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Safety
The content of this training 
can evoke strong emotions 
and may trigger personal 
experiences of trauma. 

Please be mindful of your 
own wellbeing during this 
training and if you need 
support please ask the 

facilitator. 
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Staged/
Schools can respond 
effectively to the needs 
of traumatised Student 
and young people, using 
the five key dimensions 
of the acronym SPACE
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Consider a teacher who taught you and who had a positive influence on you;

What do you remember most about them?

What appealed to you about them?
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Holding the student at the centre…



Professional Education Services 
professionals.childhood.org.au

Trauma

©Australian Childhood Foundation 2018
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What is complex/developmental trauma?

“Complex trauma describes both children’s exposure to multiple
traumatic events and the wide-ranging, long-term effects of this
exposure…They usually occur early in life and can disrupt many
aspects of the child’s developmental and the formation of a
sense of self. Since these events often occur with a caregiver,
they interfere with the child’s ability to form a secure attachment.
Many aspects of a child’s healthy physical and mental
development rely on this primary source of safety and stability.”

(www.nctsn.org)
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Trauma impacts



•Trauma and the Brain
• Normative development

• Impacts of trauma

• Capacity Building and Repair
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Neuronal connections














Professional Education Services 
professionals.childhood.org.au

Brainstem – survival centre






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Cerebellum – movement & coordination centre

•





•



Image source: ©ACF 2020
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Strategies for transforming – brainstem & cerebellum:

RHYTHM, BREATH, MOVEMENT




•

•




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Diencephalon – sorting and sending centre







Image source: ©ACF 2020
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Strategies for transforming – diencephalon









Image source:Unsplash
What might help during transitions, beginnings and endings?
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Limbic lobe - emotion and memory centre







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Building Capacity – Limbic System

1. Co-regulating strong emotions
Validate emotion, cues for proximity/space, 
engage senses, prosody, rhythm & breathing

2. Enhancing positive emotions
May need help to name & express

3. Promoting emotional literacy
Teach during moments of calm
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Amygdala







Image source: ©ACF2020
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The amygdala under stress and trauma

 Can be over active or under active

 Can evoke reminders and flashbacks of 
the trauma (awakenings)

 Will have difficulty in emotional regulation 

 Will have difficulty in reading facial 
expressions

 Constantly ‘firing’ – can hijack the cortex 
(thinking goes offline)

What do you notice and what can you do?
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Strategies for transforming – Amygdala 

 Manage own reactions (stay calm & present)

 Don’t rely on reason/thinking to reduce an escalation

 Regular outbreath activities

 Provide opportunities for rest and recovery

 Environmental audit (noise, smell, colour, person, 
situation). 

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




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The hippocampus under stress and trauma









What do you notice?
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Strategies for transforming – Hippocampus








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The Prefrontal Cortex- executive function centre




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Cortical areas under stress and trauma











What do you notice and what can you do?
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Strategies for transforming – cortical areas









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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
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Strategies for transforming – building RH/LH 
connection









Image source: Unsplash



Adolescent neurobiology
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Adolescent brian development
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Under stress and trauma….

•

•

DR1



Slide 34

DR1 Donna Richards, 25/05/2021
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The adolescent brain
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Complex trauma in adolescence

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Complex Trauma in Adolescence

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•



Activity



Trauma and Behaviour



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
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Behavioural – narratives 
of trauma 

•

•

•

•
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The shield against shame
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Empathy Why is empathy important?    How do we learn empathy?



Trauma and the Body

• Neuroception

• Polyvagal Theory

• Window of Tolerance

• Creating Safety



Polyvagal theory and protective responses
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An introduction to the Polyvagal theory and 
neuroception



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
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My Day feeling safe and unsafe
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Making Space for Learning – Action 
Research Project - St Thomas More 
School, Elizabeth Park, S.A.



SPACE

Classrooms, activity rooms, 
can respond effectively to 
the needs of traumatised 
Student and young people, 
using the five key 
dimensions of the acronym 
SPACE. 
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Staged/Safe- Sequential  brain development 
metaphor - My Brain House

• We build our brain from the bottom to the 
top- like building a house

• We reinforce parts of our house as we 
grow, with our roof continuing to develop 
into our mid 20s.

• A student who is calm and focused at
school will likely be functioning with a 
strong standing brain house, from 
foundation to roof.

• In times of great stress bits of our brain 
house can come down and require repair. 
This is achievable and our brain house can 
stand strong again. 
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Staged/SAFE

• Brain development is sequential

• One of the ways our brain develops is 
vertically, from the bottom to the top

• Some neurodevelopmental delays such as 
those effected by trauma can cause brain 
changes. However with the right support 
the brain can be repaired through 
neuroplasticity. 

• Student cannot learn if they do not have 
neural safety

Student'sbrains need support to grow and learn                                  My brain grows upwards, step by step
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Staged/Safe- A brain development metaphor - My Brain House
• Our brain house can experience adversity. This can effect

its structural integrity. If we get rattled our thinking cap 
roof can come off, leaving our feeling walls exposed. This 
can lead to strong emotions coming out without our 
thinking cap to help us contain our feelings.

• When this happens we can struggle to find words to 
communicate as our words flew off with our thinking cap 
roof.

• If we are deeply shook our roof and walls might come 
down 
and leave only our foundation. Our foundation is very 
strong and reliable. In these times we have our basic 
life functions to focus on to get us through- eg. our
breathing, our heart beat.

• Everyone’s rooves blow off from time to time. Given we 
have all built our own brain houses, we are all equipped 
to support each other to repair our houses together.     
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Predictable

• Changes to routines and uncertainty can be 
a source of stress to Student

• Predictability in Student'srelationships and 
environment deactivates their stress 
systems

• This then promotes flexibility and 
adaptability 

Student need to know what they can count on                    I feel better when I know what is coming next.
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What might predictability look like in practice?

• For students

• For families

• For all staff

• Systemically

relationships physical 
environment

routines instructions

learning 
tasks

behavioural 
expectations
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Predictable you

• Co-Regulating Child’s State of Arousal: 

• Use of Self 

• Matching Vitality Affect 

• Match tone 

• Match intensity 

• Match prosody 

• Don’t match the emotion 

Dan Hughes 2007
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Adaptive
• Most of us have a set of behavioural routines that we 

draw from to respond to challenges when they 
emerge. 

• To broaden student’s behavioural repertoires and 
promote increased adaptability we need to maintain 
multiple meanings for the behaviour and remain open 
to multiple options for interventions. 

• We need to provide challenges that extend the 
window of tolerance but do not push the young person 
outside the WoT.

Student need support to grow up healthy and strong    There are things I need to grow up healthy and strong.
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Adaptive

• Traumatised students and young people rely on a 
limited set of behavioural routines to respond to 
the challenges of their context.

• These routines are sourced in the history of their 
physiological reaction to trauma and the 
experiences of relationships through which these 
reactions were interpreted and responded to. 

• Strategies which promote adaptability in students
and young people are those which are able to 
maintain multiple meanings for behaviour and 
remain open to multiple options for interventions.
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What might adaptive look like in practice?

• See the needs beneath the behaviour
• Utilise strengths
• Psychoeducation in classroom
• Relationship, repetition, rhythm
• Use PACE

• Playfulness
• Acceptance 
• Curiosity
• Empathy
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Connected

• Students need connection across the whole 
of school

• Connections in the classroom

• Connections to other students 

• Connections to self 



Activity
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Connected

• Student’s relational templates for forming and being in 
relationships take shape as they grow. They learn what 
to expect and how to navigate relationships through 
their experiences of connection with those around 
them. 

• We tend to expect things from relationships based on 
what we have known from past connections.    

• Strategies to support students as their relational 
templates continue to develop emphasise relationships 
with safe and consistent adults and peers as the 
foundation for healthy, strong social and emotional 
functioning.

Students need to feel like they are connected. 
Students need to feel safe and know about what makes a safe connection.

I need to feel like I am connected.
I need to feel safe.
I need safe connections in my life.
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What might connected look like in practice?

• The student feels safe and connected
• Co-regulation occurs
• A feeling of connectedness is what you get 

when you feel like you belong in a group, 
when you are with others of your 

• Mirror neurons –eye contact 
• Attuned listening.

“
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Schools and their staff are lifeboat a in a chaotic world
Trauma-responsive educators understand traumatized, abused and neglected 

students need to:

• Have a strong felt sense of safety at school

• Reach their developmental stages and potential

• Be seen and heard

• Learn to regulate themselves

• Develop a sense of agency (control)

• Psychoeducation- learn about their own 

neurophysiology  and neurobiology

• Gain emotional literacy and understanding                  

Sian Phillips et al 2021
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Enabled

• Engaging students in the process of understanding 
themselves can build social and emotional well being. 

• Learning about and identifying feelings, 
understanding them and practice communicating 
them with others in socially cohesive ways bolsters 
emotional regulation.  

• When students know about their qualities, their 
attributes and their talents they can feel good about 
themselves. 

• Knowing about their own special story helps students 
to build a coherent self narrative 

Students need to know more about what makes them who they are.        
I grow stronger as I learn more about what makes me, me.
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What might enabled look like in practice?

• Creating safety
• Understand triggers
• Map behaviours
• Victoria Dept of Ed’s ABC and Scatter 

Plot Data
• Classroom approaches for individuals
• Flight, Fight, Active Freeze or Submit 

responses are assisted to enable 
learning.
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SPACE

All educators want students to thrive in the spaces we create 
with them at school.

What makes the best kinds of learning spaces for 
students?



Polyvagal Theory & Sensing Safety
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Learning: Things to do

• Be predictable and consistent with routines and structure
• Prepare the student for any change in routine in advance
• Provide boundaries to help the student feel safe
• Be flexible and adapt to the student’s needs
• Give the student short periods to practise independence
• Give consistent, clear and simple instructions
• Look for opportunities to build self-esteem
• Celebrate success and good choices, e.g. photographs

(Golding, et al. , 2016, p. 113)

o 1 thing your school does well?

o 1 thing you do well?

o How do you do that well?
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Sensing Safety

“Before we can engage in social 
behaviour and learning we must first 

feel safe” 
Dr Steven Porges
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Week by Week Delivery Summary
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Accompanying students  through Notre Dame
SPACE
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To seek, To see, To Respond

Small, everyday moments 
of positivity can build 
to something truly reparative, 
given enough repetitions.

- Marina Dickson#childtrauma2016
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Brene Brown – Daring Classrooms



Professional Education Services 
professionals.childhood.org.au

Next steps

What are 3 things I would like to do?

What are three things  my classroom needs?

What are three things the whole of school 
needs to do?



Activity
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To find out more about the

Australian Childhood Foundation

please visit our website:

www.childhood.org.au

training@childhood.org.au

Phone: 1300 381 581

Trainer

drichards@childhood.org.au


