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The lasting impact of childhood trauma without therapeutic interventions.

This essay explores how childhood trauma, with focus on childhood abuse, impacts an individual throughout their life, and considers the interventions which can ameliorate negative mental and physical symptoms. The World Health Organisation (2024) state abuse is a form of child maltreatment, which includes all physical and emotional ill-treatment. In addition, Vizard, Gray, and Bentovim (2021) and the NSPCC (2024a) explains how abuse can take various forms, for example, emotional, online, sexual, neglect, and witnessing or experiencing domestic abuse. Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) involve traumatic events or circumstances which occur during childhood and have lasting effects on an individual’s life (Welsh Government, 2021a). ACEs include child maltreatment, emotional and physical abuse, neglect, domestic violence, among others (Welsh Government, 2021a). Garduno (2022) stated there is likely to be a difference in when an individual manifests the mental and physical impact of how their ACEs have affected them. Downey and Crummy (2022) states trauma is any event, which is not an everyday situation, that produces feelings of severe stress and unhappiness for an individual. Ray et al. (2021) addressed how experiencing an ACE does not necessarily indicate the child has experienced a traumatic event, but instead, the child’s perception and feelings of the event are more likely to feel traumatic. Abuse changes the typical development progression steps which are needed for healthy socioemotional function (Lo lacono, Trentini, and Carola, 2021). In support, Vizard, Gray, and Bentovim (2021) states there is a correlation between physical and mental health effects and traumatic experiences on children, young people, and adults. NSPCC (2024b) state schools have a statutory responsibility to protect children who have been exposed to trauma by creating a school culture which encourages students' confidence to speak out. Therefore, this essay aims to educate on how childhood trauma can influence learning and teaching, and address how without therapeutic intervention, can have lasting consequences into adulthood. 


Sharratt et al. (2022) and Woolgar et al. (2022) expresses how maltreatment is considered an intense source of stress for early years children, and individuals within the child’s support systems must be aware of the psychological impact this trauma can have on the child. The United Nations Convention on the Right of the Child (UNCRC) (1989), article nineteen, state children should be protected from violence, neglect, and abuse (Welsh Government, 2021b), which is further reinforced by the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011, which holds the Welsh Government responsible for ensuring these rights are upheld. Therefore, experiencing or witnessing trauma violates children’s rights, revealing the current progress needed to stop ACEs and provide timely, relevant support to children and young people. 

Winter et al. (2022) examined the immediate effects of maltreatment exposure, discovering young children demonstrate pronounced development shortcomings with lower cognitive, verbal, and motor skills. In support, Berger (2019) addressed trauma exposure in childhood is associated with poorer attention, hyperactivity, impulsivity, and withdrawal. Additionally, childhood trauma is associated with poor organisation and memorisation, which can affect students throughout their education (Thomas, Crosby, and Vanderhaar, 2019), if therapeutic interventions are not arranged. Lo lacono, Trentini, and Carola (2021) state when children suffer from abuse, it increases the likelihood of them experiencing depression and post-traumatic symptoms, which Bhuller et al. (2024) illustrates can increase children’s diagnoses of anxiety, mood, and sleep disorders. In support, Downey and Crummy (2022) explain that sleep disorders may arise as overcoming trauma is mentally challenging for the survivor. Furthermore, Vizard, Gray, and Bentovim (2021) explained how abuse can have harmful lasting impacts on children’s brain development, as early adversities can induce ‘toxic stress’, resulting in the stress response system to be constantly at ‘high alert’. In support, Ibrahim et al. (2021) states if an individual exposed to childhood abuse adapts to high levels of stress, which can be beneficial in the short-term, the brain and body will continue this programming throughout the individual’s life, and it could have negative consequences. Therefore, the immediate effect of childhood trauma can significantly influence children’s behaviour in education, indicating without teachers’ awareness of therapeutic interventions, this dysregulation is likely to persist into adolescence. 

Dube et al. (2023) stated children and adolescents who experienced trauma demonstrated low self-esteem, social isolation, victimisation, aggressiveness, and depression. In support, Walker-Descartes et al. (2021) addressed, with continued exposure to abuse, adolescents may exhibit aggression and there is a possible risk of decreased academic performance and engagement with substance abuse. The World Health Organisation (2024) indicated child maltreatment could affect cognitive and academic performance, as it is strongly associated with harmful behaviours, for example, drug abuse and smoking. Traditionally, behaviour dysregulation was viewed without consideration of influencing factors shaping the student’s behaviour (Brown et al., 2020). Nevertheless, adolescents who experience complex trauma exposure of abuse might display developmental trauma disorder symptoms which might be relationship difficulties, physical illness, and suicidal ideation (Cohen and Barron, 2021). In support, Doba et al. (2022) suggests adolescents exposed to childhood trauma develop greater self-blame and catastrophising, which leads to post-traumatic stress disorder symptoms. However, if interventions around mentalisation are not available to support the young person in understanding their negative emotions, this can cause prolonged distress (Doba et al., 2022). Therefore, adolescents who do not receive appropriate therapeutic interventions or educational support are likely to continue in harming behaviours and develop negative mental health which could continue into adulthood. 
Furthermore, childhood trauma is associated with predispositions to serious long-term physical and mental health, as individuals in adulthood may have an increased vulnerability to mental health disorders (McKay et al., 2020; Cai et al., 2023). Experiencing childhood trauma can influence whether the individual obtains a higher education degree, future employment, and earnings, which might leave the individual vulnerable to living below the poverty line (Lecy and Osteen, 2022). Dube et al. (2023) suggested exposure to abuse is associated with long-term neurobiological changes which result in delayed language development and brain alterations. In support, Schomerus et al. (2021) and Cai et al. (2023) addressed how childhood maltreatment can increase the individual's likelihood of developing lasting impacts on cognitive brain functions and severe mental disorders, from borderline-personality disorder to schizophrenia. However, Warrier et al. (2021) stated the development of physical and mental health conditions does not imply causality to the ACE, as there are possible genetic or environmental influences which affect individuals' health outcomes. In support, Winter et al. (2022) found there was individual variability in the severity of long-term mental health symptoms for maltreated children. Lo lacono, Trentini, and Carola (2021) stated that with identification of short-term biological changes, psychological and pharmacological interventions could be effective to reduce the lasting psychiatric challenges in adulthood. Nevertheless, Lippard and Nemeroff (2023) expressed how children who experience abuse have shown poor treatment outcomes, indicating the individual might take longer to respond to the treatment or the method may be ineffective. This could be because survivors of child abuse report self-blame, shame, anticipate stigma, leading to avoidance of support or non-disclosure (Schomerus et al., 2021). Therefore, with increasing awareness of the lasting impacts of trauma in childhood, policymakers and practitioners are developing strategies to address students' trauma to mitigate long-term effects (Stratford et al., 2020), and support adults who experience childhood trauma in society. 

Schomerus et al. (2021) reported that, due to stigma, people may be reluctant to talk to childhood abuse survivors because they do not wish to upset them. However, by improving how individuals interact and converse with childhood abuse survivors could ameliorate some of the adverse outcomes of their trauma (Schomerus et al., 2021). In support, Franchino-Olsen et al. (2025) found most young children are willing and able to discuss sensitive topics, for example, violence and trauma, without concerning levels of distress, with some children expressing relief in talking about their experiences. However, there is an ethical issue of burdening children with their own safety and encouraging them to report abuse when they might not understand the potential danger of doing so (Bustamante et al., 2019). Therefore, the importance of trauma-informed training to educational practitioners should not be overlooked, as adults should be competent in how to approach discussing trauma with children, to understand their experience and implement relevant therapeutic interventions. 

A trauma-informed approach within educational environments is beneficial in supporting students with ACEs to regulate stress (Wassink - de Stigter et al., 2022). Trauma-informed school approaches aim to support growth and healing from the trauma by creating safe and nurturing learning environments to empower students (Avery et al., 2021; Lecy and Osteen, 2022). Implementing school-based programmes can be effective in child abuse prevention and to support students exposed to this trauma, because by attending school daily, this provides teachers and other staff members with the opportunity to increase students’ awareness of trauma in a protected environment (Gubbels et al., 2021a). In support, the World Health Organisation (2020) stated education environments are highly recommended when teaching new approaches and information, as the structure of the interventions is similar to lesson plans. However, Berger and Martin (2020) address how evidence-based trauma-informed approaches have recently been implemented into schools, so some practitioners may overlook students who display behaviours and emotions associated with trauma exposure. In addition, Breedlove, Choi, and Zyromski (2020) stated the potential lasting impact for children with ACEs are significantly variable and education practitioners should not make assumptions solely based on the trauma experienced. Dube et al. (2023) stated that to stop the cycle of abuse and increase support available, adult’s self-awareness must be enhanced. Therefore, education practitioners must be educated on how student’s wellbeing, behaviour, and academic outcomes may be impacted if the student has an ACE or experienced trauma (Wassink - de Stigter et al., 2022). 

Berger, Bearsley, and Lever (2020) found trauma-informed interventions in schools indicated the improved student-school engagement, increased educators’ awareness of trauma and the referral process, and reduced student disruptive behaviors. Bustamante et al. (2019) found children who participated in school-based programmes retained the knowledge of self-protection strategies and supporting children in understanding secrets are not always meant to be kept. However, when implementing trauma-informed positive education, student-guided practices are integral to the effectiveness and longevity of these school practices (Thomas, Crosby, and Vanderhaar, 2019). In addition, trauma-informed principles must consider the learner-centred theory, where mutual control is creating between the student and teacher to ensure the student feels emboldened (Lecy and Osteen, 2022). The UNCRC, article three, supports the individualised support which should be provided to each child to ensure they reach their full potential (Welsh Government, 2021b). Therefore, while school-based interventions are effective for children and young people, if these practices are not individualised it reduces the long-term usefulness to the student.

The World Health Organisation (2020) reported education approaches can be beneficial in preventing violence against children, as building awareness through teaching social and emotional skills might encourage children to seek support. Downey and Crummy (2022) indicated children who can learn to build resilience skills, through social support, experience less emotional problems and learn to nurture their self-worth and trust. Furthermore, trauma theory indicates how violence within the family causes children to feel unsafe, and consequently, they might can experience difficulties regulating their emotions (Steketee, Aussems, and Marshall, 2019), highlighting the importance of social and emotional learning in as a therapeutic intervention. In addition, Polyvagal theory (1994) indicates when individuals are exposed to trauma, their hormonal response becomes hyper aroused to perceived threats, which could affect the individual’s ability to regulate their emotions and behaviours (Berger and Martin, 2020). Furthermore, Piaget’s Schema Theory (1976) suggests trauma negatively affects individuals’ cognitive schemas of themselves and the perception they have of others, which can leave the individual vulnerable to mental health illnesses in adulthood (McKay et al., 2020), if therapeutic interventions are not affected. In classrooms, teachers can implement routines which help the student learn to self-regulate their emotion through teaching social and emotional learning, encouraging empathy and interpersonal skills (Brown et al., 2020). The UNCRC, article thirty-nine, addresses children who have been abused have the right to receive support which promotes and restores their self-respect (Welsh Government, 2021b), and through social and emotional learning this can be developed and reinforced. In support, Stratford et al. (2020) stated classroom interventions are effective in positively influencing students’ behaviour and emotional distress, demonstrating the efficacy of education-based therapeutic interventions. The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 addresses the intention to ensure individuals physical and mental health is supported to enhance long-term health, which this therapeutic intervention is aiming to achieve. In addition, Lippard and Nemeroff (2023) suggested that when children and young people receive therapeutic interventions, it can moderate the risk of future mental health issues. Therefore, teaching students social and emotional learning is relevant and effective in reducing lasting mental health issues, as it encourages emotion regulation strategies which can be individualised to students’ specific childhood trauma. 

Child-centred play therapy allows children to explore full acceptance, understanding, and empathy within a safe environment where children can embrace rebuilding self-concept, self-acceptance, decision-making and resilience skills (Ray et al., 2021). In support, Gupta et al. (2023) states play therapy can support the child in expressing emotions and thoughts which they would otherwise find difficult to verbally express, and it is effective in giving the child permission to release negative experiences, which is likely to reduce behavioural problems. Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977) expresses individuals learn through engaging in role-play to develop meaning making, which emphasises the importance of observation and motivation in learning and teaching activities (Rumjaun and Narod, 2022). However, play therapy can only be conducted by qualified professionals, which can limit the accessibility of this therapeutic intervention (Ray et al., 2021). Nevertheless, Barrie (2022) stated bringing play into the lives of children who have been exposed to trauma is essential in supporting their recovery to become healthy young individuals. Jang (2022) addressed how LEGO building can enable children to use the bricks to express feelings and story tell, and found this therapeutic intervention is associated with decreased behavioural issues in the classroom While LEGO therapy is primarily used for children with additional learning needs, this intervention is effective in providing positive social development opportunities to students who may have difficulties in expressing themselves verbally (Barr et al., 2022). Therefore, using child-centred play can be effective in building students’ social abilities and providing them with an opportunity to develop their confidence, while engaging in entertaining play activities. 
Furthermore, Breedlove, Choi, and Zyromski (2020) found efficacy in schools implementing restorative practices, which promote healthy relationships and conflict resolution rather than exclusionary practices. The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 aims to create an equal society, where individuals who have experienced trauma are provided with opportunities to fulfil their potential, and these therapeutic interventions are effective in accomplishing this growth. However, Erik Erikson’s Stages of Psychosocial Development explains how personality is developed through a predetermined order throughout an individual’s life, which is influenced by social relationships, and failure to complete a stage result in an underdeveloped personality and self-worth (Jang, 2022). Therefore, students exposed to childhood trauma are likely to have difficulties with social expression, but through engaging in play activities, this expression may become easier as they can focus on a task. Nevertheless, the play preferences of each student should be considered when discussing whether this would be an effective therapeutic intervention for them. 
Berger (2019) stated the positive influence school-based interventions can have on trauma exposed students, as the Cognitive Behavioural Intervention for Trauma in Schools (CBITS) and ERASE-Stress program have reported decreased symptoms of depression and PTSD with students. Martin et al. (2023) stated these interventions in schools can lead to significant improvements in students’ ability to learn, academic outcomes, and school attendance, as it reduces disciplinary practices. During Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), children and young people are educated on relaxation techniques which prepare the individual to gradually expose themselves to the trauma event (Syros, Karantzali, and Anastassiou-Hadjicharalambous, 2022). Ibrahim et al. (2021) addressed the well-research correlation between childhood abuse and the effects it has on brain functioning, but the specific molecular pathways which are negatively affected into adulthood remain unknown. However, further research is needed into completely understand the how personalised therapeutic practices can be created which support the changed structure of the brain from childhood abuse (Ibrahim et al., 2021). Nevertheless, CBITS is beneficial because it is easily adaptable to diverse populations, but it relies on the appropriate training of education practitioners to deliver, which could prevent someone from receiving this support (Syros, Karantzali, and Anastassiou-Hadjicharalambous, 2022). Therefore, while the efficacy of this therapeutic intervention has been illustrated, the availability and training needed to perform CBITS may create barriers to receiving this support. 

Schools should consider how their policies and practices comprehensively demonstrate their responsibility to becoming trauma-informed, as it improves educators' confidence that they can provide the correct support to trauma-exposed students (Martin et al., 2023). ACE Hub Wales (2022) produced five practice principles which address the need to create universal person centred, inclusive, relationship-focused strategies which encourage resilience, which schools should consider when analysing their current trauma-informed practices. Berger, Bearsley, and Lever (2020) stated there needed to be whole-school approaches where educators are supported with performance feedback and debriefing, as without, teachers cannot provide individualised classroom support plans and manage triggers for trauma-impacted students. In addition, for teachers to accomplish a holistic, trauma-informed approach, training and clear roles and responsibilities must be established throughout the school (Brown et al., 2020). The Trauma-Informed Practice Framework states, in trauma-skilled and trauma-enhanced, that education practitioners should be aware and provide adequate support to students who have experienced trauma (ACE Hub Wales, 2022). The importance of practitioners engaging in regular, up-to-date trauma and safeguarding training should not be overlooked, and schools must ensure that their trauma approaches are sufficient in positively influencing students’ lives. Gubbels et al. (2021b) addresses barriers to reporting or support can be impacted by educational practitioners limited knowledge about the signs of child abuse and the reporting process. Furthermore, McCoy et al. (2022) highlighted the importance of cultural awareness as barriers of miscommunication can arise if training on different languages within cultures is not addressed. Understanding whether the trauma-informed practices implemented in schools were delivered effectively would support teachers' continual development of trauma approaches which actively reflect student’s needs (Avery et al., 2021), as this would alleviate practitioners’ concerns.

Steketee, Aussems, and Marshall (2019) findings addressed support for children tending to exhibit and reproduce behaviour demonstrated by their parents. Bandura’s Bobo Doll Experiment (1961) revealed that children learn through observation and imitation, and because no punishment follows the adult’s aggressive behaviour, children view the act as acceptable (Galanaki and Malafantis, 2022). However, Galanaki and Malafantis (2022) expressed if the adult was reprimanded for their behaviour, the likelihood of the child displaying this behaviour is reduced. In support, the Curriculum for Wales, in health and well-being, addresses the need for practitioners to teach students about healthy behaviours and relationships, and how to ask for support for themselves and others (Welsh Government, 2022). Changing societal norms around parenting expectations should be discussed in communities, and strategies should be implemented to ensure safe, nurturing relationships and environments are encouraged (Baker, Brassard, and Rosenzweig, 2021). However, in some cases where the abuse is perpetrated by several family members, there is a greater need for children to develop their own personal coping strategies compared to relying on family support systems (Sharratt et al., 2022). Mannapova et al. (2020) found providing psychological assistance to children was effective in building positive self-concept, supporting children to express thoughts, behaviours, and feelings, which helped to develop social skills. Furthermore, Hamilton-Giachritsis et al. (2021) identified best practice support was displayed through effective multi-agency working and when services and individuals actively listened to the child or young person. Nevertheless, McCoy et al. (2022) identified there could be an absence of professional support due to limited financial resources and time, which can lead to barriers in treatments for the survivor. Therefore, for therapeutic practices to be effective, the home environment of the student must be addressed to ensure they are protected and nurtured, and that the inventions are supported and built upon within their support system. 

Government policies should support schools in working with parents to build strategies which promote prosocial anger management skills and increase student’s connection with the school (Garduno, 2022). van Vilet et al. (2021) discovered that a phase-based treatment would be more effective compared to stand-alone trauma interventions. Therefore, this indicates that therapeutic intervention support should not be stand-alone, by regularly scheduled to assess how the individual is responding to the practices and if adjustments are needed. To ensure lasting positive mental and physical health for an individual exposed to childhood trauma, therapeutic interventions must be individualised, with educational practitioners having the awareness and training to recognise the efficacy of each approach. However, these interventions are not necessarily most effective during childhood or adulthood, which is why there cannot be a standardised approach to supported trauma-exposed individuals, as trauma can manifest differently for each person. 

To conclude, childhood trauma, with focus on abuse, can have immediate and long-term effects on children, young people, and adults, influencing their behaviour and emotions. These negative consequences might be ameliorated through therapeutic intervention, if the support is relevant to the individual and regularly attended in a safe, trusting environment. Schools provide an opportunity to deliver accessible trauma-informed support to students through teaching social and emotional learning and increasing awareness of how trauma can affect students. However, if practitioners do not implement a whole-school, trauma-informed approach and up-to-date training practices are not discussed, then students might not develop the strategies needed to mitigate lasting trauma impacts. Overall, individualised therapeutic practices are needed throughout an individual’s life to ensure they can reduce the lasting influence of childhood trauma on their cognitive functioning. 
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