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Working with 
children who have 

experienced trauma 
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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.
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Safety
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At the end of today we will have:

Dev eloped an understanding of:

- the story of brain development and the impact of trauma

- the importance of safety in responding to trauma and healing 

Explored: 

- the story behind behaviour 

- activities and strategies that can help support children and 

young people who have experienced trauma
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Children and young people are like trees
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Children’s brains grow in relationship with others 

Th is P h o to b y 
Un kn o wn  Author is 
l i ce n se d  un de r C C 
B Y-SA-NC

Carers, family

Community

Culture
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Defining trauma 

Simple

Complex

Developmental
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Trauma

• Intergenerational trauma

• Transgenerational trauma 
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Trauma can impact all elements of a child or young person’s 
development: brain, body, memory, learning, behav iour, 

emotions, relationships
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What are the strengths you see in your 
children, young people, families and 
communities?

What do y our children and young 
people do well?
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Understanding the story of brain 
development and the impact of 
trauma 
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How fast do our brains grow?

Newborn
400 grams

3 years old
1.1 kgs

Adult
1.4 kgs 

professionals.c hil dhood. org. au

Brain parts talk to each other through wires 
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Growing and shedding pathways 
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Neuroplasticity- Our brains’ capacity to change
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Hand model of the brain (Dan Seigel)
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Basic life functions- Brainstem

• Basic life functions

• First part of our brain to develop

• This is the most developed brain part at birth 

• Responsible for our heart beat, breathing, 
sucking, temperature control, blood pressure
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Brain stem under stress and trauma

• may experience fast or slower heart rate  

• shortness of breath or breathing difficulties

• sleep disturbances and unsettledness

• sucking and swallowing and digestion difficulties

• may feel hot or cold or not notice changes in temperature
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Mov ement and balance- Cerebellum

• Helps us to know where our body is in space

• Helps us with our posture and balance

• Helps us not to fall over and to control our 
movements
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• difficulty in maintaining posture, balance coordination

• difficulty in doing tasks that require balance

• don’t know where our bodies are in space

• difficulty with voluntary movement tasks – walking or writing

Cerebellum under stress and trauma
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Sorting & sending centre- Diencephalon  

• develops mainly after birth

• sorts out messages coming into the brain 
and sends them to the rest of the brain and 
body

• uses hormones to send signals to body

• hormonal signals tell your body what it 
needs, eg. food, water, love
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Diencephalon under stress and trauma

• can’t sort the information coming into the brain

• can’t send information to the memory and thinking parts of the brain –
that pathway shuts down

• children and young people may not know what they need eg thirsty, 
hungry

• it sends messages to the amygdala which is the part of the brain that 
helps keep us safe 
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Emotions centre- Limbic centre

• The part of the brain that helps us attach an 
emotion to an experience or memory

• This part of the brain is particularly involved 
with the emotions of fear and anger

• Involved in attachment processes

• This area develops mainly after birth
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Amygdala & Hippocampus

Amygdala 

• the ‘smoke alarm’ of the brain

• is mature at birth

• processes & stores implicit memories

Hippocampus

• matures between 2-3yrs of age

• provides the story to memories & puts them 
into long-term memory
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The amygdala under stress and trauma

• can be over active or under active

• reminders and flashbacks of the trauma

• difficulty in managing emotions

• difficulty in reading facial expressions

• Constantly ‘firing’ – can hijack the thinking brain (cortex)
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The hippocampus under stress and trauma

• Can’t place memories in time or place 

• Working memory, retention and recall  (retrieval) capacity is 
severely impacted

• Narrative/autobiographical memory is affected
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Complex thinking- Cortex 

• The largest part of the brain

• Responsible for thought and action

• Examples of what it does:
• Reasoning

• Decision making
• Logic

• Judgement
• Voluntary movement

• Last part of the brain to fully mature
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Cortex areas under stress and trauma

Unable to:

• use foresight and anticipation, focus or sustain attention

• plan, organise or prioritise or make decisions well

• reflect or have self-awareness

• be enthusiastic, motivated or persist with activities 

• use impulse control
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Rhythmic, Repetitiv e, Relational

Desktop drumming with Hoani and James

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2-MpzjxEVBU
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Safety & the Brain
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Safety
Choose three words that help you feel safe and three words that make you feel 
less safe. Add any of your own words.

authentic flexible serious detailed patterns    priv acy

sensory noisy retreat confidential freedom

calmness soft colours bright colours disorder 

messy space  fun windows artwork v iews 

concealed legroom breathing space playful     shapes

breath soft outside mov ement solitude

play crowded secluded company silence
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Feeling safe-Neuroception

‘Before we can engage in social behaviour and learning we must first feel 
safe’

(Porges, 2015, p.115).

h ttp ://le wisin sti tu te .co m.au /wp -co n te n t/u p lo ad s/2 0 1 7 /0 8 /img-strage gie s2 .jp g
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Polyv agal theory and Protectiv e Responses
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Line of my day
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I feel safe
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I don’t feel safe- Fight, Flight and Freeze
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I don’t feel safe- Collapse
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Taren Williams, Ntaria 2018
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Supporting healing

• Relationships (safe)

• Relev ant (developmentally-matched to the individual)

• Repetitiv e (patterned)
• Rewarding (pleasurable)

• Rhythmic

• Respectful (of the child, family, and culture)

Bruce Perry, as cited by https://attachmentdisorderhealing
.com/developmental-trauma-3
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Making Space for Learning – Action 
Research Project - St Thomas More 
School, Elizabeth Park, S.A.
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Mindfulness and co-regulation
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Mindfulness and co-regulation- Dadirri
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Understanding what’s 
behind the behaviour
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Trauma and behav iour- helpful and unhelpful

Trauma based behaviour is functional 

at the time in which it develops as a response to threat.
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Building our understanding of behav iour 
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What’s behind the behav iour?

• What is the behaviour telling me?

• What might have triggered this behaviour?

• How does this behaviour serve to protect the young person or child or help 

them survive?

• How can I support meeting the young person’s need?

• What is its impact on me?

• How can I get support?
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Looking after ourselves

“You cannot wipe the tears off another’s face 

without getting your hands wet”

(Zulu proverb, as quoted in Hagwood et al 2014)
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Reflect on yourself for a moment…

• How do you know when you are travelling 
well?

• How do you know when you are not 
travelling so well?

• What do others notice in you and what do 
you notice in others

Key Message

Vicarious Trauma  is not done to workers nor does it reflect 
the level of competence of the worker, it can be an inevitable 
effect of working with survivors of trauma (Pearlman and Saakvitne, 1996, p. 31). 
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Vicarious Trauma - Possible indicators

Can impact us across multiple domains:

• Physical

• Sensory

• Emotional

• Cognitive

• Relational
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Keep Yourself Healed- Self Care for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Health Workers

(VACCHO and Beyond Blue)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IJUO7iAYN_0
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Why don’t we want to admit it?

• Self-blame - It’s just me!

• Shame - I’m embarrassed to admit it

• Denial - It’ll pass if I ignore it!

• Self-sacrifice – Others’ needs are greater than mine

• Job security - I can’t expose my weaknesses

• Pressure - I don’t have time to deal with it

• Cost - I can’t afford to take time off and spend money for help
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Senior Advisor 

showlett@childhood.org.au


