
 

 

 

 

Trauma and Language 

 

Researchers report that maltreated children have decreased language capacities 

and developmental delays (Bernard, et al. 2014; Mallet, 2012; Putnam, 2006; Watts-

English, et al. 2006).  

 

Impairments to language from childhood trauma include: 

• Processing oral information, 

• Talking as a reactionary measure, 

• Decreased verbal communication, 

• Displays longer processing / response time, 

• Difficulty extracting meaningful information from written language, 

• Difficulty following verbal instructions, 

• Needs concrete, visual, repetitive stimuli, 

• Inconsistent in memory of presented information, 

• Asks for information to be repeated often, 

• Difficulty comprehending material outside traumatic dialectic, 

• Displays longer processing / response time, 

• Difficulty extracting meaningful information from written language, 

• Difficulty following verbal instructions, 

• Needs concrete, visual, repetitive stimuli, 

• Inconsistent in memory of presented information, and 

• Asks for information to be repeated often. 
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Decreased activation of the speech center of the brain and problems in in 

expressive and receptive language (Cook, et al. 2005; Overstreet & Matthews, 2011) as 

well as auditory processing (Creeden, 2009) also result from abuse. The inability to 

process verbal information and make proper use of language weakens a child’s literacy 

skills, and social-emotional development.  Language difficulties impacts the student’s 

ability to be self-directed (organize, attend, and follow directions).  

Students use language both as a guide and as content for thinking. Language 

provides the mechanism that facilitates comprehension. A student’s inability to 

communicate his or her knowledge to the educator, due to trauma, interrupts the 

learning process.  An educator’s ability to discern this challenge as a symptom of trauma 

rather than an inherit disability allows the educator to assist the student in navigating 

past this seemingly insurmountable roadblock to facilitate expression and academic 

success.  

Language works hand-in-hand with memory and attention. The ability to recall, 

assimilate, and integrate memories provide language with tools to deliver the 

knowledge and is a processor of what we are giving our attention.  

 

Trauma and Language Helps 
 Don’t forget trauma’s ability to shut down a person’s voice.  Do what you can to 

help students externalize their brain.  Also, always stay mindful of the interplay between 

the different functions and processes. 

 

Language 

• Self-expression through journaling, blogging, and vlogging are great tools, 

• Work on concrete and finite activities to help avoid triggering. When you are 

feeling scattered and out of control, something that is absolute is good, 
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• Discuss problem frankly with student (practicing our authenticity and 

transparency while remaining sensitive and empathetic), and 

• Start reading comprehension with many direct, literal questions. Ask students to 

identify specific sentences that support any inferences / Ask them to list 

differences in the passage story and their own experience. 

 


