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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 & New Zealand for nearly 40 years
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Our Education Services

• Our Education Services co-create and amplify knowledge that changes children’s lives for 
the better, by creating networks of learning in partnership with professionals and 
organisations working with children and young people.

• Our efforts include:

• Accessible learning opportunities for professionals: a range of self-paced modules and 
virtual classrooms covering trauma prevention, relational healing and evidence-based 
approaches to best practice.

• Customised organisational education: tailored training packages designed to support 
ongoing staff development, including Train The Trainer options for long-term success. 

• Accredited training: our unique Graduate Certificate in Developmental Trauma 

Access our latest offerings:
https://professionals.childhood.org.au/

training-development/
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Our Safeguarding Services

• Over a decade, Safeguarding Services have partnered 

with over 300 organisations nationally and internationally 

to strengthen the capacity of institutions to keep children 

and young people safe. 

• We offer a suite of standard and customised solutions 

that meet national and state Child Safe Standards, aimed 

at creating organisational culture change.

• We draw on best practice from the Foundation’s 

experience and our network of partners, and evidence, 

including our recent Safeguarding Evaluation by the 

Centre for Social Impact.

Accreditation Certification

Training Bespoke 
Services

Access our latest offerings:
https://professionals.childhood.org.au/

safeguarding-children-services/
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Learning together online

• Participation welcome

• Cameras on

• Mute yourself when not talking

• Hands up or use the chat button if you have 
questions

• Please use headphones if children are in 
your training space

• Confidentiality 
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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. 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND
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Learning outcomes 

• Review your understanding of neurobiology and the impacts of trauma on 
development and explore a conceptual model of trauma-informed work with children 
who have experienced developmental (relational) trauma. 

• Be supported to translate theory to practice. Participants will be aided to identify 
and contextualise strategies for working with children who have experienced 
complex trauma to their work setting.

• Ensure a staff wellbeing approach is included in a trauma informed practice 
model.

professionals.childhood.org.au

ACF Trauma 
Responsive 
Model
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I need to 
feel 
safe….
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I need safe and attuned relationships…
Relationships shape our sense of 
self and safety

“I am because we are” 
African proverb 

 
“A person’s core self – the self that 
is shaped by early attachment 
patterns – is defined by who the 
parental object both perceive him 
to be and deny him to be” 

Bromberg 2001, page 57

I need to make 
meaning of my/the 

world?
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Safety, containment, nurture and warmth, co-regulation

Soft mutual eye gaze, kind eyes,

Shared attention and focus

Nurturing touch, skin to skin

Sweet soothing sounds and rhymthmic movements

Synchronised movements and facial gestures

Pleasure, smiles, play, laughter

Alternating quiet and arousing activities

professionals.childhood.org.au

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

professionals.childhood.org.au

Trauma impacts

childhood.org.au
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Trauma and the brain

Amygdala

Survival response centre within 
the limbic lobe that becomes 
enlarged and more sensitive the 
more it is activated through 
responding to threats

Prefrontal  cortex

Responsible for executive 
functions, such as 
judgement, reasoning, and 
self awareness. PFC 
development and 
integration impacted by 
chronic trauma/stress

Hippocampus

Consolidates memory by providing the context/ 
sequential data for episodic memories. Goes offline if 
trauma overwhelms and disrupts cortex.

Thalamus

Sensory receptor within the 
diencephalon. Receives and 
passes on sensory data to be 
further processed by other 
areas of the brain. Chronic 
trauma can lead to sensory 
processing difficulties

Corpus 
Callosum

Bridge between the 
2 hemispheres. 
Chronic stress can 
damage and thin 
down this bundle of 
neurons

Hypothalamus

Links the nervous system to the endocrine system via the 
pituitary gland. It synthesizes and secretes hormones to control 
body temperature, hunger, thirst, fatigue, sleep, and circadian 
cycles.

Cerebellum
Balance and coordination, 
motor skills may be impacted 
by trauma

Image source: ©ACF  2020
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Trauma impacts

Image source: ©ACF 2021
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Brain-Body implications of chronic 
stress - HPA Axis

Hypothalamic (Diencephalon) / Pituitary / 
Adrenal Axis
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Trauma and loss

Developmental traumas such as family violence or 
child sexual abuse can lead to experiences of loss 
on multiple levels for children. These include a loss 
of:

• sense of safety and connection

• predictability and familiarity

• contact

• Routines

• belongings

• Connection to culture, belonging & identity

professionals.childhood.org.au

Trauma Responsive Principles 
• Shared understanding neurobiology of trauma and its 

impact on child development
• Promoting safety
• Ensuring cultural humility
• Healing happens in relationships
• Having a sense of control/power in decision making –

having a voice, empowerment/ strength based
• Integrating care (collaboration)
• Belief in hope based recovery
• Worker Self care (NCTIC cited in Steele & Kuban, 

2013:53)

professionals.childhood.org.au

• Children and young people and families we work with have 
experienced both current, historical and generational trauma

• Trauma impacts how people access services
• Responses to trauma are adaptive – without a trauma lens, 

behaviours can be seen as ‘antisocial’ or ‘maladaptive’ 
• Trauma survivors require specific, tailored interventions that 

minimise re-traumatisation and understand individual needs and 
responses to trauma

Trauma Responsive PRACTICE
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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.

Embedding 
safety and 
supporting 
regulation

professionals.childhood.org.au

I need to feel SAFE…

professionals.childhood.org.au

Activity
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The 
importance of 
a felt sense of 
safety
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The social engagement system 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lxS3bv32-UY
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Neuroception –
‘detection without 

awareness’ 

• Faulty 
neuroception….

• Familiarity may lead 
to

• Finding that which is 
dangerous to be safe

• Finding that which is 
safe to be dangerous
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Impact of trauma on arousal 

Professional Education Services 
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A polyvagal perspective…..Deb Dana’s Autonomic Ladder

Ventral
Vagal

Sympathetic

Dorsal
Vagal

Neuroception of Safety:
social, engaged, connected to self and others

Neuroception of Threat/Danger/Unease:
mobilised, alert, fight, flight, active freeze

Neuroception of Life Threat:
immobilised, shut down, disconnected, collapse

professionals.childhood.org.au

Protective responses can present as

• The language you use

• ce

• The professional relationship 

• Addressing both child AND 
parental trauma

Immobilised Responses 
(collapse, withdraw, dissociate):

• Flat, numb affect
• Disengaged, disinterested
• Withdrawn
• Frequent “boredom”
• Lethargic, unmotivated
• Disconnected from peers
• Primitive self-soothing
• Hygiene issues
• Wetting or soiling
• Low appetite

Mobilised Responses              
(fight, flight, active freeze):

• Hypervigilant
• Edgy/jumpy
• Irritable – easily annoyed
• Poor recovery from distraction
• ‘silly’, loud, over-excitement
• Unsettled, restless
• Outbursts, aggression
• Defensive, taking things 

personally
• Inflexible, ‘controlling’
• Sensitive to sensory input
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Strategies to promote neuroception of safety 

Relational safety Environmental safety
Physiological safety

professionals.childhood.org.au

Working with protective responses 

Mobilisation 

• Rhythm

• Containing 

• Grounding

Immobilisation

• Orientation to space

• Orientation to senses

• Engaging the spine

Social Engagement

• Prosody

• Breathing

• Connection
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Strategies for working with Protective Responses
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Activity - Soothing through the senses

www.professionals.childhood.org.au

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.

Repairing
interpersonal
relationships
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I need safe and attuned 
RELATIONSHIPS
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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

Social 
Engagement

professionals.childhood.org.auchildhood.org.au

38

39

40



28/04/2023

14

professionals.childhood.org.au

Interpersonal regulation

In relationships, one’s ability to regulate one’s window of tolerance will affect 
the other’s ability to regulate their own window of tolerance 

professionals.childhood.org.au

“For years mental health professionals taught people that they could be 

psychologically healthy without social support, that “unless you love 

yourself, no one else will love you.”

…The truth is, you cannot love yourself unless you have been loved and are 

loved. The capacity to love cannot be built in isolation”

Bruce D. Perry, The Boy Who Was Raised as a Dog: And Other Stories from a Child Psychiatrist's Notebook

professionals.childhood.org.au

Rupture and repair 
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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

professionals.childhood.org.au

Relationship is the key! ……5 Brain systems that 
support parenting – Dan Hughes

Image source: Dreamtime
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Mutual Joy 
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Embracing 
relationship 
Short and often 
activity times 
built into your 
day
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Psycho-education and Reflection 
for caregivers

professionals.childhood.org.au

Empathy – a strength and a vulnerability

• Somatic empathy (Rothschild 2004)

• Limbic resonance

• Cortical empathy

If empathy is to ‘walk a mile in someone’s shoes’ we need to ensure we step out of those shoes at the 
end of the mile or we will wear those shoes all the time….and that is vicarious trauma.
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Practice reflections…what do your relationships look 
like?

Take a moment to think of all the interactions you have over the course of a day, 
a week, a month, a year with all the people you share your life with. 
• If you were to make a list of these things what would it look like? 
• How would these people describe you? 
• What qualities would they identify in you? 
• What would they say is helpful about you? Why? 

How do you create safe attuned relationships with young people?

professionals.childhood.org.au
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A dance of feeling and meaning making… 
beginning with:

• Stay with what is happening here and now.

• Try to get some back and forth happening (in play or talking).

• Use your story telling voice (tone of voice, pace of talking, rhythm,  
melody and facial expression) 

• Help the child make sense of what is going on through story telling.
Dan Hughes

• Enjoy being with each other.
• Be animated when showing feelings.
• Try to ‘read’ the child’s feelings and 

show that you get it.
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Activity idea 
for children 
who feel 
insecure and 
anxious 
about 
relational 
permeance
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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.

Meaning 
making: 
Building

understanding 
and belonging 
through stories

professionals.childhood.org.au

I need to MAKE 
MEANING of my world
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Trauma response patterns…effects of trauma on behaviour
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Behavioural – narratives 
of trauma 

• Behaviour tells a story!

• Traumatised children’s behaviour can 
be difficult and complex for parents, 
teachers and carers to understand, 
manage and shape

• However, it is functional and almost 
always makes sense given their 
specific experiences of trauma

• Children’s behaviour is the 
manifestation of the impacts of trauma 
outlined in the previous sections 

Professional Education Services 
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How do we understand 
and describe what we 
see? ….. Words matter
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Self Concept: Internal working models
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Building understanding of behaviour – child and 
caregiver

• When we feel understood, we become open to trying to 
understand others

• Always consider the underlying function of a caregiver’s  
behaviours and reactions, as much as the child’s

• Help caregivers to wonder about their child’s inner world

• Develop openness and curiosity about behaviour

• 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

• Some clues: is the behaviour a 
fight/flight/freeze/withdraw response? Is it related to 
hunger/tiredness? Is it a bid for connection or space?

professionals.childhood.org.au

Building strength and belonging through stories

• Develop family traditions and rituals
• Story telling
• Family/Child story book
• Help families explore their history
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Mindfulness 
does not need to be 
without movement
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I need TRAUMA INFORMED 
and INTEGRATIVE 
SYSTEMS

professionals.childhood.org.au

Wellbeing – The River of 
Integration 
(Dan Seigel)
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How do we take care of ourselves?

Staying regulated during client work:

• IN THE MOMENT:

- Physically (regulate our body systems)

- Mentally (keeping our cortex online)

• AFTER THE MOMENT:

- Debrief (social engagement system!)

- Physically  - regulate body systems

• BEFORE THE MOMENT (and all the time)

- Effective self care

- Organisational culture

Professional Education Services 
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Thank you for coming today…
Image: Pinterest

Hold onto Hope
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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
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