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Stress, ACE’s, Covid 19:
Now What?

Objectives:

• Mark Hald, PhD
• Licensed Psychologist
• Nationally Certified School Psychologist Registered Play
Therapist Supervisor
• Circle of Security Parenting Facilitator and Certified COSP
Fidelity Coach
• Options In Psychology, LLC 308.632.8547 email:
• mhald@optionspsych.biz
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• Practicing Reflection • Review ACE’s
• Stress’ impact on relationship and
development.
• Stress of living with COVID19
• Self, others, relationships, systems,
caregivers.

2

Objectives:
• Having difficult conversations about stress,
toxic stress, traumatic stress.
• How do those impact me, my family,
others, relationships.
• Practicing being in touch with my inner
experiences.
• Vulnerable. Discomfort. Joy. Gratitude.
• Intention
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Introduction:

Experience
Changes the
Brain

• Dr. Mark
• You/neighbor
• Personal reflection.
• Experiential Activities.
• Information.
• Collaboration.
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• “…our experiences are
what create the unique
connections and mold the
basic structure of each
individual’s brain.”
• Siegel, D., Hartzell, M.
(2003)
Today will change your
brain
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• Introductions with neighbor.
• Share with each other what
has been the best part of
your day, something you are
grateful for.

Please reflect on…

• Share as you are comfortable
your memory of being
dysregulated.

• Recall a memory of being
dysregulated and upset during the
last two years.
• Senses:
• Sensations
• Where in your body
• Images
• Feelings
• Thoughts
• Where were you, with someone.
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• Talk with each other about
what you are / were thinking
– feeling – doing/acting.
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How early childhood experiences
affect lifelong health.
• https://youtu.be/IipVaPKnjRk
• Harvard Center for the Developing Child.
• https://developingchild.harvard.edu/
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Age of the person when the event occurred…

the Adverse Childhood Experiences are:
• Recurrent and severe physical abuse
• Recurrent and severe emotional abuse
• Sexual abuse
• Growing up in household with:
• Alcohol or drug user
• Family member being imprisoned
• Mentally ill, chronically depressed, or institutionalized member
• Mother being treated violently
• Both biological parents absent
• Emotional or physical abuse
•
(Fellitti et al, 1998)
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What’s your ACE score?
https://www.acesaware.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/ACEQuestionnaire-for-Adults-Identified-English.pdf

Search for fillable ACEs pdf
https://pinetreeinstitute.org/aces-test/
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Significant Adversity Impairs
Development in the First Three Years

Social Problems

•Major Depression, Suicide, PTSD
•Drug and Alcohol Abuse
•Heart Disease
•Cancer
•Chronic Lung Disease
•Sexually Transmitted Diseases
•Intergenerational transmission of abuse

•Homelessness
•Prostitution
•Criminal Behavior
•Unemployment
•Parenting problems
•Family violence
•High utilization of health and social services

Children with
Developmental Delays

Long-Term Consequences
Disease and Disability

Impact on Child Development
•Neurobiologic Effects (e.g., brain abnormalities, stress hormone dysregulation)
•Psychosocial Effects (e.g., poor attachment, poor socialization, poor self-efficacy)
•Health Risk Behaviors (e.g., smoking, obesity, substance abuse, promiscuity)

Adverse Childhood Experiences
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•Abuse and Neglect (e.g., psychological, physical, sexual)
•Household Dysfunction (e.g., domestic violence, substance abuse, mental illness)

Data Source: Barth, et al. (2008)

Data: www.AceStudy.org, www.nasmhpd.org
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Graph Courtesy: Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University
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7

Number of Risk Factors
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ACE Prevalence in Nebraska classroom of 30
0 ACEs

1-2
ACEs

3-4 ACEs
(10-13%)
≥5 ACEs
(7%)

Illustration of the Transactional Model
of Stress and Coping of Richard
Lazarus.

Adapted from Laura
Porter, Washington
State Family Policy
Council, Kathy Carson,
Public Health-Seattle
& King County
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Author of image. Phillip Guttman,
October 2016.
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COVID 19 Data:

Death and Illness

• Nebraska June 24, 2022

• Illness

• 497,000 known cases
• 4331 deaths

• Isolation
• Lack of talk, eye contact, touch.

• Death of a care giver – parent, grandparents, family,
friends.
• Separations

• United States
• 867,000,000 known cases
• 1,001,000 deaths

• 202,000 to 250,000 US children have experienced
the death of one or both parents or caregivers.
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Hope

What have you learned?

• There’s always time to create new memories right
now with your child. Alicia Liberman, PhD.

• Based on your interactions and observations with
children and parents, what are your observations of
children in the last two years?
• Motor skills gross and fine motor.
• Language skills.
• Emotion and Behavior regulation.

• Being With – Being Present – Moments Matter.

• Please discuss with your neighbors.
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New York–Presbyterian Morgan
Stanley Children’s Hospital

Preliminary Data:

• 2+ years of data on infant development — since late 2017.

• The COVID generation: how is the pandemic affecting
kids’ brains? Child-development researchers are asking
whether the pandemic is shaping brains and behaviour.

• Comparison of pre pandemic/post data.

• Assessing the communication and motor skills of babies up
to six months old.
• infants born during the pandemic scored lower, on average,
on tests of gross motor, fine motor and communication skills
compared with those born before.
• both groups were assessed by their parents using an
established questionnaire.
• It didn’t matter whether their birth parent had been
infected with the virus or not.
• there seemed to be something about the environment of
the pandemic itself.

• Nature | Vol 601 | 13 January 2022 |
• Melinda Wenner Moyer
• Synthesis Article.

• Mostly preliminary data.

• https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-022-00027-4
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United Kingdom surveyed 189
parents of children between the ages
of 8 months and 3 years.

Wonderings about the environment
during the pandemic.
• Pandemic stress during pregnancy could be
negatively impacting some children.
• Frazzled parent and caregivers interacting
differently.
• Lockdowns:

• Asked whether children received daycare or
attended preschool during the pandemic,

• Assessed language and executive functioning skills.

• Finding:
• the children’s skills were stronger if they had received
group care during the pandemic.
• these benefits were more pronounced among children
from lower-income backgrounds.

• Decrease play time * and social interactions.
• Parents stressed stretched too thin.
• Less one to one adult child time.
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Brown University’s Advanced Baby
Imaging Lab in Providence, Rhode Island.

Varying impact.
• most at risk seem to be for children of color or those
from low-income families.
• a growing body of research suggests that among
school-aged children, remote learning might be
widening the already-large learning and development
gaps between children from affluent and low-income
backgrounds and between white kids and children of
color.
• In the Netherlands, researchers found that kids did
worse on national assessments in 2020 — compared
with the three previous years —

• Similar findings of disparity between groups.
• Impact greater for lower income families of color was
greater.
• Boys more impacted that girls.
• Gross motor development the most impacted.
• Longer the isolation, greater impact on delays.
• Impact of decreased/lack of human-to-human
interactions.
• Hard finding: pre 2020/post: based on in home
observations in the past 2 years the number of words
spoken to children decreased.
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• and that learning losses were up to 60% larger for children
from less-educated families.
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Discuss what might be contributing to these
differences among groups?

Mask effect?
• Ed Tronick, still face researcher (1975) and his team
considered the impact of caregivers wearing masks.
• They had parents use smartphones to record
interactions with their babies before, during and
after they put on face masks.
• Although babies noticed when their parents put on
masks — they would briefly change their facial
expression, look away or point at the mask — they
would then continue interacting with their parents
as they had before.

Diversity
Equity
Inclusion
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Mask effect?

Pregnant and Stressed

• Leher Singh, a psychologist at the National
University of Singapore.

• Catherine Lebel, Developmental Neuroimaging Lab
at the University of Calgary.

• two-year-olds were still able to understand words
spoken by adults in opaque face masks.

• surveyed more than 8,000 pregnant people during the
pandemic.
• Nearly half reported experiencing symptoms of anxiety,
while one-third had symptoms of depression — a much
higher percentage than in pre-pandemic years.

• Ashley Ruba, a postdoctoral fellow at the University
of Wisconsin–Madison.
• although face masks made it harder for school-age
children to perceive adults’ emotions — about as
difficult as when adults were wearing sunglasses — the
kids were still, for the most part, able to make accurate
inferences.
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Pregnant and Stressed

Pregnant and stressed
• Livio Provenzi, a psychologist at the IRCCS Mondino
Foundation in Pavia, Italy.
• 3 month-old babies of people who reported
experiencing more stress and anxiety during
pregnancy had more problems regulating their
emotions and attention — they were less able to
maintain their attention on social stimuli, for
instance, and were less easily soothed — than were
babies of people who were less stressed and
anxious during pregnancy.

• MRIs of 75 babies 3 months after birth.
• babies born to people who reported more prenatal
distress — more anxiety or depression symptoms —
showed different structural connections between their
amygdala, a brain region involved in emotional
processing, and their prefrontal cortex, an area
responsible for executive functioning skills.
• Areas responsible for emotion processing and various
behaviors.
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MEMORY

Trauma and Altered
Neurodevelopment

Cognitive

Altered cardiovascular regulation
Behavioral impulsivity
Increased anxiety
Increased startle response
Sleep abnormalities

Emotional
Motor-Vestibular

www.ChildTrauma.org

State

www.ChildTrauma.org
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www.ChildTrauma.org
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Implicit

Children who have been traumatized
have emotional and state memories
indelibly burned into their brainstem and
midbrain!

Explicit

Cross your Arms

MEMORY
Cognitive

Affective/Emotional

.

The challenge is
Once you know how to ride a bicycle...
can you unlearn it?

Motor/Vestibular
“State”

www.ChildTrauma.org

www.ChildTrauma.org
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What does the prevalence data tell us?

Vietnam vs
childhood trauma
• During the ten years of the Vietnam
war, over 3 million young men and
women served in Vietnam.

Victims of trauma are found
across all systems of care

• In contrast, each year in the United
States, five million children are exposed
to abuse, violence and other traumatic
events.
39

• (Hodas, 2004; Cusack et al, Muesar et al, 1998, Lipschitz et al,
1999; NASMHPD, 1998).
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The guiding principles of traumainformed practice (SAMSA):

Therefore…

• Safety.
• Trustworthiness and Transparency.
• Peer Support.
• Collaboration – Mutuality.
• Empowerment of voice and choice. and
• Cultural Historical, and Gender Issues.

 We need to presume the clients we serve
have a history of traumatic stress and
exercise “universal precautions” by creating
systems of care that are trauma-informed.
(Hodas, 2005)
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What helps heal the hurt of trauma?

Paradigm Shift
• From
• What’s the matter
with you?

PLAYFULNESS

• To

Choices

• What happened
to you?

Dosing moments

Acceptance

Being With

Supportive
Safety
Kindness

Touch
44

Talk

Boundaries

Interests

Body
Presence
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Eye Contact

Delight
Inside
Curiosity

Repair
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REFELCTION

• Do you have a memory of a time when you were
little when you felt especially loved, understood or
safe?
• Please discuss.
Relationships and the Brain
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Brains develop and organize
in the context of relationships.

Early
Relational
Health

• Early relational health is a
framework that explores the
role of early relationships and
experiences in healthy
development across a child’s
lifetime. Relationships,
especially in the early years,
build a foundation for lifelong
growth and development.

Positively and Negatively
,
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7 Positive
Childhood
Experiences

• Angels in the Nursey vs
Ghosts in the Nursery

• Ability to talk with family about
feelings.
• Felt experience that family is
supportive in difficult times.
• Enjoyment in participation in
community traditions.
• Feeling of belonging in high
school.
• Feeling of being supported by
friends.
• Having at least two non-parent
adults who genuinely care.
• Feeling safe and protected by
an adult at home.
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• Positive Childhood
Experiences
• Resilience Score.

Positive
Childhood
Experiences

• https://pinetreeinstitute.o
rg/resilience-test/
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“We are
hardwired for
relationships”
Alan Shore

“Neural Wi-Fi.”
Daniel Goleman
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Neural Pathways
Support
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Struggling to be present.

Still Face Experiment
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Key Elements of an Attachment Bond

Enduring emotional
relationship with a
specific person

Presence of that
person provides a
sense of safety,
comfort, and pleasure

Loss or threat of loss
of that person evokes
intense distress
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(Perry, 2002)
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Neurons that Fire Together,
Wire Together (Hebb, 1949)

First 60 days
• What Happened to You.
• Bruce Perry, MD, PhD. Oprah Winfrey

• https://youtu.be/78NarH0i7RQ
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Discuss
• Impact on my/our work
• Public policy
• Family leave post birth
• Supporting families in the perinatal periods.
• Ratio of reglated adults to children today vs from
an historical perspective.
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“the
relationship”

63

“the
relationship”

• Infants and toddlers come
to experience the full range
of human emotions.
• Initially, they depend heavily
on adults to help them
regulate their interaction,
attention, and behavior as
they experience emotion.
• Increasing self-monitoring
by the young child
contributes to the
emotional regulation that is
a sign of mental health.

• Through relationships
with parents and other
caregivers, infants and
toddlers learn what
people expect of them
and what they can expect
of other people.
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“the
relationship”

Bonding, Attachment, and the Brain

• Nurturing, protective,
stable, and consistent
relationships are
essential to young
children’s mental health.
• Thus, the state of adults’
emotional well-being and
life circumstances
profoundly affects the
quality of infant/caregiver
relationships.
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• Critical periods, occur during the first year when
bonding experiences (serve and return
interactions) must be present for the brain systems
responsible for attachment to develop normally.
• If missed  impaired bonding
• Severe emotional neglect during early childhood
can be devastating causing children to lose the
capacity to form any meaningful relationships for
the rest of their lives.
• Aka: neurons that fire together wire together.
• “We are hardwired for relationships”
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Characteristics of Attachment

Characteristics of Attachment

• Proximity Maintenance - The desire to be near the
people we are attached to.

• Safe Haven - Returning to the attachment figure for
comfort and safety in the face of a fear or threat.

• Secure Base - The attachment figure acts as a base of
security from which the child can explore the
surrounding environment.

• Separation Distress - Anxiety that occurs in the
absence of the attachment figure.
• ..\videos\separation anxiety - YouTube.mp4

(Bowlby, 1988)

(Bowlby, 1988)
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Circle of Security Parenting

Separation Distress – clinging
69
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What are the
characteristics
of secure
attachment?
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The more secure children are
the more they are able to:

The more secure children
are the more they are able
to:

• Know that most
problems will be solved.
• Have high self esteem.
• Get along better with
friends.
• Know how to be kind to
those around them.
• Solve problems on their
own.

• Have better relationships with
brothers and sisters.
• Feel less anger at their
parents.
• Solve problems with friends.
• Turn to their parents for help
when in trouble.
• Trust the people they love.
• Enjoy more happiness with
their parents.
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Relationships Buffer Toxic Stress
• Learning how to cope with moderate, short-lived
stress can build a healthy stress response system.
• Toxic stress—when the body’s stress response
system is activated excessively—can weaken brain
architecture.
• Without caring adults to buffer children,
toxic stress can have long-term
consequences for learning, behavior, and
both physical and mental health.
• Hardwireded for relationships.
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Emotional and Behavioral
Regulation.
• A brain in fight/flight/freeze doesn’t make a
choice- it reacts in a way that seems most likely to
ensure survival.
• This is true for the child and the adult.
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Freeze
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Calm / regulated

Fight / Flight
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Arousal Continuum, Bruce Perry, MD PhD,

2006

Sense of Time

Extended
Future

Days
Hours

Hours
Minutes

Minutes
Seconds

Loss of Sense
of Time

Hperarousal
Continuum

Rest
Male child

Vigilance

Resistance
Crying

Defiance
Tantrums

Aggression

Dissociative
Continuum

Rest
Female
child

Avoidance

Compliance
Robotic

Dissociation
Fetal rocking

Fainting

Primary
Secondary
Brain Areas

Neocortex
Subcortex

Subcortex
Limbic

Limbic
Midbrain

Midbrain
Brainstem

Brainstem
Autonomic

Cognition

Abstract

Concrete

Emotional

Reactive

Reflexive

Mental Status

Calm

Arousal

Alarm

Fear

Terror

Bruce Perry, ChildTraumaAcademy.org
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Keys to Healthy Development
A balanced approach to emotional, social, cognitive,
and language development, starting in the earliest
years of life.
Supportive relationships and positive learning
experiences that begin with parents but are
strengthened by others outside the home.
Highly specialized interventions as early
as possible for children and families experiencing
significant adversity.
For more on the science:

www.developingchild.harvard.edu

For more on business champions:

www.ReadyNation.org
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“If you can't feed a hundred people,
then feed just one.”
- Mother Teresa

Power of a secure base/safe haven.
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“If you think you are too small to be
effective, you have never been in bed
with a mosquito.”
- Betty Reese

Connection
87
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So what if
anything …
have
we learned
today.

• Trauma changes us. All of us.
• Even vicarious Trauma
• Relationships matter. They matter
a lot.
• Children need to feel SAFE. Real
and Perceived.
• Behavior has a story. Meaning of
the behavior.
• ACES yours and mine.
• PCES yours and mine.
• Early Relational Health.
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• Practicing Reflection
So what if
anything…
have we
learned today.
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So what if
anything…
have we
learned today.

•
•
•
•

Intention
Mindful
Curious
selfcompassion

• Circle of Security Parenting. Take a
Group. All ages.
• Then you can tell parents, “I
have done the group myself.”
• Having Trauma Informed lenses.
What Happened to You?
• (not What’s the Matter with
you.)
• Support is Subtle but very
POWERFUL.
• Communication.
• Connection Matters. Moments
matter.

