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Introduction: The Foster Care Revolution 
The call came at midnight. "We have a six-year-old who needs immediate placement. He's 
been violent at his last three homes. Are you willing to take him?" 

Every foster parent has received a call like this. A child in crisis, a system overwhelmed, 
and you – standing at the crossroads between saying yes and knowing you might not have 
the tools you need to help. 

Maria Martinez remembers the first time she got such a call. Now, five years into her 
journey as a therapeutic foster parent, she understands something crucial: traditional 
parenting methods often don't work with children who have experienced trauma. Time-
outs can trigger abandonment panic. Reward charts mean nothing to a child whose brain is 
in survival mode. Logical consequences fall flat when logic itself is hijacked by trauma. 

This book offers something different. 

A New Approach 
Dialectical Behavior Therapy has transformed trauma treatment in clinical settings. Its core 
principles – mindfulness, emotion regulation, distress tolerance, and interpersonal 
effectiveness – align perfectly with the needs of children who have experienced trauma. 
But until now, these powerful tools have been locked away in therapy offices, accessible 
only to clinicians. 

This book brings these tools home, translating clinical wisdom into practical strategies 
foster parents can use daily. It's not about replacing therapy – it's about creating a 
therapeutic environment where healing can happen naturally, moment by moment. 

Why This Matters 
The statistics paint a clear picture: 

• 50% of foster placements disrupt within the first year 

• 70% of children in care struggle with attachment challenges 

• 80% show significant mental health needs 

• 90% have experienced multiple traumas 

Behind these numbers are real children, real families, and real pain. But there's hope. 
Research shows that when foster parents are equipped with trauma-informed tools: 

• Placement stability increases by 60% 
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• Behavioral incidents decrease by 40% 

• School performance improves by 35% 

• Attachment security doubles 

What You'll Learn 
This book provides: 

• Clear explanations of trauma's impact on the brain 

• Practical skills adapted for foster families 

• Real-life examples from foster homes 

• Step-by-step guidance for crisis moments 

• Tools for self-care and sustainability 

Who This Book Is For 
Whether you're: 

• A new foster parent feeling overwhelmed 

• A seasoned caregiver seeking new tools 

• A kinship provider navigating trauma 

• A foster-to-adopt parent building attachment 

• A professional supporting foster families 

This book meets you where you are and guides you forward. 

How to Use This Book 
Each chapter builds on the last, but you can also jump to sections that address your 
current challenges. The worksheets, exercises, and quick-reference guides are designed to 
be practical tools you'll use daily. 

Throughout these pages, you'll meet families whose stories represent the collective 
experiences of many foster parents and children. While the names and specific details 
have been changed to protect privacy, each story draws from real situations, challenges, 
and breakthroughs that foster families face. For instance, you'll learn from experiences like 
Sarah Anderson's journey helping Maya learn to trust again, and the Williams family's path 
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to supporting Marcus through early trauma. These composite stories combine the wisdom, 
struggles, and successes of numerous families to show how these tools work in daily life. 

We've carefully crafted these narratives to demonstrate key concepts while honoring the 
privacy and dignity of the countless families who have shared their experiences. Though 
the names and circumstances are created, the emotions, challenges, and triumphs are 
deeply real and reflect the true experiences of foster families. 

This isn't just another parenting book. It's a roadmap for transformation – of your children in 
care, your fostering practice, and yourself. Because when we understand trauma and have 
the right tools to address it, we can do more than just provide a safe place. We can create 
an environment where healing happens naturally. 

The journey starts here. Turn the page, and let's revolutionize foster care together. 
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Chapter 1: The Trauma-Changed Brain 
Maria Martinez sat across from me, exhaustion etched on her face. "I don't understand," 
she said. "Tommy's been with us for six months. We provide everything he needs - safety, 
stability, love. But he still acts like he's in danger. Yesterday, he hid all the food from his 
lunch in his pillowcase. The day before, he had a complete meltdown when I was five 
minutes late picking him up from school. Why can't he just feel safe?" 

Maria's question is one I hear from nearly every foster parent I meet. To answer it, we need 
to understand how trauma changes a child's brain. This isn't just about bad memories or 
difficult behaviors - it's about how the brain rewires itself to stay safe, even when the 
danger is gone. 

How Trauma Changes the Brain 
Think about what you do when you hear a loud noise in the middle of the night. Your heart 
beats faster. Your muscles tense. You become alert to every sound. This is your brain's 
alarm system at work. It's trying to keep you safe. 

Now imagine feeling that way all the time. This is what happens in the brain of a child who 
has experienced trauma. Their brain's alarm system stays switched on, always looking for 
danger. It's like living in a house where all the furniture is pushed against the doors and 
windows. It might have made sense during a break-in, but living that way all the time makes 
it hard to relax and feel at home. 

This constant state of alert makes it difficult for children to focus on normal things like 
learning, playing, or making friends. Their brain is too busy watching for danger to fully 
engage in everyday life. 

What This Looks Like at Home 
When a child's brain is stuck in survival mode, normal situations can feel threatening. A 
small mistake might trigger panic. A change in routine might cause intense fear. This isn't 
the child being difficult - it's their brain doing what it learned to do to stay safe. 

Think about Tommy hiding food in his pillowcase. His brain learned that food might not 
always be available, so it found a way to prepare for that danger. When Maria was late 
picking him up, his brain immediately jumped to the worst possibility - abandonment - 
because that's what it learned to expect. 
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The good news is that the brain can heal and change. Scientists call this "neuroplasticity." It 
means that with patience, understanding, and the right support, children can learn new 
ways of feeling safe in the world. 

Understanding Trigger Responses 
When a child is triggered, they might: 

• Fight: become aggressive or defiant 

• Flight: try to run away or hide 

• Freeze: shut down or seem to "check out" 

These aren't choices the child makes. They're automatic responses their brain learned to 
keep them safe. Nine-year-old Marcus Williams rips up his drawing after making a small 
mistake not because he's angry at the drawing, but because his brain learned that mistakes 
led to punishment. His brain is trying to protect him the only way it knows how. 

How Trauma Shows Up at Different Ages 
Young Children (0-5 years): Little ones might start having accidents after being potty 
trained, or stop using words they knew. They might become super clingy one moment and 
push you away the next. Their sleep and eating patterns might change suddenly. 

School-Age Children (6-12 years): These kids often have trouble paying attention in school 
because their brain is busy looking for danger. They might have a hard time making friends 
or have big reactions to small problems. 

Teenagers (13+): Teens might take unnecessary risks or have trouble figuring out who they 
are. The normal teenage push for independence becomes more complicated when trust 
has been broken by trauma. 

How Healing Happens: The DBT Connection 
The brain can heal from trauma, but it needs help. This is where DBT (Dialectical Behavior 
Therapy) comes in. DBT gives us four powerful tools that work with how the brain processes 
trauma: 

Mindfulness helps calm the brain's alarm system by bringing attention to the present 
moment. When Tommy starts to panic about not having enough food, mindfulness skills 
can help him notice that right now, in this moment, he is safe and fed. 
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Emotion Regulation gives children new ways to handle big feelings. Remember how trauma 
keeps the brain's alarm system on high alert? DBT teaches skills to turn down that alarm 
when it's not needed. 

Distress Tolerance helps children cope with hard moments without making things worse. 
Instead of ripping up his artwork, Marcus can learn ways to handle the distress of making 
mistakes. 

Interpersonal Effectiveness helps build trust and connection - exactly what the trauma-
changed brain needs to heal. These skills help children learn that relationships can be safe 
and predictable. 

Think of it like learning to ride a bike. The first few times, you need training wheels and 
someone holding the back of the seat. With practice and support, you gradually learn to 
balance on your own. Healing from trauma works the same way - it takes time, support, 
and lots of practice feeling safe. 

What This Means for Parenting 
Understanding how trauma changes the brain helps us use DBT skills more effectively. 
Instead of asking "What's wrong with this child?" we ask "What happened to this child, and 
how can DBT help them feel safe?" 

This might mean: 

• Using mindfulness to create predictable daily routines 

• Teaching emotion regulation skills during calm moments 

• Practicing distress tolerance skills together during small challenges 

• Building trust through consistent, understanding responses 

Throughout this book, we'll learn specific DBT skills for each of these areas. We'll see how 
they work with the brain's natural healing abilities to help children feel safe and secure. 

Looking Ahead 
Remember Maria and Tommy? Once Maria understood that Tommy's behaviors came from 
his brain trying to keep him safe, she could respond with more patience and understanding. 
The hidden food wasn't defiance - it was survival. The meltdown wasn't manipulation - it 
was fear. 

This understanding doesn't make the behaviors easier to handle, but it does make them 
easier to respond to with compassion. And that's where healing begins. 
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In the next chapter, we'll dive deeper into DBT and learn why these skills work so well for 
children who have experienced trauma. We'll start with mindfulness - the foundation that 
makes all other DBT skills possible. 

Reflection Questions 
1. Think about a challenging behavior you've seen in your foster child. How might this 

behavior have helped them stay safe in the past? 

2. What situations seem to make your child feel unsafe? What helps them feel safe 
again? 

3. How does your child's behavior change when they're stressed versus when they're 
feeling secure? 

Practice Exercise: Safety Mapping 
This week, notice: 

• What situations make your child feel unsafe? 

• What does your child do when they feel unsafe? 

• What helps them feel safe again? 

We'll use this information as we learn DBT skills in the coming chapters. 
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Chapter 2: What is DBT and Why It Works 
David Williams was trying to help his nine-year-old son Marcus, who recently came into 
care, calm down after a hard day at school. "Just stop crying!" he said, feeling frustrated. 
"There's nothing to be upset about!" 

But telling someone to stop having feelings is like telling the rain to stop falling. It doesn't 
work, and it can make things worse. This is where DBT comes in - it's like having an 
umbrella and raincoat for those emotional storms. 

What is DBT? 
DBT stands for Dialectical Behavior Therapy. That's a big name for something that's actually 
pretty simple to understand. Let's break it down: 

• "Dialectical" means holding two opposite ideas at the same time 

• "Behavior" is about the things we do and how we act 

• "Therapy" is a way of helping people feel better 

Put them all together, and DBT is about learning how to accept yourself while also making 
positive changes. It's like saying "I'm doing the best I can" AND "I can learn to do better" at 
the same time. 

Where Did DBT Come From? 
DBT was created by a psychologist named Marsha Linehan. She noticed that some people 
had really big feelings that were hard to handle. She also noticed that telling people to just 
"get over it" or "calm down" didn't help. So she created DBT as a way to help people 
understand and manage their emotions while still feeling accepted and understood. 

The Four Tools of DBT 
Think of DBT like a superhero utility belt. Inside are four special tools that help people feel 
better and get along with others: 

1. Mindfulness: Your Spotlight of Attention 
Mindfulness is like having a spotlight that helps you notice what's happening right now. Just 
like a spotlight can only shine on one thing at a time, mindfulness helps you focus on one 
moment at a time. 
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Example: Instead of getting lost in worries about tomorrow or sad memories from 
yesterday, mindfulness helps you notice what's happening right now: "I'm sitting in my 
room. I can feel my breath. I hear birds outside." 

2. Emotion Regulation: Your Feelings Control Panel 
Imagine having a control panel for your feelings - not to turn them off, but to adjust them 
like you would adjust the volume on a TV. 

Skills Include: 

• Identifying feelings in your body 

• Understanding what triggers big emotions 

• Finding healthy ways to express feelings 

• Learning what makes feelings stronger or weaker 

3. Distress Tolerance: Your Emergency Kit 
These are like emergency tools for when feelings get really big. Just like you might have a 
first aid kit for physical injuries, distress tolerance skills help you handle emotional injuries. 

Emergency Skills Include: 

• TIPP skills (Temperature change, Intense exercise, Paced breathing, Progressive 
muscle relaxation) 

• Distraction techniques 

• Self-soothing with your five senses 

• Finding meaning in difficult situations 

4. Interpersonal Effectiveness: Your Friendship Manual 
This is like having an instruction manual for getting along with others. It helps you: 

• Ask for what you need 

• Say no when you need to 

• Keep relationships healthy 

• Handle conflicts without making them worse 
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Why DBT Works Well for Children Who Have Experienced Trauma 
Remember in Chapter 1 how we learned that trauma changes the brain's alarm system? 
DBT is especially helpful for children who have experienced trauma because: 

1. It Understands Both Sides 

– Accepts that behaviors made sense for survival 

– Shows new ways to feel safe and cope 

2. It's Practical 

– Teaches specific skills you can use right away 

– Gives clear steps for handling hard situations 

3. It's Flexible 

– Can be adapted for different ages 

– Works for many different types of challenges 

4. It's Proven to Work 

– Research shows it helps with trauma healing 

– Makes a real difference in families' lives 

DBT in Action: Real Family Stories 

The Morning Rush 
Before DBT: Karen Thompson dreaded getting ten-year-old Sophia ready for school. Every 
morning was a battle of tears, tantrums, and resistance. 

After Learning DBT: 

• They created a visual schedule (mindfulness) 

• Sophia learned to name her worried feelings (emotion regulation) 

• They practiced calming skills for hard transitions (distress tolerance) 

• Karen learned to validate Sophia's feelings while still maintaining routines 
(interpersonal effectiveness) 
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The Birthday Party 
Before DBT: Maya Anderson, who recently entered Sarah's care, would get overwhelmed at 
parties and either hide or have meltdowns. 

After Learning DBT: 

• Maya learned to notice early signs of feeling overwhelmed (mindfulness) 

• She created a feelings thermometer to track her emotions (emotion regulation) 

• She practiced using quiet breaks when needed (distress tolerance) 

• She learned how to tell friends when she needed space (interpersonal effectiveness) 

Making DBT Work at Home 

Create a DBT-Friendly Environment 
1. Make a Calm Corner 

– Comfortable seating 

– Feelings charts 

– Calming tools 

– Timer for breaks 

2. Use Visual Reminders 

– Post DBT skills where everyone can see them 

– Create simple drawings of different skills 

– Make skill cards to carry with you 

3. Practice as a Family 

– Use skills yourself to model them 

– Notice and praise skill use 

– Make it fun with games and activities 

Start Small 
Pick one skill to practice as a family each week: 

• Week 1: Notice feelings without judging them 
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• Week 2: Name emotions when you see them 

• Week 3: Try deep breathing when stressed 

• Week 4: Practice sharing needs clearly 

Common Challenges and Solutions 

"The Skills Don't Work!" 
Remember: 

• Skills take practice 

• Start with easy situations 

• Keep trying different skills until you find what works 

"My Child Won't Try the Skills" 
Try: 

• Making it playful 

• Starting very small 

• Practicing together 

• Celebrating tiny steps 

"I Forget to Use the Skills" 
Solutions: 

• Set reminders on your phone 

• Post sticky notes 

• Practice at set times 

• Start with one skill in one situation 

Special Considerations for Different Age Groups 

Young Children (Ages 3-6) 
• Use lots of play and games 

• Keep practice sessions short 

• Focus on simple breathing exercises 
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• Use pictures and stories to teach skills 

School-Age Children (Ages 7-12) 
• Make skills concrete with examples 

• Use charts and rewards 

• Practice during calm times 

• Connect skills to their interests 

Teens (Ages 13+) 
• Involve them in choosing skills 

• Respect their independence 

• Use real-life examples 

• Connect skills to their goals 

Looking Ahead 
In the next chapter, we'll learn more about being a healing parent - someone who uses DBT 
skills to help children who have experienced trauma feel safe and understood. We'll see 
how these skills fit into daily life and make parenting more effective and less stressful. 

Try This at Home 
This week, try these simple steps: 

1. Notice one feeling each day without trying to change it 

2. Take three deep breaths when stressed 

3. Share one need clearly with someone 

4. Write down what worked and what didn't 

Remember: Just like learning to ride a bike, DBT skills take practice. Be patient with yourself 
and your child as you learn together. 
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Chapter 3: Your Role as a Healing Parent 
"I used to think being a good parent meant having all the answers," says Carlos Garcia, 
looking at sixteen-year-old James playing basketball in the driveway. After two years of 
fostering James, Carlos and his wife Elena have learned that healing parenting looks 
different than traditional approaches. "Now I know it's about being there while kids figure 
things out - even when it's messy." 

Let's talk about what it means to be a healing parent and how it's different from what most 
of us learned about parenting. 

Moving from Traditional to Healing Parent 
Most of us grew up with traditional parenting. It's like a simple math problem: good 
behavior equals rewards, bad behavior equals consequences. If a child hits, they get a 
time-out. If they clean their room, they get a sticker. This works fine for many families. 

But children who have experienced trauma need something different. Think about a child 
who hits because they're scared - giving them a time-out might make them more scared, 
not less. Or a child who won't clean their room because the mess helps them feel in control 
- a sticker chart won't fix that feeling of needing control. 

Sarah Anderson discovered this with eight-year-old Maya, who came to her with a history of 
multiple placement disruptions. When Maya refused to clean her room, Sarah's first 
instinct was to enforce consequences. Then she remembered Maya's background of 
constant moves and loss of control. "Maya's messy room wasn't defiance," Sarah explains. 
"It was her way of making sure she could find her things quickly if she had to leave again." 

What Makes a Healing Parent Different? 
A healing parent understands that behaviors are messages. Michelle Chen and James 
Roberts learned this with twelve-year-old Devon, who had been in their care for eighteen 
months. "When Devon would scream every time I left the room," Michelle shares, "I used to 
think he was manipulating me. Then I realized he was telling me how scared he was of 
being left alone again." 

Being a healing parent means: 

Staying Curious 
Instead of thinking "Why won't this child behave?" a healing parent asks "What is this child 
trying to tell me?" When nine-year-old Marcus Williams refuses to get dressed in the 
morning, his parents David and Jennifer don't jump to consequences. They get curious 
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about what makes mornings so hard for Marcus, remembering his history of witnessing 
domestic violence and how it affects his sense of safety. 

Responding Instead of Reacting 
Tom and Rachel Miller discovered this truth with eleven-year-old Alex, who came to them 
with significant medical anxiety. When Alex throws his homework across the room, Tom 
takes a deep breath first, then helps Alex figure out what's making math so frustrating, 
understanding how Alex's past medical neglect affects his response to challenges. 

Focusing on Connection 
Think of connection like charging a phone - children need to plug into safe relationships to 
have enough energy to handle hard things. Karen Thompson shows this with ten-year-old 
Sophia, who struggles with learning delays and attachment issues. Before trying to fix a 
problem, Karen tries to connect. This might mean sitting quietly together, playing a game, 
or just listening without trying to solve anything. 

Understanding Timing 
Healing isn't like microwave popcorn - you can't rush it. Maria Martinez learned this with 
eight-year-old Tommy, who came to her six months ago with significant food security issues 
and separation anxiety. Some days Tommy takes two steps forward and one step back. 
Maria understands this and celebrates small progress instead of expecting big changes 
quickly. 

Using DBT Skills to Support Healing 
Remember those DBT skills from Chapter 2? They're like special tools that help create an 
environment where healing can happen naturally. Let's explore how to use each one with 
real examples from experienced caregivers. 

Mindfulness: Being Present 
Being mindful means paying attention to what's happening right now without getting lost in 
worries about the future or regrets about the past. 

Rachel Miller shares her experience with Alex: "One day Alex was having a huge meltdown 
about a doctor's appointment. Usually, I'd rush to fix it or get frustrated. Instead, I used 
mindfulness. I noticed my own breathing getting fast, saw how Alex's shoulders were tight, 
and heard the fear in his voice when he said 'I can't do it.' Just noticing these things helped 
me respond better." 
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Emotion Regulation: The Feelings Tool Box 
David and Jennifer Williams created what they call a "Feelings Tool Box" with Marcus and 
their other children, Jack and Sophie. "Each of us has different things that help us handle 
big feelings," David explains. "Sophie needs to bounce a ball, Jack draws pictures, and 
Marcus likes to listen to music. I keep my own tools in there too - my stress ball and 
calming pictures." 

Distress Tolerance: Your Emotional First Aid Kit 
Karen keeps what she calls an "Emotional First Aid Kit" in her car and another at home for 
Sophia. "Sometimes things get hard fast," she says. "Having these tools ready helps 
everyone stay calmer." 

Interpersonal Effectiveness: Building Bridges of Trust 
Elena Garcia and her son James had a breakthrough using what Elena calls the "Bridge 
Building Method." Through steady, patient connection during basketball practice and quiet 
moments between, James gradually began to trust that Elena and Carlos would stay 
consistent, even when things got hard. 

Creating a Healing Environment 
A healing environment is like good soil for a garden - it provides what's needed for growth. 
Here's how to create one: 

Physical Safety 
Children need to feel physically safe before they can start healing. This means: 

Predictable Routines: 

• Regular mealtimes 

• Consistent bedtime routine 

• Clear schedule for the day 

Having routines helps children know what to expect. When life feels predictable, it feels 
safer. 

Emotional Safety 
Emotional safety means children know their feelings won't be rejected or punished. This 
includes: 

Permission to Have Feelings: "All feelings are okay, even though all actions aren't." 
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Time to Build Trust: Let children set the pace for sharing feelings and getting close. 

Regular Check-Ins: Simple questions like "How's your heart today?" help children know you 
care about their feelings. 

Relationship Safety 
Safe relationships are the foundation of healing. This means: 

Consistent Care: 

• Being there when you say you will 

• Following through on promises 

• Responding in predictable ways 

When Things Get Hard 
Even healing parents have hard days. When things get tough: 

Take Care of Yourself First: Just like you can't pour from an empty cup, you can't give 
support if you're completely drained. 

Remember It's Not Personal: When children push you away or act out, it's usually about 
their past hurts, not about you. 

Ask for Help: Having support is a sign of strength, not weakness. This might mean: 

• Calling your social worker 

• Talking to other foster parents 

• Getting extra therapy support 

• Taking a break when you can 

Start Fresh Each Day: Every morning is a new chance to try again. Children who have 
experienced trauma need adults who will keep showing up, even when yesterday was hard. 

Looking Ahead 
In Chapter 4, we'll learn more about attachment - how trauma affects relationships and 
how healing parents can help build secure connections. We'll build on the skills we've 
learned here and add new tools for helping children feel safe in relationships. 

Try This Week 
1. Notice one thing your child does well each day - write it down 
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2. Practice staying calm during one challenging moment - what helped? 

3. Take five minutes for yourself when feeling stressed - put it in your schedule 

Remember: Being a healing parent isn't about being perfect. It's about being present, 
patient, and willing to grow alongside your child. 
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Chapter 4: The Dance of Attachment 
"It's like he wants me close but pushes me away at the same time," says Maria Martinez 
about eight-year-old Tommy, who's been in her care for six months. "One minute he's 
clinging to me during meal times, the next he's screaming that he hates me. I never know 
what to expect." 

This push-pull dance is common when children have experienced disrupted attachments. 
Remember how we learned in Chapter 1 that trauma rewires the brain's alarm system? 
Attachment trauma specifically affects how children learn to trust and connect with 
caregivers. 

Understanding Attachment Disruption 
Think of attachment like learning to dance. In healthy attachment, the parent and child 
move together naturally - when the child moves forward, the parent is there to receive 
them. When the child needs space, the parent gives it. This dance teaches children that: 

• Their needs matter 

• Adults can be trusted 

• Love is reliable 

• They are worthy of care 

But when trauma disrupts this dance, children learn different lessons: 

• Adults might leave 

• Needs might not be met 

• Love is unsafe 

• They must protect themselves 

The Chen-Roberts family saw this with Devon, whose complex trauma and multiple 
placements made trust especially challenging. "Children who've had unpredictable adults 
need to see that you're the same person every single day," Michelle explains, while James 
nods in agreement. 

How Disrupted Attachment Shows Up 
Different ages show attachment challenges in different ways: 

Young Children (2-6): 
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• Won't let you comfort them when hurt 

• Act like they don't need help 

• Switch between clingy and pushing away 

• Have big reactions to small separations 

Sarah Anderson experienced this with Maya: "I wanted to fix everything right away. But our 
breakthrough came from something tiny - a special handshake we did every morning. Just 
ten seconds, but it was our thing." 

School-Age (7-12): 

• Try to control everything 

• Struggle to follow directions 

• Say they hate you then get upset if you leave 

• Have trouble with friendships 

Jennifer Williams found a way through with nine-year-old Marcus through what she calls 
"drive-by connection." "Every hour, I'd just pop my head in his room and say something nice 
about what he was doing. No pressure, no expectations. After a few weeks, he began 
showing me things he was working on. Those tiny moments added up to trust." 

Teens (13+): 

• Push boundaries extremely hard 

• Take unsafe risks 

• Have trouble planning for the future 

• Struggle with identity and belonging 

Carlos and Elena Garcia see this with sixteen-year-old James, whose history with family 
substance abuse makes trust and stability especially challenging. 

Using DBT Skills for Attachment 
Let's build on the DBT skills from Chapter 2 to help with attachment: 

Mindfulness 
Tom Miller discovered this while working with eleven-year-old Alex: "We started with sorting 
medical supplies together. It gave us something to focus on besides each other. No eye 
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contact needed, no deep conversations - just organizing things side by side. Now it's our 
special time to catch up." 

Emotion Regulation 
Karen shows how this works with ten-year-old Sophia: "When Sophia says she hates me, I 
always say the same thing: 'I hear you're really angry with me, and I'm still here.' Sometimes 
she screams louder, sometimes she cries, but she knows what she'll get from me - steady 
care, no matter what." 

Distress Tolerance 
David Williams's story with Marcus demonstrates this skill: "When Marcus first came to us, 
he'd hide under his bed every night. Instead of trying to get him out, we started small. I'd sit 
outside and read stories about brave kids. That was it - no pressure, same time every night, 
same response when he called me names or told me to go away." 

Interpersonal Effectiveness 
The Garcia family developed what they call "anchor points" throughout the day: "Morning 
check-ins, after-school basketball practice, and dinner together - these never change, even 
if we're mad at each other. James tested this hard at first, but now he relies on these 
moments. They're like safety ropes in his day." 

Making Repair Part of the Dance 
Michelle Chen emphasizes repair's importance: "These children have seen plenty of adults 
mess up. What they haven't seen is adults take responsibility and make things right." 

Rachel Miller demonstrates this with Alex: "Yesterday, I got frustrated and walked away 
while Alex was telling me about a doctor's visit. Later, I said, 'When you were telling me 
about the appointment, I walked away because I was stressed. That wasn't fair to you. You 
deserve my full attention. Can we try that conversation again?'" 

Sarah shows how this works with Maya: "Even if Maya's behavior was challenging, I always 
name my part. 'I got too loud. I made things scarier instead of helping you feel safe. I'm 
working on staying calmer.'" 

Special Situations 
Visits with Birth Family: Karen uses a special notebook system with Sophia: "If she needs 
me while I'm working with other students, she can write anything in it - even just a sad face. 
I check it every hour and respond right away. She tested it a lot at first, but now she trusts 
that I'll always look." 
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Holidays and Special Events: Maria created what she calls "win moments" with Tommy: 
"We started with simple food preparation I knew he could handle. He finished it 
successfully, and I made a big deal about his confidence. Each success made him braver 
about trying new things." 

School Challenges: The Chen-Roberts approach with Devon shows how consistency 
helps: "After hard moments, we always say, 'Tomorrow is a new day, and we'll never stop 
trying to understand you better.' At first, he'd roll his eyes. Now he sometimes says it before 
we do." 

Looking Ahead 
Trust builds slowly, like Jennifer Williams found with Marcus: "One night, after I'd messed 
up by raising my voice during dinner, I sat by his bed and said, 'I got too loud today. That 
must have been scary. I'm learning how to stay calmer.' He whispered, 'You always come 
back.' Now, six months later, he still sometimes needs his hiding spot. But he trusts that 
we'll be there when he's ready to come out." 

In Chapter 5, we'll explore how to take care of yourself while doing this important work. 

Try This Week 
1. Notice one push-away moment without reacting 

2. Create one tiny connection ritual 

3. Practice one repair conversation 

Remember: Every repair moment is a chance to show children that relationships can 
survive hard times and grow stronger through honest connection. 
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Chapter 5: When Caring Hurts - Using DBT Skills at Home 
"Some days, I feel like I can't take one more meltdown," shares Michelle Chen, who has 
been fostering twelve-year-old Devon for eighteen months. "Then I remember what we 
learned about the brain's alarm system in Chapter 1. Just like our children, our brains can 
get stuck in survival mode too." 

Understanding Our Brain's Response to Caring 
Remember how trauma keeps children's brains in survival mode? The same happens to 
caregivers. When we constantly respond to trauma behaviors, our own brain's alarm 
system stays activated. Just like a phone needs charging, our brain needs regular 
recharging to stay regulated. 

Karen Thompson, who has been a therapeutic foster parent for four years, describes 
noticing her stress signals: tight shoulders, quick breathing, racing thoughts, feeling tired 
even after sleeping, getting frustrated easily. "When Sophia got anxious about school, my 
own chest would tighten. I realized I wasn't just witnessing her stress - I was absorbing it." 
Understanding these signals helps us respond before reaching complete exhaustion. 

Using DBT Skills in Everyday Moments 

Mindfulness: Creating Peace Spots 
Sarah Anderson turned this skill into practical "peace spots" throughout her house. In the 
kitchen, she keeps tea bags, a stress ball, and an inspiring quote visible. The bathroom 
holds face spray and deep breathing reminders. Her bedroom contains a soft blanket and 
journal. 

"Each room becomes a mindfulness reminder," Sarah explains. Maya, her eight-year-old in 
care, has started noticing when Sarah uses these spots. "During dishes, I focus on warm 
water and soap bubbles. While folding laundry, I notice textures. These aren't fancy 
practices - they're ways to bring my brain back to the present moment." 

Quick mindful moments that work: 

• Extra minutes in the car after errands 

• Deep breathing during bathroom breaks 

• Sunlight breaks while kids do homework 

• One song with headphones while cooking 

• Stretching while the dryer runs 
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Creating Calm in Chaos 

Morning Minutes: Starting with Regulation 
David Williams discovered that starting the day regulated helps maintain balance: "Even 15 
minutes before Marcus wakes up helps. I sit with my coffee and plan my recharge moments 
for the day." His simple morning routine builds on the mindfulness skills from Chapter 2: 
waking up 15 minutes early, drinking water first thing, writing three hoped-for 
accomplishments, taking ten deep breaths, and setting phone reminders for breaks 
throughout the day. 

Stress Signals and Solutions 
Building on our understanding of the brain's alarm system, Tom Miller created a response 
plan for his stress signals while caring for eleven-year-old Alex, who struggles with medical 
anxiety. When he notices tight shoulders, he rolls them three times. Racing thoughts 
prompt counting five visible objects. An irritable voice means it's time to drink cold water 
slowly. Rushing around calls for three deep breaths, while feeling overwhelmed signals the 
need to step outside briefly. 

Emergency Reset Button 
Carlos Garcia developed what he calls his "Emergency Reset Button" - a set of tools based 
on DBT's distress tolerance skills. While helping sixteen-year-old James through the 
challenges of educational disruption and trust issues, Carlos found these tools essential. 
His physical reset includes splashing cold water on his face, pressing hands against the 
wall, tensing and relaxing muscles, taking big stretches, and marching in place. For mental 
reset, he counts backward from 100, names visible items, spells words backward, does 
simple math problems, or recites a favorite poem. Emotional reset might involve texting a 
supportive friend, looking at a happy photo, giving himself a tight hug, writing three feeling 
words, or taking three slow breaths. 

"Each type of reset serves a different purpose," Carlos explains. "Physical reset helps 
ground my body, mental reset engages my thinking brain, and emotional reset helps 
process feelings. Together, they form a complete regulation toolkit." 

Emotion Regulation: Movement and Morning Minutes 
Our ability to help children regulate depends on our own regulation. Michelle Chen 
discovered creative ways to move her body during daily tasks while helping Devon with his 
school anxiety: dancing while making beds, squats during teeth brushing, walking in place 
during phone calls. "Movement helps shift my brain from survival mode back to thinking 
mode," she explains. 
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Karen Thompson starts each day with what she calls "Morning Minutes" to help her stay 
regulated for Sophia's attachment challenges: "Even 15 minutes before the kids wake up 
helps. I drink water, take ten deep breaths, and plan my regulation moments for the day." 
She keeps it simple - no special equipment needed, just intentional moments of pause. 

Distress Tolerance: Emergency Tools 
The Williams family developed quick reset tools for intense moments with Marcus, 
especially when his trauma triggers from witnessing domestic violence surface: 

For physical reset, Jennifer might: 

• Splash cold water on her face 

• Press hands against a wall 

• Take a brisk walk around the house 

• Do jumping jacks 

• Practice deep stretching 

For mental reset, David uses: 

• Counting backward from 100 

• Naming objects he can see 

• Solving simple math problems 

• Reciting favorite poems 

• Making lists of categories 

Interpersonal Effectiveness: Connection Without Leaving 
Sarah Anderson builds connection into normal routines while supporting Maya through her 
attachment challenges: texting foster parent friends during school pickup, joining online 
support groups during homework time, making support calls during chores. "Connection 
doesn't require extra time," she says, "just creativity in using the time we have." 

Creating Sustainable Family Practices 
The Chen-Roberts family involves their whole household in regulation routines. Everyone, 
including six-year-old Lily, has daily kind tasks, takes turns being "mood checker," and 
shares good moments at dinner. "Making it a family practice helps everyone," Michelle 
explains. "Even young children can learn to notice and name feelings." 
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The Miller family keeps simple tools in each room: 

• Living room: soft pillows, stress balls, timers for breaks 

• Kitchen: healthy snacks, water bottles, simple activities 

• Bedrooms: comfort items, calming bottles, cozy spots 

Just for Today: Managing Hard Days 
Karen Thompson developed her "Just for Today" approach for overwhelming times with 
Sophia. She focuses only on essential tasks: keeping children safe and fed, using paper 
plates if needed, letting go of perfect, and prioritizing connection over correction. 
"Understanding brain science helped me see that some days are about survival," she 
explains, "and that's okay." 

Maria Martinez tracks small daily wins with eight-year-old Tommy: getting dressed, eating 
together, sharing smiles, trying new things, staying calm in hard moments. "Noticing these 
moments helps my brain remember we're making progress," she shares, "even on hard 
days." 

Self-Care Isn't Selfish 
The Garcia family learned that taking care of themselves isn't optional - it's essential for 
helping James heal. Elena created what she calls "Oxygen Mask Moments": 

Daily Must-Haves: 

• Five minutes of quiet before others wake 

• Regular water and healthy snacks 

• Brief movement breaks 

• Connection with supportive people 

• Moments of joy or pleasure 

Weekly Needs: 

• Time for exercise or movement 

• Contact with other foster parents 

• Personal hobby time 

• Rest or recovery period 

• Professional support check-in 
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Monthly Essentials: 

• Deeper self-care activities 

• Support group meetings 

• Planning and reflection time 

• Skill building or learning 

• Connection with mentors 

Professional Support 
The families we've met all emphasize the importance of professional support: 

Regular Check-ins with: 

• Dr. Patricia Chen (trauma-informed pediatrician) 

• Dr. Sarah Mitchell (family therapist) 

• Ms. Jordan (social worker) 

• Support groups 

• Mentor families 

Looking Ahead 
As we move to Chapter 6, remember: regulation isn't about perfection. It's about finding 
small, practical ways to help our brains stay balanced while caring for children who have 
experienced trauma. 

Practice This Week 
1. Notice your stress signals 

2. Create one peace spot 

3. Try one reset tool 

4. Track one daily win 

Remember Michelle Chen's wisdom: "Taking care of ourselves isn't a luxury - it's how we 
stay strong enough to help our children heal." 
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Chapter 6: Mindfulness for Foster Families 
"I thought mindfulness meant sitting quietly with my eyes closed," says Sarah Anderson, 
who's been fostering eight-year-old Maya for the past year. "But how do you do that with a 
child who's experienced multiple placement disruptions? I can barely get her to sit still for 
dinner!" 

Remember in Chapter 2 when we learned about DBT's four tools? Mindfulness is the 
foundation that makes all the other tools work. But for families caring for children who've 
experienced trauma, mindfulness needs to look different than the traditional "sit quietly 
and breathe" approach. 

Understanding Mindfulness for Trauma 
In Chapter 1, we learned how trauma keeps the brain's alarm system switched on. 
Traditional mindfulness might feel threatening to a brain that's trained to always be on 
guard. Michelle Chen discovered this with twelve-year-old Devon: "When I first tried to get 
him to do deep breathing, he panicked. His brain interpreted closed eyes and slow 
breathing as dangerous. We had to find other ways." 

What Mindfulness Really Means 
Mindfulness isn't about being still or quiet. It's about: 

• Noticing what's happening right now 

• Accepting feelings without trying to change them 

• Staying present instead of worrying about the past or future 

Tom Miller explains how this works with eleven-year-old Alex: "Instead of telling Alex to 
calm down, we notice together: 'Looks like your hands are in fists. Your breathing is fast. 
You're having some big feelings right now.' Just noticing often helps him feel more in 
control." 

Active Mindfulness: Movement Matters 
Building on what we learned about the brain's alarm system in Chapter 1, we know that 
movement can help children feel safe. Karen Thompson created what she calls "Motion 
Mindfulness" activities for ten-year-old Sophia, who struggles with learning delays and 
attachment issues. 

Walking Awareness 
"We play 'Detective Walk' around the yard," Karen explains. "We look for: 
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• Three things that are blue 

• Two sounds we've never noticed 

• One new smell It keeps their bodies moving while training their brains to notice 
details." 

Bubble Breathing 
Carlos Garcia found a way to make breathing fun while working with sixteen-year-old 
James: "We blow bubbles together during our basketball practice breaks. It naturally slows 
breathing, and watching bubbles float is calming. Plus, chasing and popping them adds 
movement." 

Dance and Freeze 
Michelle Chen adapted this game for mindfulness with Devon and her six-year-old 
daughter Lily: "When the music plays, we dance. When it stops, we freeze and notice: 

• How our bodies feel 

• What we hear 

• Where we're touching the floor It's mindfulness disguised as fun." 

Making Mindfulness Part of Daily Life 
Remember in Chapter 3 how we talked about creating healing environments? Mindfulness 
can be woven into regular routines: 

Morning Moments 
David Williams starts each day with what he calls "Sense Wake-ups" for nine-year-old 
Marcus: 

• Stretch and notice how muscles feel 

• Listen for morning sounds 

• Feel the temperature of the air 

• Look for sunshine or clouds 

• Smell breakfast cooking 

"It helps everyone transition into the day," he explains, while his wife Jennifer nods in 
agreement. "Even Jack and Sophie, our biological children, will participate because it's 
quick and active." 
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Mealtime Mindfulness 
Maria Martinez turned meals into mindfulness practice with eight-year-old Tommy, who 
struggles with food security and separation anxiety: "We play the Color Game. Everyone 
finds three colors on their plate and describes them. It slows down eating, encourages 
noticing, and makes meals more fun." 

Bedtime Bodies 
Sarah Anderson helps Maya wind down with body awareness: "We start at the toes and 
move up, squeezing and relaxing each part. She can wiggle and move - it doesn't have to be 
still. This helps with her trust issues and emotional regulation." 

Special Tools for Different Ages 

Young Children (3-6 years) 
The Chen-Roberts family uses these tools with six-year-old Lily: 

• Animal movements with awareness 

• Finding shapes in clouds 

• Texture treasure hunts 

• Weather watching 

• Sound safaris 

Michelle uses animal cards: "We pick a card and move like that animal while noticing what 
we see and hear. It combines play, movement, and mindfulness. Devon even joins in 
sometimes, showing his leadership skills." 

School-Age (7-12 years) 
The Williams family created these activities for Marcus: 

• Mindful drawing 

• Nature photography 

• Sports awareness 

• Music listening 

• Movement games 

David created "Sports Sense" with Marcus: "While shooting baskets, we notice: 
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• How the ball feels 

• The sound it makes 

• Where our feet are 

• How our arms move It improves both mindfulness and helps with his motor skills." 

Teens (13+) 
Elena Garcia found connection through music with James: "We take turns sharing songs 
and notice: 

• Different instruments we hear 

• How the music feels in our body 

• What emotions come up It's mindfulness that speaks his language and helps bridge 
the trust issues from his past." 

Mindfulness for Big Feelings 
Remember in Chapter 4 how we talked about attachment challenges? Mindfulness can 
help during difficult moments: 

Anger Awareness 
Maria teaches "Anger Alerts" to Tommy: 

1. Notice where anger feels hot in your body 

2. Find something cold to touch 

3. Notice the temperature difference 

4. Take three breaths while feeling the cold 

Anxiety Attention 
Tom and Rachel Miller use "Grounding Groups" with Alex, who struggles with medical 
anxiety: 

• Find 5 colors you can see 

• Touch 4 different textures 

• Listen for 3 distinct sounds 

• Notice 2 smells 

• Find 1 thing you can taste 
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Sadness Sensing 
Sarah Anderson created "Comfort Collecting" with Maya: 

• Notice one kind thing someone did 

• Find one beautiful thing 

• Remember one good moment 

• Feel one comfortable spot in your body 

• Hear one pleasant sound 

When Mindfulness Feels Hard 
Sometimes mindfulness brings up difficult feelings or memories. This is normal for children 
who've experienced trauma. Karen shares her approach with Sophia: "We have a code 
word - 'pause.' Anyone can say it if an activity feels too hard. No questions asked, we switch 
to something else." 

Signs That It's Too Much 
Watch for: 

• Increased agitation 

• Shut down responses 

• Nervous laughter 

• Physical complaints 

• Sudden mood changes 

What To Do Instead 
Michelle suggests: 

• Switch to movement 

• Change locations 

• Try a different sense 

• Make it shorter 

• Add playfulness 
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Building Your Mindfulness Toolkit 
Based on what we learned about regulation in Chapter 5, every family needs their own set 
of tools. Sarah created "Mindfulness Stations" throughout her house for Maya: 

Living Room Station 
• Soft things to touch 

• Pictures to look at 

• Simple instruments 

• Movement space 

• Breathing buddies (stuffed animals) 

Kitchen Station 
• Scent jars 

• Textured objects 

• Tasting samples 

• Temperature items 

• Sound makers 

Outdoor Station 
• Nature items 

• Walking paths 

• Bubble supplies 

• Art materials 

• Movement toys 

Crisis Mindfulness: When Everything Falls Apart 
Remember in Chapter 1 how we talked about the brain's alarm system? During a 
meltdown, that system goes into overdrive. Karen explains: "It's like a category 5 hurricane 
meets a tornado. Everything feels threatening to a traumatized brain in crisis." 

Crisis Response Plan 
Maria developed what she calls "The Survival Plan" for Tommy's anxiety moments: 
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For Parents: 

1. First Response 

– Take a deep breath yourself 

– Notice your own body signals 

– Remember: This is about fear, not defiance 

– Keep your voice low and calm 

– Move slowly and stay visible 

2. Immediate Actions 

– Create space from others 

– Find a quieter area 

– Get down at child's level 

– Keep movements predictable 

– Stay within sight 

3. Communication 

– Use simple words 

– Avoid questions 

– Name what you see: "Your hands are tight" 

– Offer simple choices 

– Validate feelings 

For Children: Michelle teaches these steps to Devon before challenging situations: 

1. Body Signals (Practice identifying) 

– Hot face means anger coming 

– Tight chest means worry 

– Fast breathing means overwhelm 

– Shaky hands mean fear 

2. Safety Moves 
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– Find a wall to lean against 

– Look for quiet corners 

– Hold a cold water bottle 

– Squeeze hands or arms 

– Push against a wall 

3. Calm Down Kit Every child helps pack their own kit with: 

– Noise-canceling headphones 

– Chewy necklace 

– Stress ball 

– Small weighted item 

– Familiar scent 

– Picture of safe place 

Looking Ahead 
As we move into Chapter 7 on Emotion Regulation, remember that mindfulness is the 
foundation for all other skills. Start small, keep it active, and celebrate every moment of 
presence. 

Try This Week 
1. Create one mindfulness station 

2. Try one moving mindfulness activity 

3. Notice one mindful moment in your regular routine 

Remember Maria's wisdom: "Mindfulness isn't about being calm. It's about noticing 
whatever is happening right now, even if it's chaos. The noticing itself brings calm." 
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Chapter 7: Emotion Regulation 
"My daughter came home from school so angry she couldn't even talk," shares Elena 
Garcia, watching sixteen-year-old James storm up to his room. "All he could do was slam 
doors and throw things. I felt helpless until I remembered what we learned about the 
brain's alarm system." 

Building on our earlier exploration of the brain's alarm system and the mindfulness 
practices from Chapter 6, we'll discover what to do with big feelings once we notice them. 

Understanding Emotion Floods 
When Sarah Anderson first started fostering eight-year-old Maya, who came to her with a 
history of multiple placement disruptions, she noticed something interesting: "Maya would 
be fine one minute, then completely overwhelmed the next. It was like someone turned on 
a fire hose of feelings." 

This is what we call an emotion flood. Just like a real flood can sweep away everything in its 
path, an emotion flood can sweep away a child's ability to: 

• Think clearly 

• Use words 

• Remember coping skills 

• Control actions 

• Listen to help 

How Emotions Look Different After Trauma 
Understanding these differences helps us respond better: 

Typical Emotional Response: 

• Feelings build gradually 

• Can usually name the trigger 

• Able to use coping skills 

• Can accept comfort 

• Recovers relatively quickly 

• Maintains some awareness 
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• Can learn from experience 

Trauma-Influenced Response: 

• Feelings explode suddenly 

• May not know what triggered them 

• Coping skills disappear in stress 

• Might reject comfort 

• Takes longer to recover 

• May disconnect from reality 

• Past and present blur together 

• May act younger than age 

Elena Garcia explains, watching her son James process the aftermath of a difficult family 
visit: "When Miguel gets upset about homework, he can tell us why and accept help. When 
James faces the same situation, the homework trigger might connect to old fears about not 
being smart enough or getting punished for mistakes. Suddenly, it's not just about 
homework anymore." 

The Science of Feelings 
Our brains have different parts that work together to handle emotions: 

• The "feeling" part that first reacts 

• The "thinking" part that helps us understand 

• The "action" part that chooses what to do 

The brain of a child who has experienced trauma can have a super-sensitive alarm system 
that goes off before the thinking part can help make sense of things. 

The Emotion Skills Ladder 
Tom Miller discovered that helping children handle big feelings is like teaching them to 
climb a ladder - you start at the bottom and work your way up: 

Level 1: Naming Feelings 
Maria Martinez uses what she calls "Feeling Flash Cards" with eight-year-old Tommy: 

• Happy faces for good feelings 
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• Sad faces for hurt feelings 

• Angry faces for mad feelings 

• Scared faces for worried feelings 

"We practice matching the cards to their feelings during calm times," she explains. "Then 
when big feelings come, they can just point to the card." 

Level 2: Finding Feelings in Your Body 
Carlos Garcia teaches his children, including sixteen-year-old James and biological 
children Miguel (13) and Ana (9), the "Body Map Game": 

• Color where anger feels hot 

• Mark where worry feels tight 

• Show where sadness feels heavy 

• Point to where happiness bubbles 

"Once they know where they feel emotions in their bodies," he says, "they can catch 
feelings before they get too big." 

Level 3: Understanding Feeling Size 
Michelle Chen created the "Feelings Thermometer" for twelve-year-old Devon: 1 = Tiny 
feelings (a little disappointed) 2 = Small feelings (mildly frustrated) 3 = Medium feelings 
(definitely upset) 4 = Big feelings (very angry) 5 = Huge feelings (completely overwhelmed) 

"We practice noticing feeling sizes when things are calm," she explains. "Then we match 
coping skills to each size." 

Level 4: Building a Feelings Tool Box 
Different emotions need different tools: 

For Anger: 

• Physical Release: 

– Rip paper 

– Squeeze clay 

– Push against walls 

– Run in place 
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– Throw soft things at a target 

• Calming Activities: 

– Count backward 

– Draw the anger 

– Listen to loud music 

– Stomp in rhythm 

– Use a punching bag 

For Anxiety: 

• Grounding Tools: 

– Hold something cold 

– Count objects 

– Name categories 

– Touch different textures 

– Focus on breathing 

• Comfort Items: 

– Weighted blanket 

– Favorite smells 

– Smooth stones 

– Stress balls 

– Photos of safe places 

For Sadness: 

• Connection Activities: 

– Hug a stuffed animal 

– Look at happy photos 

– Tell a story 

– Write feelings 
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– Draw a memory 

• Self-Care Actions: 

– Warm blanket 

– Favorite song 

– Gentle movement 

– Drink water 

– Rest quietly 

The Window of Tolerance 
David Williams introduced us to the "Window of Tolerance" concept while working with 
nine-year-old Marcus: "Think of it like a window where feelings are manageable. Above the 
window, we're too high (hyper). Below it, we're too low (hypo). The goal is to stay in the 
window." 

Signs of Being Above the Window: 

• Can't sit still 

• Talks very fast 

• Moves constantly 

• Feels overwhelming 

• May act aggressively 

Signs of Being Below the Window: 

• Seems frozen 

• Very quiet 

• Moves slowly 

• Feels numb 

• May seem sleepy 

Signs of Being In the Window: 

• Can think clearly 

• Accepts help 
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• Shows feelings appropriately 

• Maintains connection 

• Uses coping skills 

Special Tools for Different Ages 

Young Children (3-6 years): 
• Feeling puppets 

• Emotion books 

• Movement games 

• Simple songs 

• Weather words ("I feel stormy inside") 

School-Age (7-12 years): 
• Feeling journals 

• Art projects 

• Body movement 

• Rating scales 

• Comfort corners 

Teens (13+ years): 
• Music playlists 

• Photo journals 

• Exercise choices 

• Writing options 

• Private spaces 

Creating Calm Down Spaces 
Karen Thompson shows us how to make special calm down spaces for ten-year-old 
Sophia: 
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Living Room Corner: 
• Soft pillows 

• Stress balls 

• Calming pictures 

• Quiet music 

• Timer for breaks 

Bedroom Space: 
• Cozy blankets 

• Stuffed animals 

• Family photos 

• Drawing supplies 

• Feeling cards 

Quiet Spot: 
• Headphones 

• Books 

• Fidget toys 

• Weighted items 

• Breathing reminders 

Special Focus: The Role of Shame 
A unique challenge for children who've experienced trauma is handling shame. Unlike guilt 
(feeling bad about an action), shame makes children feel bad about who they are. 

Sarah Anderson explains: "When Maya spills milk, she doesn't just feel clumsy. She feels 
worthless. That's shame talking." 

Shame vs. Guilt Response Patterns 
Typical Guilt Response: 

• "I made a mistake" 

• Can accept comfort 
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• Willing to try again 

• Learns from experience 

• Maintains connection 

Shame Response: 

• "I am a mistake" 

• Rejects comfort 

• Avoids trying 

• Expects failure 

• Disconnects from others 

Breaking the Shame Cycle 
Tom Miller shares his approach with Alex: 

1. Notice shame signals 

– Head down 

– Hiding face 

– Very quiet 

– Negative self-talk 

– Wanting to disappear 

2. Respond with connection 

– Stay close 

– Speak gently 

– Share similar experiences 

– Separate behavior from worth 

– Offer simple comfort 

3. Build shame resilience 

– Practice self-kindness 

– Create repair routines 
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– Celebrate mistakes as learning 

– Notice strengths daily 

– Share vulnerability appropriately 

Teaching New Skills 
Emotion skills grow best in safe relationships. Here's how to build them: 

1. Practice During Calm Times "We play feeling games when everyone's happy," says 
David Williams, working with Marcus. "That makes it easier to use the skills when 
feelings get big." 

2. Start Small Maria Martinez shares her approach with Tommy: "We practice with tiny 
feelings first. Like being a little disappointed about rain. Then work up to bigger 
feelings." 

3. Make It Fun Karen Thompson turned emotion learning into games with Sophia: 

• Feeling charades 

• Emotion detective 

• Weather reports 

• Body scientists 

• Feeling artists 

4. Celebrate Trying "I notice every time my kids try to handle feelings better," says Tom 
Miller about Alex. "Even if it doesn't work perfectly, trying counts!" 

Crisis Time: When Emotions Overflow 
Sometimes feelings get too big too fast. When this happens: 

1. First Priority: Safety 

• Clear the space 

• Move breakable things 

• Give physical space 

• Stay where they can see you 

• Keep your voice calm 

2. Second Step: Support 
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• Offer simple choices 

• Use few words 

• Show understanding 

• Stay present 

• Wait it out 

3. After the Storm 

• Offer water 

• Provide comfort 

• Keep things quiet 

• Wait to talk 

• Return to routine slowly 

Looking Ahead 
As we move into Chapter 8 on Distress Tolerance, remember what Maria Martinez always 
says: "Feelings are like weather - they always change. Our job isn't to stop the storms but to 
help our children learn to weather them safely." 

Try This Week 
1. Create one calm down space 

2. Practice one new feeling word each day 

3. Try one emotion skill game 

Remember: Every emotion skill practiced helps build a stronger foundation for healing. 
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Chapter 8: Distress Tolerance - Getting Through Hard 
Moments 
"The first time Devon had to switch schools, he couldn't get out of the car," shares Michelle 
Chen, who's been fostering twelve-year-old Devon for eighteen months. Her husband 
James Roberts stands supportively nearby as she continues, "His whole body was shaking. 
All our usual calm-down tools weren't working. I felt stuck." 

Remember in Chapter 7 how we learned about emotion regulation? Sometimes feelings get 
too big for those skills to work. That's when we need distress tolerance - ways to get 
through really hard moments without making things worse. 

Understanding Distress Tolerance 
Think of distress tolerance like a life jacket. When emotions feel like they're drowning us, 
these skills help us stay afloat until we reach calmer waters. They're not about fixing the 
problem - they're about surviving the storm. 

Typical Response vs. Trauma Response to Distress 
Understanding these differences helps us choose the right tools: 

Typical Response to Hard Situations: 

• Feels upset but can think clearly 

• Remembers past solutions 

• Asks for help when needed 

• Uses learned coping skills 

• Recovers when situation ends 

• Learns from experience 

Trauma Response to Hard Situations: 

• Feels overwhelmed and confused 

• Past trauma memories take over 

• May reject or fear help 

• Forgets coping skills 

• Takes longer to recover 
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• May feel stuck in survival mode 

The TIPP Skills: First Aid for Big Feelings 
Building on the mindfulness foundation from Chapter 6, TIPP skills help change body 
signals fast: 

Temperature Change 
Maria Martinez keeps ice packs in every room: "When Tommy starts to panic about food 
insecurity or separation, holding something cold helps his brain realize he's safe now, not 
back in the scary time." 

Intense Exercise 
Tom Miller created "Feeling Stations" around the house for eleven-year-old Alex, who 
struggles with medical anxiety: 

• Jump rope corner 

• Wall push-up spot 

• Running in place mat 

• Yoga cards area 

• Dance space 

Paced Breathing 
Remember the bubble breathing from Chapter 6? Sarah Anderson adapted it for distress 
with Maya: 

• Blow bubbles while counting 

• Match breath to favorite song 

• Use pinwheels for visual help 

• Practice "dragon breath" 

• Try "birthday candle" breaths 

Progressive Muscle Relaxation 
Carlos Garcia teaches "Animal Relaxation" to sixteen-year-old James and his younger 
siblings Miguel (13) and Ana (9): 

• Tight like a turtle, loose like a jellyfish 
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• Strong like a bear, soft like a bunny 

• Tall like a giraffe, floppy like a puppy 

Creating Safety Plans That Really Work 
Maria, who's been fostering eight-year-old Tommy for six months, developed what she calls 
"Ready-Set-Safe" plans. "Instead of complicated rules, we focus on what actually helps 
during hard moments." 

Step 1: Know Your Signs 
Work together to notice early warning signs: 

• Body signals (tight chest, hot face) 

• Behavior changes (pacing, hiding) 

• Thinking changes (can't focus, racing thoughts) 

• Feeling changes (scared, angry, overwhelmed) 

"We made picture cards of these signals," Maria explains. "Tommy colors them when he's 
calm, so they're easier to remember when things get hard." 

Step 2: Build Your Safety Kit 
Sarah helps Maya create her own kit: 

• Comfort items (soft toy, family photo) 

• Sensory tools (stress ball, smooth stone) 

• Movement tools (jump rope, yoga card) 

• Calming tools (bubbles, pinwheel) 

• Safety card with trusted people's names 

"The key is practicing with these tools during calm times," Sarah shares. "Just like a fire drill 
- you practice when there's no fire." 

Step 3: Make Your Safe Spaces 
Tom and Rachel Miller worked with Alex to create three kinds of safe spaces: 

• Home safe spot (quiet corner, cozy tent) 

• School safe spot (library corner, counselor's office) 
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• Community safe spot (park bench, quiet store aisle) 

"We visit these spots when everyone's calm," says Tom. "We practice getting there, using 
our tools, and asking for help." 

The PLEASE Skills 
These skills help our bodies handle distress better: 

PL - Treat PhysicaL illness 
Keep track of: 

• Medicine needs 

• Doctor visits 

• Sleep patterns 

• Food allergies 

• Health concerns 

E - Eat balanced meals 
Sarah's "Food Mood Rules" for Maya: 

• Regular meal times 

• Protein with each meal 

• Healthy snacks ready 

• Water available 

• No skipping meals 

A - Avoid mood-altering substances 
This includes: 

• Too much sugar 

• Too much caffeine 

• Certain medications 

• Energy drinks 

• Some supplements 
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S - Sleep well 
The Chen-Roberts family's "Sleep Success" routine for Devon: 

• Same bedtime 

• Quiet wind-down 

• Comfort items 

• Night lights 

• White noise 

E - Exercise 
Daily movement ideas from the Garcia family: 

• Family walks 

• Dance parties 

• Sports play 

• Exercise games 

• Active chores 

Special Situations: Holiday Stress 
Building on Chapter 4's attachment understanding, holidays can be extra hard. Karen 
Thompson created "Holiday Helpers" for ten-year-old Sophia: 

Before Events: 
• Practice visiting new places 

• Look at event pictures 

• Make comfort bags 

• Plan quiet breaks 

• Know exit signs 

During Events: 
• Keep schedule visible 

• Use comfort items 

• Take movement breaks 
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• Find quiet spaces 

• Stay connected 

After Events: 
• Return to routine 

• Process feelings 

• Rest extra 

• Move bodies 

• Share stories 

Crisis Tools for Different Ages 

Young Children (3-6 years): 
• Comfort items from home 

• Simple movement games 

• Favorite songs 

• Picture stories 

• Sensory toys 

School-Age (7-12 years): 
The Williams family uses these tools with nine-year-old Marcus: 

• Calm down bottles 

• Breathing buddies 

• Movement cards 

• Art supplies 

• Quiet tent 

Teens (13+ years): 
Elena and Carlos Garcia help James with: 

• Music playlists 

• Journal prompts 
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• Exercise options 

• Art materials 

• Private space 

When Nothing Seems to Work 
Remember Maria's wisdom from Chapter 5: "Sometimes success means just getting 
through the moment without making it worse." 

Try these "Just For Now" skills: 

1. Find one safe spot 

2. Take one deep breath 

3. Hold one comfort item 

4. Notice one okay thing 

5. Wait one minute more 

Crisis Tool Box 
David and Jennifer Williams keep these tools ready for Marcus: 

1. Physical Tools: 

– Weighted blanket 

– Stress balls 

– Fidget toys 

– Comfort objects 

– Movement space 

2. Sensory Tools: 

– Noise-canceling headphones 

– Scented items 

– Textured objects 

– Visual aids 

– Taste-safe chewies 
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3. Emotional Tools: 

– Feelings charts 

– Comfort photos 

– Personal journal 

– Memory book 

– Positive affirmations 

4. Connection Tools: 

– Contact list 

– Communication cards 

– Social stories 

– Family pictures 

– Support reminders 

Looking Ahead 
As we move into Chapter 9 on Interpersonal Effectiveness, remember what Rachel Miller 
always says to Alex: "Every storm ends eventually. Our job is to help you feel safe while you 
wait for calmer weather." 

Try This Week 
1. Make one crisis comfort bag 

2. Practice finding safe spots 

3. Create picture cards of warning signs 

Remember: Each skill practiced is another tool in your survival kit, helping make hard 
moments more manageable. 
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Chapter 9: Interpersonal Effectiveness - Building Healthy 
Relationships 
"The hardest part isn't the behaviors," shares Maria Martinez, a therapeutic foster parent of 
five years. "It's watching Tommy struggle to make friends. He wants connections so badly, 
but he pushes everyone away before they can leave him first." 

The Hidden Language of Connection 
Sarah Anderson discovered the complexity of social connections when she started caring 
for both her biological daughter Emma and Maya, who had been in her care for one year. 
During a playground visit, another child accidentally bumped into each of them at different 
times. Emma briefly frowned, said "Hey, watch out," and kept playing. Maya, however, burst 
into tears and refused to return to the playground for weeks. 

"At first, I thought Maya was being overly sensitive," Sarah explains. "Then I realized - 
Emma's brain processed the bump as an accident because she's had thousands of safe 
social interactions. Maya's brain processed it as an attack because her early experiences 
taught her that physical contact often meant danger." 

Starting with Safety: The Foundation of Connection 
Michelle Chen learned this lesson when trying to help twelve-year-old Devon make friends. 
Traditional social skills training - teaching him to smile, make eye contact, ask questions - 
completely backfired. "Devon would get physically sick before social situations," Michelle 
shares. "I was pushing him to do things his brain wasn't ready for." 

Together with her husband James Roberts, they developed what they call "Safety Before 
Social": 

Physical Safety Signals: 

• Finding a comfortable physical distance 

• Identifying safe exits 

• Having a comfort item available 

• Creating personal space boundaries 

• Maintaining predictable positioning 

Environmental Safety: 

• Choosing quieter times for social practice 
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• Starting in familiar settings 

• Having clear time limits 

• Keeping groups small 

• Using structured activities 

Progress Markers: 

• Can stay in shared space without distress 

• Shows interest in others' activities 

• Makes occasional eye contact 

• Shares space without tension 

• Initiates brief interactions 

Building Friendship Skills Through Play 
David and Jennifer Williams discovered that traditional friendship advice didn't work for 
nine-year-old Marcus. "Everyone said he needed to learn to share and take turns," David 
explains, "but those skills require a brain that feels safe enough to let go of control. After 
witnessing domestic violence, Marcus needed a different approach." 

With support from their other children, Jack (14) and Sophie (11), they created what they 
call "Safety-First Friendships": 

Friendship Building Blocks: 

• Starting with parallel play 

• Moving to cooperative play 

• Practicing turn-taking 

• Sharing gradually 

• Building joint activities 

Managing School Social Life 
The unstructured social time at school - lunch, recess, transitions - often proved most 
challenging for children whose brains are wired for survival. Karen Thompson discovered 
this with ten-year-old Sophia, who struggled with learning delays and attachment issues. 

School Social Safety Map: 
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• Physical safe spaces (library corner, counselor's office) 

• Trusted adults (specific teachers, counselors) 

• Peer supports (buddy system, friendship groups) 

• Activity zones (quiet areas, structured game spaces) 

• Transition routes (less crowded paths) 

Navigating Family Relationships 
Carlos and Elena Garcia saw this challenge with sixteen-year-old James, especially around 
managing relationships with his biological family while building connections with his foster 
siblings, Miguel (13) and Ana (9). "James would be excited to see his birth family, then come 
home and completely withdraw," Elena shares. "We had to help him understand he could 
care about both families." 

They developed what they call "Both/And Connections": 

Making Space for All Feelings: 

• Special memory books for all important people 

• Photos of both families displayed 

• Regular contact when safe and appropriate 

• Open discussions about complex emotions 

• Celebration of all family connections 

Looking Ahead 
Remember what Maria discovered with eight-year-old Tommy: "Healing happens in 
relationships, but those relationships need to feel safe first. Every small moment of 
connection that goes well is like putting a new piece in the puzzle of trust." 

Try This Week 
1. Notice one social situation where your child feels safe 

2. Practice one new way to make connections easier 

3. Create one safe space for relationship building 
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Chapter 10: Daily Life Integration 
"Making breakfast shouldn't feel like defusing a bomb," says Maria Martinez, who's been a 
therapeutic foster parent for five years. "But when you understand how trauma affects 
everyday routines, you can turn these daily moments into opportunities for healing." 

Understanding Daily Challenges 
Sarah Anderson noticed something fascinating when she started caring for both her twelve-
year-old daughter Emma and eight-year-old Maya, who had been in her care for one year. 
One morning, as she was rushing to get everyone ready, she accidentally burned the toast. 
Emma shrugged it off and grabbed cereal instead. But for Maya, the smell of burnt toast 
triggered a complete meltdown. 

"At first, I thought she was overreacting," Sarah shares. "Then I learned that in her previous 
home, burnt food often meant punishment. Her brain wasn't responding to burnt toast - it 
was responding to a memory of feeling unsafe." 

Morning Routines That Work 
Michelle Chen learned that traditional morning routines don't work for twelve-year-old 
Devon, who struggled with complex trauma and multiple placements. Working together 
with her husband James Roberts and their six-year-old daughter Lily, they created what 
they call the "Gentle Wake" approach. 

The physical environment matters too. They created what they call "Safety Signals" in 
Devon's room: 

• A night light that stays on until he turns it off himself 

• A visual schedule on the wall where he can see it from bed 

• His favorite comfort items within reach 

• A water bottle that's always full 

• A small snack in case he wakes up hungry 

School Transitions: More Than Just Getting There 
David and Jennifer Williams discovered that school transitions weren't just about getting 
out the door - they were about helping nine-year-old Marcus's brain switch environments. 
With support from Jack (14) and Sophie (11), they developed what they call "Bridge 
Moments" to help Marcus transition: 
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Before leaving home, they review their "Preview Pictures" - actual photos of: 

• His classroom 

• His teacher 

• His desk 

• His favorite school activities 

• His safe spaces at school 

Meal Times: More Than Just Food 
Carlos and Elena Garcia found that mealtimes needed special attention with sixteen-year-
old James, while also supporting their other children Miguel (13) and Ana (9). 
Understanding James's background with family substance abuse helped them create what 
they call "Connection Bites" - small moments of shared food experiences: 

• Preparing simple snacks together 

• Eating the same food, even if not at the same time 

• Sharing likes and dislikes without pressure 

• Creating food safety through predictability 

• Building trust through consistent mealtimes 

Evening Routines: The Daily Reset 
Karen Thompson discovered that bedtime brought up the most difficult emotions for ten-
year-old Sophia, who struggled with learning delays and attachment issues. She created 
what she calls "The Soft Landing System": 

Progressive Safety Steps: 

1. Start wind-down an hour earlier than actual bedtime 

2. Keep lights partially on during preparation 

3. Use the same sequence every night 

4. Allow comfort items without restriction 

5. Provide options for staying connected 
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Weekend Planning: Structure Without Pressure 
Tom and Rachel Miller learned that unstructured time could be overwhelming for eleven-
year-old Alex, who struggled with medical anxiety. They created what they call "Flexible 
Frameworks": 

Visual Weekend Maps: 

• Major markers like meals and rest times stayed consistent 

• Activity choices were presented visually 

• Each time block had multiple options 

• Quiet spaces were always available 

• Movement breaks were built in 

Looking Ahead 
As we move into Chapter 11 about crisis prevention, remember what Tom always says: 
"Every daily routine is a chance to show these children that care can be consistent, needs 
can be met, and safety can be trusted." 

Try This Week 
1. Notice one daily moment where you can add a safety signal 

2. Create one visual reminder of consistency 

3. Practice one new way to make transitions easier 
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Chapter 11: Crisis Prevention and Management 
David Williams recognized a pattern in nine-year-old Marcus's meltdowns. "They seemed 
random at first," he explains to Jennifer as they discuss their observations. "But when we 
started keeping track, we saw that transitions often triggered him. His brain needed more 
help feeling safe during changes." This discovery aligned perfectly with Marcus's 
background of witnessing domestic violence - his brain had become extra sensitive to 
sudden changes and perceived threats. 

Understanding this helped David and Jennifer work with their other children, Jack (14) and 
Sophie (11), to create a more supportive environment during transitions. The whole family 
learned to see Marcus's responses not as bad behaviors, but as survival responses from 
his trauma-altered brain. 

Understanding Crisis Patterns 
Karen Thompson noticed something similar with ten-year-old Sophia, who came to her 
with significant educational gaps and attachment challenges. "Once I understood the wave 
pattern of her reactions," Karen shares, "I could often catch things before they got too big. 
The key was learning her early warning signs." 

Think of a crisis like a wave. It has: 

• Building signs (getting bigger) 

• Peak moment (biggest point) 

• Calming period (getting smaller) 

• Quiet time (before next wave) 

Identifying Triggers: Detective Work 
Michelle Chen and James Roberts created what they call "Safety Detective Work" with 
twelve-year-old Devon. Given Devon's history of complex trauma and multiple placements, 
they knew traditional approaches wouldn't work. "Instead of asking 'What's wrong?' when 
behaviors change, we look for clues together," Michelle explains, while also helping their 
six-year-old daughter Lily understand in age-appropriate ways. 

Common Trigger Categories: 

• Sensory (loud noises, bright lights, certain smells) 

• Time (transitions, waiting, rushing) 
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• People (crowds, new faces, certain voices) 

• Places (unfamiliar settings, reminder places) 

• Activities (unstructured time, competitive games) 

Making Trigger Maps 
Maria Martinez developed "Trigger Mapping" with Tommy, her eight-year-old foster son who 
struggles with food security and separation anxiety: 

1. Draw or write known triggers 

2. Mark how big they feel (small, medium, large) 

3. List what helps with each one 

4. Update the map as you learn more 

"Tommy couldn't tell me why he got so upset during grocery shopping," Maria explains. "But 
when we drew his trigger map, we discovered it was the freezer section - the cold air 
reminded him of times when he didn't have enough food. Now we plan different routes 
through the store and bring a warm jacket. Small change, big difference." 

Creating Safety Plans That Work 
Sarah Anderson combined DBT skills with what she learned about triggers to create 
"Personal Safety Plans" with Maya, her eight-year-old foster daughter who came to her after 
multiple placement disruptions. 

The key parts: 

1. My Early Warning Signs 

2. My Safe People 

3. My Calm-Down Tools 

4. My Safe Spaces 

5. My After-Crisis Plan 

"The magic happened," Sarah shares, "when Maya helped create her own plan. She drew 
pictures of how her body feels when she's getting upset. Now she can point to those 
pictures when she needs help." 

Sample Safety Plan 
Here's how Carlos and Elena Garcia helped sixteen-year-old James create his plan: 
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My Warning Signs: 

• Heart beats fast 

• Hands get tight 

• Voice gets loud 

• Want to run away 

• Can't sit still 

My Safe People: 

• Foster dad (Carlos) 

• Foster mom (Elena) 

• Brother (Miguel) 

• Sister (Ana) 

• Case worker (Ms. Jordan) 

My Tools: 

• Stress ball 

• Music playlist 

• Cold water bottle 

• Running shoes 

• Weighted blanket 

My Spaces: 

• Bedroom corner 

• School library 

• Backyard swing 

• Counselor's office 

• Quiet park bench 
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De-escalation: When Waves Get Big 
Tom and Rachel Miller learned that traditional discipline often makes crises worse for 
eleven-year-old Alex, whose medical anxiety stems from early medical neglect. "When Alex 
started throwing things during a doctor's visit," Tom shares, "sending him to time-out just 
increased his panic. His brain needed connection before correction." 

Building Safety in Hard Moments 
Karen discovered that helping children through intense moments requires a gentle, 
thoughtful approach with Sophia. "I used to rush in with questions and solutions," she 
shares. "Now I know that first, I need to help their brain feel safe." 

She developed a simple method that other caregivers can learn: 

Start with Connection: "Before I try to fix anything," Karen explains, "I get down to their eye 
level, use their name softly, and keep my voice steady. Sometimes I just sit nearby where 
they can see me. This helps their brain recognize they're not alone." 

Watch and Notice: "I look for clues about what might have triggered the upset," she 
continues. "Are they hungry or tired? What's their body telling me? Sometimes fears from 
the past are speaking in the present." 

Use Simple Words: "When brains feel overwhelmed, complicated language doesn't help," 
Karen shares. "I keep my words few and clear. Instead of asking 'What do you want to do?' I 
might offer 'Would you like your blanket or your bear?' This makes choices manageable." 

Create Safe Space: "I make sure the space around us supports calm," she adds. "I move 
anything that could hurt them, make sure they have a clear path to move if they need to, 
and keep their comfort items close. Sometimes just dimming bright lights helps." 

Physical Safety: When Bodies Need Help 
David and Jennifer Williams discovered that some crises need physical safety plans with 
Marcus. "When he felt unsafe, his body would take over before his thinking brain could 
help," David shares. "We needed ways to keep everyone safe while his brain calmed down." 

Safety Strategies: 

• Clear paths to exits 

• Soft items for throwing 

• Safe spaces for movement 

• Protected quiet areas 
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• Crash pads for landing 

After the Storm: Repair and Reset 
Michelle Chen learned that what happens after a crisis is just as important as what 
happens during one. "The way we handle the aftermath either builds trust or breaks it," she 
explains, thinking about Devon's school anxiety challenges. 

Healing Together After Hard Times 
Begin with Rest: "First, we just breathe together," Michelle shares. "I offer water, stay close 
by, and keep the space peaceful. Sometimes we sit quietly with a favorite blanket or stuffed 
animal. This tells their brain that the storm has passed." 

Learn and Understand: "Once everyone feels calmer, we might talk softly about what 
happened. We look for patterns - what made things hard? What helped? What could we try 
next time? This isn't about blame - it's about understanding." 

Make Tomorrow Better: "We think about what might help next time," Michelle continues. 
"Maybe we need a new quiet corner, or a special signal when feelings get big. Small 
changes can make big differences." 

Honor All Feelings: "Sometimes there are tears or worried faces even after the big feelings 
pass," Michelle notes. "I let Devon know all these feelings are okay. Being sad or scared 
doesn't mean he's bad - it means he's human." 

Practice New Skills: "When everyone feels ready, we might practice our calming tools or 
update our safety plans. Sometimes we rearrange spaces to make them feel safer. Every 
little improvement matters." 

Return to Normal: "Finally, we ease back into our regular routines," Michelle explains. "We 
keep things simple and predictable. This helps everyone remember that hard moments 
pass, and life goes on." 

Looking Ahead 
As we move into Chapter 12 about building support systems, remember what Maria always 
says: "Crisis prevention isn't about avoiding all storms. It's about helping our children learn 
to weather them safely, knowing we'll be there before, during, and after." 

Try This Week 
1. Make one trigger map 

2. Create one safety plan 
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3. Practice one repair routine 

Remember: Each crisis managed well builds trust. Each repair strengthens connection. 
Each small success shows children that healing is possible. 
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Chapter 12: Building Your Support System 
Maria Martinez sits in her car after a particularly challenging therapy session with eight-
year-old Tommy, who's been in her care for six months. His struggles with food security and 
separation anxiety had peaked during the session, and Maria felt overwhelmed. "I thought I 
had to do everything alone," she shares, holding back tears. "That's when I realized - trying 
to be everything to a hurting child without support wasn't brave, it was impossible." 

The Myth of Going It Alone 
Sarah Anderson noticed something that changed how she thought about support. Her 
eight-year-old foster daughter Maya, who came into her care with a history of multiple 
placement disruptions, had a dentist appointment. What should have been simple 
became overwhelming. Maya's past experiences made medical visits terrifying, and her 
panic triggered memories Sarah didn't even know about. 

"I tried handling it myself," Sarah remembers. "I used all the regulation tools we'd learned, 
but nothing helped. Maya was screaming, and other parents were staring. I felt like I was 
failing her." 

Then something unexpected happened. Karen Thompson, who also cares for a child with 
trauma history, happened to be at the same office with ten-year-old Sophia. "Karen didn't 
try to fix everything," Sarah shares. "She just sat with us, helped create a quiet space in the 
waiting room, and reminded me to breathe. Having someone who understood made all the 
difference." 

Finding Your People 
Michelle Chen discovered her support system in an unexpected place - the school library. 
"I was there with Devon, who had a meltdown when another student took the book he 
wanted," Michelle remembers. "Instead of judging us, the librarian, Ms. Rodriguez, dimmed 
the lights in our corner and brought over a weighted stuffed animal. Later, she told me she'd 
taken training about supporting children who have experienced trauma. She became part 
of what I call our 'Understanding Army' - people who get it." 

When David and Jennifer Williams first brought home nine-year-old Marcus, David's sister 
Kate wanted to help. She offered to babysit, just like she did for Jack and Sophie. "I had to 
help Kate understand that Marcus needed more than just watching," David explains. "He 
needed someone who understood his triggers, knew his safety plan, and could help him 
feel secure. It wasn't about babysitting - it was about continuing his healing even when we 
weren't there." 
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Kate's response surprised David. Instead of feeling pushed away, she asked to learn more. 
She started attending training sessions, reading books about trauma, and practicing 
regulation skills herself. "Now when Marcus has big feelings at Aunt Kate's house, he knows 
she speaks his language of healing," David shares. 

Professional Partnerships That Work 
Tom and Rachel Miller found themselves struggling with medical appointments for eleven-
year-old Alex, whose medical anxiety stemmed from past neglect. Traditional doctors' visits 
often triggered Alex's trauma responses. Then they discovered Dr. Patricia Chen, a trauma-
informed pediatrician. "The difference was amazing," Rachel shares. "Instead of rushing 
through appointments, Dr. Chen would let Alex explore the office first. She explained every 
tool before using it. She understood that Alex's fear of stethoscopes came from past 
experiences." 

Family Understanding Takes Time 
Carlos and Elena Garcia faced a challenging situation when Elena's mother insisted that 
their way of parenting sixteen-year-old James was too soft. "She kept saying we needed to 
be stricter, that we were letting James manipulate us," Elena remembers. "It hurt, because 
we were working so hard to help him feel safe." 

Instead of getting defensive, they tried something different. They invited Elena's mother to a 
family therapy session with Dr. Sarah Mitchell. "Our therapist explained how trauma affects 
the brain in ways even our well-meaning family couldn't see," Carlos shares. "She helped 
Elena's mother understand that what looked like manipulation was actually James's brain 
trying to feel safe." 

This led to a breakthrough. Elena's mother started asking questions instead of giving 
advice. She wanted to learn the regulation tools James used. She even created a calm-
down corner in her own home for when James visited with Miguel and Ana. "Now she's one 
of our strongest supporters," Elena says. "She tells other grandparents that loving children 
who have experienced trauma sometimes means learning a whole new way of 
grandparenting." 

When the Community Doesn't Understand 
Karen Thompson faced judgment at the grocery store when Sophia had a meltdown in the 
cereal aisle. "People were staring, making comments about discipline," Karen remembers. 
"They couldn't see that Sophia wasn't being defiant - she was having a trauma response to 
too many choices, too much noise, too many people." 
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This experience led Karen to connect with other parents who understood. They created 
what they call "Understanding Ambassadors" - people in the community who help bridge 
the gap between trauma responses and public understanding. "Now when we go to that 
store, the manager knows us. She helps create quiet checkout times. She educates her 
staff about trauma. Small changes make huge differences." 

Creating Your Self-Care Circle 
Michelle Chen learned about self-care the hard way. "I was so focused on helping Devon 
heal that I forgot to take care of myself," she shares. "Then one day, I couldn't get out of bed. 
My body just shut down. That's when I realized - Devon needed me well, not just willing." 

She started building what she calls her "Wellness Web" - people and places that helped her 
stay strong. This included: 

• Regular sessions with Dr. Sarah Mitchell, who understands caregiver stress 

• Weekly coffee dates with Sarah Anderson, who "gets it" 

• A yoga class where she could process her own feelings 

• Monthly support group meetings 

• Regular check-ins with Ms. Jordan, their social worker 

"Self-care isn't selfish," Michelle explains. "It's like putting on your own oxygen mask first on 
an airplane. Devon needs me to model healthy coping, not perfect martyrdom." 

Looking Ahead 
As we move into Chapter 13, remember Karen's wisdom: "Building support isn't just about 
getting help - it's about creating a community that understands healing takes time, 
patience, and lots of understanding hearts working together." 

Try This Week 
1. Reach out to one person who understands your journey 

2. Share one small success with your support circle 

3. Take one step toward your own care 

Remember: Every person who understands trauma's impact becomes part of the healing 
village our children need. 

 

 



Healing Together  ©Cheryll Wagner 20250207v1        79
  

Chapter 13: Special Circumstances - Navigating Life's Big 
Moments 
"I thought I was prepared for everything," Sarah Anderson says, looking at the birthday 
decorations still hanging in her living room. "Then Maya asked if her birth mom could come 
to her party. My heart wanted to say yes, but I knew we needed a plan to make it work for 
everyone." 

Life's special moments - birthdays, holidays, family visits, school events - can bring both 
joy and challenge. These times often carry extra meaning for children who have 
experienced trauma, stirring up memories and big feelings that need gentle understanding. 

Birthdays: More Than Just Cake 
Tom Miller noticed something unexpected on Alex's eleventh birthday. "I thought he'd be 
excited about his party. Instead, he spent the morning hiding under his bed. When I sat 
nearby, he whispered, 'What if no one comes?' I realized this wasn't just about today - it 
was about every disappointment he'd ever had on special days." 

Rachel Miller found a way through similar challenges with Alex. "We learned to build safety 
into celebrations," she shares. "Alex helps plan everything, from guest numbers to escape 
routes if things feel too big. Having that control helps his brain stay regulated enough to 
enjoy the joy." 

They created what Rachel calls "Celebration Bridges" - ways to connect past, present, and 
future during special times: 

"We make memory books that honor all parts of Alex's story," Rachel explains. "He can 
include photos from before he came to us, pictures with his birth family if he wants, and 
dreams for the future. It helps him see that adding new happy memories doesn't mean 
erasing the past." 

Holiday Navigation 
Michelle Chen discovered that holidays brought unexpected challenges for twelve-year-old 
Devon. "The first Christmas, I filled the house with surprises, thinking I was making it 
special," she remembers. "But all those wrapped presents hiding unknown things sent 
Devon's anxiety through the roof. He kept asking if he had to give everything back." 

Now Michelle and James approach holidays differently. "We make everything visible and 
predictable," she shares. "Devon helps wrap each gift, knows what's inside, and 
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understands they're his to keep. We focus on building safety first, then joy can follow 
naturally." 

Working with their family therapist, Dr. Sarah Mitchell, they developed "Holiday Choice 
Cards" - simple ways for children to control their participation: 

• Green card means "I'm ready to join" 

• Yellow means "I need more space" 

• Red means "I need my quiet spot" 

"The cards give children a way to communicate without words when things feel too big," 
Michelle explains. "They know they can always rejoin when they're ready." 

Birth Family Visits: Hearts in Two Places 
Maria Martinez learned that visits with birth family need careful planning and lots of 
understanding. "The day before visits, Tommy would become extremely anxious - not 
sleeping, hardly eating. The day after, he'd push me away completely. Understanding that 
these behaviors came from his heart being pulled in different directions helped me stay 
patient." 

Sarah Anderson discovered that the time around visits often stirred up complex feelings for 
eight-year-old Maya. "Maya would ask endless questions about her birth mom, then get 
angry when I answered. She wasn't really asking about facts - she was trying to make sense 
of having love for two families." 

They created what Sarah calls "Heart Bridges" - ways to honor connections to both 
families: 

• Special books with photos of all important people 

• Memory boxes for keeping special items from visits 

• Journals for writing down feelings and questions 

• Comfort items that can travel between homes 

• Calendars that show visit days clearly 

"The key," Sarah shares, "is helping children understand they don't have to choose. They 
can hold love for everyone in their big hearts." 
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School Events: Managing Mixed Emotions 
Carlos Garcia noticed his sixteen-year-old son James struggled with school performances. 
"He wanted to be in the play, but panic would hit during rehearsals. Other parents didn't 
understand why he'd volunteer for something then have such a hard time following 
through." 

Working with Ms. Rodriguez, James's special education teacher, they found ways to make 
participation feel safer: 

• Practicing his part in the empty auditorium first 

• Having a support person backstage 

• Creating signals for when he needed a break 

• Keeping his costume loose and comfortable 

• Making an escape plan for overwhelming moments 

"James did make it through the play," Carlos shares proudly. "Not because we pushed him, 
but because we helped him feel safe enough to push himself." 

Planning for Success 
The Williams family learned to prepare Marcus for special events by creating what they call 
"Success Maps": 

Before the Event: 

• Visit the location when quiet 

• Meet key people ahead of time 

• Practice short stays 

• Create exit plans 

• Pack comfort items 

During the Event: 

• Have a safe person nearby 

• Use check-in signals 

• Take regular breaks 

• Keep preferred snacks handy 
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• Maintain predictable routines 

After the Event: 

• Return to normal schedule quickly 

• Process feelings together 

• Rest extra if needed 

• Celebrate brave moments 

• Plan next steps carefully 

Holiday Helper Strategies 
Karen Thompson works with ten-year-old Sophia to make holidays manageable: 

Preparation Tools: 

• Visual calendars 

• Event practice 

• Photo previews 

• Choice cards 

• Comfort kits 

During Events: 

• Quiet spaces ready 

• Regular check-ins 

• Movement breaks 

• Familiar foods 

• Exit options 

Recovery Plans: 

• Extra rest days 

• Gentle activities 

• Feeling talks 

• Regular meals 
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• Comfort routines 

Special Focus: Managing Transitions 
The Chen-Roberts family discovered that transitions between special events and regular 
life needed extra support. They created "Transition Bridges" for Devon: 

Before Changes: 

• Clear schedules 

• Practice runs 

• Photo guides 

• Safety signals 

• Comfort plans 

During Transitions: 

• Extra support 

• Slower pace 

• Regular breaks 

• Feeling check-ins 

• Movement options 

After Changes: 

• Return to routine 

• Process feelings 

• Extra rest 

• Gentle activities 

• Success celebration 

Looking Ahead 
Remember what Maria Martinez says about eight-year-old Tommy: "Special times will 
always bring up special feelings. Our job isn't to make those feelings go away - it's to help 
children feel safe enough to feel them." 
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Try This Week 
1. Notice one way your child shows anxiety about upcoming events 

2. Create one new safety bridge for special times 

3. Practice one way to honor all family connections 

Remember: Every special moment handled with understanding builds trust for the next 
one. 
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Chapter 14: Age-Specific Strategies 
"The puzzle pieces just wouldn't fit," David Williams remembers, watching nine-year-old 
Marcus slam the box against the wall. "I started to say 'calm down' but stopped myself. A 
few months ago, that same frustration would have turned into a two-hour meltdown. This 
time, Marcus took three deep breaths, picked up the pieces, and whispered 'I need help.' 
That's when I realized - he wasn't just learning to handle a puzzle. He was learning to trust 
that hard things could get better." 

Every age brings its own challenges and opportunities. What works for six-year-old Lily 
Chen-Roberts might push sixteen-year-old James Garcia away. What helps ten-year-old 
Sophia Thompson feel safe might leave eight-year-old Tommy Martinez feeling lost. Let's 
walk alongside some families as they discover what works at different ages. 

The Early Years: Ages 3-6 
Michelle Chen sits cross-legged on her playroom floor, watching six-year-old Lily line up her 
stuffed animals. "No, bear goes here," Lily insists, moving the teddy for the fifth time. "He 
keeps baby bunny safe." 

At first, Michelle thought Lily was just being stubborn about her toys. Then she noticed a 
pattern - Lily always put the bigger animals around the smaller ones, creating a protective 
circle. Through play, Lily was processing what she observed about how her family protects 
twelve-year-old Devon, who struggles with complex trauma. 

"Instead of fighting the repetition," Michelle shares, "I joined her play. 'Look how those big 
animals take care of the little ones,' I'd say. Sometimes Lily would nod. Sometimes she'd 
add another animal to the circle. One day she whispered, 'Like we take care of Devon.'" 

Maria Martinez discovered similar insights with eight-year-old Tommy during their morning 
routine. Traditional methods like sticker charts and time-outs didn't help with his fierce 
resistance to getting dressed. Everything was a battle until Maria watched more closely. 

"I noticed Tommy could handle choosing his clothes if I laid out just two options," Maria 
explains. "More than that, he'd freeze. When he got stuck with buttons, he'd throw his shirt 
rather than ask for help. He wasn't being defiant - his little body was telling him he couldn't 
do it alone, but his words couldn't explain that yet." 

Maria adapted their mornings: 

• Starting with a silly song about getting dressed 

• Making it playful instead of pressured 
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• Laying out two outfits the night before 

• Letting Tommy see them "sleep" on their special chair 

• Sharing stories about learning hard things 

Through their experiences, Maria and Michelle discovered tools that helped their young 
ones feel secure: 

• Simple choices between two options 

• Regular routines with fun additions 

• Stories that normalize struggles 

• Movement games for transitions 

• Praise for asking for help 

Finding Their Way: Ages 7-12 
Karen Thompson discovered the power of creative expression when ten-year-old Sophia 
started having nightmares. Traditional approaches like dream catchers and night lights 
weren't enough. Sophia's fear went deeper than darkness - but she couldn't find the words 
to explain. 

One afternoon, Karen brought home a large cardboard box. "Want to make a comfort 
cave?" she asked. For the next hour, they cut windows and doors, colored the walls, added 
soft pillows and battery-operated twinkle lights. As they worked, Sophia started talking. 

"She told me her cave needed two exits 'in case the scary gets in,'" Karen shares. "She 
added a special peek-hole 'to check if it's safe.' Through building her cave, Sophia could 
show me what her words couldn't tell me about her fears. More importantly, she could 
create a space where she felt in control." 

The cave became more than just a hideout. When homework felt overwhelming, Sophia 
would take her books there. When she struggled with learning tasks, she processed her 
frustration in her safe space. "The cave gave her a place to feel everything," Karen explains. 
"Sometimes I'd hear her talking to herself in there, practicing brave words. Other times 
she'd invite me in for tea parties. She was learning that feelings don't have to be faced 
alone." 

Sarah Anderson found her own breakthrough with eight-year-old Maya through art. "Maya 
struggled to tell me about her school day. But when we started drawing together, the stories 
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would flow. She'd draw a red cloud over her desk - 'That's when kids called me names.' 
Then a yellow sun in the corner - 'But Ms. Rodriguez said my math was really good.'" 

Their art sessions helped Maya develop her own emotional language: 

• Colors for different feelings 

• Shapes for varying intensities 

• Symbols for trusted people 

• Pictures of safe places 

• Maps of hard moments 

The Teen Years: Finding Their Voice 
Elena Garcia remembers the day sixteen-year-old James refused to get out of the car at 
school. "My hair looks stupid," James said, pulling his hoodie tighter. "Everyone will stare." 
Elena's first instinct was to dismiss the concern - James's hair looked fine. But then she 
remembered his history with family substance abuse and how it affected his self-image. 

"Instead of telling him he looked fine," Elena shares, "I asked what would help him feel 
more confident. James looked surprised - like no one had ever asked him that before. We 
spent ten minutes watching YouTube hair tutorials in the car. He chose a simple style he 
could do himself. More importantly, he learned his feelings mattered, even the ones that 
seemed small to others." 

The next morning, James asked Elena to watch him practice the hairstyle. "It wasn't just 
about hair anymore," Elena explains. "It was about having control over his appearance, 
about learning to trust his own choices. When he felt ready, he even showed Miguel how to 
style his hair too. James was discovering he had something valuable to share." 

Carlos Garcia faced a different challenge with James. After a difficult visit with his birth 
family, James would spend hours in the garage, bouncing a basketball with increasing 
force. Traditional approaches like "talking it out" or "calming down" seemed to make things 
worse. 

"One day, instead of calling James in, I grabbed another ball and started shooting hoops," 
Carlos remembers. "No questions, no conversation. Just the rhythm of two balls bouncing. 
After about twenty minutes, James said, 'They always promise to change.' Five bounces 
later: 'But they never do.' Through the steady motion of the game, James could release his 
hurt without feeling pressured to explain it all at once." 



Healing Together  ©Cheryll Wagner 20250207v1        88
  

Through working with teens, Carlos and Elena discovered approaches that honored their 
need for independence while maintaining connection: 

• Side-by-side activities that allow for natural conversation 

• Respect for their physical space and privacy 

• Teaching skills they can own and share 

• Movement as a way to process emotions 

• Times of silence without pressure to talk 

Developmental Journeys: When Age Doesn't Tell the Whole Story 
Michelle Chen noticed something interesting while caring for Devon and Lily. Though Devon 
was older at twelve, certain experiences sent him back to toddler-like responses. During 
thunderstorms, Devon would hide under his bed, while six-year-old Lily could use her 
coping skills to stay regulated. 

"Traditional age expectations didn't fit," Michelle explains. "Devon's early trauma happened 
during storms, so his brain needed extra help feeling safe. Age wasn't as important as 
experience." 

Working with Dr. Sarah Mitchell, their family therapist, Michelle created what she calls 
"developmental bridges" - ways to honor where each child was emotionally while 
supporting growth at their pace: 

For Devon: The path to storm safety started with complete acceptance of his need to hide. 
Michelle would sit near his bed, not forcing him out, just being present. They created a 
"storm kit" with headphones, a weighted blanket, and Devon's favorite books. Over time, 
Devon began to peek out during smaller storms. "The day he asked to watch the rain from 
the window," Michelle shares, "I knew his brain was beginning to believe in safety." 

For Lily: Despite being younger, Lily could use breathing techniques and her calm-down 
corner during storms. But she struggled intensely with separation anxiety, crying when 
Michelle or James left the room. Her developmental bridge needed to be built around trust 
in their return. 

Making Development Work for Each Child 
Karen Thompson discovered this truth while helping Sophia learn to swim. Traditional 
lessons had failed because they assumed all ten-year-olds were ready for the same steps. 
Sophia's early trauma meant she needed to start with just sitting near the pool, feeling safe 
on dry land first. 
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"We created what we call 'brave steps,'" Karen explains. "Each step honored where Sophia 
was developmentally, not where others thought she should be. Some days we moved 
forward. Some days we needed to step back. The goal wasn't swimming - it was helping 
Sophia's brain learn to feel safe in new experiences." 

Sophia's journey showed how real development works: 

• Some days she could put her feet in the water 

• Other days she needed to stay on the pool chair 

• Sometimes she could watch other kids swim 

• Occasionally she'd ask to try a new skill 

• Every step was celebrated, no matter how small 

David Williams saw similar patterns with nine-year-old Marcus's social development. While 
most nine-year-olds were navigating complex friendships, Marcus needed to start with 
basic trust. "We backed up to build his foundation," David shares. "Instead of pushing peer 
relationships, we focused on what his brain needed first - predictable, safe connections 
with caring adults." 

Through working with Marcus, David learned that development needs different supports at 
different times: 

• Sometimes moving forward 

• Sometimes stepping back 

• Often staying steady 

• Always staying connected 

• Forever celebrating effort 

Looking Ahead 
Remember what Maria Martinez discovered with Tommy: "Development isn't about pushing 
children forward. It's about meeting them where they are and believing in where they can 
go. Sometimes the biggest growth happens in the smallest moments - a child asking for 
help, trying something new, or simply feeling safe enough to show us their real feelings." 

Try This Week 
1. Watch for one moment where your child shows you their developmental needs 

2. Create one space that allows for fluid development 



Healing Together  ©Cheryll Wagner 20250207v1        90
  

3. Celebrate one small step of growth, whatever direction it takes 

Remember: Every child's development tells a story. Our job is to help them write new 
chapters at their own pace. 
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Chapter 15: Measuring Progress 
"I almost missed it," Maria Martinez shares, her eyes bright with tears. "I was so focused on 
the big goals - stopping Tommy's night terrors, managing his separation anxiety, building his 
trust with food - that I almost missed the moment he asked for help instead of hoarding his 
snack. It was tiny, but it was everything." 

Understanding Real Progress 
Sarah Anderson sits at her kitchen table, looking at the behavior chart she got from Maya's 
therapist three months ago. The empty boxes mock her efforts. "I thought I was failing 
because we weren't checking off the big milestones," she explains. "Then Maya's therapist 
helped me see what I was missing." 

Together, they looked back at Maya's journey. Three months ago, she couldn't name a 
single feeling. Now she points to her "angry spot" when feeling overwhelmed. She still 
struggles with trust after multiple placement disruptions, but instead of hiding under her 
desk, she squeezes her stress ball and takes three deep breaths. 

"Progress isn't always what we think it should be," Sarah shares. "Sometimes it's found in 
the spaces between the big changes - in slightly shorter meltdowns, in tiny moments of 
trust, in small reaches for connection." 

Setting Realistic Expectations 
Tom Miller learned about expectations the hard way with eleven-year-old Alex, who came 
to them with significant medical anxiety and attachment disruption. "I had this timeline in 
my head," he admits. "By summer, he'd be sleeping through the night. By fall, he'd be 
caught up with medical checkups. By winter, he'd be trusting doctors. I was measuring his 
healing by my calendar, not his needs." 

Working with their family therapist, Tom and Rachel learned to create what they call 
"Growth Gardens" instead of goalposts: 

Growing Spaces: 

• Some seeds sprout quickly (using calm down tools) 

• Some take longer (trusting medical providers) 

• Some need extra care (handling procedures) 

• All need patience and nurturing 
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"Now when Alex has a hard day," Tom explains, "we look for the tiny sprouts of growth - 
maybe he cried for five minutes instead of twenty during a checkup, or maybe he let the 
nurse take his temperature. These aren't just small wins - they're proof that healing is 
happening." 

Tracking Growth That Matters 
David and Jennifer Williams discovered a new way to measure progress while helping nine-
year-old Marcus learn to handle morning routines. Instead of focusing only on whether he 
got ready on time, they started noticing different kinds of growth: 

Connection Growth: 

• Accepting good morning hugs 

• Making eye contact at breakfast 

• Sharing small worries about the day 

• Asking for help with challenges 

• Showing pride in achievements 

Regulation Growth: 

• Using breathing techniques 

• Identifying body signals 

• Taking movement breaks 

• Choosing calming tools 

• Expressing needs with words 

Trust Growth: 

• Believing routines will stay consistent 

• Accepting comfort when triggered 

• Trying new things slowly 

• Showing real feelings 

• Letting others help 
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"The magic happened," David shares, "when Marcus started noticing his own growth. 
'Remember when I couldn't let you help me?' he asked one morning. 'Now I can.' He was 
seeing himself grow stronger." 

Celebrating Small Wins 
Michelle Chen and James Roberts created what they call their "Actually Amazing" book 
with twelve-year-old Devon. "Instead of only celebrating the obvious wins like good grades," 
Michelle explains, "we started noticing the brave moments that might look small to others 
but are actually amazing for Devon." 

Their Actually Amazing moments included: 

• Telling a friend "I need space" instead of running away 

• Trying one bite of a new food 

• Staying in class during a fire drill 

• Asking for a hug when sad 

• Using words during big feelings 

"The day Devon added his own Actually Amazing moment to the book," Michelle shares, "I 
knew something had shifted. He wrote: 'I felt scared but I didn't hide my test paper. Actually 
Amazing!' He was learning to see his own courage." 

Making Adjustments Together 
Carlos and Elena Garcia learned that sometimes plans need to change when working with 
sixteen-year-old James, who came to them with a background of family substance abuse 
and educational disruption. "James loves basketball," Carlos explains, "but the noisy gym 
and unpredictable movements triggered his survival responses. Instead of giving up, we 
adjusted." 

They created smaller steps: 

• Practicing alone in their driveway 

• Shooting hoops with Miguel and Ana 

• Visiting the empty gym after school 

• Watching part of a practice 

• Playing for short periods 
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"The day James played for five minutes in a real game," Elena shares, "wasn't just about 
basketball. It was about learning that goals can change, that slow progress is still progress, 
and that being brave doesn't mean doing everything at once." 

Looking Ahead 
As we move forward, remember what Maria discovered: "Progress isn't a straight line. It's 
more like a dance - sometimes forward, sometimes back, sometimes standing still while 
gathering courage for the next step. Every step matters, every pause has purpose, and every 
small win lights the way forward." 

Try This Week 
1. Notice one tiny moment of progress 

2. Add one Actually Amazing moment to your collection 

3. Adjust one goal to better match your child's pace 

Remember: Real progress often happens in whispers, not shouts. Listen closely - you might 
hear healing in the quietest moments. 
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Chapter 16: Building Resilient Families 
"I thought bringing Marcus home would just affect me and him," David Williams says, 
watching his nine-year-old foster son teach Jack and Sophie how to build with his favorite 
construction set. "But healing isn't a solo journey - it ripples through the whole family." 

Family Integration: Dancing Together 
Sarah Anderson remembers the day her twelve-year-old daughter Emma asked why Maya, 
who had been with them for a year, got "special treatment" during meltdowns. "I realized 
we needed to help everyone understand that different needs aren't special treatment - 
they're just different needs." 

Working with their family therapist, Sarah developed what she calls "Family Circles of 
Understanding": 

The family started having weekly "feelings dinners" where everyone could share: 

• One hard thing from their week 

• One brave thing they did 

• One way someone helped them 

• One way they helped someone else 

"The magic happened," Sarah shares, "when Emma started noticing on her own. 'Maya 
needs her quiet corner like I need my music when I'm upset,' she said one day. 'We just 
have different ways of feeling better.'" 

Sibling Relationships: Building Bridges 
Michelle Chen and James Roberts found a unique way to help their children understand 
each other's needs. They created a family game called "Different Roads Home" that helped 
Devon (12) and Lily (6) connect: 

• Each person had cards showing their favorite calming tools 

• Players could share their tools to help others 

• Everyone learned different ways to handle big feelings 

• The goal wasn't winning - it was helping each other 
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Partner Support: Growing Together 
The Williams family learned that caring for children who have experienced trauma can 
strain even the strongest relationships. "We were so focused on helping Marcus heal that 
we forgot to take care of our connection," Jennifer explains. 

They created what they call "Anchor Points" in their day: 

• Morning check-ins before the children wake 

• Text updates during hard moments 

• Evening unwinding rituals 

• Weekly partner walks 

• Monthly date nights 

Tom and Rachel Miller discovered the importance of tag-team parenting with Alex. "When 
one of us gets triggered by Alex's medical anxiety, the other steps in," Rachel explains. "It's 
not about taking over - it's about supporting each other through hard moments." 

Extended Family Education: Widening the Circle 
Maria Martinez faced challenges when her parents couldn't understand why traditional 
grandparenting wouldn't work for Tommy. "They wanted to shower him with surprises and 
treats," Maria shares. "They didn't understand why that overwhelmed him." 

Instead of getting frustrated, Maria created "Grandparent Growth Sessions": 

• Short learning moments about trauma 

• Practice with regulation tools 

• Stories about what helps Tommy feel safe 

• Ways to build connection slowly 

• Celebration of small progress 

The breakthrough came during a family dinner. "My dad noticed Tommy getting 
overwhelmed," Maria remembers. "Instead of pushing him to stay at the table, Dad said, 
'Looks like you need a break, buddy. Want to go bounce the ball with me?' He had learned 
to see Tommy's needs and respond with understanding." 

Carlos and Elena Garcia helped their extended family understand by sharing what they call 
"Connection Collection" - a photo album showing: 
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• Moments of connection that worked 

• Tools that helped during hard times 

• Progress in tiny steps 

• Family members using regulation skills 

• Celebrations of all kinds of brave 

"Now my sister doesn't just visit," Elena shares. "She comes prepared with calm-down 
tools and patience. She's learned that love sometimes looks like sitting quietly together, 
not just giving hugs and presents." 

Looking Ahead 
As we move toward our final chapter, remember what Karen Thompson discovered while 
working with ten-year-old Sophia: "Building a resilient family isn't about perfection. It's 
about growing together, supporting each other, and celebrating every small step toward 
healing." 

Try This Week 
1. Create one family connection ritual 

2. Practice one way to support siblings 

3. Share one learning moment with extended family 

Remember: Every family member who understands trauma's impact becomes part of the 
healing journey. 
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Chapter 17: Preparing for the Future 
"I used to think healing had a finish line," says Maria Martinez, watching eight-year-old 
Tommy prepare for his first overnight school trip. "Now I know it's more like learning to 
dance - you keep growing, keep practicing, and sometimes learn new steps along the way." 

Planning for Change While Staying Connected 
Sarah Anderson sits with eight-year-old Maya, looking through their memory book. 
"Remember your first day here?" Sarah asks gently. Maya nods, touching a photo of herself 
clutching her worn backpack. "I was so scared," Maya whispers. "But you helped me feel 
safe. Now I help the new kids at school feel safe too." 

This moment captures what many families discover - healing isn't just about getting 
through hard times. It's about growing stronger and helping others along the way. 

Building Future Safety 
Tom and Rachel Miller learned something important while helping eleven-year-old Alex 
prepare for middle school. "Alex was terrified about changing schools," Tom shares. "But 
instead of just telling him it would be okay, we made what he calls his 'Future Map.'" 

Their Future Map included: 

• Pictures of the new school 

• Names of safe adults there 

• Quiet spots for breaks 

• Friends in his classes 

• His daily schedule 

"The best part wasn't the map itself," Tom explains. "It was Alex realizing he knew how to 
handle change. He had tools that worked, people who understood, and strength he'd built 
over time." 

Maintaining Heart Connections 
Karen Thompson discovered that preparing for change meant helping children hold onto 
important relationships. "When Sophia started talking about visiting her old neighborhood, 
I realized she needed ways to keep her connections while moving forward." 

They created what ten-year-old Sophia called her "Heart Links": 
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• Letters to important people 

• Photo albums of memories 

• Regular video calls with family 

• Special objects that traveled between homes 

• Stories written about shared times 

"Sophia taught me something beautiful," Karen shares. "She said, 'My heart grew bigger 
here. It didn't forget anyone - it just made more room for love.'" 

Growing Through Transitions 
Michelle Chen and James Roberts found themselves navigating new territory when twelve-
year-old Devon started middle school. He wanted more independence, but his past 
experiences with multiple placements made trust difficult. Together with their six-year-old 
daughter Lily, they developed what Devon named his "Freedom Steps": 

Small Steps: 

• Walking to nearby store 

• Calling when he arrived places 

• Making simple choices about his schedule 

• Handling his own morning routine 

• Managing his homework time 

Bigger Steps: 

• Going to school events 

• Spending time with friends 

• Taking public transportation 

• Planning for after-school activities 

• Setting future goals 

"The magic wasn't in the steps themselves," Michelle explains. "It was watching Devon 
learn to trust himself. Each small success built his confidence for bigger challenges." 
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Supporting Long-Term Growth 
Carlos and Elena Garcia noticed something interesting while helping sixteen-year-old 
James apply for his first job. "He knew all the right things to say in his interview," Carlos 
shares, "but he was terrified they wouldn't believe in him. We had to work on helping him 
believe in himself." 

They started what James called his "Growth Story," working alongside siblings Miguel (13) 
and Ana (9): 

• Writing down past successes 

• Noting new skills learned 

• Recording brave moments 

• Celebrating small wins 

• Planning next steps 

"James surprised us all," Elena says with pride. "Not only did he get the job, but he started 
mentoring other teens at his workplace. His healing journey became part of helping others 
heal too." 

Creating Future Safety While Honoring the Past 
David and Jennifer Williams learned that moving forward didn't mean forgetting. When 
nine-year-old Marcus worried about forgetting his past while building new connections with 
Jack (14) and Sophie (11), they created his "Always Box": 

• Photos of important people 

• Letters from his past 

• Special objects from both homes 

• Art about his feelings 

• Dreams for his future 

"Marcus taught me something profound," Jennifer shares. "He said, 'My Always Box shows 
me where I came from and where I'm going. Both parts matter.'" 

Looking Forward While Staying Grounded 
Sarah discovered that preparing for the future meant helping children feel secure in the 
present. They created what Maya called her "Growing Tree": 
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Roots (Where I Come From): 

• Important people 

• Special memories 

• Life lessons learned 

• Strength found 

• Love received 

Branches (Where I'm Growing): 

• Future dreams 

• New skills 

• Helper moments 

• Brave choices 

• Hope spots 

"Maya adds to her tree whenever she wants," Sarah explains. "Sometimes she draws new 
roots when she remembers something important. Other times she adds new branches for 
future dreams. Her tree shows her that growth includes all parts of her story." 

Supporting Each Other's Journeys 
Maria learned that healing journeys don't end - they evolve. Her family created what they 
call their "Forever Promises": 

• We'll always listen to feelings 

• Everyone's story matters 

• Help is always available 

• Love doesn't have limits 

• Growth takes time 

"These promises remind us," Maria shares, "that healing isn't about reaching a destination. 
It's about walking together, supporting each other, and believing in the power of love to 
change lives." 
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Looking Ahead 
Remember what Tom discovered: "Every child's journey is different. Our job isn't to draw 
their map - it's to walk beside them, offering support, celebrating progress, and believing in 
their ability to grow stronger with each step." 

Try This Week 
1. Create one way to honor past connections 

2. Practice one new independence skill 

3. Share one hope for the future 

Remember: Every step forward carries the strength of the past and the promise of 
tomorrow. 
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Conclusion: The Journey Continues 
Maria Martinez sits in her favorite chair, watching the sunrise through her kitchen window. 
Eight-year-old Tommy sleeps peacefully upstairs - something that seemed impossible 
when he first arrived six months ago with his struggles with food security and separation 
anxiety. "Each day brings new challenges," she says softly, "but now we have tools to face 
them together." 

Looking Back at Our Journey 
Throughout this book, we've walked alongside families who are helping children heal from 
hard times. We've learned that healing isn't about fixing everything at once. It's about 
building safety, understanding, and connection one small moment at a time. 

Remember Sarah Anderson's discovery? When she understood how past experiences 
changed Maya's brain after multiple placement disruptions, she could respond with 
patience instead of frustration. This knowledge about how trauma affects the brain helped 
her see Maya's behaviors as attempts to stay safe, not attempts to cause trouble. 

We explored Dialectical Behavior Therapy tools that help children feel safer and more 
connected. Tom and Rachel Miller's story showed us how mindfulness, emotion regulation, 
distress tolerance, and interpersonal effectiveness work together while helping Alex 
through his medical anxiety. These aren't just therapy terms - they're practical ways to help 
children handle big feelings and build trust. 

We learned that traditional parenting methods often don't work for children who have 
experienced trauma. Instead, we need approaches that help children feel safe while 
learning new ways to handle life's challenges. 

The middle chapters gave us specific tools for different situations: 

• Making daily routines feel safer 

• Handling holidays and special events 

• Supporting school success 

• Building healthy relationships 

• Managing crisis moments 

• Creating support systems 

Our final chapters showed us how to measure progress, build family resilience, and 
prepare for the future. Karen Thompson's "Actually Amazing" book taught us to celebrate 
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small wins with Sophia. The Garcia family's "Growth Story" helped us see how past 
challenges can become future strengths, as demonstrated through James's journey. 

What We've Learned Together 
Key understandings that shape our journey: 

Safety Comes First 
Before children can learn new skills or build relationships, they need to feel safe. This 
means: 

• Creating predictable routines 

• Responding with understanding 

• Building trust slowly 

• Accepting all feelings 

• Celebrating small steps 

Connection Creates Change 
Healing happens through relationships. Michelle and James Chen-Roberts discovered this 
when they stopped trying to fix behaviors and started building bridges of understanding 
with Devon. Their daughter Lily helped show them that sometimes love looks like sitting 
quietly together, sometimes like celebrating tiny brave moments. 

Every Child's Journey Differs 
What works for one child might not work for another. David and Jennifer Williams learned 
this while helping Marcus handle morning routines alongside Jack and Sophie. Instead of 
forcing one approach, they learned to match their support to each child's needs. 

Progress Isn't Perfect 
Tom Miller's wisdom rings true - healing isn't a straight line. Sometimes we move forward, 
sometimes we need to pause, sometimes we revisit old challenges with new 
understanding. Every step, even backward steps, teaches us something important. 

Moving Forward Together 
As we end this book, remember what Carlos Garcia often says while working with James, 
Miguel, and Ana: "We're not just helping children heal from the past. We're helping them 
build strength for the future." 

This means: 
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• Keeping our tools ready 

• Staying connected with support 

• Celebrating small wins 

• Growing together 

• Believing in healing 

Your Next Steps 
1. Notice growth moments: 

– Times when feelings get shared 

– New skills being tried 

– Trust being built 

– Connection growing stronger 

– Hope shining through 

2. Keep learning: 

– Connect with other families 

– Share your wisdom 

– Try new approaches 

– Trust your instincts 

– Stay patient with progress 

3. Take care of yourself: 

– Build your support system 

– Practice your own regulation 

– Celebrate your growth 

– Keep your heart open 

– Remember you matter 
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Final Thoughts 
Sarah Anderson shares a moment that captures why this journey matters: "Yesterday, Maya 
came home from school upset. Instead of hiding or breaking things, she found me and 
said, 'I need help with big feelings.' That's not just progress - that's transformation. She's 
learning that feelings can be shared, that help is available, that she deserves support." 

This book doesn't have all the answers. Every child's story is unique, every family's journey 
different. But we hope these tools, stories, and insights help you feel less alone and more 
prepared. 

Remember Maria's words: "Healing isn't about reaching a destination. It's about walking 
together, supporting each other, and believing in the power of love to change lives." 

Keep going. Keep growing. Keep believing. The journey continues, and every step matters. 
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