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An overview of the Australian Childhood Foundation

We Help Children Heal
On their own, children do not recover from the devastating impact of abuse, neglect and family violence. They 

need specialised support to heal. We provide therapeutic services to children.

We Keep Children Safe
We build the ability and confidence of individuals and organisations to protect children. We provide parents with 

education and support to help them raise happy, safe and loved children.

We Stand Up for Children
We advocate for changes to laws and policies that help to make all children safer. We work to strengthen 

community attitudes that prioritise the rights of children to love and safe relationships.

We Create Understanding for Children
We educate and support adults who look after and work with children to be better able to understand and 

respond to their needs.

We are a Force for Childhood, making an impact in Australia for nearly 40 years
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Consider a teacher who taught you, and had a positive 

influence on you... What do you remember about them? How 

did they make you feel?
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Please take care of you today….

• Your emotional safety is important to us

• This training may evoke strong emotions and memories

• Please let someone know

• Take a break

• Your colleagues are here to support you.



Learning Outcomes Making Space For Learning: 

Develop understanding of trauma, the 
underlying neurobiology and neurophysiology and 
how it impacts children and young people

Learn strategies to apply in the classroom which 
will benefit all children and young people
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Ringwood Heights Primary School Values

• Values

• Our school values were created after extensive consultation with all students, staff and 
other community members. 

• They reflect elements of our school that we value highly and strive towards:

• Respect

• Teamwork

• Creativity

• Friendship

• Responsibility
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What is Making SPACE for 
Learning? 
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Introducing SPACE- Five Domains

• SPACE is the central acronym of 
the program. 

• It includes five areas to help 
educators and school staff 
better understand and support 
the social and emotional well 
being of children in the 
classroom.
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Audit – Celebration and Reflection Tool
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SPACE helps us to understand the needs of our students
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How does SPACE fit?
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Domains Domain Explanation Translated into needs statements

Staged

The brain develops sequentially. Sophisticated functions only emerge 

after basic functions are consolidated. We should resource children 

in line with what their developing brain’s need.  

Children’s brains need support to grow and learn

My brain grows upwards step by step

Predictable

Uncertainty and unpredictability can disrupt emotional wellbeing and 

threaten social competence. Strategies which promote stability and 

familiarity enhance social and emotional wellbeing. 

Children need to know what they can count on

I feel better when I know what is coming next.

Adaptive

Familiar behavioural routines are more likely to be enacted in 

response to life challenges than new ones. Familiar routines may not 

always be constructive. Strategies which promote adaptability in 

children’s behavioural routines are ones that meet children creatively 

with multiple options for intervention.

Children need support to grow up healthy and 

strong

There are things I need to grow up healthy and 

strong.

Connected

Children’s internal maps for forming, maintaining and being in 

relationships are affected by their experiences of relationships 

throughout their lives. Negotiating relationships at school and in the 

community can be a source of stress when children have found them 

hard or unsafe in the past. Relationships with safe and consistent 

adults and peers form the foundation for change. 

Children need to feel like they are connected.

I need to feel like I am connected.

Children need to feel safe and know about what 

makes a safe connection.

I need to feel safe.

I need safe connections in my life.

Enabled

All children can benefit from engaging in the process of 

understanding themselves more deeply. The capacity to identify 

feelings and learn how they relate to the body, thoughts, and 

behaviours is a worthwhile life skill. Learning to communicate 

feelings with each other enriches social cohesion. Making sense of 

our stories helps us to build coherent identities over time.

Children 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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SPACE element Translated into needs statements

Staged

Children’s brains need support to grow and learn

My brain grows upwards step by step

Predictable

Children need to know what they can count on

I feel better when I know what is coming next.

Adaptive

Children need support to grow up healthy and strong

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

Connected

Children need to feel like they are connected.

I need to feel like I am connected.

Children need to feel safe and know about what makes a safe connection.

I need to feel safe.

I need safe connections in my life.

Enabled

Children 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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Neurodiversity, Disability and 
trauma…
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Diverse Learning needs

Diverse learning needs may appear in various presentations in students

• Learning difficulties

• Memory problems

• Impulsiveness and impaired judgement

• Limited attention span

• Difficulty relating actions and consequences

• Difficulty following instructions and generalizing information

• Difficulty with abstract thinking

• Slow cognitive processes

• Difficulty with social relationships
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Defining trauma

Any single, ongoing or cumulative 
experience which:

• is a response to a perceived
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
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Developmental Trauma 

• Refers to the period of time the brain is 
undergoing significant development; in 
utero through to late adolescence. 
Exposure to trauma during this time can 
alter the brains architecture. 

• Usually relational in nature – the trauma 
happens in relationship (through abuse, 
neglect, domestic violence, toxic stress 
etc) and therefore is healed in 
relationship.  
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What is FASD?

Foetal Alcohol Syndrome affects babies in utero whose 
mothers have used alcohol whilst pregnant.

This significantly affects the brain development of the 
baby.

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. 
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Image taken from Fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD) and complex trauma: A resource for educators, 2018 Published by Marninwarntikura Women’s Resource Centre

Trauma
and FASD
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Be alert to 
disparities 
between 

chronological age 
and abilities for all 
children you work 

with.
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Trauma can impact all elements of Student’s development: 
brain, body, memory, learning, behaviour, emotions, 

relationships.

Trauma Responsive Practice with Children
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How do I know what is trauma related and what is 
disability or neurodivergence related?

• Sometimes you just won't know for sure!

• Chicken and egg conundrum: Various 
research indicates children and young people 
with disabilities and neurodivergence are more 
vulnerable to experiencing trauma and those 
identified as experiencing trauma often have 
diagnosed learning difficulties, sensitivities, 
and disabilities. 

• Due to research into epigenetics, we also 
know that what life experiences mum has had 
can influence the development of her unborn 
child.

• Misdiagnosis can occur if not all factors are 
taken into consideration.   

Photo credit: freepik.com
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Neurodiversity, Disability  and Trauma

What might you have noticed?

Look for a change in behaviour…. From what is usual….

Has there been an increase or decrease?

Has there been an increase or decrease in intensity or frequency?

This may indicate that the student is not safe or does not feel safe…
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Can you/how can you link trauma informed practice to 
your Disability Reform work?

• https://www.vic.gov.au/disability-inclusion%E2%80%93education-in-practice

https://www.vic.gov.au/disability-inclusion%E2%80%93education-in-practice
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Best Practice Approaches for all 
children…

Honour their voice, 
strengths, differences, 
culture, their life 
journey so far

Build safe stable 

relationships

Build felt sense of 

safety

Routine and 

predictability

Meet the child/ young 
person where they are 
at, not where they 
‘should’ be

Build emotional 
literacy

Bring playfulness
Build necessary skill 

sets

Coregulate

And for those with trauma 
and/ or disability…

Build unique profile of 
needs and work to 
meet them 

Work to translate 
behaviour into meaning 
and adapt responses 
accordingly

Provide opportunities 
to make meaning of 
their life story

Implement sensory 
support where 
needed

Implement additional 
supports  where needed 
such as learning supports
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How do we 
approach 
this?

Needs assessments

Formal and Informal

Meaning Making

Work in preferred modalities

Strengths

Story telling

Culture

Translating behaviour

Overwhelm?

Frustration?

Shame?

Seeking connection?

Sensory support

What is soothing?

What is distressing?

Additional supports

Task supports

Visual aids

Extra processing time

Simplified instructions

Specialist Supports

FELT SAFETY
SAFE 
RELATIONSHIPS
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External Brain

The cognitive impairments in children 
with disability or trauma can cause them 
to have poor memory, lack of impulse 
control, poor judgment, and difficulty with 
‘cause and effect’ reasoning. 

Neurodivergent children may have 
significant strengths in some areas and 
challenges in others.

This means they need individualised
support from others to manage functions 
they struggle with.

Your children or young people may need 
you and other trusted adults to act as 
their External Brain. 
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Presentation overview

• Terminology – what are we talking about when we use the terms disability, neurodiversity and 
developmental trauma

• Considerations – the intersectionality

• Helpful approaches
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Make adaptations to met the child where they are at and build from 
there.

A helpful thought process for planning….

What is the task or expectation the child is expected to do (and 
failing at/"refusing" to do)?

What does the brain— anyone’s brain— have to be able to 
do in order to successfully complete that task or meet that 
expectation?

What do you know about how your child’s brain functions in 
those areas? Do they have those skills?
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Learning about our Brain
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What shapes our brain?
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Important brain parts that help us in different ways

I grow first. I keep your body going. I am in charge of 

things like your breathing, heart rate, and temperature. 

I grow second. I am a spot where your feelings 

live. If you get a fright when something happens it 

is me that tells you and helps you. 

I grow last. I am the thinking part of your brain. I am 

the part that helps you talk and understand things. I 

help you make good decisions and learn school work at 

school.  

Thinking 

Part

Feelings 

Spot

Keeping 

My Body 

Going 

Part
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My Brain House
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The Brain House Song

My house has a floor, has a floor, has a floor

My house has some walls, has some walls,

has some walls

My house has a roof…. has a roof…                                         
has a roof….

My house is strong and tall strong                                                    
and tall. 

My house is strong and tall

Thinking 

Cap Roof

Feelings 

Walls

Keeping 

My Body 

Going 

Floor
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The Brain House Song

My house has a floor, has a floor, has a floor

My house has some walls, has some walls,

has some walls

My house has a roof…. has a roof…                                         
has a roof….

My house has fallen down, fallen down

My house has fallen down

What can I do??

Thinking 

Cap Roof

Feelings 

Walls

Keeping 

My Body 

Going 

Floor



Sometimes the Roof can come off

• If something hard happens our thinking cap roof can come 
off. It can blow off like in a storm.  

• Our thinking cap roof does our thinking and talking and 
making good decisions. When our roof comes off we can 
lose our words, and not be able to make sense of what 
people around us are saying.

• It feels hard to think when our thinking cap comes off.

Can you think of a time when your thinking cap roof came 

off?
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Sometimes the roof and the walls can come off 

• If something really hard or bad happens our roof and 
walls might blow off or fall down and leave only our 
floor. 

• Our floor is very strong and keeps us alive. It can’t 
blow away or fall down.

• Our breathing and our heartbeat will keep us going 
even if the rest of our house falls down.

• Then we can re-build our house back up again.     
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Making Our Brain House Stronger

• We can learn some ways we 
can make our brain houses 
stronger. 

• We can also learn some 
ways to make it easier to 
build our brain houses back 
up again if they fall down.



professionals.childhood.org.au

Building our student’s brain houses….
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Our Brain House Floor 



‘Keeping My Body Going’- Floor of My Brain House

Thinking Cap 

Roof

Feelings 

Walls

Keeping My 

Body Going 

Floor

Brainstem

Cerebellum
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Ways to Strengthen Our Brain House Floor- Rhythmic 
Activities 

Our Brain House floor likes

tactile rhythmic, repetitive games,  activities, and

movements. 

Practice these over and over again activities help it to get stronger. 

Doing an activity just once will not make much of difference to this part of the 
brain, but doing an activity over and over will. 
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Ways to Strengthen Our Brain House Floor- Heads and 
Tails Activity 

• dancing, 

• swinging, 

• listening to a familiar story, 

• tapping your leg or foot, 

• drumming, 

• walking, 

• running, 

• brushing hair, 

• bouncing a ball, 

• humming, 

• riding a bike, 

• shooting hoops, 

• jumping, 

• skipping rope,

• repeated exercises,

• hammock swinging, 

• kneading bread, 

• digging, 

• weaving,

• fishing- casting the rod, 

• swimming strokes,

• ping pong, 

• hand clapping games,

• listening to a song over and over, focusing on our breath 
going in and out. 
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Heads and Tails continue

• playing with clay or play dough, 

• painting, 

• drawing, 

• craft activities, 

• playing with sensory toys like fidget 
spinners or squishy balls,

• snuggling with a soft blanket, 

• cuddling a soft toy, 

• colouring in, 

• building in the sand or mud, 

• patting a pet or animal

• sucking a cool drink or ice block, 

• sipping  a warm drink.

• listening to:

• the sound of rain, 

• a loved one’s voice, music, 

• a favourite story,  

• A bird song,

• swaying trees, 

• animal noises,

• the water flowing or running
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Building and strengthening Our Brain House Floor

How do we do this in the classroom and across the school?

One way is by having STAGED and PREDICTABLE responses
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Staged
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Staged

The brain develops sequentially – lower parts develop first

Sophisticated functions only emerge after basic functions are consolidated. 

We should resource children in line with what their developing brain’s 

need. 

Taking a step-by-step approach to help our students is important.

Start with what the lower parts of the brain needs first 

Children’s brains need support to grow and learn                                  My brain grows upwards, step by step.
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Staged – Bottom up - Rhythm
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Predictable
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Predictable

• Uncertainty and unpredictability can disrupt emotional 

wellbeing and threaten social competence. 

• Strategies which promote stability and familiarity enhance 

social and emotional wellbeing. 

• Changes to routines and uncertainty can be a source 

of stress for the student

• Predictability in students' relationships and activities 

modulates their stress systems

• This then promotes flexibility and adaptability

Students 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

activities

routines instructions

learning 
tasks

behavioural 
expectations
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Predictable
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Predictable: Reliable relationships
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Our Brain House Feeling and 
Memory Walls 



Feeling and Memory Walls of My Brain House

Thinking Cap 

Roof

Feelings 

Walls

Keeping Me 

Alive Floor

Hippocampus

Amygdala
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Thumbs Up, In the Middle and Thumbs Down

• playing a board game, 

• playing a group game at school, 

• sharing with family, 

• cooperating to achieve a goal 

together, 

• cooking together with someone, 

• playing sport as a part of a team, 

• acting in a play, 

• reading a story and getting into the 

characters, 

• dancing as a part of a group, 

• caring for animals, caring for land, 

• spending time with your elders, 

learning about feelings,

• caring for younger children in your 

family, sharing friendships with people.
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Building and strengthening Our Brain House Feelings 
and Memory Walls

How do we do this in the classroom and across the school?

One way is by having ADAPTIVE and CONNECTED responses
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Adaptive
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Adaptive

Strategies which promote adaptability in children’s 

behavioural routines are ones that meet children creatively 

with multiple options for intervention.

Behaviour is communication

• If we can understand what drives a behaviour, we can 

work out how to respond to it.

• If we can meet the need that is driving a behaviour, 

the behaviour can start to reduce.

Behaviours are functional and almost always makes 

sense given their specific experiences of trauma.

• Openness and curiosity about behaviour is 

an important response.
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Adaptive:  Helpful Sensory Inputs
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Exploring Feelings
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Adaptive: Exploring liked and unliked sensory inputs and what students consider as 

available retreats for them at school.
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Adaptive:  Exploring what safety means on a sensory level at school 
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Connected
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Connected

• Children’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.

• Negotiating relationships at school and in the community can be a source 

of stress when children have found them hard or unsafe in the past. 

• Strategies to support children as their relational templates continue 
to develop emphasize relationships with safe and consistent adults and 
peers as the foundation for healthy, strong social and emotional 
functioning.
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What is relational safety in the classroom?

Accompaniment is an experience for a child that offers emotional reciprocity, 
validation, care and comfort. 

In this experience they feel heard, met, felt and understood.

“ Children internalise the people who understand and comfort them, so that 
they often have the felt sense of accompaniment when they are alone.”

(Bonnie Badenoch)
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Connected



professionals.childhood.org.au

Connected
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Connected
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Connected
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Our Thinking Cap Roof 



Thinking Cap Roof of My Brain House

Thinking Cap 

Roof

Feelings Walls

Keeping Me 

Alive Floor

Cerebral Cortex

Prefrontal 
Cortex
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Strengthening Our Thinking Cap Roof Game – Hands Up

• doing puzzles, 

• counting, 

• reading, 

• writing, 

• story telling, 

• building things so they work,

• coming up with a plan for something, 

• solving problems, 

• fixing things, 

• reading maps,

• making up jokes,

• following instructions,

• computer coding, 

• playing computer games,

• learning a new language, 

• being able to navigate to get 
from one place to another place, 

• reading music, 

• playing music, 

• coming up with new ideas.
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Building and strengthening Our Brain House 
Thinking Cap Roof

How do we do this in the classroom and across the school?

One way is by having ENABLED and STAGED responses
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Staged
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Mindfulness/Focus and co-regulation

Medial
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Staged – Top Down - Mindfulness
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Enabled
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Enabled

• All children can benefit from engaging in the process of understanding 

themselves more deeply. 

• The capacity to identify feelings and learn how they relate to the body, 

thoughts, and behaviours is a worthwhile life skill. 

• Learning to communicate feelings with each other enriches social 

cohesion. 

• Making sense of our stories helps us to build coherent identities 

over time.
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Enabled

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

• 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.

How do you enable your students?
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Enabled

Teachers could gather ideas 
for word clouds from students 
and other teachers. 

They could make up a word 
cloud for each student in their 
home group  or grade and give 
it to them for their birthday 
each year.
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Enabled
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Using ourselves to co-regulate



What is co-regulation?

Co-regulation

Attuning  
(noticing)

Connecting
(by caring)

Wondering
(using 

curiosity/non 
judgement)

Empowering
(honouring the 

student’s voice)

Meaning 
Making

(using cultural 

awareness)

Activating
(using Social 

Engagement)
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Creating safety – using ourselves

• Environment

• Proximity

• Eye contact

• Facial expressions

• Tone of voice

• Posture and gestures
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Putting it in to practice…what are 
your next steps?



professionals.childhood.org.au

Putting it into practice….
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One thing you will take away from today

Circle Time:

Share one thing you will 
take away from our days 
together

Image: Pinterest
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To find out more about the
Australian Childhood Foundation
please visit our website:

www.childhood.org.au

Phone: 1300 381 581

Stay in touch!

https://professionals.childhood.org.au/childhood-

professionals-newsletter/

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

