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Understanding and 
Transforming Trauma

SMART Foundation and 
Strategies 2020
Trainer: Carolyn Grace

The Australian Childhood 
Foundation 

acknowledges Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander 
people as the traditional 
custodians of this land 

and we pay our respect to 
their Elders past, present 

and future.

SMART Learning Pathway
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childhood.org.au

Introductions

•

•

https://innovativeresources.org/resources/card-sets/symbols/

Image source: Shutterstock

Session outline











Key learning outcomes
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Principles guiding this workshop








Image source: istock

Introducing the SMART Practice Framework 










Safety & relationships are key…

These primary relationships contribute to:
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Trauma

©Australian Childhood Foundation 2018

Defining trauma









Complex relational trauma
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Developmental trauma





Image source: istock

 An understanding of child development is 
pivotal in recognising and distinguishing the 
impact of trauma

 Babies, children & young people who 
experience chronic traumatisation often 
experience developmental delays 
across a broad spectrum including:

 Cognitive skills
 Language skills

 Motor skills
 Social skills

Understanding the developing child and the impact 
of trauma

 An understanding of normative  brain 
development gives us a point of 
comparison for considering the impact of 
trauma

 A neurobiological understanding of trauma 
offers explanations about the way that it 
affects a child/young person

Development Neurobiology

Image source: https://unsplash.com

Trauma impacts
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Neuronal connections







What builds our neuronal connections?

Image source: ©ACF 2020

Image source: Shutterstock

Neuronal connections

What implications 
might this have 
for classroom 

practice?

Neuroplasticity – hope for healing

Image source: http://highexistence.com/its-all-in-your-head-how-to-take-advantage-of-neuroplasticity/

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ELpfYCZa87g
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The brain in culture  

Culture organises interpersonal 
relationships and promotes 

neuronal connections                           
that support a child’s 

adaptability to                          
the physical and emotional 

environment 

Cultures are a means for 
sharing knowledge and                 
skills of a community or 

population

The food 
we eat

The 
clothes 

we wear

Our 
religious 
beliefs

The way 
we 

celebrate 
births

The way 
we 

celebrate 
marriage

The way 
we 

celebrate 
death

The 
world 

around 
us

Changing the cultural environment shapes  the brains of 
the next generation

Developmental stages of brain maturation

Pre birth- 8 
months of 

age

Birth – 2 
years of 

age

1- 4 years of age

2 - 6 years

Image source: ©2018 ACF

Brainstem – survival centre
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The brain stem under stress and trauma











What do you notice and what can you do?

Image source: Shutterstock

Cerebellum – body and balance centre









Image source: ©ACF 2020

The cerebellum under stress and trauma











What do you notice and what can you do?

Image source: Shutterstock
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Strategies for transforming – brainstem & 
cerebellum    













Have PREDICTABILITY in every aspect of the school day and curriculum.

PREDICTABILITY CREATES SAFETY

(Perry, 2006)

A rhythmic classroom or school yard
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Clapping or Cup 
Song?

Diencephalon – sorting and sending centre







Image source: ©ACF 2020
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The diencephalon under stress and trauma







What do you notice and what can you do?

Image source: Shutterstock

Sensory information response sequence

Image: https://data.integrativepro.com/images/hpa-axis-stress-response.png

Strategies for transforming – diencephalon







What might help during transitions and at 
beginnings and ends of classes?

Image source: Shutterstock
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Limbic lobe - emotion and memory centre











Image source: ©ACF 2020

Amygdala







Image source: ©ACF2020

Implicit and Explicit Memory Systems

Image source: ©2018 ACF
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The amygdala under stress and trauma









What do you notice and what can you do?

Image source: Shutterstock

Strategies for transforming – Amygdala –
IIMPLICIT MEMORIES









Re-entry to the classroom should be a safe and positive 
transition whenever possible.

Strategies for transforming – Amygdala -
EMOTIONS










(Golding, et al. , 2016)
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Implicit and Explicit Memory Systems

Image source: ©2018 ACF
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The hippocampus under stress and trauma







What do you notice and what can you do?

Image source: Shutterstock

Strategies for transforming – hippocampus – EXPLICIT 
MEMORIES
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Cerebral cortex – thinking centre







o
o
o
o

Image source: ©ACF 2020

The Prefrontal Cortex- executive function centre
Final part of the brain to reach maturity in one’s mid to late twenties














Image source: ©2018 ACF

Cortical areas under stress and trauma










or

What do you notice and what can you do?

Image source: Shutterstock
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Strategies for transforming – cortical areas













Strategies for transforming – cortical area –
things to consider in the classroom

 include lots of problem solving activities - break down the problem in to “bite size”, 
achievable goals

 assist students by mapping and planning out the activity or options

 involve students in playing games - card games – boards games – strategy games

 provide opportunities for voluntary movement activities/complex patterns – table top 
drumming, clapping etc

 allowing choice through decision making and playing thinking and choice games – “Would 
you rather?”

• build student involvement in the decision-making about a range of school projects/issues 
and to co-design their learning.  

• involve students in democratic processes and student voice by providing regular 
opportunities and teaching the skills required to be effective e.g. negotiation, meeting skills, 
planning, formative assessment and feedback.

 help build their sense of identity through life story work activities – help them build a picture 
of their life – can the students each keep a notebook or scrap book of things they have 
done that year?

Medial Pre-frontal Cortex and the Right Orbito-
frontal Cortex

Medial

Image source: ©ACF 2020
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Strategies for transforming – using the medial 
pre-frontal cortex and the right-orbitofrontal 
cortex






Mindful breathing
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Brain food for the developing child

Age Brain function focus Brain food

12-25 years Abstract thinking, decision 
making, analysing and problem 
solving

Opportunities  to practise making decisions, to weigh up consequences, 
to take risks in non life and death settings, to learn boundaries. 
Integrative activities such as outdoor adventures, ropes courses, group 
work, yoga, meditation, mindfulness.

7-12 years Consolidation  and Exploration Problem processing opportunities to concentrate on areas of interest, to 
challenge and be supported, games requiring skill, strength and agility, 
experiences of raised and lowered heart rate.

3 - 6 years Maturing thinking functions Reading, playing games, counting, talking, storytelling, games with 
siblings and in teams

1 - 4 years Emotional functions Playing games with parents, dress ups, acting stories, act out feelings, 
sharing, taking turns, dress ups

6 months – 2 
years

Coordination of body movements Dancing, painting, blocks, threading, sliding, crawling, rolling, running, 
clapping 

In utero – 9 
months

Basic Survival Tactile play, peek a boo, lots of touch, being rocked 

Trauma and the brain

Amygdala

Survival response centre within 
the limbic lobe that becomes 
enlarged and more sensitive the 
more it is activated through 
responding to threats

Prefrontal  cortex

Responsible for executive 
functions, such as 
judgement, reasoning, and 
self awareness. Final part 
of the brain to mature in 
one’s mid 20s.

Hippocampus

Consolidates memory by providing the context/ 
sequential data for episodic memories. Goes offline if 
trauma overwhelms and disrupts cortex.

Thalamus

Sensory receptor within the 
diencephalon. Receives 
and passes on sensory 
data to be further 
processed by other areas 
of the brain 

Corpus 
Callosum

Bridge between the 
2 hemispheres. 
Chronic stress can 
damage and thin 
down this bundle of 
neurons

Hypothalamus

Links the nervous system to the endocrine system via the pituitary 
gland. It synthesizes and secretes hormones to control body 
temperature, hunger, thirst, fatigue, sleep, and circadian cycles.

Cerebellum
Balance and coordination, 
motor skills may be impacted 
by trauma

Image source: ©ACF  2020

Strategies for transforming

Brain area Function Activity ideas

Brainstem & 
Diencephalon

Basic survival & 
sensory processing

Pacification or stimulation.
Activities in the child’s preferred sensory modality

Cerebellum Coordination of 
movement

Using music, rhyme and movement activities

Limbic Emotional processing Building relational connection through plays, 
animals, games

Cortex Thinking processes Linking experiences and sensations to words and 
descriptions

Prefrontal cortex Analytical and abstract 
thinking

Challenges and safe risk taking activities

Image source: ©2018 ACF
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Development of the left and right hemispheres

Left Hemisphere

 Evaluates 
language content

 The optimistic 
hemisphere

 Understands 
beginning, middle 

and end

 Learns from the 
past and expects 

the future

 Looks for patterns

Right Hemisphere
















Image source: ©ACF 2020

Lateral integration – Left and right hemispheres 
working together

•

•

•

Hemispheres under stress and trauma
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Strategies for transforming – RH and LH









Strategies for transforming – building RH/LH 
connection





Image source: istock
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Adolescents - The remodelling brain: Pruning & 
myelination in the teenage brain

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jXnyM0ZuKNU

Young people and the importance of sleep









Image source: Shutterstock

An introduction to the Polyvagal theory and 
neuroception

http://lewisinstitute.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/img-
stragegies2.jpg
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Polyvagal Theory and our protective responses

Social Engagement     

Soothing and calming

Indicates safety

Behavioural  Functions Body Functions

* Lowers or raises vocalization pitch
* Regulates middle ear muscles to perceive human voice
* Changes facial expressivity
* Head turning
* Tears and eyelids
* Slows or speeds heart rate

Mobilization

Fight or Flight
Active Freeze

Moderate to extreme danger

Hyper arousal
* Increases heart rate
* Sweat increases
* Inhibits gastrointestinal function
* Narrowing blood vessels- to slow blood flow to extremities
* Release of adrenaline

Immobilization    
Collapse or submission/Death feigning
Increased pain threshold
Conserves metabolic resources
Life threatening situations

Hypoarousal

* Slows heart rate
* Constricts bronchi
* Stimulates gastrointestinal function

Image source: ©2018 ACF

Dys-regulated Arousal
Freeze Physically immobilized, 
frozen, tense musculature

Window 
of Tolerance

Fight or Flight Hyper-vigilant, action-
orientated, impulsive, emotionally flooded, 
reactive, defensive, self-destructive

Submit Collapsed, weak, 
defeated, flat affect, numb, empty, 
helpless, hopeless

Sympathetic                
Hyper-arousal

Parasympathetic 
Hypo-arousal

Ogden, Minton, Pain 2006

Image source: ©2018 ACF

Regulated Arousal
Freeze Physically 
immobilized, frozen, 
tense musculature

Window 
of Tolerance

Fight or Flight hyper-vigilant, action-
orientated, impulsive, emotionally flooded, 
reactive, defensive, self-destructive

Submit Collapsed, weak, 
defeated, flat affect, numb, 
empty, helpless, hopeless

Sympathetic           
Hyper-arousal

Parasympathetic 
Hypo-arousal

Ogden, Minton, Pain 2006

Social Engagement

Image source: ©2018 ACF
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The trauma organised behaviour cycle

Child/YP is 
startled by event 

or trigger

Child’s/YP’s 
subcortical, right 

hemisphere 
enacts response

Behaviour 
provokes a 
reaction in 

others

This reaction is 
perceived as an 

additional 
threat

Child/YP is in state 
of heightened 

defense– either 
hyper or hypo 

arousal

The lack of explicit, 
logical memory, means 

the child does not 
know what started the 

trigger behaviour

Developing brain 
imprints the 

emotions felt at the 
core of the trauma, 

as well as the 
defence used    

against it

Child/YP is still in their 
right hemisphere and 
so is not using their 

cortex to read or 
interpret your 

response…and is 
primed to perceive 

ongoing threat

The behaviour pushes 
another’s “buttons” 

Most likely the 
defence state 

they used at the 
time of the 

initial trauma

Image source: ©ACF 2020

Making Space for Learning – Action 
Research Project - St Thomas More 
School, Elizabeth Park, S.A.
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Arousal









Image source: Shutterstock

Using the SMART PRACTICE Framework tool 
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Summary











Image source: istock

Hope

What are your hopes 
for the children/yp

you work with?

What are your hopes 
for your school?

Image source: istock

Thank you for your participation!

We appreciate your feedback! 

Image source: ©ACF 2020
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Keeping in touch with ACF & SMART

 SMART Online training

 SMART training

 Discussion papers

 Making Space For Learning resources

 https://professionals.childhood.org.au/smart-online-training

 Prosody Blog http://www.childhoodtrauma.org.au/

 Calendar Training https://professionals.childhood.org.au/training-
development/course-list/

www.childhood.org.au
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