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InTouch Multicultural Centre 
Against Family Violence: 
Supporting Children and 
Young People to Heal from 
Family Violence

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.
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Learning Outcomes

• Review a shared platform for understanding family violence and 
how we construct our understanding of its impact.

• Understand the impact of trauma for women and children People 
from culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) backgrounds

• Explore a framework that supports recovery for children, in the 
context of safety, reconnection, and nurture with their parents and 
carers.

• Consider how we support parents to provide relationally reparative 
contexts in the aftermath of family violence.  

• Practical ideas to support reconnection and recovery.
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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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The Child’s Voice
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Children “Witnessing” family violence
Witnessing family violence includes when a child or young 
person is exposed to:

• Seeing the impact of the violence (bruising, distress, 
damaged property etc.)

• Witnessing their mother/father lying about how the mothers 
injuries occurred

• Sensing their mother’s fear
• Living with the effects of violence on the health and 

parenting capacity of their mother
• Having their possessions destroyed. (The Lookout.org.au) 
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Perpetrator involving the child 

A child or young person may be used by the perpetrator as a way to 
maintain power and control. Tactics include:

• Using the child as a hostage or as a means of ensuring the mother 
returns/stays home

• Forcing a child to watch or participate in assaults

• Interrogating or involving the child in spying on mother

• Undermining the mother by encouraging negative opinions of her abilities, 
character or appearance. (The Lookout.org.au)
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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

Immigration

Refugees 

Temporary Visa 

Family 
Violence 

Epigeneticss
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Behaviours: fight, flight, freeze or 
submit activation can lead to a range 
of behaviours. 

Development: developmental delays

Relationships: impacts on 
attachment to primary caregiver

Emotions: heightened fear response 
and poor attachment to secure base 
can impact on child’s sense of self, 
their emotions and mental health

Impacts of family violence on children 

Learning: heightened fear response 
impairs a child’s ability to learn

Cognitions: impaired when in a 
constant state of fight or flight. 

Physical health: psycho-somatic (Brain-
body) symptoms caused by stress 
response can lead to physical ailments; 
potential injury from exposure to 
violence. 

Cultural identity: fractures connections 
to family and culture 

1800Respect.org.au
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I need connection to my 
CULTURE 
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The Importance of Culture

A protective factor

Safety: Belonging
Relationships: Connection 
Meaning making: identity  

Our culture influences our brain development.
How has it influenced yours? Think about:

• Sense of safety
• Relationships
• Meaning making

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC
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Cultural Impacts of family violence

•

•

•

•
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Impact on parent – child bond

• Diminishes capacity for mother to be present for 
her child

• Often preoccupied with the perpetrator 
• Little capacity to provide nurturing or 

strengthen attachment with child
• Mother likely to have a diminished sense of self
• Perpetrator often sabotages relationship with 

the child
• Perpetrating parent, who should be a source of 

safety is their source of fear
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND
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Neuronal connections

• The neural system has the ability for 
one neuron to communicate with up 
to 10,000 other neurons

• The newborn brain has 
approximately 
100 billion neurons 
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Sequential brain development – building blocks 

professionals.childhood.org.au

Impacts of family violence during pregnancy

• High levels of toxic stress in pregnant mothers

• Elevated cortisol is transmitted across the placenta mimicking stress in the 
foetus. 

• The infant is then born with an altered stress response.

• Low birth, premature labour and miscarriage

• Maternal substance abuse and smoking 

• Maternal depression/anxiety/post-natal depression 
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Impacts of family violence on parent-child relationship

• Reliance on self protection when safety is not provided

• Reliance on self-soothing when co-regulation is not available

• “irresolvable paradox” – biologically primed for dependence on the parent 
who is the source of terror (perpetrating parent) or unable to protect (non-
offending parent)

• Parent locked into stress response (hyper or hypo-arousal) – unable to 
tune into and respond to child’s cues, states and needs

• Role reversal – instrumental and/or emotional parentification
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Beliefs a child or young person may hold as a result of 
family violence

• My needs are not important
• This is what relationships look like
• I have to look after others
• Its my fault

• It’s mum’s fault – she is crazy (Maternal 
alienation)

• This doesn’t happen to anyone else
• I must be bad 
• I can’t get close to anyone or I will get hurt

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA
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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.

• In times of great stress bits of our 
brain house can come down and 
require repair. This is achievable and 
our brain house can stand 
strong again. 

A brain development metaphor - My Brain House
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A brain development metaphor - My Brain House
• Our brain house can experience adversity. This can effect 

its structural integrity. If we get rattled our thinking cap 
roof can come off, leaving our feeling walls exposed. This 
can lead to strong emotions coming out without our 
thinking cap to help us contain our feelings.

• When this happens we can struggle to find words to 
communicate as our words flew off with our thinking cap 
roof.

• If we are deeply shook our roof and walls might come 
down  and leave only our foundation. Our foundation is 
very strong and reliable. In these times we have our basic 
life functions to focus on to get us through- eg. our 
breathing, our heart beat.

• Everyone’s rooves blow off from time to time. Given we 
have all built our own brain houses, we are all equipped 
to support each other to repair our houses together.     
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The right hemisphere in infancy

• Normatively develops in an integrated fashion through healthy attuned, 
co-regulatory relationships in the primary years of life.

professionals.childhood.org.au

The right hemisphere in relationship

These primary relationships contribute 
to:

• stored internal working models of primary 
relationships recorded in the right 
hemisphere

• the perception of emotion in self and 
others, enabling empathy and humour.
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Impacts on young people 

• Depression and/or anxiety
• Violent outbursts
• Low academic achievement
• Eating disorders

• Absconding from home/school
• Risk taking behaviours
• Substance use.
• Violence in their own intimate relationships.

The Lookout.org.au 
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Indicators of trauma in pre school early childhood

• Increased somatic complaints (e.g., headaches, stomachaches, overreacting to minor 
bumps and bruises)

• Changes in behavior (e.g., appetite, unexplained absences, angry outbursts, 
decreased attention, withdrawal)

• Over- or under-reacting to physical contact, bright lighting, sudden movements, or loud 
sounds (e.g., bells, slamming doors, or sirens)

• Increased distress (unusually whiny, irritable, moody)
• Anxiety, fear, and worry about safety of self and others
• Worry about recurrence of the traumatic event
• New fears (e.g., fear of the dark, animals, or monsters)
• Statements and questions about death and dying
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Relational Impacts 
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Areas of impact- Reflection
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Trauma impacts

Image source: ©ACF 2021
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8 senses

1. Visual
2. Auditory
3. Olfactory (smell) 
4. Gustatory (taste)

5. Tactile System (touch)
6. Vestibular (sense of head movement in space) 
7. Proprioceptive (sensations from muscles and joints of body) 
8. Introception (awareness of basic primary functions – hunger, toileting, 

breathing) 

Nike what are girls made of….
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Dys-regulated Arousal

Fight or Flight hyper-vigilant, 
action-orientated, impulsive, 
emotionally flooded, reactive, 
defensive, self-destructive

Freeze Physically immobilized, 
frozen, tense musculature

Submit Collapsed, weak, 
defeated, flat affect, numb, 
empty, helpless, hopeless

Ogden, Minton, Pain 2006
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Neuroception

• “The removal of threat is not 
the same as the presence of 
safety”  (Porges, 2014)  

• We need to help children who 
have experienced trauma 
detect more features of safety 
in their environment. 
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Creating safety – discussion

In groups, discuss:

• How can we support a child and their 
parent/carer to experience felt safety?

• How would we know that a child is 
beginning to feel safe? What might we 
see?
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Trauma and loss

Family violence 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
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Detecting safety – A face, voice, heart connection 

• Middle ear muscles

• Facial muscles

• Muscles of mastication

• Laryngeal and pharyngeal muscles

• Head turning muscles 

• Eyelids

• Heart rate
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P.A.C.E – Playful, Accepting, Curious, Empathic
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“My family” – drawings from therapy
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Intervention 
Framework
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Practice Principles
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•

•

•

•
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Domains of 
Intervention
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•
•

•

•

•

•

•
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•

•

•

•

•

Protect the child and create safety
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•
•

•

•

•

•
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•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Strengthen relational connections
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Strategy approaches

•

•
•
•
•

•
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Strategy approaches

•
•
•
•
•
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•

•

•

•

•
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Enable Meaning Making

•

•

•
•
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Enable Meaning Making
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Strategy approaches

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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•
•
•
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Strategy approaches

•
•
•
•
•
•
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•

•

Reflections
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Outcomes of Intervention

The intended outcomes of intervention are safety, stability and development.

Achievement of these requires that:

 Children’s past is understood.

 Children feel assured that they are loved.

 Children feel confident that their future sense 

of belonging is secured.
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Reflection 
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Your Wellbeing
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What are the implications of VT in your practice and how do 
you promote safety for the families you work with?

Think about:

• Perceptions of safety 

• Physical & emotional safety – triggers

• Risk of re-traumatisation – triggers 

• Attunement

• Body language

• Cultural safety 

• The language you use

• Environmental safety in the service 
space 

• The professional relationship 

• Addressing both child AND 
parental trauma
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Taking care of ourselves and each other
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Reflective Activity

What are the elements 
involved in deep listening to 
yourself?

What is your experience of 
being present for yourself 
when at work?

Are you role modelling good 
self care to your clients –
how?
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Window 
of Tolerance

Social 
Engagement

Fight or Flight / Active Freeze

Submit / Shut Down

Sympathetic 
Hyper-arousal

Parasympathetic 
Hypo-arousal

Siegel, Ogden, Minton, Pain 

Window of Tolerance
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Taking Care of Ourselves
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Sustainable Practice 

•

•

•

•

Hold onto 
Hope
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Toolbox 
• Paper
• Art book
• Sand
• Rocks/paints
• Clay
• Modelling clay
• Brain breaks
• Physical breaks
• Exercise ball
• Dance music ready

• Sensory box or basket
• Pencils, crayons with 

mandelas
• Anchors
• Breathing activities
• Mindfulness on phone
• Regulation strategies
• Arousal strategies
• Journals
• Drumming. Clapping, Cups
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Toolbox
Sensory and Movement Supplies

• Weighted Blankets

• Large Pillows

• Crash Cushions

• Balance Board

• Rubber tubing for pulling or pushing

• Small Trampoline

• Therapy Balls

• Balance Beams

• Spandex Body Socks

• Bean Bags
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Planning forward

•

•

•

professionals.childhood.org.au

Hope – An Outcome of Change

• Hope is like a wave that carries them into the 
future with fun, enthusiasm and optimism.  

• Hope is the beginning of a life capable of not 
being overtaken by the memories of stress, 
family violence and trauma.

•

•

•
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Resource List 

• Brown, Brene (2012) Daring Greatly: How the Courage to Be Vulnerable Transforms the Way We Live, Love, 
Parent, and Lead. 

• Coffey, D (2009) Parenting After Violence: A guide for practitioners. Institute for Safe Families. Philadelphia, 
Pennsyvania

• Hughes, D and Baylin, J (2012) ‘Brain Based Parenting- The neuroscience of caregiving for a healthy 
attachment’. 

• Hughes, D (2006) Building the Bonds of Attachment: Awakening Love in Deeply Traumatized Children

• Odgen, P (2006) Trauma and the Body: A Sensorimotor Approach to Psychotherapy. WW Norton and Co: US 

• Porges, S (2014) The Polyvagal Theory: Neurophysiological Foundations of Emotions, Attachment, 
Communication, and Self-regulation. WW Noton and Co: US 

• Siegel, D (2007) The Mindful Brain. WW Norton and Co: US 

• Siegel, D & Payne Bryson, T (2011) The whole-brain child. Scribe Publications: Australia  

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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Trainer Name
Donna Richards

Email: drichards@childhood.org.au

Find additional resources at:

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

https://professionals.childhood.org.au/covid-19/
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