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Youth Mental Health Advisory

Since the pandemic began, rates of psychological 
distress among young people, including 
symptoms of anxiety, depression, and other 
mental health disorders, have increased. 

Recent research covering 80,000 youth globally 
found that depressive and anxiety symptoms 
doubled during the pandemic, with 25% of youth 
experiencing depressive symptoms and 20% 
experiencing anxiety symptoms. 

In early 2021, emergency department visits in the 
United States for suspected suicide attempts 
were 51% higher for adolescent girls and 4% 
higher for adolescent boys compared to the 
same time period in early 2019.
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What is Trauma?

A re s pons e  to a ne g ativ e  exte rna l  
e v e nt o r s e rie s  o f e v e n ts  wh ic h  
s u rpas s e s  the  ch ild ’s  ord ina ry  
coping   s k ills .   It come s  in  many  
fo rms  and inc lude s  expe rie nce s  
s uch as  ma ltre atment,  w itne s s ing  
v io le nce ,  o r the  lo s s  of a lo v e d one .   
Traumatic  expe rie nce s  can impac t 
bra in  de v e lopment and behav io r 
in s ide  and outs ide  of the  
c las s room . 

Denaro, Innovative Behavioral Consulting, Becca Conference, 2022



• 1 in 4 children attending school has been 
exposed to a traumatic event that can 
affect learning and/or behavior.

• Trauma can impact school performance 
(lower GPA, lower attendance, decreased 
reading ability, increased behavioral issues)

• Trauma can impact memory attention, and 
cognition, interfere with problem solving 
which results in frustration and anxiety)

• Traumatized children may experience 
physical and emotional distress.

Denaro, Innovative Behavioral Consulting, 

Becca Conference, 2022

Traumatic Experiences and Education



When children experience multiple traumas, their brains and 
their bodies continue to function as though the threat remains.

They will spend a lot of time scanning their environment and 
looking for threats.  Their bodies stay in constant state of 
alarm.

Paying attention to instruction, recalling information, and 
retaining learned ideas all become difficult.

There is difficulty in building positive relationships with 
adults and peers.

Denaro, Innovative Behavioral Consulting, 

Becca Conference, 2022



• We need to understand the “cycle of 
trauma” in the environment, where youth 
may display problem behaviors related to 
past trauma and then become re-
traumatized through punishment for those 
behaviors – embedding the trauma further 
and continuing the cycle of behavioral 
problems rather than lessening them.
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Stress Responses
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Stress Responses
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Typical Development Developmental Trauma
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Trauma and Brain Development

Cognition

Social/ 

Emotional

Regulation

Survival



Trauma from Covid
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Impacts of Trauma on the Brain

Structural Changes: 
Reduced Volume In

● Hippocampus 
○ Learning & memory

● Cerebellum
○ Balance, coordination, 

executive functioning 
& emotional control

● Prefrontal Cortex
○ Executive skills

● Other structures & 
metabolism

Activity Changes:
Changes in neural activity

● Amygdala
○ Assessing threats

● Abnormal Cortisol Levels
○ Too low
○ Too high

● Prefrontal Cortex
○ Executive skills

● Reduced Neural connectivity

Functional  Changes: 
Behavioral Changes

● Persistent fear response
● Hyperarousal
● Reduced Working Memory
● Impulsive
● Increased risk taking
● Difficulties navigating social 

situations
● Weakened response to 

positive feedback

Children’s Bureau: 
https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/brain_development.pdf
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Cues to When a Trauma-Sensitive  Lens is 
Necessary

• Known history of potentially traumatizing events or traumatic stress

• Behavioral responses are rapid &/or disproportionately intense given the trigger

• Traditional behavioral approaches & responses not successful

• Efforts to teach alternative behaviors not working

• Rewards/consequences trigger behavior

• Trad itiona l FBA approach no t s uc ce s s fu l

• Antecedent behaviors & patterns are hard to identify (i.e., no pattern to where & when 
behavior occurs & who is present)

• Function of behavior may be neurological & not observable (i.e., not outcome driven)

• Adapted from Zivsak, Vidimos, & Mack
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Trauma and Negative Belief Patterns
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•You have an important role to play in 
providing stability and a safe space for 
children and connecting them to caring 
adults.  

•You can:

• Serve as a link to supportive services 
(what services are in your area? How can 
you connect the youth you serve with 
these services?)

• Be the stability that the youth needs

Denaro, Innovative Behavioral Consulting, 

Becca Conference, 2022

Importance for adults in our youth’s lives



“There is no more effective 
neurobiological 
intervention than a safe 
relationship”
Bruce Perry, PhD, MD

• The relationship works 
to bring the brain back 
into regulation

• Safe, predictable, 
consistent relationships 
ARE AN intervention
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Differentiation of Relationships

Relationships are like a bank account:

• One cannot withdrawal from a youth until deposits have been 

made

• Once one has made sufficient deposits into the relationship, 

one can skillfully withdrawal for a variety of purposes
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How do we 
begin 
reengagement ?
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Space to 

Regulate

Consistent 

Structure and 

Routines

Build 

Community

Teach Self-

Regulation

Supportive Risk 

Taking

Develop and 

Teach Social 

Emotional  Skills

Empower 

Student with 

Voice
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Student Voice to Improve School 
Culture

• Increasing student voice in schools helps create a shift towards a more positive 
school climate (Mitra, 2003)

• Schools with a positive school culture are more effective and safe
(Engles et al, 2008)

• Finding ways to seek student input and involve students provides opportunities 
for student leadership

• When the voice of students is heard it makes the message more FUN !!!!!
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Youth voice 
increases 
engagement in 
healthier 
behaviors

S t a u n t o n & J a f f e e, 2014 
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Trauma practices 
in your space
▪ Build relationships with youth that is 

not based on logistics!  Find out what 
they like to do etc.

▪ Ask youth about themselves.  Once 
they know that you care about them 
as people, they will be more likely to 
engage.

▪ Teach them about their brain and their 
stress response systems.

▪ Be aware of potential triggers. Provide 
choices during the day so they feel that 
their own voice is part of the space, 
and they feel they have more power 
and agency.  

Denaro, Innovative Behavioral Consulting, 

Becca Conference, 2022



Denaro, Innovative Behavioral Consulting, Becca Conference, 2022

Consistency and Predictability

Research shows that the more consistent and predictable an 
environment is, the less anxiety for an individual

• Routines

• Expectations (If we think that they should know better- they 
don’t!)



Predictable and Safe 
Environments=Trauma Informed!
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Structure and predictability 

is the intervention!

Connect structures and 

expectations together– no 

surprises!

Provide opportunities for 

open-communication 

between youth and adults 

and youth with one 

another. 

Scaffold activities so youth 

experience a high rate of 

success.

Places for youth to take 

breaks, calm down and 

remove themselves from 

the stress to regroup.

Adults are all on the same 

page, so youth are not 

surprised by a change in 

decision making or 

expectations.



Create Safety Approaches 

Have a predictable environment 

with clear expectations for 

behavior 

Have structure during the day, 

try not to deviate from it often 

Establish a quiet, safe place in in 

your area for youth to go if they 

feel overwhelmed. It should be a 

comfortable space.

Have  some sensory materials 

for youth such as a (small rubber 

ball they can squeeze, stuffed 

animals, pillows with different 

types of fabric etc.).

Have pleasant colors, 

pictures of nature, cute 

animals, etc. in the space 

that students can focus on 

when dysregulated 

Incorporate music into that 

is playing in the background, 

rhythmic sounds
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SELF CONTROL 

POSITIVE SENSE OF SELF 

A MORAL SYSTEM OF BELIEF 

DECISION-MAKING SKILLSPROSOCIAL 

CONNECTEDNESS

Engagement builds positive youth development, 
resiliency and reduces problem behaviors.
(Guerra & Bradshaw, 2008)



Predictors of Resilience Among 
Youth
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Predictors of Resilience

• Intelligence and cognitive ability

• Positive parenting and caregiving

• Self-efficacy and positive self-perceptions

• Hope, faith, and religious affiliations 

• Positive relationships

• Self-regulation skills 

• Self-efficacy skills
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Engagement builds youth 
resiliency skills

Positive Influences can tip the scale:

1. facilitating supportive adult-child 
relationships;

2. building a sense of self-efficacy and 
perceived control;

3. providing opportunities to strengthen 
adaptive skills and self-regulatory 
capacities; and,

4. mobilizing sources of faith, hope, and 
cultural traditions.Center for the Developing Child,

Harvard University
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Resilience is the process of adapting 
well in the face of adversity, trauma, 

tragedy, threats, or significant sources 
of stress… It means “bouncing back” 

from difficult experiences.

-American Psychological Association 



Resilience

M
in
d
fu
ln
e
ss



Mindfulness is the awareness that 
emerges through paying attention, on 
purpose, in the present moment, and 
nonjudgmentally, to things as they are.
-Williams, Teasdale, Segal, and Kabat-Zinn (2007)
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Mindfulness

Mindfulness is the basic human ability to be fully present, aware of where 

we are and what we’re doing, and not overly reactive or overwhelmed by 

what’s going on around us.

Mindfulness is a quality that every human being already possesses, it’s not 

something you have to conjure up, you just have to learn how to access it.



Studies show that mindfulness 
practice helps individuals 

connect with positive emotional 
and social experiences.



• S top what you are doing

• Take a mindful breath

• Observe what you are doing 

and thinking

• Proceed

STOP 3-4 times per day
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In the Moment Mindfulness



Breathing is Mindfulness!

Let’s Breathe! (YouTube) 
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Resilience

M
in
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Hardiness?

Hardiness is a personality trait that is associated with a person’s ability to manage 

and respond to stressful life events with coping strategies that turn potentially 

unfortunate circumstances into learning opportunities.

Although this can be inherent, this can also be developed. When people speak of 

“building resilience” this is often what is being addressed. 



Focus on What is Important

In my 

control

Out of my control
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Resilience

M
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• Positive Self-talk is "the act of practice of 
positively talking to oneself, either aloud 
or silently" 

• Generally, negative self-talk makes us 
feel worse

• Positive self-talk can make us feel 
better 

• Positive Self-talk increase the 
problem problem-solving 
mechanisms in the brain and helps 
remind ourselves that making 
mistakes is part of life
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Positive Self-Talk



• Increased life span

• Lower rates of depression

• Lower levels of distress

• Greater resistance to the common cold

• Better psychological and physical well-being

• Better cardiovascular health and reduced 
risk of death from cardiovascular disease

• Better coping skills during hardships and 
times of stress
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Benefits of Positive Thinking



What You Resist, Persists

• Have honest and open discussions
• Avoiding the conversation leads to more 
feelings of anxiety

• Be honest! Show your vulnerability, that is  ok
• Talk about what they are excited for, 
what they are nervous for, what will 
AND won’t change
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We can help children identify their concerns by 
asking them what they’re worried about. Then, we 
can name it.

Younger children might name their fear the 
Worry Monster.

Older youth, labelling the emotion as anxiety can 
be helpful.

Naming the worry often helps tame the fear by 
helping build  understanding about what the feeling. It 
also gives common language that can be used in 
future discussions and provides an opportunity of 
emotional support and coping strategies.
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Name It To Tame It 
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Identify a few possible solutions and then help them identify which 

solution seems best. 

Discuss different options or role-play solutions. Encourage your 
child to try out the solution in real life and discuss whether it 

worked.

PROMOTE PROBLEM SOLVING
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