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Making SPACE For Learning:

Hopetoun P-12 College 

January 2024

professionals.childhood.org.au

Part 1: 9.00am - 10.45.00am

Introducing Neurosequential Brain Development,SPACE Framework 
and ACF Model of PRACTICE

Morning Tea: 10.45am – 11.00am

Part 2: 11.15am –12.45pm

The Brain, growing up and the impact of trauma

Lunch Break:

Part 3: .15pm – 2.45pm

SPACE and school audit

Wrap Up & Evaluations 3.15pm

Finish: 3.00pm
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Safety
The content of this training can evoke strong emotions 

and may stir up personal experiences of trauma. 

•

•

•

•

•

• If you need support please ask the facilitator. 

professionals.childhood.org.au

We acknowledge you….and what you bring….
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SPACE is the central acronym of the 
program. It includes 5 domains to help 

educators better understand the needs of 
children who have experienced trauma 

and ways to support them in the 
educational setting.

Staff-student relationships through SPACE

Safe and 
connected 

relationships

Staged

Support students to 
regulate 

Predictable
Be consistent in your 

responses, boundaries and 
expectations

Adaptive
Provide opportunities to 

connect in different 
settings for different 

purposes
Connected

Unconditional positive regard

Repair rupture

Know what safety means

Enabled
Learning to understand reactions 

together 

Learning strengths

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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Understanding Neuro sequential 
Brain Development
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Culture is part of development

• Our culture influences our brain 
development

• Our relationships influence our 
culture and our culture influences 
our relationships 

• Sensory data is interpreted 
according to our culture long before 
our ability to think about and 
understand our culture

Professional Education Services 
childhood.org.au/training









Image source: ©2022 Alam Kusuma
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Diencephalon
Hippocampus 

Amygdala
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Final part of the brain to reach maturity in one’s mid to 

late twenties for  females  early thirties for males.
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CG1
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Behaviours associated with an overactive limbic lobe and under-active pre-frontal cortex

 Lack of impulse control
 Increased risk taking
 Emotional dysregulation
 Inability to regulate
 Misreading the social cues of others
 Reactive, rather than responsive



 Image source: © iStock 2022

BB6
CG3
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CG1 A big thanks to Kim for updating this image for us :)
Carolyn Grace, 28/09/2022

Slide 18

BB6 we need to list more than 2 behaviours here
Brendan Bailey, 27/09/2022

CG3 I added a few more.
Carolyn Grace, 28/09/2022
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Brain break! 

Building  Observation
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Psychosocial development in adolescence

Transition to greater autonomy and independence

Exploration and strengthening of values and interests, 

Increasing need for peers over family 

Identify development/strengthening - who I am and what do I stand for

Influenced by environmental and socio-cultural factors

(Christie & Viner, 2005; McIntosh et al., 2003)
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BB3
KR2
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BB3 check the formatting here, and the placement of the text
Brendan Bailey, 27/09/2022

KR2 Better?
Karyn Robinson, 27/09/2022
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Brain break
Finger switching  L&R hemispehere integration 
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Trauma
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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

professionals.childhood.org.au

Lack of 
safety

Epigenetics

Racism

What is Trauma?

25

26

27



25/01/2024

10

professionals.childhood.org.au

Trauma and exposure to chronic stress experienced 
during childhood and adolescence shake the foundations 
of healthy brain and body development.

Children and young people who have suffered this degree 
of trauma find it difficult to adapt to their environment. In 
order to best support them, the environment should adapt 
to the needs of the child  or young person. This occurs 
when relationships surrounding children are safe, 
predictable and nurturing.

Trauma and needs

The residue of trauma becomes an experience of unmet needs for children.

Children are left with needs that in the moment of hurt, pain and fear are 
unfulfilled. These needs stay activated ready for available relationships to 

respond to them, see them and gradually help them to be met.

These needs are physiological, developmental, and interpersonal, requiring 
relational investment and presence in order to be resolved

“ It is like they are on a loop hoping that their needs for safety, 
attention and validation that were not fulfilled will eventually find at 

least one relationship in the present that meets these needs 
consistently over time “  Joe Tucci
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It is important that we understand the 
deep connection between the body, 
the brain and trauma.

Our implicit memory can make us 
feel the sensations of trauma long 
after the trauma has occurred.

Students may struggle to remain in 
the present ‘here and now’

Ensure there is a de-escalation plan 
for students to help them recover 
from their distress within relationship.

professionals.childhood.org.au

Reflection

professionals.childhood.org.au
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Impacts on the 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) 

professionals.childhood.org.au

Brain break! 

Brain dance

professionals.childhood.org.au

Safety & the Brain
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Safety
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Key features of safe staff-student relationships

• Consistent approach to 
communication 

• Adults acknowledge and validate the 
feelings of young people 

• Young people experience adults as 
being protective

• Despite presenting with behaviours 
that challenge, adults consistently try 
to take care of them (unconditional 
positive regard)

If we're upset, they'll sit down 
and they'll take the time out of 
their day to ask about it. Even if 
they're not a social worker, or a 
counsellor, even if it's not their 
job. They will sit down and be 
like “Alright, come talk, what's 
wrong?” And it's like, it's the fact 
that that's what makes you 
think that they care (Callum, 17).

(ACF, 2018; Hobbs, 2017)

professionals.childhood.org.au

An introduction to the Polyvagal theory and 
neuroception

http://lewisinstitute.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/img-stragegies2.jpg
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Polyvagal theory and Protective Responses
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Safety is the pre-requisite to connection

Social engagement
Feeling safe, staying in relationship, 

connection oriented

Mobilised
Fight, flight, active freeze, 

action oriented

Immobilised
Withdrawal, collapse, 

submission, dissociation, 
avoidant oriented

(Porges, 2009)
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What  trauma or stress response can look like

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

professionals.childhood.org.au

Changes in Arousal States
frozen, emotionally reactive, racing thoughts, 

hyper-arousal, impulsive, aggressive
Affect: Shame, anger

Thought:       “I’m a screw up, this is unfair” 

Behaviour:   Hitting, running away

Sense of self: “I am bad, I am broken”

Consciousness: Hyper-focused, narrow, rigid

Affect: Shame

Thought: “I don’t care, I can’t do it”

Behaviour: Collapsing, spacing out

Sense of self: “I am bad, I am broken”

Consciousness: Diffuse, spacey

Affect: Joy, pleasure

Thought: “This is fun, “I’m good at this”

Behaviour: Increased, sustained effort

Sense of self: “I’m competent,  I can do this”

Consciousness: Focused and flexible

Numb, lethargic, collapsed, cognitively slowed, 
withdrawn, distant

Window of 
Tolerance

- optimal arousal 
zone

(Adapted from Ogden & Fisher, 2015)
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Reflection Time

During your teaching day are you more likely to become hyper or hypo 
aroused?

• When you felt dysregulated, and someone co-regulated with you. 
What did they do that helped?

• During a difficult day at work are you  able to self-regulate. 
What skills do you draw on to be able to do this?
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My strengths activity

• Activity

professionals.childhood.org.au

SPACE
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Staged

• Brain development is sequential

• One of the ways our brain develops is 
vertically, from the bottom to the top

• Some neurodevelopmental delays such as 
those effected by trauma can cause brain 
changes. However with the right support 
the brain can be repaired through 
neuroplasticity. 

professionals.childhood.org.au

• Brain development is sequential

• One of the ways our brain 
develops is vertically, from the 
bottom to the top

• Some neurodevelopmental 
delays such as those effected by 
trauma can cause brain 
changes. However with the right 
support the brain can be 
repaired through neuroplasticity. 

Children’s brains need support to grow and learn                                  My brain grows upwards, step by 
step.

Brain stem Basic life 
functions: breathing; 
heart rate; blood pressure 
; respiration

Cortex, reasoning and 
judgement centre 

Limbic system
Emotional centre 

5 Domains- Staged
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Staged in the Session/Classroom

From a Teacher:

“Always meet the student where they are at (not where they 
'should be' and work up from there)”

Action: 
Breathing Exercises- Use breathing exercise such as 5 Finger 
Breathing (2 mins) at beginning and end of each lesson. 
Finding ourselves in the space, connecting to self.

professionals.childhood.org.au

Staged

Predictable 

• Changes to routines and uncertainty can be a source 
of stress to student

• Predictability in students' relationships and activities 
modulates their stress systems

• This then promotes flexibility and adaptability
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Predictable in the Session/Classroom

From a Teacher:

“Think about routines and patterns on macro and micro 
levels”

Action: 
Planned transitions- Use images representing structure of current 
lesson or when moving from one activity to another. Have images for 
Individual Work, Pair Work, Small Group Work, Reflective Activity, Using 
Materials, Putting Materials Away etc.

Professional Education Services 
childhood.org.au/training

Predictable You

“I’ve come to a frightening conclusion that I am the decisive 
element in the classroom. It’s my personal approach that creates 
the climate. It’s my daily mood that makes the weather. As a 
teacher, I possess a tremendous power to make a child’s life 
miserable or joyous. I can be a tool of torture or an instrument of 
inspiration. I can humiliate or heal. In all situations, it is my 
response that decides whether a crisis will be escalated or de-
escalated and a child humanized or dehumanized.”
Hiam Ginott

professionals.childhood.org.au
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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

professionals.childhood.org.au

Brain break!

professionals.childhood.org.au

• Build routines and predictability wherever possible 
• Prepare  students for what is coming next eg: 

giving countdowns to transitions 
• Visual timetables are useful  
• Think about how to plan transitions throughout the 

day 
• Play online and fun
• Planned brain breaks 
• Give plenty of information and time building up to 

changes 

What might predictability look like in practice?
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Adaptive

• Most of us have a set of behavioural routines 
that we draw from to respond to 
challenges when they emerge. These routines 
are likely based in what has helped us get by in 
the past and the experiences of relationships 
through which these routines were 
interpreted and responded to.

• To broaden children’s behavioural repertoires 
and promote increased adaptability we need to 
maintain multiple meanings for the behaviour 
and remain open to multiple options for 
interventions.

Adaptive in the Session/Classroom

From a Teacher:

“ground yourself ALWAYS in order to be adaptive and build 
adaptability in the students”

Action: 

Prioritising Behaviour as Communication in being curious 
about what is happening for the student
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Adaptive -Building understanding of behaviour 
• 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

professionals.childhood.org.au

What might adaptive look like in practice?

• See the needs beneath the behaviour
• Utilise strengths
• Psychoeducation in the virtual space 
• Relationship, repetition, rhythm
• Use PACE

• Playfulness
• Acceptance 
• Curiosity
• Empathy

professionals.childhood.org.au
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Trauma-based behaviour, in general, serves

important adaptive functions. It often makes sense in

the context in which it first emerged. However, it can

become counterproductive if it continues after the

need for it has changed.

• Comfort Seeking

• Seeking connection

• Self-Protection

• What feelings are under the behaviour?

• What needs are under the behaviour?

Consistent, congruent and validating responses give them effective blueprints for organising 
their internal world.

professionals.childhood.org.au

Connected
• Students’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.

• Strategies to support students as their 
relational templates continue to develop 
emphasise relationships with safe and 
consistent adults and peers as the 
foundation for healthy, strong social and 
emotional functioning.
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Connected in the Session/Classroom

From a teacher:

“connect, connect, connect”

Action: 

Getting to know one another rituals, saying goodbye, celebrations 

professionals.childhood.org.au

Why relationships matter

“For students affected by complex 
trauma, the role of one stable, 
trustworthy, caring adult in their life is 
critical for their survival” (Perry, 2017)

professionals.childhood.org.au

Brain break! 

Magic boxes
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Finding it difficult to stay (want to be) connected?

Open Flexible and Adaptive                   Closed and Rigid 

professionals.childhood.org.au

What might Connected look like in practice?

• The student feels safe and connected

• Co-regulation occurs

• A feeling of connectedness is what you 
get when you feel like you belong in a 
group, when you are with others of your 

• Mirror neurons –eye contact 

• Attuned listening.

“
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Strategies for building safe and connected relationships 
with students

• Meet immediate needs first – safety, food, sleep

• Know your students – remember the details of what students tell you, show genuine 
interest in them

• Listen and use silence

• Ensure students feel welcome and wanted at school – smile at them, know their names

• Find the micro moments

• Celebrate meaningful moments (e.g., birthdays)

• Have fun together! 

• Say positive things about them to other staff

(Brunzell & Norrish, 2021; Hobbs, 2017; McDonald, 
2019; Morgan et al., 2015)

professionals.childhood.org.au

Strategies for building safe and connected relationships 
with students

• Work alongside. Walk alongside
• Open the door again and again…and again – don’t give up!
• Unconditional positive regard – accept and support students, regardless of their 

actions
• Take a strengths-based approach – focus on what is working and how to build 

on it
• Use praise to reinforce positive behaviour and recognise progress (not just 

achievement) 
• Don’t judge or make promises you can’t keep

(Baker & White-McMahon, 2019; Brunzell & Norrish, 2021; Hobbs, 2017; 
McDonald, 2019; Morgan et al., 2015)

professionals.childhood.org.au

What matters to students

(Hobbs, 2017)

Connected 
relationships

A sense of belonging

Knowing people 
care

Reciprocal trust
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Brain break!
Touch and connection

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.
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Enabled in the Session/Classroom

From a Teacher:

“See the strengths and potential in every student and reflect 
that back to them in bucket loads so that they come to know 

themselves as possessing those strengths and sense of 
worthiness”

Action: 
As above

professionals.childhood.org.au

What might Enabled look like in practice?

• Creating safety
• Understand triggers
• Map behaviours
• Victoria Dept of Ed’s ABC and Scatter 

Plot Data
• Classroom approaches for individuals
• Flight, Fight, Active Freeze or Submit 

responses are assisted to enable 
learning.

Professional Education Services 
childhood.org.au/training
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Activity

• Strengthening relationships 
with your students

She has to know that you've got her 
back and that you're on her side 

(Education consultant)

Express your concern (Executive 
officer, Community organisation [past 

teacher and Principal])

Reassure the child you will help them 
to find help (Coordinator, flexi school)

She has to know that you've got her 
back and that you're on her side 

(Education consultant)

Express your concern (Executive 
officer, Community organisation [past 

teacher and Principal])

Reassure the child you will help them 
to find help (Coordinator, flexi school)

professionals.childhood.org.au

Translated into needs statementsDomains

Student’s brains need support to grow and learn
My brain grows/repairs upwards step by step

Staged

Sneed to know what they can count on
I feel better when I know what is coming next.

Predictable

Students need support to grow up healthy and strong
here are things I need to grow up healthy and strong.

Adaptive

Students need to feel like they are connected.
I need to feel like I am connected.

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

I need to feel safe.
I need safe connections in my life.

Students  need to know more about what makes them who they are.
I grow stronger as I learn more about what makes me, me.

Enabled
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Relationship repair following an incident/escalation

• Engage in restorative practice between student and any others involved in 
incident

• Emphasise learning: Reshape and teach alternative behaviour
• Provide practice opportunities for desired behaviour(s)
• Exhibit unconditional positive regard
• Debrief and document the event
• Conversation with others present (e.g., class group)
• Support student with reflections on their behaviour and connecting with school 

wide expectations

professionals.childhood.org.au

The Site Audit Tool INVITES Educators, Leaders and Support Staff 
to celebrate and reflect on their current practices, policies and 
processes

Invite your participants to consider their main area of influence/work 
and what processes/policies and strategies support staff and 
students.

• Leadership – Whole Site and Staff
• Wellbeing
• Classroom Teachers – Classroom/Group and Individual 

Student/Child
• Tutors/support  staff

BB1

professionals.childhood.org.au
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The importance of you

“ As committed and caring professionals, we put the needs of our students at the fore of all we do and 
regularly support colleagues who may need help, but how often do we take time to meet our own 
needs?”

• Being mindful of your emotional and physical state.
• Understanding the influence of your own story.
• Know your stress points
• Having a range of self-care strategies that are planned and practiced
• Ensuring wellbeing strategies such as sleep, nutrition.
• Nurturing supportive collegial relationships.

(E. Stephenson, 2021)
Stephenson, E (2021) Please secure you own mask first, Teaching in Action, Issue #2 2021, Australian Council for Education Leaders, NSW
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Staff Wellbeing

• Who is looking after the Educator/Staff brain?
• Where do Educators/Staff go to regulate?

professionals.childhood.org.au

Resources for selfcare

• Huberman Lab- Andrew Huberman

• Rocket Recovery –Andrew May

• Dan Siegel –Mindsight website and Healthy Mind Platter

• Wellness Wheel

• ProQol
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Questions to consider 

• How are you doing?
• Where do you go for support?
• Do you have or can you create a professional dynamic that allows for 

reflection, challenge, growth? 
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Planning forward

•

•

•

professionals.childhood.org.au

A return to our success outcomes

Connected 
relationships

Know 
your 

students

Know 
yourself

Know 
your 

networks

1. Have a deeper understanding of 
development and the needs of children and 
young people who have experienced trauma

2. Have increased confidence in connecting 
with and supporting  children and young 
people impacted by trauma

3. Identify connections in my network for 
collaboratively supporting students with 
complex needs
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Further Resources:

https://professionals.childhood.org.a
u/making-space-learning-resources/

Any questions?

drichards@childhood.org.au
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