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The learner will identify some areas of the brain developmentally affected by abuse, neglect and trauma.  

The leaner will comprehend successful linguistic techniques to improve communication with young children.



Early Childhood Brain Development

Start with 100 BILLION brain cells (neurons), which then get connected by a network of nerve fibers (axons and dendrites) to make 100 TRILLION 
connections.  

At 8 months we have 1000 TRILLION connections, which means a lot of learning has taken place.



Early Childhood Brain Development

By age 10 half of those connections die off and we are now only left with 500 trillion to last a lifetime.



WHY? Some Assembly Required

The brain grows and develops from the bottom to the top and from the back to the front.



Brain Development

The brain develops with periods built in to wait and see if connections are strong and serving the best purpose. 

During these periods, if crucial, functional learning does not take place, then it is rather difficult to learn these elements later in life. 

Repetition is good and necessary for learning, but not all learning. 



Neglect

Children in foster care on the whole are smaller than other children, including their head circumference.



Neglect

CORTISOL

HPA

HPA (Hypothalamic-Pituitary-Adrenal Axis) is our stress response system and determines how we respond to stress. 

Cortisol can be released for several hours after a stressor is experienced with very high levels occurring in children with severe neglect. 

Attachment has the biggest impact on the HPA system. 

Glucocorticoids are highest in the morning so a child’s ability to focus/concentrate will be better in the morning. Testing should not occur after noon.



Brain Stimulation Effects

Whatever area of the brain gets most stimulated will grow. 

Abused kids will have a large amygdala. 

They can be very sensitive to facial expressions. 

They can misread a neutral face as one of anger, fear, etc. 



Brain Stimulation Effects

First reaction kids have to threat is to freeze, which can appear to adults as if children are being defiant. 

Some children may use coping skills such as depersonalization or derealization. 

Urging parents to not ask questions they already know the answer to can help attenuate the need for these coping skills. Otherwise, it could become a 
cycle of parents showing frustration, the child dissociating, which then increases the parents’ frustration.   



Brain Stimulation Effects

Social/Emotional 
Regulation

Sense of Self 
Tied to Hippocampus 

No sense of time

orbitofrontal 
cortex

The orbitofrontal cortex is central to social and emotional regulation. Maltreated kids have decreased volume in this area of the brain, which means it is 
more difficult for these children to make or keep peer relationships. They also have greater difficulty with their parents and have problems in school.  

The right prefrontal cortex is integral to our sense of self. This is where general anesthesia has its effects and that's why we have no sense of passage 
of time. This area of the brain is tied to hippocampus and that's why you have difficulty remembering. 
Children move easily and frequently along dissociative continuum. 



Factors That Affect Development

Poverty and decreased grey matter are correlated with abilities in the hippocampus (memory storage-short term to long term). 

Substance Abuse leads to problems with the amygdala, which prevents a baby from getting regulated, but this can be reversed if the baby is able to 
develop a secure attachment after birth. 

Trauma leads to a 10% loss in working memory, which can make it difficult for kids to complete instructed tasks.



Linguistic Considerations

FAMILY PATTERNS

Talker

Pointer

Children develop language abilities from parents, siblings, etc. until they get to school (unless being home-schooled).



Pointer

We were all at the house, 
having a party when he 
came in and said you know, 
what happened.

These children will need more help and structure in communication.



Talker

All of our family, aunts, uncles, cousins 
and grandparents, had come over for our 
youngest son’s 5th birthday. As we were 
cutting the cake, [child] suddenly blurted 
out that [child] did not want [offender] to 
have any cake because [offender] poked 
[child’s] pee pee.

These children will typically have a greater vocabulary, but be careful as they may use words without true knowledge of their meaning.



Concrete 

  

Literal

Other Linguistic Considerations

These children may be seen as being oppositionally defiant. They may need communicated tasks broken down for them into individual steps.



• “He looked at me.” 

• ‘Tell me what you see in there.’ (as show child a 
picture of house) 

• “I didn’t go to her house.”  

• ‘Did something happen to some other part of your 
body?’ “No.” ‘Did something happen with his 
mouth?’ “Yes, he bit my arm.”  

• “He didn’t hit me.”

Check Understanding

A good way to check your communication with a child is on track is to repeat what you heard the child say. This allows the child to feel heard and for 
you to make sure you correctly heard what the child said. (Not to mention allowing the child the ability to re-state or correct a potentially erroneous 
comment made.)



Children take longer to process incoming 
information than adults. 

Speaking English is not the same as processing 
in English.

Other Linguistic Considerations

A good way to find out which language may be the primary is to ask to whom the child goes when s/he is upset, what language that person speaks and 
what language the child uses when speaking to that person.



Any/Some 

Negative meaning vs open meaning which can 
lead to inaccurate “no” response 

“Did anyone see?”  

“No, just my sister.” 

Ask/Tell 

Difference not sorted out until ages 7-10

Problematic Words

The word “any” (as well as compound words using ‘any’ like anyone, anything, etc.) has a negative slant; thus, it may trigger a negative response from 
a child when the accurate response should be a positive one. When used to refer to a person (anyone, someone) with very young children, they may 
think it is a name of a person and respond accordingly. 

The word “ask” can mean a question or a command (Did I ask you to say something? I am asking you to be quiet right now.) 



Yesterday/Today/Tomorrow  

Before/After 

Probably mastered around age 7, but requires 
knowledge of time 

ESL speakers may not master until teenagers 

Ahead of/behind 

Require space and time knowledge so don’t use 
with children under 7

Problematic Words

Young children may see these as representations of future and past and may occasionally get “today” right.



Problematic Concept

WHEN - HOW LONG - HOW MANY - HOW OFTEN 

The ‘when’ function of our brain is the last to develop; thus, making this extremely precarious when using this question with young children. Time is 
relative.  

Think about “time out” and how that is structured. For example, three minutes to a three-year-old is an exorbitant amount of time. 

A child can know her/his bedtime without understanding that 8:00 is an hour or 60 minutes before 9:00 and after 7:00.



Complex Questions 

Are you saying it happened because it did or 
because mom told you to say that? 

‘Do You Remember Questions’  

 (Children do not process ‘Do You Remember 
Questions’ the way adults do.) 

Do you remember where you were when you felt 
scared?

Difficult Questions

Whether speaking with adults or children, simple language and question/sentence structure is best. 

When young children (below 8 or 9) are asked about ‘remembering’ things, they may assume they were supposed to have that knowledge, and then 
forget it to be able to remember it.



BRAIN EFFECTS 

NEGLECT AND TRAUMA 

LINGUISTIC CONCERNS 

TALKERS VS POINTERS 

GETTING WHEN FROM WHERE
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The brain may be affected by neglect or too much stimulation (trauma), which can impact the way the brain develops and the abilities children are able 
to grasp as they age into adulthood. 

A child’s communication abilities are influenced by her/his environment, but identifying the developmental at which children acquire certain verbal skills 
will improve successful communication with young children.



• Walker, A.G. (2013). Handbook on questioning 
children: A linguistic perspective (3rd Edition) ABA 
Center on Children and the Law 

• www.childtrauma.org (Dr. Brucy Perry)

Resources

http://www.childtrauma.org


THANK YOU

QUESTIONS? WE ARE ALL EARS!!




