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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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Outline of our day
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Our journey today

Image: Aboriginal Art Store
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What brings you to 
this work?

Why do you do 
what you do?

What makes it  
worthwhile?

What makes it feel 
successful?

What are the 
benefits of your 

job?

What are the 
challenges?

Are there times 
that feel like it’s 

not worth it?

What are the costs 
or challenges of 

your job?

How do you 
balance benefits 

with costs and stay 
on top?

How do you know 
when you need a 

break?
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Learning outcomes 

•

•

•

•
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Take care of you today….

Image: Hellovector.com
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Principles 
underpinning 
trauma 
responsive 
practice.
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1. Informed by best available 
evidence: childhood 
development and the 
neurobiology of trauma
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Neurodevelopment
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Staged- A brain development metaphor - My Brain House
Cortex Roof- Our thinking cap roof helps us with 
rationality, judgement, impulse control, decision 
making and planning. It allows us to talk, add up 
numbers, and read and write.   

Limbic System Walls- Our Emotions Centre- The 
limbic system comes after the brain stem. It is the 
place where our feelings are hung- especially our 
survival feelings like fear and anger. We are working 
hard on building our walls in toddlerhood. Have you 
noticed that children this age try to negotiate and 
sort things out led by feelings?

Brain Stem Foundation- Basic life functions. The 
first to be built. Without a solid foundation there can 
be no house. The more solid the foundation, the 
stronger the entire house. Our brain stem foundation 
is functioning at birth (thankfully), and we polish it off 
early in life.
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• 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 child/ young person who is generally 
calm and can focus will likely be 
functioning with a strong standing brain 
house, from foundation to roof.

• In times of great stress parts of our brain 
house can suffer under the strain or even 
lose its roof and require repair. This is 
achievable with consistent appropriate 
support.

Staged- A brain development metaphor - My Brain House
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Professional Education Services 
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Neuroplasticity

• The brain's ability to reorganize itself by 
forming new neural connections 
throughout life. 

• Neuroplasticity allows the neurons 
(nerve cells) in the brain to compensate 
for injury and disease and to adjust 
their activities in response to new 
situations or to changes in their 
environment

• After trauma, with the right support the 
brain can be repaired through 
neuroplasticity. By providing opportunity 
and support to practice new ways of 
being, doing and thinking we can create 
new connections and weaken 
unwanted ones.
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The Autonomic Nervous 
System
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Polyvagal theory and Protective Responses
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Interpersonal Regulation

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

• The child’s arousal shapes, are shaped by, calming and engaging relationships

Movement in my window 
of tolerance

Child’s movement in 
her/his  window of 
tolerance
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Developmental trauma
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Defining trauma 
Any single, ongoing or cumulative 
experience which:

• is a response to a perceived or 
real threat, usually to survival

• overwhelms our capacity to cope

• feels/is outside our control

• often evokes a physiological and 
psychological set of responses 
based on fear or avoidance

Simple

Complex

Developmental

Intergenerational

Transgenerational

“Traumatization occurs when both internal and external resources are inadequate to cope 
with external threat” (Van der Kolk 1989: 393)

professionals.childhood.org.au

•

•

Photo credit: iStock
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Trauma 
impacts
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Photo credit: iStock
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Disability and Neurodiversity
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Neurodiversity • Neurodiversity describes the idea that 
people experience and interact with the 
world around them in many different ways; 
there is no one "right" way of thinking, 
learning, and behaving, and differences are 
not viewed as deficits.

• The word neurodiversity refers to the 
diversity of all people, but it is often used in 
the context of autism spectrum disorder 
(ASD), as well as other neurological or 
developmental conditions such as ADHD or 
learning disabilities.

https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/what-is-neurodiversity-202111232645 
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Neurodiversity 
and Disability  
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What is FASD?

• FASD is a lifelong disability. 
• Individuals with FASD will experience some 

degree of challenges in their daily living, and 
need support with motor skills, physical health, 
learning, memory, attention, communication, 
emotional regulation, and social skills to reach 
their full potential. 

• FASD is a serious public health issue. 
• There are more children born each year with 

FASD than with ASD, Spina Bifida, Cerebral 
Palsy, Down Syndrome and SIDS combined 
(Mather Wiles &O’Brien, 2015)

Photo credit: iStock
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Understanding of neurobiology of trauma & brain 
development







Photo credit: iStock
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2. Cultural Humility and 
Approach
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Intergenerational Trauma
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Transgenerational trauma 
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Transgenerational transmission and cultural impacts

Duran and Duran (1995) suggest that:

“…historical trauma becomes 
embedded in the cultural memory of 

a people and is passed on by the 
same mechanisms by which culture 

is generally transmitted, and 
therefore becomes ‘normalised’ 

within that culture.”

Atkinson, J., Trauma Trails: Recreating Song Lines, 
2002
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Culture as a resource
•

•

•

•

Photo credit: iStock
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Culture is part of 
development
•

•

•

•

•

•

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC
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Key principles and actions that support a developmental 
trauma informed, culturally safe response to traumatised
children and young people:
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3. Restoring Safety and 
Development
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Stress and your brain 
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Restoring Safety and Reducing Risk 

•

•

•

•
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The 5 Parenting Brain 
Systems
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Early adversity impacts us…
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The 5 Brain Systems – what happens under 
stress….

Image source: Dreamtime
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4. Prioritise therapeutic 
relationships
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Using relationship to help healing

Image: hellovector.com

• Always start by developing a felt sense of safety for 
the client

• Build predictability and consistency
• Know yourself, your triggers, and how to ground 

yourself so that you can…
• Use your relationship – seek to connect, co-regulate, 

lead by example, hold space for their pain
• Learn to translate trauma related behaviours so you 

can understand and respond to what is needed
• Recognise their strengths and reflect this back to 

them
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PACE

•
•
•
•
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Regulation of  child’s state using modulation approach

Can I pick….

• Where both me and the other person 
are in our nervous systems using 
indicators such as body movements, 
muscle tension, voice etc?

• How to use this knowledge to modify 
my attunement/ communication 
/activities to be self-regulating and co-
regulating?

Photo credit: iStock
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5. Self determination – child 
centred, meaningful engagement  
and feedback.
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Making meaning of 
the behaviour

• Every behaviour has a meaning

• Behaviour is often a young person’s way of 
communicating with us

• Learning how to understand a young 
person’s behaviour is a more effective tool 
then only responding to the surface 
behaviour

• We need to learn to ask “What is this 
behaviour telling me?” and be curious 
about what it might mean so that we can 
best respond 

Photo credit: iStock
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Reframing our thoughts and language
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Be curious about the behaviour and the meaning it holds

1. What is the function behind the behaviour = meeting an unmet need?

2. Developmental stage of the child?  

3. Current state of the child’s nervous system? (hypersensitised, under responsive? ) 

4. Survival/protective response – fight, flight, freeze, dissociate

5. Coping strategy (that no longer works)

6. Structural changes in the brain 

7. The demands of the environment outstripping the capacity of the person

8. How is this problem the child’s solution? 

9. Trauma induced thinking and conditioning (the world is an unsafe place, adults 
cannot be trusted, there is no hope of change, it is not safe to show vulnerability…) 

professionals.childhood.org.au

6. Acknowledges the impact on 
carers/workers and seeks to 
minimise risk
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Defining the terminology

Terms

Stress

Secondary 
Traumatic 

Stress

TraumaBurnout

Compassion

Fatigue

Vicarious 
Trauma

Related to a feeling of being 
overloaded which is primary to client 
problems of chronicity and complexity, 
but can occur in any profession

A state of exhaustion & dysfunction –
biologically, psychologically, & socially 
– as a result of prolonged exposure to 
compassion stress (Figley)

‘Compassion fatigue’, ‘Secondary Traumatic 
Stress’ & ‘Vicarious Trauma’ are often used 
interchangeably. (Figley 1995; McCann & 
Saakvitne, 1995)

Something that challenges 
our capacity to cope

Something that overwhelms our 
capacity to cope

Adverse reactions to clients' 
traumatic material which brings about 
change in therapist inner 
experiences, core beliefs. 

Adverse reactions to clients' 
traumatic  material with symptoms 
that parallel PTSD.

professionals.childhood.org.au

Healthy vs Toxic Stress

STRESS

Unpredictable

Extreme

Prolonged

Predictable

Moderate

Time-limited

Outside 
Control

Controllable

Sensitisation/Vulnerability
Toxic Stress/Distress

Tolerance/Resilience
Healthy/Positive Stress
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Organisational
• Poor caseload management

• Lack of reflective 
supervision

• Organisational culture that 
is not trauma-informed 
(impacts are not 
understood or 
acknowledged)

• Workplace culture 
promotes ineffective coping 
strategies such as 
minimising, denial or 
‘competitive stressing’

• High level unpredictability 
or inflexibility

Professional
• Nature of work

• Complex client 
relationships

• Poor boundaries

• Not accessing or making 
the most of supervision

Personal
• Lack of self-awareness (re 

levels of anxiety, stress and 
fatigue)

• Poor work-life boundaries and 
balance

• Ineffective coping strategies
• No built in self-care/wellbeing 

activities
• Unresolved or non-integrated 

personal trauma experiences
• Lack of social support
• Additional personal stressors 

such as health, family or 
finances

professionals.childhood.org.au

Organisational
• Effective caseload management

• Regular and effective reflective 
supervision

• Trauma-informed 
organisational culture

• Workplace culture promotes 
effective coping strategies such 
as self-care and honest 
debriefing

• Workplace characterised by 
predictability and flexibility

Professional Personal

? ?

Photo credit: iStock

Photo credit: iStock
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Reflection and Self Care Tools
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7. Hope based recovery
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Hope based recovery 






 How does the client understand their future 

 How does the client understand their 
strengths, 
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Thank you 
for your 
participation 
today and 
your ongoing 
advocacy for 
vulnerable 
families

Image: Pinterest
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Email: 
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