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Responsive 
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The Australian Childhood Foundation 
acknowledges Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples as the 
traditional custodians and owners of this 
land and waters. 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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Bringing awareness to us as workers
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 strengths 
do you bring?

What are your 
stress triggers? 

How do you 
know when you 
need a break?
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Brain Development
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https://youtu.be/ZeEKLECvh9g?t=1
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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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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.

professionals.childhood.org.au

Image source: ©2022 iStock
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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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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

• http://www.medterms.com/script/main/art.asp?articlekey=40362
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Final thoughts on Brain Development 
• The brain develops through a mix of 

genetics and environmental factors. 
• Relationships are central to 

development
• Relationships= survival; 

Isolation=death
• 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

professionals.childhood.org.au

The impact of 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

Types of Trauma
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•

•

Photo credit: iStock
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Photo credit: iStock
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Still face 
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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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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) 

Professional Education Services 
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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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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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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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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 

Safeguarding Children Services 
safeguardingchildren.com.au

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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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

Professional Education Services 
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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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Self Concept: Internal working models
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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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Intergenerational Trauma

professionals.childhood.org.au

Transgenerational trauma 

35

36



29/06/2023

19

professionals.childhood.org.au

Trans/ intergenerational trauma in populations 

deep mistrust of self, 
others, even within family

self-directed 
violence-suicide, 

risk-taking behaviour; 

substance misuse; 
unremitting grief;  shame 

and humiliation

intergenerational conflict;  
violence against women; 
role diffusion, including 
sexual abuse and other 

boundary violations 

cultural genocide, losing 
traditional values, 

desecrating land and 
institutions; 

A leadership crisis;  a 
conspiracy of silence - an 

overall attitude of secrecy.

professionals.childhood.org.au

Why trauma informed practice with families is important
• 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

Child Serving Systems:

•All involved with child contribute to healing for child

•They restore sense of safety and control to child 

•Creating a team around the child 
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Behavioural – narratives 
of trauma 

• Behaviour tells a story!

• Traumatised children’s behaviour can 
be difficult and complex for adults 
around the child to understand, 
manage and reshape

• 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 

professionals.childhood.org.au

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…) 
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Reframing our thoughts and language
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Trauma informed approaches 
• Understanding trauma and its impact

• Promoting safety

• Ensuring cultural humility

• Healing happens in relationships

• Having a sense of control/power in decision making – having a 
voice

• Integrating care (collaboration)

• Belief in hope based recovery

• Empowerment/ strength based

• Understanding trauma in the context of child development

• Worker Self care (NCTIC cited in Steele & Kuban, 2013:53)
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The 5 Parenting 
Systems
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Relationships are key

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

• They are key to our survival, throughout the 
lifespan

• The quality of relational right – brain to right 
brain interactions in childhood influence our 
development in all areas of life
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The Parental Approach System
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Early Adversity impacts on our Parenting ability

• The environment we grow up in can shape 
how we use our right and left brain systems 
of avoidance and approach. If we begin life 
exposed to insensitive care giving our right 
brained harm avoidance system is likely to 
be used a lot. Instead of feeling protected 
and connected with our caregiver, we are 
more likely to need to shift into a defensive 
state of protest or collapse in order to try to 
protect ourselves. 
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The Parental 
Reward 
System
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Parental child reading 
System
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Activity 

• How would you describe yourself as a child?

• How would describe yourself as an adult?

• Consider what influences your understanding of “who you are”

professionals.childhood.org.au

The Parental Meaning Making System 

Open Flexible and Adaptive                   Closed and Rigid 
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The Blocked 
Executive 
Parenting System
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Legacy of trauma 

• Trauma is re-enacted in the relationship with the infant/child

• Unresolved parental attachment trauma is reflected in the handling and care of the 
infant

• Trauma disrupts emotional interaction and regulation

• Attachment relationship is impaired 
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Embedding 
Safety and 
Enabling 

engagement 
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Trauma Responsive Practice

• Ongoing observation and assessment of the child and the relationship 
with their parents/carers

• Goals and interventions focused on attunement with the child and their 
unmet needs

• Understanding and acknowledging their unique trauma experiences
provides opportunities for healing that come from the child’s story – not 
somebody else’s interpretation or version of it

• In the healing environment, relationship and provision of consistency 
and predictability are the focus to help create safety and security, which 
enables consolidation of healing
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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

Ogden, Minton, Pain 2006

Social 
Engagement
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Mobilisation to social 
engagement

• Listen and validate feelings (limbic/cortex)
• Hold space (when safe) 
• Check in with your own emotions/triggers 

(right brain to right brain, co-regulation) 
• Empathy (limbic/cortex)
• Connection relating (limbic/cortex)
• Draw on strengths (limbic/cortex)
• Humour (limbic/cortex)
• Unconditional positive regard (right 

brain/limbic/cortex)

Brene Brown 2013 Empathy TEDX

Safeguarding Children Services 
safeguardingchildren.com.au

Supporting curiosity 
and playfulness 

•

•

•

Photo credit: iStock
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How do you promote safety for the families you work with?

Think about:

• Client’s perception of safety 

• Physical & emotional safety – triggers

• Risk of re-traumatisation – triggers 

• Attunement

• Body language

• Cultural safety 

• The language you use

• Environmental safety – service 
space – warm/cold, dark/light, 
noise, colours  etc

• The worker-client relationship-
trust, respect, transparency 

• Addressing both child AND 
parental trauma

professionals.childhood.org.au

Repairing 
interpersonal 
relationships 
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Developing relationships  (Kim Golding 2007)

• Repeated experiences of safe and 
predictable relationships

• REPAIR after ruptures

• Caregiver can contain big emotions 

• Caregiver understands impacts of 
trauma 

• Opportunities for social development 
(community, school, friendships)

• Ongoing connection to biological 
family (non offending family members)

professionals.childhood.org.au

Building Strength and Belonging through Story

• Develop Family Traditions and Rituals
• Story Telling
• Family/Child Story Book
• Help Families Explore their History
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Managing parents/caregiver responses

“A coherent life story is one in which the adult has made sense of his or her own 
childhood experience, and has insights into how that past has influenced his 

development as an adult and as a parent” (Siegel 2006)

• To enable a parent to provide a child with reparative experiences they need to have a 
coherent life story - self narrative

• How a parent has come to make sense of their early life experiences, is the most 
robust predictor of how their children will become attuned to them and healed in 
relationship

professionals.childhood.org.au

Managing parents/caregiver responses

• Parents need assistance to make sense of their 
life experience through a supportive, empathic 
emotional relationship which encourages 
authenticity, nurturing and direct communication

• Often, accessing internal recollections can 
enable a parent to become part of a larger 
narrative of their life. This is not always 
comfortable but can assist in discovering new 
possibilities……
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Helping caregiver and child to repair their 
relationship
• Explore what is getting in the way of parent providing this 

consistent, sensitive, responsive, attuned, caregiving

• Help parents to identify arousal states in their child and 
explore what's underneath the behaviour

• Respectfully challenge and engage curiosity with the parent 
about punitive or authoritarian approaches – explore the 
impact that this style of parenting had on them.  

• Help families to create new ways of relating through:
• play, and
• exploratory discussion in order to increase their capacity 

to reflect and to offer what their infant/child needs.
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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

Safeguarding Children Services 
safeguardingchildren.com.au

Using Relational Models

EXAMPLES

• PACE – Dan Hughes
• Kim Goulding

What do we bring to 
our relationships?
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• Playful – light, open, hopeful, spontaneous.

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

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

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

Dan Hughes (2009)

P.A.C.E

Playful

Accepting

Curious

Empathic

P.A.C.E
(Dan Hughes)
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Two hands of therapeutic discipline – Kim Golding

Hand One: provides warmth and nurture, and allows:

• Child appropriate autonomy matched to their developmental age.

Hand Two: provides structure, and boundaries:

• Connection before correction

• No correction without understanding

• Avoid lectures and delay problem solving

• Avoid punishing with the relationship

• Adult takes responsibility for relationship repair

professionals.childhood.org.au

Taking care of 
us! Worker 
wellbeing.
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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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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

Photo credit: iStock
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Building a safe sensory profile
Smell Sight

Touch

Sound 
Taste

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?
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Holding/cherishing in your heart

‘What lives in your heart?’

A Map of My Heart in words

Holding/cherishing in your heart

‘What lives in your heart?’

A Map of My Heart in 
Words & Pictures
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Thank you for your 
participation today and 
your ongoing support and 
advocacy for vulnerable 
children and their families.

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