
9/17/2013

1

The Child Care Concentration of the
Military Families Learning Network
Presents:

This material is based upon work supported by 
the National Institute of Food and Agriculture, U.S. Department of Agriculture, 

and the Office of Family Policy, Children and Youth, U.S. Department of Defense 
under Award No. 2010-48869-20685. 

Part 1:
Interpreting the 
Language of Behavior

Karen L. Peterson, Ph.D. 
Dept of Human DevelopmentDept. of Human Development
Washington State University Vancouver
Vancouver, WA 98686
petersok@vancouver.wsu.edu

The intent of this webinar session 
is to provide participants with 
answers to the following 

SESSION GOALS

questions…..  
What does behavior tell us about 

children’s experiences?

How does stress impact children? 

What are their vulnerability points?

How do children of varying ages 
respond to stress? 

 Children display most of their emotional responses to 
every day events and stressful experiences through 
behavior

 Behavior is the most consistent, developmentally 

THE LANGUAGE OF BEHAVIOR

p y
appropriate, and reliable way for children to manage 
their feelings and let others know how they are 
responding to their experiences (especially stress)

Behaviors are sometimes easy to see and interpret 
 Example:  acting out and being angry, crying and resisting

Others may be more subtle and less early understood 
 Example:  not wanting to try new things; constantly asking where 

people are or what’s going to happen next; withdrawing and hiding

 Physiological and psychological 
reaction to excessive stimulation

 Sources:

 Physical: noise; crowding; extremes in

STRESS …..

Physical: noise; crowding; extremes in 
temperature; injury; illness; social 
disorganization
 Psychological:  [threat to well-being 

(safety/security)] loss; emotional 
overload; threatening/disorganized 
behavior; fear

 Chronic stress has the most negative 
impact on children

Persistent (on-going) condition (s)
Persistent but episodic
May increase in severity

CHRONIC  STRESS 

Repeated “small-dose” 
environmental stressors 
Long-standing abuse 
Divorce; corporal punishment; parental 

loss
Poverty, especially long-term
Some forms of physical abuse (bullying)
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 The experience of multiple and prolonged, 
developmentally negative events; most often 
occur within a child’s care-giving system

High levels of unpredictability

P i d l i

CHRONIC STRESS 2

Persistent and multi-sensory

Chronic stress has more long-term, 
cumulative  impact on children
 in most significant form identified as trauma 

Short and long term (permanent) physical damage
Brain structural and functional  changes
Physiological reaction patterns
Long term adult health implications

Chronic stress that is not modified 
Damages developing brain architecture and 

leads to learning and behavioral problems with 
greater susceptibility to physical and mental

SCIENCE OF EARLY BRAIN & CHILD 
DEVELOPMENT 

greater susceptibility to physical and mental 
illness
 Impacts the more recently developed (connected) 

areas of the brain 
 In children, the newest areas are those which support 

increased cognitive and behavior regulation function
 Stress effects cause a decrease in the effectiveness of 

“most used” areas of functioning

Responses/reactions to 
these experiences vary by: 

1 Individual physiological

STRESS & TRAUMA RESPONSE 1

1. Individual physiological 
“dispositions” 

2. Chronological and 
developmental age

3. Intensity and severity of 
circumstances

Responses/reactions to these 
experiences vary by:

4. Previous exposure

STRESS & TRAUMA RESPONSE 2

4. Previous exposure
 Consider age of exposure

5. Duration of event(s)

6. Strength of social support
 Reaction of others
 Preparation and assistance
 Child interpretation

VULNERABILITY POINTS IN EARLY 
CHILDHOOD 1

Parental loss/separation
 Deployment, extended work responsibilities, 

incarceration, marital separation/divorce

Significant change in parental 
behaviorbehavior
 Mental health, substance use, illness; over 

exposure to adult acting-out behavior)

New family member 
 baby; siblings; adult(s)

Adult criticism and rejection
Loss of property and familiarity
 Re-location (moving) - especially K and 1st grade

Fear of unknown; change in routine

VULNERABILITY POINTS IN EARLY 
CHILDHOOD 2

Children are more affected 
by ongoing, enduring, 
experiences in particular, 
h hi h h hthose over which they have 

no control

Maximum function of 3 or more areas of 
development (cognitive/language, physical, 
social, emotional, creative) 
= DEVELOPMENTAL STRESS
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 lower threshold for external stimulation
biological sensitivity to context (+/–

implications)
shyness or "slow-to-warm-up" temperament

SENSITIVITY TO STRESS 

shyness or slow-to-warm-up  temperament
gender (males more prone to long term ef fects)

emotional intensity (flight/freeze response)
age (2-8)
 intellectual capacity
 language differences

STAGES OF STRESS RESPONSE

Alarm: orientation toward 
potential stress
 Fight, flight, freeze responses

Appraisal: review based onAppraisal: review based on 
prior experiences

Coping strategy search:
Use of previous responses and 

reactions that are new and appear to 
be effective in reducing physical 
sensations

 Issue:

 Disruption in newly formed brain connections to 
emotional centers and physiological processing

The result of:

STRESS:  INFANTS/TODDLERS

 Change in connections to people

 Instability of routines
 Sleeping, eating, toileting

Coping responses:

 Crying, emotional sensitivity/reactivity, clinginess

 Regressive behaviors (loss of newly acquired 
skills); strong fear reactions

 Issue:
Loss of newly acquired language-

modifying connections to regulate 
behavior; disruption of physiological 
t bilit iti f i

STRESS:  PRESCHOOLERS & SCHOOL AGE 1

stability; cognitive confusion over 
cause and potential consequences

The result of:
Change in routines and lack of 

understanding of situation

Loss of connection to people 

 Inability to self-regulate emotional-
coping responses

Coping responses:
Crying, acting out behavior (ODD)

Excessive fatigue, sleep disturbances

Overly focused play themes (war; dying)

STRESS:  PRESCHOOLERS & SCHOOL AGE 2

Overly focused play themes (war; dying)

Food preference changes, 

High reactivity to sensory stimuli 

Nervous habits, stuttering, obsessive behavior

 Impulsive decision-making, distraction - preoccupation 

 Illness (immune system dysfunction) – somatic 
complaints; racing heart 

Disruption of self-regulation**

(EMOTIONAL) SELF-REGULATION

Definition-
Ability to respond to the ongoing 
demands of experience with a 
range of emotions and responsesrange of emotions and responses 
in a manner that is socially 
tolerable and sufficiently flexible 
… emotions are essential adaptive 
capacities that contribute to 
survival and engagement with life 
(Katz & McClelland)
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 Constantly scanning the world for 
warning signs - constant state of 
“survival mode”

 Focus on non-verbal of others (facial 

STRESS EFFECTS ON SELF-REGULATION

expressions, voice tone, body 
language) constantly looking for signs 
of anger or other potential behaviors 
indicative that abuse will happen

Difficulty describing feelings and 
internal experiences

Difficulty communicating wishes and 
desires; lack of self-soothing behaviors

Definition:  Physical and 
psychological options to reduce 
impact of stressor
Not always socially desirable or 

effective

COPING STRATEGIES

effective
Easily habituated behaviors
Highly resistant to change without 

assistance
May be both intentional and 

reflexive/reactive
Constructive options require 

cognitive flexibility and physical 
stability

“REASONABLE” (SUCCESSFUL) COPING 
OPTIONS

What does it take?
Ability to think about more than one 

thing at a time
 Invent/know alternative ways of solving 

problem
Understand and manage unpleasant 

emotions
Understand effect of reactions
Access to stability and routine (adult as 

buffer)
Skills in emotional regulation
Know and use relaxation techniques

 The effects of negative (especially chronic) 
stress places children at significant risk –
particularly for management of behavior 
and learning 

 Children cannot “de stress” themselves

BOTTOM LINE……..

 Children cannot de-stress  themselves, 
they need adult assistance in learning how 
to manage the effects of stress AND 
acquire more effective coping strategies

 Stress intervention should consider a 
range of connected strategies that focus 
on key elements of resilience and 
recognize the principles of “trauma-
informed practices”

Trauma informed 
practices
Support strategies 

that strengthen 

When supporting 
and working with 
stressed children, 
remember the 

RECOMMENDATIONS

attachment, build on 
resilience capacities, 
and promote 
children’s 
competence, 
especially their 
social interaction 
and emotional 
regulation skills

three “P’s”:

Persistence

Patience

Perspective
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RECOMMENDED RESOURCES

 www.casel.org - CASEL (Collaborative for Academic, Social & 
Emotional Learning) 

 www.csefel.vanderbilt.edu - Center for Social Emotional 
Foundations for Learning

 www.developingchild.havard.edu – Center of the Developing 
Child (resources and research analysis papers)

 www.devereux.org – Devereux Center for Resilient Children

 www.nctic.org – National Center for Trauma Informed Care

 www.betterkidscare.psu.edu (e-newsletters, distance 
learning)

MFLN Resources related to stress and young children from 
military families: http://bit.ly/1ei4b2N

Sept. 17
Interpreting the
Language of  Behavior

Oct. 15
When Children Withdraw

Nov. 19
When Children are Aggressive

FOR MORE INFORMATION

Military Families Learning Network – Child Care Page: 
Find links to articles and social media channels 
blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/child-care/

To ask questions about the presentation and to 
continue the discussion please join our private group oncontinue the discussion, please join our private group on 

LinkedIn: http://linkd.in/w75WTz

If you have specific questions about the Military 
Families Learning Network: Child Care project,

contact Kathy at kreschke@uga.edu

Note: Photos in this presentation were used with permission.. The majority are the property of www.defenseimagery.mil . 

www.eXtension.org/militaryfamilies facebook.com/militaryfamilies

bit ly/MFLNwebinars

blogs.eXtension.org/militaryfamilies twitter.com/MilFamLN

Connect with all of the MFLN resources:

This material is based upon work supported by the National Institute of Food and Agriculture, U.S. Department of Agriculture,
and the Office of Family Policy, Children and Youth, U.S. Department of Defense under Award No. 2010-48869-20685. 

Sign up for the Military Families Learning Network email list: 
http://bit.ly/MFLNlist

bit.ly/MFLNwebinars

http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/child-care/
http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/
https://www.facebook.com/MilitaryFamilies
https://twitter.com/MilFamLN
http://www.extension.org/pages/62581/military-families-learning-network-webinars
http://bit.ly/1ei4b2N

