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Understanding and responding to the manifestations of trauma 

What do you see in 
your students?

Image source: istock

How do you 
understand it?
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Manifestations of trauma

Behaviour Learning & 

Cognition

Emotional & 

Social
Body
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Behaviour

▪ Behaviours have underlying meanings – they are driven by 

feelings and needs

▪ Traumatised children display behaviour that often makes 

sense in the context of their trauma 
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Trauma triggers

▪ Trauma memories are usually implicit, tagged with the intensity of the original 
experience

▪ We can look for patterns in behaviour - your knowledge of the child will be 
valuable in this observation

▪ Be aware of the possibility of transference 

▪ We may inadvertently trigger children (and parents) by e.g.  tone of voice, 
facial expression, smell  
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Behaviour - things to do

• Children have 
limited 
access to 
their cortex

• They have 
difficulty 
hearing, 
learning & 
holding new 
information

Be aware

• Low stress 
opportunities 
to constantly 
reinforce rules 
& 
expectations

Use

• Behaviour 
to children 
in child 
centered 
ways

Track, record 
& reflect

• Feedback, on 
both positive & 
negative 
behaviour & 
implement 
consequences in 
natural 
emotional tones

Provide

• Language & 
actions to 
reinforce  
relational primacy 
while 
communicating 
that misbehaviour 
is not appropriate

Use
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Learning and cognition

▪ Traumatised children’s memory and interpretive functions have been impaired

▪ Because of the disruptions to their arousal levels, they struggle to stay 

engaged in the classroom

▪ Traumatised children often have a limited sense of  self. They feel separate 

from their present and have no starting point about referencing their path into 

the future 
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Learning & cognition: things to do

• Regular 
opportunity to 
review with 
the child what 
they have 
achieved for 
the day/week

Create

• Children to 
generate 
stories about 
real life 
experiences 
that involve 
them

Support
• Creative 

activities that 
record their 
memories and 
experiences

Develop

• Continuity 
from one 
activity to the 
next

Provide
• Stories with them 

that project them 
into the future 
with the qualities 
that they know 
about themselves 
today

Build
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Emotional & social

▪ Traumatised children do not easily know how they feel and have had limited 

experience of having their feelings recognised by others

▪ Feelings are experienced as separate to traumatised children’s knowledge of 

themselves
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Social manifestations

Traumatised children:

▪ have poor maps that guide them in making friends

▪ often fail to constructively interpret social cues

▪ feel isolated and different from their peers

▪ use socially inappropriate behaviour to try to engage peers and as a result are 
frequently ostracised
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Emotional: things to do

• Ways of 
tracking the 
emotional 
state of a 
traumatised 
child using 
multiple 
sources of 
feedback

Develop

• An 
understanding 
of patterns, 
cues & 
reactions

• An awareness 
of potential 
changes or 
stressors 

Build

• The child to 
develop an 
enhanced 
vocabulary 
about 
feelings & 
feeling 
states

Help

• Awareness of 
feelings to 
the 
traumatised 
child 

Communicate

• Ways for 
reference 
points to 
purposefully 
be aware of & 
respond to 
the child’s 
feelings

Build



SMART
Strategies for Managing Abuse Related Trauma

Social: things to do

• Traumatised 
children identify 
peers with whom 
they have an 
affinity

Help

• & reinforce with 
traumatised 
children practical 
steps for taking 
part in activities 
with these peers

Provide

• Opportunities for 
the traumatised 
child to share 
routine activities 
with peers

Offer

• Routine for 
providing 
feedback about 
friendship 
development to 
traumatised 
child in low 
stress 
environment

Establish
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Body

▪ Trauma results in unregulated body experience

▪ Traumatised children have their attention focused in the past, leaving them with 
reduced resources to attend to the present- accessing the body is always a link 
to the present

▪ Trauma impairs children’s capacities to orient to, interpret and integrate sensory 
stimulation in an adaptive fashion
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Body: things to do

• Children to 
track and 
befriend 
bodily 
sensations in 
a safe and 
titrated way

Aid

• Children’s 
capacity for self 
regulation

Increase

• Physical actions 
that promote 
coordination, 
empowerment, 
and competency

Implement

• More 
adaptability 
and flexibility 
in defensive 
patterns

Achieve • More about 
how physical 
sensations, 
posture, and 
movements 
affect 
emotional 
states

Understand
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Body: things to do

• Children in physical 
activities that include 
movement and build in 
stillness

Involve

• Children in activities 
that are intensely 
pleasurable so that 
children experience joy, 
enthusiasm, 
commitment

Engage

• Children to have 
sensations of 
themselves in the here 
and now throughout all 
physical activities

Resource
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SMART PRACTICE

Traumatised children require environments that provide 

opportunities to:

▪ Develop connection and belonging

▪ Reintegrate experiences of shame

▪ Experience trust and respect

▪ Develop a sense of personal competence 
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A closer look at practice…

▪ We need to review our practice with traumatised children and 
young people with our increased understanding of the impact of 
trauma

▪ These strategies are often not those which come to us 
automatically so we need to practice them to become more 
familiar

▪ Knowing that we are trying to change the way the brain is wired 
reminds us that these skills and responses need to be practiced 
consistently and persistently to be of value
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Predictable

Responsive

Attuned

Connecting

Translating

Involving

Calming

Engaging

Framework for supporting traumatised children 

SMART PRACTICE
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Predictable

Foundational Platforms



SMART
Strategies for Managing Abuse Related Trauma

Predictable

Create environments that are routine and predictable and 

prepare traumatized children for change

▪ Traumatised children experience any change as a potential threat

▪ Even if the familiar is difficult and destructive, the familiar is safer for 

traumatised children than the unfamiliar
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Predictable - strategy

• A reliable 
framework of 
activity that 
becomes to be 
experienced as 
familiar over time

Build

• Prepare child for 
what is coming 
up next

Always
• A supportive 

pattern of one to 
one 
communication 
with a 
traumatised 
child that 
explains the 
immediate and 
short term future

Establish

• Particularly 
sensitive to 
transition 
experiences

Be
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Predictable: outcomes

Will come to trust 
and rely on their 

reference point as 
an interpreter of 

their environment

Will respond in a 
less volatile way 

to changes 

Over time, will 
build an internal 

platform for 
responding to 

change

Will learn to use 
others as a 
resource to 

support them

Traumatised children:



SMART
Strategies for Managing Abuse Related Trauma

Predictable: things to do

▪ Pictorial timetable

▪ Plan and prepare 

excursions and camps 

well in advance
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Responsive

Foundational Platforms
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Responsive

Respond to traumatized children with the understanding 

that their past trauma will guide present behaviours, 

cognitions, and emotions 

▪ Traumatised children will display behaviour which is experienced as difficult or 

challenging by others, but often the behaviour makes sense in the context of their 

trauma

▪ Traumatised children find it hard to internalise external rules and consequences

▪ The misbehaviour of traumatised children evokes secondary reactions in others 

which are experienced as threats. In turn, traumatised children play out familiar 

patterns of responses that aim to minimise the threat
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Responsive - strategy

• The meaning and 
purpose of the 
behaviour

Understand

• Misbehaviour 
but stay 
connected with 
the 
child(separate 
child from 
behaviour)

Sanction

• Rules in times of 
low stress, using 
neutral 
emotional tone

Reinforce

• ‘time in’ rather 
than ‘time out’

Provide
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Responsive: outcomes

Are less likely to 
over-react to 
limit setting

Are more likely 
to maintain and 
access rules in 

working 
memory

Experience the 
present as 

different from 
the past

Feel personal 
exchanges as 
reaffirming of 
themselves

Traumatised children:



SMART
Strategies for Managing Abuse Related Trauma

Responsive: things to do

▪ Develop a script for 

children

▪ Develop a script for 

teacher responses

▪ Always follow through
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Attuned

Foundational Platforms
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Attuned

Recognize and act upon trauma related cues displayed 

by the child 

▪ Traumatised children do not easily know how they feel and have had 
limited experience of having their feelings recognised by others

▪ Feelings are experienced as separate to traumatised children’s 
knowledge of themselves
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Attuned - strategy

• Reflect back, 
the child’s 
emotional state 

Acknowledge

• Words to the 
child’s 
experience

Give

• Multiple 
sources of 
feedback to 
track a child’s 
emotional state

Use

• The child’s day 
with them and 
reinterpret 
feelings where 
necessary

Story
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Attuned: outcomes

Will be better at 
tracking their 
own feelings

Will practice 
enjoying and 

marking 
experiences of 

positive feelings

Will respond to 
Reference points 

who are 
implementing 

specific strategies in  
response to 

increasing levels of 
distress/stress & 

behavioural triggers 
in child’s life

Will develop 
experience of 
having their  

feelings 
validated

Traumatised children:
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Attuned: things to do

▪ Body Mapping

▪ Feelings buddies

▪ Feelings faces
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Connecting

Foundational Platforms
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Connecting

Help children to be more in touch with their feelings as 

they relate to language, bodily sensations, and 

behaviours

▪ Traumatised children feel disconnected from their feelings, memories of 

experiences and their sense of identity

▪ Traumatised children need support to get in touch with how they’re 

feeling, what they are feeling and linking their perceptions and 

experiences to their feelings
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Connecting - strategy 

• Traumatised children 
to develop an 
enhanced vocabulary 
about feelings

Help

• Ways to support 
traumatised child to 
name, and know the 
way they are feeling

Identify
• Ways for reference 

points to purposefully 
be aware of and 
respond to the child’s 
feelings

Find
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Connecting: outcomes

Build capacity to 
express 

themselves in 
language

Are better able to 
link internal 

emotional states 
with conscious 

cognitive 
processes using 

language

Children come to 
know how their  

feelings are 
affected by past 

experiences

Can be better 
supported to be 

in control of their 
feelings and 

reactions 

Traumatised children:
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Connecting: things to do

▪ The size of a 

feeling

▪ Sentence starters

▪ Feelings narrative

▪ Create a story
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Translating

Foundational Platforms
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Translating

Aid children to interpret and organize their experiences

▪ Traumatised children’s memory and interpretive functions have 
been impaired

▪ Traumatised children find it difficult to make stories about their 
day to day experiences 

▪ Traumatised children struggle to make sense of their past. They 
feel separate from their present and have no starting point about 
referencing their path into the future  
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Translating - strategy

• Regular 
opportunity to 
review with the 
child what they 
have done in 
their day/week

Create

• Children to 
generate 
stories about 
real life 
experiences 
that involve 
them

Support

• Creative 
activities that 
record their 
memories and 
experiences

Develop

• Chances to 
maintain 
continuity from 
one story to the 
next

Provide
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Translating: outcomes

Build better 
memory for 
events and 

experiences

Improve their 
capacity to learn 

and retain 
information

Engage in 
qualities about 
themselves that 
are continuous 

and positive

Build a base for 
being able to 
explore their 

history and begin 
to make sense in a 

conscious way 
about the 

experience of 
violence

Traumatised children:
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Translating: things to do

▪ Develop a joy box 

or sack of my life

▪ Line of my day
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Involving

Foundational Platforms
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Involving

Promote traumatized children’s participation in relational activities

▪ Traumatised children have poor maps that guide them in 

making friends

▪ Traumatised children often fail to constructively interpret social 

cues

▪ Traumatised children feel isolated and different from their peers

▪ Traumatised children use socially inappropriate behaviour to try 

to engage peers and as a result are frequently ostracised
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Involving - strategy

• Traumatised 
children 
identify 
peers with 
whom they 
have some 
affinity

Help

• With 
traumatised 
children 
practical 
steps for 
taking part 
in activities 
with these 
peers

Provide & 
reinforce

• Opportunities 
in for 
traumatised 
child to share 
routine 
activities with 
peers

Provide

• Routine for 
providing feedback 
about friendship 
development to 
traumatised child in 
low stress 
environment

Establish
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Involving: outcomes

Will feel they 
belong

Will not have to 
engage in 

inappropriate 
behaviour as 

attempts to be 
part of a 

friendship group

Will be better 
able to 

understand 
social cues in 
other settings

Will be less 
likely to feel peer 
interactions as 

threatening

Traumatised children:
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Involving: things to do

▪ Relationship maps

▪ Relationship Jenga

▪ Peer Support
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Calming

Foundational Platforms
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Calming

Assist traumatized children to attain a sense of peace and quiet inside   

▪ Traumatised children find it difficult to shape or change their 
own feelings of stress/distress

▪ Trauma has impaired children’s cortical capacity to regulate 
subcortical functioning 

Foundational Principal
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Calming - strategy

• Strategies for 
all adults 
supporting the 
child so they 
understand the 
context    of the 
traumatised 
child’s 
behaviour 

Develop

• Activities for 
all children 
to learn to 
calm down 
and stay 
positive 

Promote

• With the 
traumatised 
child, test, build 
and review 
specific ways 
about how to 
keep calm

In conjunction

• Your own trigger 
points that 
generate 
stress/distress 
reactions to 
children’s 
behaviour

Understand

• On your own 
self care in

Focus
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Calming: outcomes

Will feel more 
supported and 

connected 

Will not feel 
singled out 

because 
everyone is 

learning how to 
stay calm

Will come up 
with and use 
plans to stay 

calm or become 
calm that makes 
sense to them 

You will be able 
to respond 

rather than react

Traumatised children:
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Calming: things to do

▪ Relationship 

maps

▪ Relationship 

Jenga

▪ Peer Support

▪ Mindfulness

▪ Drumming

▪ Guinea rocks
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Calming - for staff

▪ The best way to help the extremely dys-regulated child is 
to remain calm and regulated yourself

▪ Who takes care of the caretaker?

▪ Where is calm for you in the 
school?

▪ What activities do you participate 
in to intentionally care for yourself?
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Engaging

Foundational Platforms
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Engaging

Support traumatized children by building relationships 

with them that are respectful, compassionate and 

sustained 

▪ Traumatised children have insecure blueprints for forming, 
maintaining, understanding and being in relationships

▪ Changing relational blueprints comes with repetitive 
opportunities to practise and experience difference in 
exchanges with others
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Engaging - strategy

• 1-2 adults who 
have already feel 
an affinity with 
the traumatised 
child to act as 
reference points

Identify

• Should act as 
supports, 
monitors, 
translators, 
advocates, 
mediators  

Reference 
Points

• Regular 
opportunities for 
one to one 
communication –
formal and 
informal

Develop

• the child’s connection 
with their reference 
point by using them to 
communicate to the 
child about their 
learning environment

Affirm
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Engaging: outcomes

Will learn to 
tolerate adults 
with different 

levels of intimacy

Will experience 
an opportunity to 

review his/her 
relationship 
templates

Will practice 
maintaining 

connection with 
important adults

Will be more 
likely to feel safe

Traumatised children:
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Engaging: things to do

▪ Identity Shields

▪ Cup Tapping 

games

▪ Identity Webs

▪ Mandalas
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SMART PRACTICE 

Audit tool
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Where to from here?

Action plan 

What is reasonable for you personally, and for 
your service or setting to develop, take action on, 
or learn more about following this workshop?
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What supports the SMART PRACTICE responses?

▪ Knowledge 

- To what extent is the impact of abuse and 
trauma on a child’s behaviour and learning 
widely understood and identified across the 
setting?

Professional development
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▪ Attitudes and values 

• To what extent does the existing service culture 
(embodied in charters/policies/processes) reflect 
understanding and compassion for the needs of 
traumatised children? 

Review culture/plans/policies/practices

What supports the SMART PRACTICE responses?
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▪ Commitment

• To what extent does the informal service culture 
demonstrate a positive and shared commitment in 
relation to the specific needs of these children?

Address barriers to the development of a
shared vision and commitment

What supports the SMART PRACTICE responses?
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▪ Communication

• To what extent does the setting incorporate collaborative 
strategies and processes for supporting traumatised children? 

Establish effective internal and external 
processes

What supports the SMART PRACTICE responses?
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Keeping in touch with SMART

▪Online discussion papers

▪SMART online training

▪www.childhood.org.au

http://www.childhood.org.au/

