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Learning
Objectives

Persons who attend this breakout session will be
able to:
• Identify the factors that set the foundation for
flourishing across the lifespan.
• Articulate how the insights of Aquinas’ approach
can be integrated into the theories of
developmental positive psychological science to
provide a fuller account of how grace can
transform human nature to aid human
flourishing.
• Describe strategies to assist parents in helping
their children to develop their social and
emotional capacities.

Today's
Outline

• Introduction and overview: Setting the
Context
• Methodological presuppositions of
contemporary trauma-informed
frameworks
• Saint Thomas Aquinas' teachings: A
Catholic-Christian Vision of the human
person
• Key Domains of an integrated Traumainformed framework and practical
strategies
• Case Study Discussion
• Q and A

Why do we need a framework to support
children in developing their social and
emotional capacities?

Adverse
Childhood
Experiences
(ACE) Study

• The original CDC-Kaiser Permanente Study
was conducted between 1995 & 1997
investigated consequences of abuse,
neglect, household challenges
experienced in early life and
consequences on later health and
wellbeing (Felliti, et al., 1998)

Abuse

Adverse
Childhood
Experiences
(ACE)

• Emotional
• Physical
• Sexual

Neglect
• Emotional
• Physical

Household challenges
•
•
•
•

Mental illness in the household
Parental separation
Divorce
Incarcerated household member
(CDC, 2016)

The impacts of ACEs

Cummings, et al., (2012); Dong, et al., (2004); Dye (2018), Enoch (2011)

Trauma

• A person perceives an event or set of circumstances as
extremely frightening, harmful or threatening – this can be
emotionally, physically or both

(Blaustein & Kinniburgh, 2019)

What are the
impacts of trauma
experienced in
childhood?

https://www.health.harvard.edu/stayinghealthy/understanding-the-stress-response

What does the
research say?

• Long term toxic stress and trauma can result in:
• Difficulty with planning and setting goals,
attention, following directions, processing
information and inhibition (Downey, 2007)
• Lower academic achievement (Wolpow,
2009)
• Difficulties with regulating emotions and
challenges in social interactions with peers
and parents (Downey, 2007; Brunzell, et al.,
2016; Goddard, 2021)

A Review of a Trauma-Informed and
a Positive Psychology approach…

Framework

Components

The Attachment
Self-Regulation and
Competency (ARC)

Attachment
Regulation
Competencies

Clinical Setting
Blaustein & Kinniburgh
(2019)

Educational Setting – Program to specifically help children who have been affected by trauma
Brunzell, et al. (2016)

Trauma-Informed
Positive Education

Fostering predictable,
trusting relationships

Repairing regulatory abilities
Repairing Relational capacities
Increasing Psychological resources

Educational Setting – Programs to develop Social and Emotional Learning
CASEL (2013; 2019)

CASEL Framework

Frey et al. (2019)

CRTWC (2017;2019)

Self-awareness
Social awareness
Self-Management
Responsible Decision Making
Relationship management

Fostering emotional
understanding and
regulation and empathy

Identity and Agency;
Cognitive and Emotional Regulation
Social Skills
Public Spirit

CRTWC Anchor
Competencies

Building Trusting Relationships
Fostering self-reflection
Fostering Growth Mindset
Cultivating Perseverance
Collaborative Learning
Creating community
Constructively responding to differences

Developing strengths of
youth so that they may
work productively
through unpredicted
challenges

Methodological
presuppositions

• Reductionist based on the scientific
method
• Only quantifiable aspects of the human
person are considered worthy of study
• Mind is perceived as a manifestation of
the biological and physiological processes
of the brain
(cf. Nordling, et al., 2020; Titus, et al., 2020)

A Catholic Christian view
of the human person

• Human person is made in the image and likeness
of God
• Basic dignity and goodness
• Relationship is integral of what it means to be a
person
• God is both perfect unity and perfect community

(cf. CCC 221; Aquinas, 1947, I-I, Q. 29; a. 1-3)

• Human person is both corporeal and spiritual, a
body-soul unity
• Human person manifests a dignity—rational
nature—that separates them from other animals
• Human intellect
• Free will
• Self-determination
(Aquinas, 1947, I-I,Q75, a.4; Q76, a.3; Q 79, a. 8)

Virtues

• The development of virtues, good habits or dispositions for acting in a
given way, perfect both person and his acts.
• Virtue is a "certain perfection of a power" or an operative disposition
(habitus) which is directed towards the end goal of the person (Aquinas,
1947, ST, I-II, Q. 55).
• Theological virtues: Faith, Hope and Charity
• Cardinal virtues: Prudence, Fortitude, Justice and temperance
(cf. Aquinas, 1947, I-II, q.50, a. 4; Titus, 2011)

• God gives a new dignity to human nature through the redeeming graces of
Christ's incarnation, death, resurrection, and ascension.
• God's gift of grace can help to heal human persons
• Grace strengthens a person's relationship with God, enabling the person to
more fully desire and to easily choose that which is truly good
• True charity and freedom is able to blossom when grace heals obstacles
such as fear

Fostering predictable,
trusting and caring
Parent relationships

Attachment Theoretical
Framework
• According to Bowlby (1969; 1973) a child can be
considered "attached"
• A child seeks proximity to the other person
• This proximity seeking behavior increases with
intensity
• Consistently shows preference for a specific
person
• The parent needs to be not only readily
accessible but responsive to his or her needs

Insecure avoidant
• The child may play alone and show little distress when separated from
the parent.
• Upon return of the parent, these children avoid contact or seem
indifferent towards the parent.

Attachment
Theoretical
Framework

Insecure resistant
• The child is anxious and ambivalent towards the parent.
• Upon return of the parent, these children display resentment towards
the parent and do not seem to be comforted by the parent's presence.
Insecure disorganized
• The child demonstrates incoherent, confused or inconsistent
behaviors.
Secure attachment
• The parent is responsive and sensitive to the child's needs.
• The parent provides a base for exploration of the environment.

(Ainsworth, 1989; Main & Solomon, 1986)

Internal
working
model

• A child at the end of his first year and during his
second or third year, the child develops an
internal model of how interactions with
significant others will respond.
(cf. Bowlby, 1969; Blaustein & Kinniburgh, 2019)

Safety

• A state of alertness or anxiety develops when a
child does not feel connected or safe
• Co-regulation involves:
• Calm presence, warm tone of voice, good eye
contact signals, warm physical contact/ touch,
and interest
• A parent who is able to tune in to her
infant begins a dialogue of synchrony and she will
be able to be the "safe base" (Bowlby, 1958)
(cf. Cozolino, 2014; Blaustein & Kinniburgh, 2019; Siegel,
2012)

What are the
philosophical and
theological premises for
attachment theory?

What are the
philosophical
and theological
premises for
attachment
theory?

• The immediate response of an infant to attach to their
primary parent exemplifies the inherent relational capacity
of the human person (Titus et al., 2020).

• Each person yearns for another to whom he might entrust
himself to (John Paul II, 1998)

Man cannot live without love. He remains a
being that is incomprehensible for himself,
his life is senseless, if love is not revealed to
him, if he does not encounter love, if he
does not experience it and make it his own,
if he does not participate intimately in it
(Redemptor Hominis 10).

• Support parents in recognizing the relational
nature inherent in human persons
• Vocation as the primary parent especially
parents: have a role in educating their children
and respecting them as human persons (cf. CCC
2222; 2223)

How do we help parents in
building supportive
relationships with their
children?

Helping parents to recognize and cope with their own
emotional responses

• Parents will be able to fulfill their vocational duty with dignity and respect
when they are themselves in a calm state (Blaustein & Kinniburgh, 2019).
• Parents may provide a powerful role model of how the intellect and will
can direct their emotions to the true good (Rutherford, et al., 2015).
• Parents need to recognize how previous experiences and emotions may be
related to current perceptions, thoughts, and behaviors (Waters & Waters,
2006; Fraley, 2019).

Questions for the Parent

• What are the triggers and difficult situations in your life? What
are some of the stressful things happening in your life right
now?
• Do you have a perception of less confidence in your role as a
Parent/ parent (e.g. why is my child rejecting me? Why does my
child not listen to me? Why can’t I get my child to calm down?)
• Are you aware of anything that is different in your parenting /
caregiving role when you are tired versus when you are well
rested?

Questions for the Parent contd.

• Are there circumstances that you know are particularly difficult because
they remind you of challenges that you experienced in your life growing
up?
• Do you have difficulty in understanding or coping with particular child
behaviors (e.g. that “push your buttons”)?
• Do your child’s emotions provoke a strong emotional response in you or a
difficult to cope with?

Questions for the Parent contd.
• Do you experience guilt or shame (e.g. How could these things
happen to my child?)
• Do you experience anger or blame (e.g. She’s doing this on
purpose!)
• Do you have a connection with any religion or faith tradition?
How do you see the support offered by God’s presence and the
gift of faith? How do you see the support offered by persons at
your local church community?

Situation/ Trigger Physiological

Cognitions

Emotions

Behaviors

Child reaction to
a request

I’m hopeless as a
parent!
She does this all
the time on
purpose!

Frustration,
sadness,
helplessness,
worry

Over react
Controlling
Shutting
down

Increased heart
rate; shallow
breathing; tense
muscles

Examining Parent responses to the child

• Parent is invited to ponder "Why might that behavior be
occurring?"

Examining Parent responses to the child

• Observe, gather data and label what is happening
• Understand the child's perspective
• "What does the child think the parent was saying?"
• "It looks like you are struggling with..."
• "Can you help me to understand why?"
• It is important for the child to perceive he has been seen, heard and
understood
• Acknowledge and validate the child's perception and experience
(cf. Blaustein & Kinniburgh, 2019)

Teaching children how to make connections in
relationships
“In the depths of every heart, love creates bonds and expands existence, for
it draws people out of themselves and towards others… I cannot know
myself apart from a broader network of relationships, including those that
have preceded me and shaped my entire life. My relationship with those
whom I respect has to take account of the fact that they do not live only for
me, nor do I live only for them. Our relationships, if healthy and authentic,
open us to others who expand and enrich us. Nowadays, our noblest social
instincts can easily be thwarted by self-centered chats that give the
impression of being deep relationships. On the contrary, authentic and
mature love and true friendship can only take root in hearts open to
growth through relationships with others (Francis, 2020, Fratelli tutti, #88).

Teaching children how to make connections in
relationships

• Developing the virtue of friendliness or affability, agreeableness
towards others, is necessary in maintaining pleasant social
interactions and civility amongst persons in community
(Aquinas, 1947, II-II, 114, 2)
• Friendship of charity - willing the good for the other
• It is beyond simply rendering what is owed to another or even
“being nice” to another (Aquinas, 1947, II-II, 23.3, ad.1)

Teaching children how to make connections in
relationships

• Explore the nature and function of both past and current
relationships
• Past relationships:
• Purpose and significance
• How did the person show respect?
• How did the person show concern?

• Current relationships:
• Role and influence

(cf. Blaustein & Kinniburgh, 2019)

Teaching children how and why we connect and
communicate
• Model2 talk
• Share, expand or clarify initial ideas or thoughts
• Listen to one another and respect one another's ideas
• Deepen their reasoning
• Think together and build on one another's ideas
• Reflect on their communicative performance
(van der Veen, et al., 2017; van der Veen, de Mey, et al., 2016; van der Wilt, Dobber, et
al., 2016; van der Veen, van Kruistum, & van Oers, 2016)

• Picture books to support social and emotional learning skill development
(Koltz & Kersten-Parrish, 2019)

Finding ways for children to develop emotional understanding
and regulation and empathy

Courtesy of Saint Rose, Murfreesboro, TN

“Man exists as a unique and unrepeatable being, he exists as an
“I” capable of self-understanding, self-possession and selfdetermination. The human person is an intelligent and conscious
being, capable of reflecting on himself and therefore of being
aware of himself and his actions (Compendium of the Social
Doctrine of Catholic Church #131)"

Self-understanding, self-reflection and self-regulation

• The ability of controlling or directing one’s attention, thoughts, emotions,
and actions (McClelland & Cameron 2012, p. 136),
• Self-regulatory abilities progress quickly during toddlerhood, preschool and
improve beyond adolescence (Best & Miller, 2010; Carlson, 2005; Garon, et
al., 2008; Hendry, et al., 2016; Hughes, 2011; Kloo & Sodian, 2017)

Emotional understanding, expression & regulation

• Research shows how emotions are necessary in helping children to attend
to, engage in and explore their environments (Coffey, 2021)
• A child's regulation of emotions influences how peers and adults perceives
the child (Eisenberg, et al., 2015)

Emotional regulation theories
Notable change in the
child's world

Autonomic nervous
system arousal …
leads to lower brain
activity

Higher brain activity.
Understanding
Arousal
Regarding concerns
and coping

Emotional behavior
and feelings

Emotion-specific
tendencies to act;
physiological changes

Emotional behavior,
consciously labeled
feelings

Denham, et al. (2010)

• Strategies include:

Emotional
regulation

•
•
•
•

Attempting to change the situation
Self-soothing
Redirecting attention elsewhere
Seeing situations in a new perspective

• Adaptive: problem-oriented or seeking social
support
• Maladaptive: avoidance or anger related
(Thompson, 1994; Stansbury & Zimmerman, 1999; Vierhaus, et al., 2016)

Practical strategies in helping children to
regulate their emotions

Helping children to identify and label their emotions

• In clinical and educational settings, it is necessary to help children to
develop an understanding of their emotional experiences in both self and
others
A. Developing a vocabulary for emotions
B. Developing relationships between external events, triggers and
behaviors and internal perceptions, thoughts and emotions

Interventions
https://unsplash.com/photos/H566W24FyL8

• Teaching children how to
• Conduct emotional check-ins
• Name emotions in various contexts
• Label the emotional experiences of others
• Understand the range of ways in which people
express emotion
(cf. Blaustein & Kinniburgh, 2019)

https://pixabay.com/photos/children-sisters-cute-girls-1869265/

Interventions

Activities:
• Create flashcards using drawing or pictures
• Emotion charades
• Silhouette of a large head where children identify all the
thoughts/ experiences that lead to specific emotions

Helping children to understand "why"

• Why am I having this particular reaction?
• What is causing me to respond in this particular way?

Helping students to learn how to shape
their emotions in virtuous ways

Immediate
feeling:

Trigger









Anger
Confusion
Frustration
Anxiety
Sadness
Fear
Agitation

STOP

What would my
most virtuous self
do? What is the
good thing for me
to do?

PAUSE
BREATHE

My intellect can ask:



My intellect and will can guide my emotions to
choose the course of action that would help me
to be my most virtuous self










What just happened?
What are the emotions that I am
experiencing?
What might have caused my emotions or
reactions?
What happened this morning or last night
that might be involved in this?
What is the observable problem behavior?
What self-talk or thoughts are coming to my
mind?
What are some alternative ways of looking at
this situation?
What are the different courses of action from
which I can choose?
Which cause of action should I choose that
would help me to be my most virtuous self?

OR

If my emotions are to
strong and I’m having
difficulty thinking it
through, I can:




Wait longer, allow my
emotions time to
subside. Then I can
ask the questions
Ask a trusted friend or
mentor for advice or
input

Empathy
• Emotive: to feel another person's emotions (Duan & Hill, 1996)
• Mirror neuron studies (Pfeifer & Dapretto, 2009, p. 187)
• Cognitive: to take on the perspective of another by understanding and
considering what the other person is thinking and feeling
• Behavior: manifests itself in terms of positive behaviors offering attention,
care, help, and establishing alliances and friendships with the other person
(Duan & Sagar, 2020)

What does the
research say?

• Empathy is associated with better peer
attachment, peer acceptance and higher
friendship quality (Portt, et al., 2020).
• Children who perceive that others in their class
were empathetic towards them, they felt more
safe and supported to engage in their academic
work (Portt, et al., 2020; Zorza, et al., 2019).

Why is empathy important for children to develop?

• Empathy may express an aspect of true friendship
• 3 types of friendship:
• Friendships of pleasure
• Friendships of utility
• Friendships of mutual benevolence
• Willing the good for one another
• Mutual gift of self
(cf. Titus, 2020)

Dominican Sisters of Saint Cecilia (2022)

Helping
Parents to
increase
empathy
development
in their
children

• Getting children to identify and label their
own emotions and the emotions of others.
• Encourage students to discuss the emotions
and perspectives of others
(cf. Johnson, 2014)

Developing strengths of youth so that
they may work productively through
unpredicted challenges

Resilience
"Capacity of a dynamic system to adapt
successfully to disturbances that threaten its
ability to function and continue developing”
(Masten, 2014a & b)
1)Positive development and adaptation
2)Exposure to risk or adversity

What are some protective factors which may enhance a child's
resilience?

Within the child:
• Having a variety of adaptive
and flexible coping and
problem-solving skills that he
or she can use in different
situations.
• Having effective ways in which
to regulate impulses and
emotions.
• Possessing a sense of faith or
of meaning in life
• Positive self-talk, hope and an
overall sense of positive selfworth

In the family
• Positive attachment
relationships to parent or
caregiver
• Close relationships to
competent, prosocial and
supportive adults
• Authoritative parenting
• Positive family climate
• Organized home environment

In the community
• Schools that support families
and children through
developing not only child’s
cognitive abilities but also
helping students to develop
morally and spiritually.

(cf. Cutuli, et al., 2021)

Self-worth

• A person's identity: the concept that we have of ourselves, our qualities, the way in which
we see ourselves in relation to others, our perceived gifts and the awareness of our
limitations
• Self-efficacy – beliefs about our agency

(cf. Cutuli, et al., 2021)

What does the research say?

• Beliefs about our agency influence self-regulation:
• Determines the types of goals we set
• Influences the effort and perseverance demonstrated by a person when
faced with challenges or obstacles
• Effectiveness of problem solving and decision making
(Rand & Touza, 2020)

Hope

• Perception that one’s goals can be achieved
• Higher levels of hope have been related to higher scores on achievement
tests in elementary children (Cuckley, 2014; Snyder, Hoza et al., 1997),
higher grade-point averages in high school (Levi, et al., 2014) and better
mental health outcomes in high school students (Marques et al, 2015)

How can the teachings of Saint Thomas Aquinas
contextualize these findings?

• Fortitude is the cardinal virtue that directs these emotions, especially fear
and anxiety, by facing and seeking to overcome any difficulty that may
prevent the will from following reason (Aquinas, 1947, II-II, Q. 128)
• Magnanimity can help to strengthen the mind and will so that the person
may “stand firm” in pursuing the difficult good in challenging situations
(Aquinas, 1947, I-II, 60.4; II-II, 129, 1, reply 2, 129. 3, 129.5)

How can the teachings of Saint Thomas Aquinas
contextualize these findings?
• Magnanimity is the virtue that summons a person’s personal and social
resources, so that he can lay aside the fear of failure thereby producing the
natural hope of obtaining the difficult good (Aquinas, II-II, 129, 1, ad.2).
• A child who has hope and lack of fear in the midst of challenges, can make
well-reasoned initiative-taking acts.
• Hope then, is the central emotion for magnanimity (Aquinas, II-II, 129. 1,
ad. 2, 129.7), because it expects that great goods can be attained.
• It is not mere optimism or a temperamental trait or an attempt to obtain
good acts, but rather produces good acting persons (Titus, 2006; 2011).

How can the teachings of Saint Thomas Aquinas
contextualize these findings?

• Perseverance is the virtue that enables us “to not weary,” to stay
grounded in seeking the future good and to avoid evil when
difficulty arises (Aquinas, 1947, II-II 128.1).
• Perseverance is necessary in persisting for a length of time to
attend the goal. Perseverance is especially necessary in
overcoming fears due to fatigue or failure because of the length
of the delay that is involved (Aquinas, 1947, II-II, 128. 1, 6; Titus,
2006; 2011).

What are some practical ways to support
parents in fostering resilience in
children?

The worst anxiety of all…is the fear of not being loved, the loss of love:
despair is thus the conviction that one has forfeited all love forever, the
horror of complete isolation. Hope in the proper sense of the word is thus the
reverse: the certainty that I shall receive that great love that is indestructible
and that I am already loved with this love here and now (Benedict XVI,
2005).

Helping children to become aware of their dignity and
greatness

• Identifying cognitive distortions
• To refocus attention towards God which produces hope

Helping children to become aware of
their dignity and greatness
• Try to learn or find out what influences your child or
adolescent.
• Allow children to identify and try out new interests.
• Redefine success for your child. What does it mean
that this child has a good moment? Look for
moments of success on the hardest days.
• Engage in activities with your child.
• Support your child rather than criticize.

• Help the child to tolerate vulnerable aspects of self
and normalize mistakes e.g. “Everyone makes
mistakes”
• (cf. Blaustein & Kinniburgh, 2019)

Helping children to develop perseverance

• Parents can learn to cultivate perseverance in their children by actively

supporting problem-solving and evaluation of ideas.
• Parents who lack differentiation of self from their child can be quick to “fix”
things for their children

Helping children to develop perseverance through
problem-solving skills
•
•
•
•

Notice that there is a problem
Identify and understand the problem. What is the problem?
Brainstorm and identify possible solutions.
Evaluate all the possible consequences of each solution – what is the good
attained in each decision and then select the best choice.

• The child then needs to act on the decision. Afterwards, the clinician or
Parent could help the child to reflect on and evaluate the decision made
and perhaps how he or she should revise the action in the future.
(Adapted from D'Zurilla & Nezu, 2007)

Case Study
Brendan is 7 years old and lives with his mother, who was recently separated from her
husband. His mother had experienced physical and emotional abuse from her husband for
many years. She now spends much of her time curled up on the sofa, watching television
or sleeping. She has difficulty in remembering what she says she will do. Brendan’s father is
an alcoholic and has recently been sent to a rehabilitation center. When Brendan tries to
get his mother’s attention she often dismisses him and tells him to go play. Brendan
doesn’t like to be far from his mother, he is afraid something bad will happen. Brendan has
been upset but his mother doesn’t seem to notice or care. At school he frequently makes
smart-aleck remarks, is rude, and teases his classmates. He sometimes makes disruptive
comments when he is called on in class. When given a work sheet he walk around the
classroom attempting to talk to his classmates. He often gets reprimanded by his teacher
and this escalates into agitation and on some occasions a tantrum.

Discuss

• What are the components of Saint Thomas Aquinas' teaching
can be seen in this case study?
• What could be some approaches in addressing this case through
a Catholic Christian lens?

Being in the image of God the human individual possesses the
dignity of a person, who is not just something, but someone. He is
capable of self-knowledge, of self-possession and of freely giving
himself and entering into communion with other persons
(Catechism of the Catholic Church, #357)

• This presentation has identified three factors related to
promote healing and flourishing:

a)

fostering predictable trusting and caring
Parent relationships,

b) finding ways for children to develop emotional
understanding, regulation and empathy
c)

Conclusion

developing strengths of youth so that they may
work productively through unpredicted challenges.

The Catholic Christian vision of the human person as
articulated by Saint Thomas Aquinas can contextualize and
deepen contemporary understandings for each of these three
domains.
In this way the home, has the potential to be a place of
healing, where the child can fully develop his or her social,
emotional, cognitive, physical and spiritual capacities and
begin to flourish.

Q&A
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