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Understanding Trauma 
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Written by Jennifer Payne

Take care of yourself first!

Todays focus is understanding 
trauma in children and how it 
might impact on behaviour

and learning.
However you or a colleague 

nearby may have also 
experienced trauma in their 

lives.
We encourage you to notice 
your own signs and triggers 
and take care of your own 

wellbeing – in what ever way 
is appropriate for you.
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What is trauma 
and how does it effect the brain? 4www.beamconsulting.com.au

What is Trauma?
1. A potentially traumatising event is any event that 
overwhelms the person’s capacity to cope. This can be 
a one off event or ongoing in nature. (Nijenhuis, 2005)

2. An experience that induces an abnormally intense and 
prolonged stress response (Perry, 2002).

3 “the person’s response involves intense fear, 
helplessness or horror,” which in children “may be 
expressed by disorganised or agitated behaviour.”
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Trauma is different to stress: 

Stress stretches our resources 
and abilities to cope, 

Trauma OVERWHELMS them. 
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Types of  trauma- Acute.

7www.beamconsulting.com.au

Acute trauma is a single traumatic event 
that is limited in time. 
During an acute event, children go through 
a variety of feelings, thoughts, and physical 
reactions that are frightening in and of 
themselves and contribute to a sense of 
being overwhelmed.

Discuss

What are some examples of Acute trauma?

Single traumatic events that are limited in time. 

Examples might include:
• Serious accidents – witness or involvement
• Community violence (one off)
• Natural disasters (earthquakes, wildfires, floods)
• Sudden or violent loss of a loved one

• Physical or sexual assault (e.g., being shot or raped)
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Acute Response To Trauma

Terror

Fear

Alarm

Vigilance

Calm

Traumatic Event

Vulnerable “with supports”

Typical
with 

supports

Dissociation
or

Resilient

Vulnerable
few supports

Slide from Dr Bruce Perry 
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Types of Trauma: Chronic

• Chronic trauma refers to the experience of multiple 
traumatic events. 

• These may be multiple and varied events—such as a 
student who is exposed to domestic violence, is involved in 
a serious car accident, and then becomes a victim of 
community violence—or longstanding trauma such as 
physical abuse, neglect, or war.

• The effects of chronic trauma are often cumulative, as 
each event serves to remind the student of prior trauma 
and reinforce its negative impact.

Slide from Dr Bruce Perry 

10www.beamconsulting.com.au

Multiple Traumatic Events

Event #1 Event #2 Event #3

Terror

Fear

Alarm

Vigilance

Calm

Slide from Dr 
Bruce Perry 
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Events That May Cause Trauma

�Lack of bonding & attachment
�Physical abuse
�Alcohol & Substance Abuse
�Witnessing or experiencing sexual abuse
�Psychological/ emotional abuse
�Violence, such as serious assault
� Life-threatening natural disasters
�Abandonment, separation, betrayal  
�Homelessness
�Neglect
� The death or loss of a loved one
� Family & Domestic Violence
�Unmanaged mental health issues
� Life-threatening illness in a parent
�Suicide of family member
�Accidents  
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Recently, we have discovered

•That trauma, especially COMPLEX 
trauma (chronic trauma with a 
relational element) affects the brain 
(function, size and relative efficiency). 

•To look at how, we need to look at 
how the brain develops:
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Brains don’t develop on their own: 
Eco-bio-developmental Model

Relational
ExperiencesBehaviour

Brain/Mind/Body 

Physical, Social and Mental Well-being

Culture

Genetics and
Neurobiology

Biological Program Childhood Experience

Slide from Dr 
Bruce Perry 
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Brains develop in and with interactions

Slide from Dr 
Bruce Perry 
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Brains grow in response to the 
enriching experiences in their 
environments
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Healthy Child Neglected 
Child
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The brain’s activity can be measured in electrical 
impulses. Hot colors like red or orange indicate more 
activity, and each column shows a different kind of 
brain activity. Young children institutionalized in poor 
conditions show much less than the expected activity. 
Source: C.A. Nelson (2008); Marshall, Fox, & the BEIP Core Group (2004). http://developingchild.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Extreme-Neglect-Diminishes-Brain-
Power-1.jpg
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The brain is like a muscle…
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Neuroplasticity

Neurons that Fire Together Wire Together”
Hebs Law

Hardwiring Happiness – Rick Hanson

Strong neural pathways are build 
through repetition. If we repeatedly 
do or experience something those 
neural connections become stronger.

If we do not have the experiences or 
repeated practice the pathways 
wither or are pruned.

www.beamconsulting.com.au 21

Neuronal connections

Neuronal connections are strengthened best when an 
individual repeats an experience over and over.
• playing a musical instrument, learning times tables, etc.
• The brain “prunes” connections between brain cells, 

redirecting that tissue to other functions when they are 
not used (who can do quadratic equations now?)

22www.beamconsulting.com.au

Developing Brain –Triune Brain
Person 
brain

Mammal      
brain

Crocodile 
brain

Image from ACF SMART training, 
concept by American neuroscientist 
Paul D. MacLean
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The person brain is there to 
control the crocodile brain
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Pre-Frontal Functions
(The Person Brain: or the bit we are most interested in at 
school…)

• Guardian of behaviour’ 
• Frontal lobe development related to self 
control

• Regulative Executive functions:
- recognise future consequences
- choose between good & bad habits
- suppress unacceptable social responses
- judgement & problem-solving

Slide taken from the Department of Education PAThS Trainers Package
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In the brain of someone who has experienced a variety of 
emotional, behavioural and cognitive stimuli, a “top heavy” 
ratio develops. 
In this ratio, the cortical (thinking/person) brain matures to 
moderate the more primitive instincts of the midbrain/brainstem. 
Bruce Perry M.D., Ph.D. 1997
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When development goes well, our brains are 
really good at doing this unconsciously:

28

So we can still focus on other things (like learning curriculum) 
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When key experiences (which develop the cortical/limbic part of the 
brain) are absent or minimal, the “higher” to “lower” brain ratio is 
impaired. 

In this case, the ability of the brain to moderate impulsive, reactive 
responses and to work through frustration is diminished significantly.
(Bruce Perry M.D., Ph.D. 1997)
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Children raised in environments characterized by domestic violence, 
physical abuse or other persistent trauma will develop an excessively 
active midbrain/brainstem. 
This results in an overly active and reactive stress response and a 
predisposition to aggression and impulsiveness. (Bruce Perry M.D., Ph.D. 
1997) Bruce Perry M.D., Ph.D. 1997
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When the developing brain is both deprived of sensory 
stimuli and experiences traumatic stress, the brainstem/ 
midbrain to cortical/limbic ratio is profoundly altered. 
Bruce Perry M.D., Ph.D. 1997
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Let’s stop for a second

What did that information bring up for 
you?
How does this relate to your work:
•With whole classrooms of students
•With individual students?

•Walk and Talk for 2 minutes with a 
partner of your choice
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This altered development makes it hard to 
do this:
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It might be more like this:

YES

Not sure so 
Keep checking 
keep checking 
keep checking

Lots of practice: 
very good at this

But also keep scanning the environment because threat could 
be just around the corner!
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Understanding the 
experience of the 

abused and neglected 
student assists us to 

develop compassion, 
patience and empathy. 
It is a key intervention in 

itself
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”

36

“Could someone help me with 
these? I’m late for Maths class”

www.beamconsulting.com.au
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Brains are built by experiences

• Our job is to make our schools places which encourage healthy 

brain development by providing repeated experiences of:

• Safety and structure

• Emotional attunement

• Teaching skills students need

37

We do this by: Deliberately creating a healthy environment for 

brain growth and Teaching skills
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• 3 Main strategies: 
1. Make the classroom as PREDICTABLE as 

possible 
2. Be RESPONSIVE to the brain of the child at 

the time
3. Teach CALMING explicitly
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What strategies can we use to create 
safer, calmer classrooms?
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1. Summary
2. Rationale/Description
3. Strategies for all/whole class
4. Strategies for those who need more support
5. Pictures/examples
6. Activity

1. PREDICTABLE

Summary:
• Making our environment as routine, 
patterned, and repeated as possible, 

because ………..
• Building an environment that is familiar 
reduces threat responses.

41www.beamconsulting.com.au

Rationale for being PREDICTABLE

• Traumatised students experience any change as a 
possible threat, as their brain-body system maintains itself 
in a state of arousal readiness 

• Building an environment that is as familiar as possible 
reduces threat responses. 

42

•Organised environments where students know what is 
coming up in their day are very soothing. 
•Organised environments for staff allow everyone to know 
how to respond to particular situations. 

www.beamconsulting.com.au

Traumatised students’ 
brains might be like this:

YES

Not sure so 
Keep checking 
keep checking 
keep checking

Lots of practice: 
very good at 
this

But also keep scanning the environment because 
threat could be just around the corner!

43www.beamconsulting.com.au
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By providing repeated 
experience of safety, 
we hope to achieve:

YES

It never has 
been at 
school, so 
probably not

Lots of practice: 
very good at 
this

Attend to different information in 
the class
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Strategies to Increase predictability:

45www.beamconsulting.com.au

1. Visual timetable (whole class)
2. Morning Routine
3. Transition Routine
4. Warning for change: 

“In 5 minutes we will stop this activity and start…” 
5.      Relief Teacher 

a) Routine for students
b) Information for Relief Teacher

All students

For students who need MORE support

1. Visual prompts/procedures that match the whole group 
timetable on desk ready to refer to. 

2. Social story for a routine.
3. “First, Then” chart.
4. Procedures for change in the plan
5. Cool down/not in trouble plan.
6. Emergency plans (for the use of evacuation or restraint)

www.beamconsulting.com.au 46 47www.beamconsulting.com.au
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Activity: 
Practice increasing predictability

• In your classroom is there a 
visual procedure for these 
things?

• Lining up
• Entering class
• Getting materials
• Transition to another class
• Getting food/drink
• Leaving at the end of the 

day

51

Use the handout and write a step 
by step procedure in your class
• Teachers: For the WHOLE class, 
• EA’s: For the student/ you 

support
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2. Being Responsive

Traumatised students: 
• Can be at a very high level of stress
• Can display behaviour which is 
experienced as difficult or 
challenging by adults but often 
makes sense in the context of their 
trauma

• May find it hard to internalise 
external rules and consequences.
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Rationale for being Responsive
• Trauma limits students’ response flexibility and 

adaptability to change

• Traumatised students may get ‘stuck’ due to constant 
trauma triggers (which may be out of our control), and so 
repeat patterns of defensive behaviour that make sense to 
them in the light of their trauma(s) but may not seem 

obvious to those around them (we can’t see triggers inside 
a student’s head. We’re good… but not that good).
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“They’re doing it on purpose”…

• While in these triggered states, students have little 
capacity to reshape their responses without the 
intentional support of adults in their immediate 
care environment (their brains don’t work at their 
best – so they need us to “lend” them our brains –
by making good choices FOR them at times).
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Being Responsive means

Response to a behaviour stems from an 
understanding of the trauma origin of the behaviour

Respond to the brain of the child 
at the time

Eh?

55www.beamconsulting.com.au
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The person brain is there to 
control the crocodile brain
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For children and adults

The part of the brain that is most 
active/in charge of the behaviour 
CHANGES depending on the level 
of stress the person is feeling
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Stage of crisis Calm Agitation Peak De-escalation 

Brain area in 
charge 
(hypothesized) 

 

 

 

    

Mental 
state/cognitive 
style 

Calm 

Abstract 

Arousal –Alarm 

Concrete-emotional 

Terror 

Reactive-reflexive 

Depression/ Shame 

Hyperarousal 
behaviour (fight or 
flight) 

Rest/ interest in the 
world/able to learn 

Vigilance- Resistance 
(looking around, 
moving, swearing) 

Tantrums-hurting others Crying – provoking 
others (seek retreat into 
the relatively safe place 
of anger) 

Dissociative 
behaviour 
(freeze/feign 
death) 

Rest/ interest in the 
world/able to learn 

Avoidance – 
Compliance (robotic/ 
detached/ staring into 
space) 

Dissociation - Fainting 
(fetal rocking) 

“Out of it” 

Adult actions Teach Soothe Keep safe Care 

	

	

Neocortex 

   
     

    

 

Limbic    

Midbrain 

    

 

    

    
Midbrai    Brainstem 

 

    

Midbrain 

    Brainstem 
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Adrenalin and Cortisol and brain function
During a perceived threat, the Adrenal Glands 
immediately release Adrenalin. 
If the threat is severe or still persists after a 
couple of minutes, the adrenals then release 
Cortisol. 
Once in the brain, cortisol remains much longer 
than adrenalin, where it continues to affect 
brain cells.
Chronic over-secretion of these stress hormones 
can adversely affect brain function.  
Too much Cortisol can damage the 
Hippocampus, which is central to learning and 
memory. 
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When we are at our angriest, we are at our stupidest.
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So we need to 
• Match our actions to the brain of the person 
at the time. If they are

61

Peak -GET OUT 
OF THE WAY!!

Agitated we 
SOOTHE

Calm TEACH

www.beamconsulting.com.au
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Examples of responsive practice

For ALL students
1. Teacher mantra…Time of calm is for teaching
2. Calm, neutral non threatening body and facial 

features
3. Give specific feedback rather than praise using 

language linked to whole school behaviour 
expectations.  

4. Include movement and balance activities/breaks 
during lessons (also as part of indiv students profile)

62www.beamconsulting.com.au

For students who need extra support

• All staff familiar with student escalation profile and crisis 

prevention plan

• Language prompts for students when they start to see 

student becoming upset

• Time in: keeping them close to you rather than over there 

on the chair.

• Restorative script for after an incident

www.beamconsulting.com.au 63

Strategy 3: Teaching Calming

• Traumatised students find it difficult to shape or 
change their own feelings of stress/distress. They 
live in a state of constant and elevated stress.

• Calming student’s environments can make it 
easier for them to manage. 
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Why teach calming? 

Dysregulated students will not learn!
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Saying “Calm Down” to a dysregulated, 
traumatised student OR a stressed adult

Is about as helpful as throwing a drowning 
man both ends of the rope - Arthur Bauer
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Teach calming/regulation as a 
PROCEDURE: 

1. Notice the feeling (connecting)
2. STOP yourself from doing the not ok thing
3. START doing something that 

• will calm your body first (physical plan)
• then you can think helpful thoughts on purpose 

to calm your brain (thinking/problem solving plan)
As well as providing a PLACE

67www.beamconsulting.com.au
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Examples of Calming practice
For ALL students

Procedures to calm down: 

• Use guided imagery to help children learn skills to relax. Try the 

smiling mind app

• Creating opportunities to talk about and identify times where 

self regulation strategies are already being used successfully 

and / or need to be used

• Explicitly teach strategies that keep young people safe 

through learning to calm and self regulate, using strategies 

from Child Protection Curriculum and Tree of Life

68www.beamconsulting.com.au

For those who need extra support

• Procedure to calm down: 
• Individual plan with reminders (visual and verbal).
• Calm Box with supplies and a procedure to use to work 

through a sequence of activities to calm down
• Cool down cards that young people can use when they 

need 
• Place to calm down
• Develop chill out safe spaces for children to learn to put 

themselves in when feeling stressed or tense (meet the 
need for calm, not the want for fun activities – it’s a 
balance)
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Don't take anything personally. 
Nothing others do is because 

of you.
What others say and do is a 

projection of their own reality. 
•Miguel Ruiz

70www.beamconsulting.com.au

Activity: Using Calming in practice

• For everyone: 
• Yoga!

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PpXoK0T6OAQ

71www.beamconsulting.com.au

Activity: Planning for your student
• Developing a calm box
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Rationale for helping students 
Connect to emotions
Traumatised students do not easily know how they feel 
and have had limited experience of having their feelings 
recognised by others.
Traumatised students are not attuned to the way they 
feel because: 
• they have a limited vocabulary of feelings that they 

can describe and express 
• they can transfer the emotional reaction from a 

previous traumatic experience into a current situation 
without any awareness that they are doing this (these 
can be called trauma triggers or cues).
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Traumatised students
May not know that …
• Breathing fast,
• Having a scrunched up face
• A hurting tummy
• And a hot face and head
… means they are angry

So when we say “If you are feeling angry, go outside to your 
calm down place”… they may not (even though they will 
nod and say yes). 
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Great news: we can teach this
We can teach students the sequence of:

1. Recognising what their body is feeling

2. Giving that feeling a word label

3. Learning the OK and not OK behaviours that go along with 
that feeling at school

4. Choosing the OK behaviour to go with the feeling, and 

performing that behaviour
(this is actually a lot to learn for students who have not had this modeled to them at 

home)
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Activity: Connecting with emotions

Imagine you are about to go on the 
biggest roller coaster, in the most 

incredible theme park

• Write 5 words to describe what emotions you are 
feeling

• Now write down what that feel like in your body, 
and where you feel it

79www.beamconsulting.com.au

Examples of Connecting with 
emotions

Whole Class/ All students
• Activities: such as Alphabet of feelings, Feelings 

charades, Feelings Bingo, Feelings faces, 
• Rate the emotions within each category 

allowing students to understand emotional 
intensity

• Provide tactile experiences to give meaning to 
the size of an issue (eg catastrophe scale, 
blowing up a balloon to the size of the 
problem, stretching arms to show 1 – 10)

• Whole class chart with calm down ideas. 

80www.beamconsulting.com.au
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Students who need extra support
• Track the student’s (and/or your own!) heartrate during the day. 

Monitor and evaluate this information with the student.
• After a problem has occurred, use a drawing of the situation to 

include additional explicit teaching of language related to feelings. 
• “Take a Break” card 
• Story the child’s day and reinterpret feelings where necessary
• Give feedback to children who are in a heightened emotional state 

(e.g. “It looks to me like you are feeling a bit flustered. Your face is 
red and it sounds like you are having difficulty organising your 
thoughts”).

• Using full body outlines to link physical and emotional responses
• Matching game- matching abstract emotion to a photo
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Some helpful resources:

•PATHS Curriculum
•Protective Behaviours resources
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Hand Drawn cartoon strip in 
sequence

Example from Justin Mortley, DoE WA

www.beamconsulting.com.au 86
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Sample  Activity: Connecting words 
to emotions. What is happening?

87

19 

Storying emotion: 
What is happening in the comic? 

What is happening in the comic? 

www.beamconsulting.com.au

• It’s important for us to connect too..
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Strategy 2: Involving children and 
adults with others

•We are social creatures

•Not having strong, healthy social 
relationships is a major risk factor for 
mental ill health
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Rationale for Involving students with 
others

• Traumatised students have poor maps that 
guide them in making friends. 

• Traumatised students often fail to constructively 
interpret social cues.

• Traumatised students feel isolated and different 
from their peers.

• Traumatised students use socially inappropriate 
behaviour to try to engage peers and as a result 
are frequently ostracised.

This can lead to a self 
perpetuating cycle
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Examples of Involving students with 
others

Involving for Whole Class/ All students

• Engage children in practicing co-operative and team 
games rather than competitive games (eg The Game 
Factory)

• Assist children to rehearse social experiences.
• Role model positive social exchanges with children.
• Buddies across year levels. 
• Collaboratively teach social skill development lessons with 

staff (eg PAThS or other programs)
• Structured group/ partner selection coloured popstick

selection rather than letting students choose partners
• Structured play during recess and lunch breaks
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Examples of Involving students with 
others
• Students who need extra support
• As part of a student’s IEP organize lessons for :
• how to enter a group already playing,
• read body language
• be part of an informal conversation,
• play cooperative games and
• build positive relationships with staff and significant adults.
• Explicitly teaching interpretation of social cues
• The children record positive play experiences with digital 

cameras to share with the class.
• Formal mentor relationship with a trusted older student 

who can model social skills

www.beamconsulting.com.au 92
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Teaching social skills explicitly
Strategies
• Engage students in practicing co-operative and 
team games rather than competitive games 
• Assist students to rehearse social experiences. 
• Role model positive social exchanges with students. 
• Implement a jobs sharing chart to allow for 
structured 1:1 social contact. 
• Encourage students to help younger students. 
• Use thinking/feeling bubbles when reading stories 
(to make explicit what feelings and thoughts a person 
might have in a social situation, and how they might 
choose their actions) 
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Resources you may already have in 
your school:

• Friendly Kids 
Friendly 
Classrooms 
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Resources you may already have in 
your school:

• Bounce Back 
(same Authors 
but updated –
versions for K-2, 3-
5, 5-8 etc)
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PAThS

96www.beamconsulting.com.au
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Want to do more?
https://cbitsprogram.org/ FREE!
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When you get back to school…

• Some one will ask:
• “What was it about?”
• “Did you learn anything?” 

• Write three things you can tell them on the front of 
your workbook
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The most important activity!

• Self care planning
• 5 minutes quiet thinking time
• Schedule your activity

• One thing you would like to share with the group
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Thankyou!

•Thankyou for the support that you 
provide to  the children who need it 
most. 

•Your work  makes a huge difference to 
the future of our society. 
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Thank You
1. Please complete your evaluations
2. Leave them and your badges in the centre of your table
3. Collect your certificate
4. Connect with us on Facebook

Beam Consulting
www.beamconsulting.com.au 
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