
NEUROBIOLOGY OF TRAUMA 

Disruptive neurological changes and altered brain 

pathway development results in impaired functioning 

for the young person. This change in neurobiology 

can set the basis for behavioural problems, prone-

ness to anger, a lack of trust in others or the wider 

environment, difficulties processing information and 

learning. Impairments can also be experienced in the 

young person’s speech and language abilities, inter-

pretation of sensory information, memory/ recall and 

cognitive abilities, as well as responsiveness to dan-

ger (too aroused or under-aroused).  

New and ingrained learning of skills, 

and behaviours, can lead to better cop-

ing, further skill development, greater 

achievement and better quality of life. 

Ideally according to contemporary per-

spectives, this type of support has 

greater benefit earlier in life leading 

through to the onset of adulthood, but 

before the brain becomes fully devel-

oped in adulthood. 

 

Importance of neurobiology 
Young people who have had negative expe-

riences in early development or have been 

exposed to abuse, neglect or otherwise un-

suitable environments can experience cog-

nitive changes which are evidenced in the 

way their brain works, or their neurobiology.   
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Neuroplasticity which suggests the 

brain as “plastic” and changeable in some ways 

provides some hope for young people who 

have disrupted brain development.  

As a result, young people can benefit greatly 

from the mentor relationship to help guide and 

steer new skills. This may give young people 

better access to support which will help them 

develop/ enhance their neural pathways.   

The development, enhancement and reinforce-

ment of neural pathways (which result from new 

learning) where the brain transmits helpful mes-

sages for the young person, is an exciting aim 

to have for young people. This sets the basis 

for further opportunities for new ingrained learn-

ing of skills, and behaviours, which in turn lead 

to better coping, skill development, achieve-

ment and quality of life.  

Ideally, according to contemporary perspec-

tives, this type of support has greater benefit 

earlier in life leading through to the onset of 

adulthood, but before the brain becomes fully 

developed in adulthood. 



Supporting brain development 
and learning 
 

 It will be necessary for you as a HYPAR mentor to remain 

aware that some of the young people you work with may 

have certain neurobiological reasons for their internal 

thought processes and the behaviour they express to oth-

ers.  

 Consider both the problems from a psychological point of 

view, but also a physical brain neural pathway perspective.  

 You can imagine that whilst there are physical and chemi-

cal reasons for behaviour, that you have the ability to pro-

vide the young person with new skills and new learning.  

 You have the opportunity to provide the young person with 

a safe and nurturing learning environment where they can 

safely make mistakes and be provided with support to help 

them move in a positive direction.  

 You also have the opportunity to reinforce, train, coach, 

mentor and repeat learning so that the young person has 

the opportunity for some of their neural pathways to be en-

hanced which can help with resilience and can reduce 

some of the harmful effects of disrupted brain development.  

Support matters: Certain atti-

tudes, and behaviour patterns may 

arise due to altered brain develop-

ment.  The young person may be 

unable to self-regulate, forward 

plan, value themselves, associate 

with positive/ helpful peers and can 

lead to reactive behaviour, frequent 

disappointment and confusion, as 

well as behavioural difficulties and 

lifelong problems. Young people 

with altered brain development can 

experience other difficulties.  

 

To protect themselves, they can 

demonstrate ingrained patterns of 

maladaptive behaviour which can 

lead to isolation from positive peers. 

This can lead to a reduction in learn-

ing opportunities, and reduced ben-

efits from helpful social connections. 

These disadvantages can reinforce 

negative self-beliefs, and can lead 

to vulnerability to exploitation from 

others, poor relationship outcomes, 

substance misuse and poor lifestyle 

choices.  
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Neurobiology of    

trauma: helpful steps 

1. Be mindful of the neurobiology of 

trauma to ensure your support 

comes from this understanding to 

enable your support to be better 

targeted to the young person.   

2. Provide a safe and structured 

learning environment to enable a 

good learning base where mistakes 

can be made. 

3. Provide support aimed at regula-

tion and minimising the effects of 

disrupted brain development which 

will give the young person the best 

chance possible experience 

achievement, autonomy and great 

quality of life. 

Focus on the goal of changing the effects of trauma experiences, and how the brain 

can perceive new information in their current life, in a different or more positive way. 


