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Session 4: Healing Begins at Home 
 

When a Child Does This… He or She May be Trying to Express This… 
Pulls away from your embrace I’ve never learned how to process touch, 

so being held is terrifying. 
I’ve been badly hurt by abusive adults, 
and I’m still learning to trust. 

Approaches strangers indiscriminately My caregivers were not reliable and 
abandoned me, so I desperately seek 
security and approval wherever I am and 
however I can as a kind of insurance. 

Becomes easily angry I am terrified and trying to protect myself 
from a situation that resembles a terrible 
experience I had in the past. 
I am so frustrated because I don’t know 
how to express my feelings and needs. 
My blood sugar level is uncomfortably 
low, and I don’t know how to deal with 
my hunger appropriately. 
My body feels depleted—my brain 
chemistry is imbalanced, but I don’t know 
how to solve my problem.  
I’m exhausted and need to rest. 
Please don’t leave me alone; I am 
terrified of being abandoned again. 
I must be in control because I’ve never 
known trustworthy adults before. 

Wants to be left alone I don’t know how to cope with my 
surroundings. 
Everything seems new or confusing and 
scary. 
I’m on sensory overload and need to let 
my body relax and recharge. 
 



Disobeys instructions I don’t understand all the sounds and 
words coming at me because I was 
deprived of sounds and language 
exposure when I was young and can’t 
process them effectively yet. 
I want to be in control because adults 
have always proven unreliable—I feel I 
can only depend on myself. 
I have learning delays that prevent my 
understanding these instructions. 

Flirts or is sexually precocious This was what I was trained to do because 
I was sexually abused by caregivers. 
Inappropriate sexuality was the only way I 
ever got positive attentions when I was 
younger, and I don’t know how else to 
please people. 

Bullying or aggressive I’m treating others as I was treated.  
I’m scared and sad 
My neurochemistry is unbalanced. 
I’m trying to numb my emotional pain by 
creating pain in you. 

Is restless and constantly fidgety I must stay alert and prepared to defend 
myself at all times because in the past 
there was no adult to protect me. 

Hoards or steals food I was painfully hungry and 
undernourished and nearly starved 
before, and I am haunted by the fear it 
will happen again. 

Fears walking home alone from school I was attacked and abused during my 
early years, so I feel a deep need for 
protection. 

Can’t sleep I must stay alert and prepared to defend 
myself at all times because in the past I 
never knew when I would get hurt by the 
people I lived with. 
My brain chemistry is on fight-or-flight 
overdrive and can’t shut down. 

 

Excerpted from The Connected Child (pg. 36-37) 

by Karyn B. Purvis, Ph.D., David R. Cross, Ph.D., Wendy Lyons Sunshine 



When Fear Is In Control 

A Fearful Child Focuses Strictly on Survival Issues Such As… 

safety 

hunger and thirst  

fatigue  

escaping scary situations  

making hurts stop and go away  

staying in control 

 

A Scared Child Cannot Grasp… 

discussions, sermons, or lectures 

complex reasoning, logic, or stories 

philosophical discussions or abstract concepts 

solving puzzles or mathematics 

 

The Primitive Brain’s “Fight, Flight, or Freeze” Fear Response Can Make a Child… 

run away and hide 

lash out physically or verbally 

get angry or cry 

stonewall and become unresponsive 

try to control the situation 
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