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The Issues of fostered and adopted children – 

A achment, developmental trauma, and execu ve func ons 

 

A achment and early trauma 

 

All adopted and fostered children have specific issues they have to manage within their 
lives. All have experienced the loss of their birth families, some mes in se ngs that have 

made the separa on par cularly harrowing. Many adopted and fostered children have 
suffered severe abuse and/or neglect within their early lives. Many, too, have undergone 

mul ple moves, and possibly some placement disrup ons. 

 

The influence of a child’s history of attachment difficulties, through loss and trauma, has 
profound implications in the child’s ability to function to his full potential within both home 
and the school environment. Bowlby identified the importance of attachment as early as the 
1950s and found a strong link between ‘maternal deprivation’ and problems in adult life 
such as delinquency and mental illness. Verrier (1993) recounts the problems experienced 
by her daughter relating to her early relinquishment by her biological mother. Within the 
last decade, research by neuropsychologists has identified a link between early trauma and 
the development of the brain and executive functions.  

 

Neurodevelopmental science has shown us that 80% of neural pathways in a baby’s 
developing brain are laid down in the first two years of life (Glaser, 2000). Recent brain 
research has demonstrated that early developmental trauma in the form of negative in-
utero experiences possibly involving alcohol and drug abuse, or early life experiences such 
as witnessing domestic violence, prolonged sexual, physical and emotional abuse and severe 
neglect can impact the development of neural networks. Glaser concluded her review article 
on child abuse and neglect and the brain as follows:  

“There is considerable evidence for changes in brain function in association with child abuse 
and neglect. The fact that many of these changes are related to aspects of the stress 
response is not surprising…..The neurobiological findings go some considerable way towards 
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explaining the emotional, psychological and behavioural difficulties which are observed in 
abused and neglected children.” 

 

Behaviours associated with early trauma and attachment difficulties 

 

These early experiences can have a profound effect on children’s present behaviours. Many 
of these children fear further rejection and live with an immense feeling of shame, albeit at 
a subconscious level. They can believe they were responsible for all that has gone on in their 
lives. Some children work hard to be compliant, smiley and helpful. They come over as 
having succeeded in managing their problems and adults consider them delightful. Beneath 
their attempt to be ‘good’, however, there may lie a traumatised child struggling 
continuously to fit in to avoid further hurt. Others may try to cope with the belief that they 
are to blame for the abuse they experienced by outwardly blaming everyone else for all that 
has happened or is happening to them.  

 

These children may seek, subconsciously, to control their lives. They have lost control in the 
past and suffered as a result. This need for control can lead to huge issues at home and 
school, where they may demonstrate disruptive and defiant behaviours. Feeling a deep 
sense of shame and believing that what happened to them was somehow their own fault, 
they are so scared of further rejection that they try to pre-empt what they ‘know’ will 
happen by behaving in a manner that ‘invites’ the rejection they fear. They are locked into 
trying to fulfil this legacy that they believe is their destiny and their fault.  

 

Developmental trauma and executive functioning difficulties 
 

Alongside these behaviours that are deep-rooted in their attachments and history, many 
children demonstrate delayed development of their executive functions. These functions 
are the skills that underlie learning and form the basis for the problem-solving skills of 
everyday living. There is considerable variance in the classification of executive functions, 
but it is generally agreed that they consist of self-regulating functions that direct and 
organise behaviour. They allow the individual to maintain independent and purposeful 
behaviour within the demands and social expectations of everyday life.  

 

In order for these skills to develop to full capacity, the infant needs the adults in his life to 
act as his external regulators, providing boundaries, giving guidance, support and 
encouragement and acting as role-models in novel situations. For the children for whom 
supporting adults were not available or for whom the available adult’s demeanour 
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fluctuated between nurturing and abusive, it is highly likely that these skills will not have 
developed to a level expected for their chronological age. 

 

 

1. Inhibit 
This is the ability to stop one’s behaviour at the appropriate time, not acting on one’s 
immediate impulse. Children who have not developed their ability to inhibit are likely to 
react instantly to any form of provocation, albeit not necessarily intentional. These are the 
children who shout out answers in class, show little regard for their own or others’ safety 
and can seem out of control. They may experience particular difficulties in non-structured 
periods and activities as they need structure and the presence of an external regulator to 
assist them in managing their impulses. The inability to inhibit one’s behaviour can be a key 
factor in children diagnosed with A.D.H.D. 

 

2. Shift 
This is the ability to move from one activity to another and to make smooth transitions 
within any problem-solving activity. Children who experience difficulty with shift tend to be 
inflexible in their approach and can perseverate with an inappropriate response to a 
problem. At School, they may find it difficult to switch from one lesson to another, may not 
be able to ‘move on’ from a playground issue and may be completely disorientated by a 
change in routine or planned event. 

 

3. Emotional Control 
This is the ability to modulate emotional responses. Children who have not developed 
emotional control can become extremely angry, saddened, disappointed or overly joyous 
with little provocation. They are subject to frequent mood changes. Emotional outbursts can 
resemble those of a toddler because their ability to control their emotions is still at the level 
of a toddler. They may laugh hysterically at a joke or may be distraught at a change of plan. 

 

 

4. Initiate 
 

This is the ability to start a task independently, sometimes including a task that the child 
enjoys. It also involves independently generating ideas and problem-solving strategies. 
Children who have difficulty with initiate can sometimes be considered lazy or accused of 
not listening to instructions. At school, they may find it particularly difficult to lead a group 
in an activity. 
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5. Working Memory 
The ability to use one’s working memory involves the ability to hold information in one’s 
mind in order to complete a task. Children who show difficulty in this area tend to forget 
complex instructions and cannot manage multi-step tasks. At school, they may demonstrate 
aptitude at basic number calculations but struggle with using and applying mathematics, not 
managing two or three-step problems. 

 

6. Plan/Organise 
The Plan/Organise scale measures the child’s ability to manage present and future task 
demands. This relates to the ability to set a goal, to plan the steps required to achieve the 
goal, and to work through those steps in a timely and organised manner. At school, children 
with problems in this area tend to struggle to manage long-term projects. They can become 
overwhelmed by the task and can miss key points of information. Curriculum lessons that 
require particular planning skills e.g. Design Technology and extended coursework can be 
problematic for these children. 

 

7. Organisation of Materials 
This is the ability to organise resources for school, timetabling. The child who has not yet 
managed to acquire this skill often arrives at a lesson without the necessary resources. 
Bedrooms and workstations are likely to be untidy, letters do not reach home or school, and 
homework and uniform is often lost or mislaid. 

 

8. Monitor 
This domain involves the ability to monitor one’s behaviour i.e. to see one’s own behaviour 
as others perceive it so that one has an understanding of the effect that this behaviour can 
have on others. At school, children who are unable to monitor their work tend to make 
mistakes and do not have the ability to check their work. They may be unable to understand 
why they have received a poor grade for a particular piece of work, leading to feelings of 
being treated unfairly. Failure to monitor the effect of one’s behaviour on others can lead to 
peer problems. 

 

 

A sense of empathy and an understanding that the child’s behaviour is the only language he 
can use to demonstrate the hurt and despair he is feeling need to be at the core of our 
management of him. This means that we need to ensure that we manage all incidents 
calmly, recognising that anger could engender frightening memories of a chaotic and angry 
early home-life. 

We need to ensure that we understand the shame this child constantly feels. His action has 
probably just added to his own disappointment with himself, even if he acts as if it does not 
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matter. He needs to realise that there will be a consequence to his actions, but this needs to 
be applied in a non-shaming fashion.  

 

 


