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Understanding the Impacts of 
Developmental Trauma
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Real Therapy Solutions

The Australian Childhood Foundation 
acknowledges Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people as the traditional custodians of 
this land.  We pay our respects to their Elders 
past and present and to the children who are 
their leaders of tomorrow.  We acknowledge 
their history and living culture and the many 

thousands of years in which they have raised 
their children to be safe and strong. 
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Presentation overview

• Neurodevelopment 

• What is developmental trauma?

• What are the possible impacts of developmental 
trauma?

• Helpful approaches in every day practice
- Creating felt safety
- Using relationship to heal
- Adapting our responses
- Grounding ourselves
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Neurodevelopment

Safeguarding Children Services 
safeguardingchildren.com.au

•

•

•

•

•

5

6



4/07/2023

4

Safeguarding Children Services 
safeguardingchildren.com.au

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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Culture as a resource
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•
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Final thoughts on Neurodevelopment 

• The brain develops through a mix of 
genetics and environmental factors. 

• Relationships are central to 
development

• The quality of relational interactions in 
childhood influence our development 
in all areas of life

• There are critical periods of 
development, trauma experiences 
during critical periods can result in 
significant impacts later in childhood 
and into adulthood

• Culture influences brain development 
– disconnection from it can create 
toxic stress and trauma
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What is Developmental 
Trauma?
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Defining trauma

Simple

Complex

Developmental

Any single, ongoing or cumulative 
experience which:

• is a response to a real or 
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

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.  

Photo credit: unsplash.com
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What are the possible 
impacts of developmental 

trauma?
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Trauma 
impacts
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Be alert to 
disparities 
between 

chronological age 
and abilities for all 
children you work 

with.
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Trauma response patterns
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Summarising the impact of trauma 

• Trauma changes the architecture of the brain; neuronal creation focused on survival 
and meeting needs

• Trauma changes the connectivity between brain structures 

• One of the primary purpose of the brain is to integrate sensory data, trauma is a dis-
integrative experience

• Trauma reduces the capacity of the brain to achieve complex adaptive self 
regulatory states

• Trauma is a whole body experience. “We have learned that trauma is not 
just an event that took place sometime in the past; it is also the imprint left 
by that experience on mind, brain, and body” Bessel van de Kolk
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CREATING A FELT 
SENSE OF SAFETY
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Freeze Physically 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 Immobilisation

Social
Engagement

Mobilisation
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What the stress response can look like…. Dysregulated arousal

Cognitions & Behaviours:

• Asking lots of questions
• Bravado (speech or actions)
• Attention, concentration and 

memory difficulties
• Black & White thinking, 

negative thoughts
• Generalised worries
• Rigid thinking & behaviours
• Compulsions/ repetitive 

behaviours
• Ruminating – what if’s, 

should, cyclic thoughts

Mobilised Responses:

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

personally
• Increased expectations of self and 

others
• Inflexible, ‘controlling’
• Sensitive to sensory input

Immobilised Responses:

• Flat, numb affect
• Disengaged, disinterested
• Withdrawn
• “boredom”
• Lethargic, unmotivated
• Disconnected from peers
• Developmental regression 

– e.g. with abilities to self-
soothe, self-care/hygiene, 
toileting

• Changes to appetite
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Creating Felt Safety

Key messages:

• Cues of threat and safety are 
continually monitored by our 
nervous system

• Cues of threat or safety can be 
found in experiences, 
relationships, and 
environments

• Change and uncertainty are 
interpreted by the brain as 
threats

• Before we can engage in social 
behaviour and learning, we 
must feel safe

Practice Implications:

• Proximity, prosody, facial 
expression and body language 
can all provide cues of safety

• Predictability, consistency, 
familiarity and routine are 
critical in creating ‘felt safety’

• No matter the treatment goal, 
SAFETY is always priority

• Environmental audits are 
important – consider the types 
and levels of sensory input 
from a child’s perspective (in 
clinic, home & school settings)

Examples:

• Get down low and use 
modulated, calm voice and 
face

• Reduce unnecessary 
sensory stimuli

• Provide visual cues, 
diagrams & reminders

• Incorporate familiarity and 
consistency wherever 
possible (appointment 
times, rooms, clinicians / 
teachers) 
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Working with Protective Responses
Increase Resources – Regulatory Capabilities

Calm the brain with:

• Long outbreaths
• Mindful activities
• Orienting outwards
• Connection & Co-

regulation
• “Name it to tame it”

De-activate Mobilised 
Responses with:

• Rhythm (drumming, 
music, swinging, rocking, 
bouncing)

• Stretching/Yoga
• Carrying heavy items
• Heat pack, weighted 

blanket
• Reduce stimulation
• Hugging a teddy/cushion

Counter Immobilised 
Responses with:

• Grounding through the 
senses

• Proprioceptive input
• Splash face with cold 

water
• Something cold or sweet 

to drink
• Chewing candies/sucking 

a mint/lollipop
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Restoring Safety and Reducing Risk 

•

•

•

•

•
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USING OUR 
RELAIONSHIPS TO HEAL
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Relationships are key

Image source: unsplash

• Relationships are the key way we learn to 
engage with the world around us.

• Babies lack the skills to regulate either the 
intensity or the duration of emotions. 
Coregulation is how we learn.

• They are key to our survival and remain 
significant to our wellbeing. 

• The quality of relational interactions in childhood 
influence our development in all areas of life.

• Secure relationships are central to how a child 
experiences themselves and others.
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• Be predictable and consistent

• Know yourself, your triggers, and how to ground yourself so 
that you can attune to the child and hold space for them 

• Connect, validate children’s feelings and experiences, co-
regulate, role model relationship repair 

• Learn to translate trauma related behaviours so you can 
understand and respond to what is needed

• Recognise children’s strengths and reflect this back to them

Image: hellovector.com
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How children understand and make meaning of their 
world often occurs through what is reflected back to 
them through their interactions with significant 
adults. 

If adults respond to the child’s behaviour in a 
punitive way, it reinforces negative self narrative.

So how we experience a child and reflect that back 
to them influences how they come to understand 
themselves and build their self narrative / identity.

WHAT DO YOU REFLECT TO BACK? 
Photo credit: iStock
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• Playful – light, open, hopeful, spontaneous.

• Accepting – unconditional acceptance of the 
experience of the child (feelings, emotions 
and thoughts).

• Curious – non-judgemental, active interest in 
the child’s experience, as well as behaviours 
to learn what is triggering them.

• Empathic – about past hurts and present 
challenges. A ‘felt’ sense of the child, which is 
actively experienced and communicated.

Dan Hughes (2009)

P.A.C.E
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Connection before correction –
Kim Golding 
•

•

•

•
•
•
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•

•

Movement in my window 
of tolerance

Child’s movement in 
her/his  window of 
tolerance

childhood.org.au

•

•
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HELPFUL APPROACHES 
IN PRACTICE
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Key points underpinning a trauma responsive 
approach

Neurobiology and neurophysiology of trauma informs practice  

Behaviour is an expression of the impact of our experiences and unmet needs

Establishing safety, both physical and a felt sense of safety, precedes all else 

Healing occurs within safe, attuned, stable relationships

Connection to culture supports healthy development, safety and healing 

Trauma responsive practice is child centered and privileges children’s voices
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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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Circle of Practice;
Bottom Up and Top down 

“Bottom Up” responding refers to engaging the 
subcortical (lower) parts of the brain to regulate 
the higher parts of the brain. 

“Top Down” responding refers to engaging the 
cortical (higher) parts of the brain to regulate the 
lower parts of the brain. 

How would you contextualise your activities and 
strategies to calm a child’s nervous system and 
engage their cortex?
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Supporting curiosity 
and playfulness 

•

•

•
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9 points of curiosity - Behaviour and the meaning it 
holds

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

2. Survival/protective response – fight, flight, freeze, dissociate, collapse

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

4. Developmental stage of the child?  

5. Coping strategy (that no longer works)

6. Structural changes in the brain 

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

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…) 

43

44



4/07/2023

23

Safeguarding Children Services 
safeguardingchildren.com.au

•

•

•

Photo credit: iStock

Safeguarding Children Services 
safeguardingchildren.com.au

Reframing our thoughts and language
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Make adaptations to meet 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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Grounding ourselves 
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Empathy – a strength and a vulnerability

• Somatic empathy (Rothschild 2004)
- mirroring body states

• Limbic resonance
- Our emotional state adjusts to match the emotional state of the 

person or people we are with

• Cortical empathy
- Our attempts to step outside our own experiences and imagine 

the experience and perspective of others

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.

Photo credit: Forbes
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Wellbeing – The River of Integration 
(Dan Seigel)
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Think of at least one example of 
each sense that provides you 
with a sense of safety / peace/ 
calm and write it in the related 
finger.

How can you integrate this into 
your daily/ weekly experience or 
whenever needed?

Building a safe sensory profile
Smell

Sound 

Sight

Touch

Taste
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How do we take care of ourselves?

• 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

Photo credit: iStock
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Professional Education Services 
professionals.childhood.org.au
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Karyn Robinson
Senior Consultant

krobinson@childhood.org.au

Education & Safeguarding Services
training@childhood.org.au
safeguarding@childhood.org.au
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