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Uniting – Trauma 
Informed Practice

– Managing 
Disclosures –
Supporting Parents, 
Caring for ourselves 
and others

The Australian Childhood Foundation 

acknowledges Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples as the 

traditional custodians and owners of this 
land and waters. We pay our respects to 

their Elders past and present and to the 
children who are their leaders of tomorrow. 

We acknowledge their history and living 

culture and the many thousands of years 
in which they have raised their children to 

be safe and strong.

Professional Education Services 
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Welcome and introductions

We’d love to know a little more about you!

In the chat add your:

• name,

• Role and where you are based

• One thing that you enjoy doing 
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Principles guiding the workshop 

• This workshop assumes a knowledge of what constitutes child abuse and neglect

• Abuse related trauma covers the impact of all forms of child abuse, including sexual 
abuse, physical abuse, emotional abuse, family violence and neglect.

• This workshop provides a link between the neurobiology of complex trauma and its 
impacts on brain, body and relationships

• We will consider transgenerational trauma and its positive and negative impacts on 
resilience, adaptability and survival, with further emphasis on hereditary structures and 
epigenetics

• Your safety is paramount. 
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Toxic stress 
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Impact of trauma

In groups discuss and record:

• 10 things you know about neurobiology 
and trauma

Try list one thing for each domain listed

• 3 questions that remain about 
neurobiology and trauma
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Impact of trauma

• deep mistrust of self, others, even within family

• self‐directed violence‐suicide, risk‐taking behaviour; 

• substance misuse; unremitting grief;  shame and humiliation

• intergenerational conflict;  violence against women; role diffusion, including 
sexual abuse and other boundary violations 

• cultural genocide, losing traditional values, desecrating land and institutions; 

• A leadership crisis;  a conspiracy of silence ‐ an overall attitude of secrecy.
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Brain development 
and the impact of 

trauma
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Brain development 

• The brain develops through a mix 

of genetics and environmental 

factors. 

• Key to this development are 

relationships

• The brain develops sequentially 

from the bottom up 
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Sequential brain development – building blocks 
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Blocked Trust 

Blocked trust is a child’s way to adapt to very poor care – it’s a 
survival state. Blocked trust is blocking the pain of rejection by:

• Negative bias 

• Dissociating

• Suppressing social emotions

• Provisioning – self reliance

• Manipulating

• Resisting authority – aggression, ‘defiance’

• Story telling – fantasy

• Lying behaviours
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Responding to 
disclosures
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Responding to disclosures of child abuse

• Disclosures

• Barriers to Disclosure 

• Responding to Disclosures

• What do you do after Disclosure
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Take care of you…

• Importance of staying safe during presentation- looking after yourself 

• Know your own triggers

• Important when you think about how you react when someone discloses abuse  
does the child feel you can hear this )

• Need for good support , advice and supervision within your organization

• Clear organization procedures 
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Youtube clip- responding to disclosures of child sexual 
abuse

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bvJ5uBlGYgE
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Disclosure

• Disclosure- by which a child conveys or attempts to convey they have been 
abused

• Can be verbal or non verbal 

• Verbal discloures often partial 

• Can be an ongoing process

• Indirect and accidental disclosures

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and children and young people with 
disabilities 
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Indicators of Child Abuse

• Changes in behavior or emotions (running away , suicidal ideation s, depression 
, drug and alcohol misuse, poor school attendance, aggression and self harm)

• Physical Injuries

• Somatic Complaint

• Sexualised or harmful sexual behaviours

• Increase in anxiety

• Avoidant behaviours
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Impacts of Disclosure

Disclosure can often be a distressing 
experience …leading to secondary 

wounding 
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Barriers to Disclosure 

• Fear of shame and embarrassment

• Fear of not being believed and or being stigmatized by family or community

• Fear of loss of placement or being told to leave

• Fear that disclosure may not be kept confidential

• Fear that the disclosure will impact negatively on the family
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Barriers to Disclosure 

• May lack the capacity and knowledge to understand that this is abusive acts

• Difficulty in communicating sexual abuse

• Grooming of child / their family and others 

• Threatening or manipulating to stop disclosure

• Victim felt responsible for the abuse
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Institutional Barriers to Disclosure

• Culture of not having policies and procedures in place 

• Inadequate record keeping and information sharing

• Poor avenues for disclosure and poor responses leading to bullying

• A culture that prioritize reputation , prestige or loyalty above the individual
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Improving identification and supporting disclosure

• “ Adults need to watch kids more…if a kid changes they 
should ask …find out what’s going on .That’s their job.  

They should not wait until the kid says something 
because that’s going to be too late”  ( Royal 

Commission into institutional responses to child sexual 
abuse)
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Improving identification and supporting disclosure

• Need for safe adults with established relationships  to be available and 
accessible

• Provide regular  opportunities both formal and informal where children are 
asked and can talk about their fears and concerns

• Access to education programs about healthy sexuality, sexual abuse and how 
to and whom to disclose
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Responses to Disclosures 

• Listening and believing 

• Emphasizing to the victim/survivor that they are not to blame

• Staying calm 

• Explaining what you will be doing in response to the disclosure 

• Accessing appropriate supports
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What resources can support you?

professionals.childhood.org.au 29

Take a deep breath.

Allow yourself to become 

present.

Feel the experience of  the play  in y our own body  
without attempting to mov e away  f rom it, avoid it, or 

change it.

Mov e if  y ou need to – gently  rock or sway.

Stay connected to yourself and the child

Neurobiology of self-care
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The 5 Brain 
Systems –

Supporting our parents & 

caregivers & ourselves
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Relationship is the key! ……Brain systems that support 
parenting 
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The Approach System
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Early adversity impacts on our caring ability

• The environment we grow up in can shape 
how we use our right and left brain systems of 
avoidance and approach. If we begin life 
exposed to insensitive care giving our right 
brained harm avoidance system is likely to be 
used a lot. 

• Instead of feeling protected and connected 
with our caregiver, we are more likely to need 
to shift into a defensive state of protest or 
collapse in order to try to protect ourselves. 
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The reward 
system
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Child reading system
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The meaning making system 

Open Flexible and Adaptive                   Closed and Rigid 
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The 
blocked 
executive 
system
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Legacy of trauma 

• Trauma is re-enacted in the relationship with the infant/child/young person

• Unresolved parental attachment trauma is reflected in the care and response to the 
child or young person

• Trauma disrupts emotional interaction and regulation

• Attachment relationship is impaired 

Your thoughts?
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Embedding and re-
establishing safety 

and  enabling 
engagement 
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Polyvagal theory and protective responses

Image source: ©ACF2021

Interpersonal attunement

• When people are in relationships, the ability of one to  
regulate him/herself, affects the other’s ability to regulate

• The child’s arousal shapes, and is shaped by, relationships

41

Movement in my 

window of tolerance

Child’s movement in 
her/his  window of 

tolerance

Parents movement in their 

window of tolerance
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Mobilisation to social engagement

Strategies to help regulation

• Prosody – gentle calm voice (brainstem/limbic) 

• Facial expressions – (vagus nerve/ ANS)

• Body language – (vagus nerve/ANS/right brain) 

• Offer a glass of water, cup of tea (brainstem)

• Breathing 5-2-7 breath work (brainstem, limbic)
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Mobilisation to social engagement

• Listen and validate feelings (limbic/cortex)

• Hold space (when safe) 

• Check in with your own emotions/triggers (right brain to right brain, co-
regulation) 

• Empathy (limbic/cortex)

• Connection relating (limbic/cortex)

• Draw on strengths (limbic/cortex)

• Humour (limbic/cortex)

• Unconditional positive regard (right brain/limbic/cortex)
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How do you promote safety in the families you work 
with?

Think about:

• Client’s perception of safety 

• Physical and emotional safety – triggers

• Risk of re-traumatisation – triggers 

• Attunement

• Body language

• Cultural safety 

• The language you use

• Environmental safety – service space – warm/cold, dark/light, noise, colours  etc

• The worker-client relationship- trust, respect, transparency 

• Addressing both child AND parental trauma
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Trauma informed approaches 

• Understanding trauma and its impact

• Promoting safety

• Ensuring cultural competence 

• Healing happens in relationships

• Having a sense of control/power in decision making – having a voice 

• Integrating care (collaboration)

• Belief in hope based recovery

• Empowerment/ strength based  

• Understanding trauma in the context of child development

• Worker Self care (NCTIC cited in Steele & Kuban, 2013:53)
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Trauma informed practice with families 

Any trauma informed work with families must ensure that 
safety is established

• Family assessments - risk

• Understanding the family context, history, culture, 
presenting issues

• Minimising re-traumatisation

• Relationship building – unconditional positive regard, 
respect, empathy

Safety is paramount!
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Trauma Responsive Practice acknowledges:

• Children can be reliable informants when their experience 
of trauma is recognised and processed

• Healing can be achieved when children and parents are 
supported to share their meaning and understanding of 
how they are living with the currency or aftermath of their 
trauma in their own time

• Co-operation occurs when they feel they have some control 
over the decisions that affect them, when it is safe to do so 
– risk and safety factors are always paramount
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Healing and 
repairing the 

impacts of trauma
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Therapeutic Relationships

• Child experiences safe, attuned, consistent relationship/s. What does this 
look like? 

• Worker-parent relationship – minimising re-traumatisation, co-regulating.

• Respected, supported work relationships 

• Program requirements enable relationship building

• Practice frameworks that promote therapeutic relationships – DDP, sanctuary 
model

childhood.org.au

PACE Model

Playfulness
Acceptance
Curiosity
Empathy
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P.A.C.E video – Dan Hughes
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PACE – stages to secure attachment 

Stage 1: mindless mistrust – “you’re mean, I’m bad”

Stage 2: confusion: “Who, this is weird! You don’t understand why I don’t trust 

you and you aren’t angry about it?!

Stage 3: Approach/avoidance/conflict – to trust or mistrust?

Stage 4: practicing trust over mistrust – repetition, with predictable, consistent 

responses 

Stage 5: resolving the conflict – “I can trust you and I  am a good kid”
J Baylin et al 2014
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PACE Helps

• The social engagement system come online

• Connect the prefrontal cortex (thinking brain) to the lower regions of 

the brain (emotional and survival brain)

• Calm the threat sensing amygdala by sending a message of safety.
• Connect children and their caregivers 

• Aid the growth of regulation skills.

• Build the ability to reflect

• Develops the child make meaning of themselves, their stories and 

their behaviour.

PACE uses all 5 parent brain systems (approach, reward, child 

reading, meaning making and executive)
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Helping caregiver and child to repair and heal

• Empathise with how difficult it may be for both parents & infant/child.

• Encourage/promote consistent, sensitive, responsive, attuned, caregiving and 
replicate this in the therapeutic relationship.

• The therapeutic relationship needs to mimic secure attachment 
characteristics including: 

✓worker provides consistency, reliability, attunement,  reflective capacity, 

✓containment by worker(ability of the worker to tolerate the intolerable 
feelings/thoughts of the parent(s) and/or child and not pass judgement on 
these feelings/thoughts.
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Helping caregiver and child to heal and repair

• Explore what is getting in the way of parent providing this consistent, sensitive, 
responsive, attuned, caregiving

• Help parents to identify arousal states in their child and explore what's underneath 
the behaviour

• Respectfully challenge the parent about punitive or authoritarian approaches –
explore the impact that this style of parenting had on them 

• Help families to create new ways of relating through:

✓ play, and

✓exploratory discussion in order to increase their capacity to reflect and to offer what 
their infant/child needs.
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Managing parents/caregiver responses

“A coherent life story is one in which the adult has made sense of his or her own 
childhood experience, and has insights into how that past has influenced his 

development as an adult and as a parent” (Siegel 2006)

• To enable a parent to provide a child with reparative experiences they need to have a 
coherent life story - self narrative

• How a parent has come to make sense of their early life experiences, is the most 
robust predictor of how their children will become attuned to them and healed in 
relationship
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Managing parents/caregiver responses

• Parents need assistance to make sense of their 
life experience through a supportive, empathic 
emotional relationship which encourages 
authenticity, nurturing and direct communication

• Often, accessing internal recollections can enable 
a parent to become part of a larger narrative of 
their life. This is not always comfortable but can 
assist in discovering new possibilities……
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Holding Hope

What are your hopes 
for the children, 

young people and 
their families 

you work with?

Image source: ©ACF 2021
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Checkout:

Three words to describe the workshop: 

One thing you will do tonight to look 
after you….

A valuable resource
Includes chapters from:

Martin Teicher
Ed Tronick
Allan Schore
Bruce Perry
Dan Hughes & Jon Baylin
Kim Golding
Cathy Malchiodi
Joe Tucci
Janise Mitchell
Glenda Kickett
Noel Macnamara

Keep in touch with us! 
Check out other 
trainings we have on 
offer.
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