaviors can be the manifestation 
of trauma-related anxiety 

• Answer children's questions related to the traumatic event(s) in honest, 
developmentally appropriate language and terms 

• Create clear and concrete safety plans with the child 
• Allow children to tell the story of the trauma they experienced, as they see it, so they 

can begin to release their emotions and make sense of what happened. Respond calmly 
and compassionately, but without displaying shock or judgment 

• Maintain usual routines—nurturing structure creates a feeling of safety and control 
• Promote family activities to bring them closer to the ones they love 
• Reassure children that the adults in their life are working to keep them safe 
• Set boundaries and limits with consistency and patience 
• Remind them repeatedly how much you care for them 
• Encourage and support them 
• Transitions can be triggers of feelings of trauma, so be sensitive to even minor 

transitions. 
 

Regulatory: Self-Control and Positive Choices 



• Expand their "feelings" vocabulary so they can more easily express themselves 
• Give them choices to regain a sense of control 
• Anticipate challenging times or situations that may be reminders of the event and 

provide additional support 
• Provide children who are acting out with opportunities to redirect their energy in a 

helpful way such as giving them additional responsibilities or leadership roles 
• Help child to shift from controlling others to self-control. 
• Support child in seeing connection between cause and effect—in both positive and 

negative situations. 
 
Competency: Building Skills in Multiple Areas 

• Engage them in activities that stimulate the mind and body 
• Praise child publicly and criticize privately 
• Keep high expectations but many resources to achieve—this is true both at home and 

school. 
• Create many opportunities for success. 
• Constantly encourage and support—children exposed to trauma need more nurturing 

than a typical child—this creates confidence and greater success. 
• Give the child choices of action, but guide child with controlled choices that will 

guarantee success (“Do you want to finish your homework now or in an hour?”; “Would 
you like to take a break by yourself for a bit or stay with the group?”) 

• Say things like, “You can figure this out.”, “and I trust you can do this.”,“ You are good at 
this ”,“ You can’t do this…yet…give it some time and you will be able to.” 

• Be patient and manage expectations—don’t demand perfection. 
• Use multiple ways to present information and give instructions. 

 
Some of these practical methods may come naturally to you, and some may feel strange. Even 
if you have had a great deal of experience with children, children that have been exposed to 
trauma have unique needs and must be handled accordingly. Whatever support you give at 
home is of benefit and fosters healing the child. Be patient and consistent—it takes time to heal 
and create healthier patterns of thinking and behavior. Your investment now in this child will 
mean a changed life for the better! 


