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Summary Notes 

Could a Trauma Informed Approach Reduce Exclusions? 

 
 

TRAUMA REWIRES THE BRAIN; BUT BRAINS ARE PLASTIC 

Trauma rewires the brain.  When we are in danger our thinking, speaking brains shut down and we go into fight, 

flight or freeze mode.  When that happens repeatedly or continuously this can end up as a default response, with 

these pathways strengthened through repeated use whilst other pathways go neglected. The good news is that 

brains are plastic and every single time a child has a positive experience or interaction, a little bit more work is being 

done to move towards brain whose default wiring is not to fight / flight / freeze. 

• A trauma / fear response can take many forms – it is as likely to look like anger as fear 

• When we are in a state of high alert, higher thinking and language is shut down 

• This is not the time for reasoning – in this moment calming is the number one priority 

• Trauma can take many forms – attributing blame is not helpful, our focus is on the child 

• It can help to view a child’s responses as those of a younger child – like a brain development delay 

‘Trauma shatters our sense of safety, stability, trust and innocence’ Betsy deThierry 

FIRST, KEEP THEM SAFE  

Our first and most important job in supporting children who’ve experienced trauma is to keep them safe.  Our 

second job is to make sure that they FEEL safe.  It’s one thing meeting their needs, but another successfully 

communicating this with them. A child who has repeatedly been hurt, neglected or fearful can come to expect to be 

hurt, neglected, rejected or otherwise unseen or unheard.  

• Physical safety first, but we also need to create social, emotional and cognitive safety 

• Step into their shoes and practice empathy and curiosity 

• When you see a fight / flight / freeze response try to understand what might have triggered it? 

• Note spaces and faces that make a child feel safe – can these be accessed in times of need? 

Is school triggering / retraumatising? How could this change? 

WORK WITH FAMILIES TOO FOR LONG TERM CHANGE  

There are often intergenerational issues at play and whilst supporting the child and taking a trauma informed 

approach to our work with them will be somewhat beneficial, the real prize will come when we are able to work with 

families to educate, inform or inspire them to replicate some of this practice at home.  When we work in partnership 

with families, signposting support as needed, sharing advice and ideas and building trust and safety in the 
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relationship between the school and the family, the child always wins.  This is by no means a quick win, but when 

you succeed you are sometimes breaking the cycle of multiple generations.  

• Moving from ‘us and them’ to team-around-the-child 

• Consider how school may trigger /re-traumatise adults too 

• Adults who’ve experienced trauma and not had the benefit of support from someone like you, may still have 
a trauma-wired brain which quickly moves to fight, flight, freeze… but brains are plastic 

• Teaching families strategies for supporting a child’s emotional regulation can also provide them with 
important tools they can use themselves 

• Do not underestimate how useful some of your everyday skills and ideas might be to families 

• Also seek to learn from families – this should be a genuine collaboration 

Is it our job to parent the parents of traumatised children?  

WHEN THE ADULTS CHANGE…  

Trauma informed practice works best when it is a school-wide approach and it starts with the adults.  As adults, we 

need to consider what our role is in promoting positive behaviour and responding to challenge as it arises.  In his 

book ‘When The Adults Change, Everything Changes’ Paul Dix shows us how adults who are kind, caring and curious 

can help to influence a long term change in behaviour.  Again and again I see this in the exemplary work practiced in 

alternative provision settings where the children who often arrive feeling lost and given up on, often flourish in 

response to a radically different approach to behaviour than they’ve experienced previously.   

• Emotionally regulated adults result in emotionally regulated children 

• Calming strategies or a simple script can buy time as well as creating calm 

• Know your triggers and your limits – have strategies for creating moments for mini resets 

• Seeking the help and support of colleagues is not a sign of weakness 

• If you feel that your hope for a child is fading, consider who can take on the baton  

• Learn from each other – look to your support staff for how to build trust and connection 

• The stories we tell about children are the stories children will, in turn, tell about themselves 

When was a time you were *exactly* the adult a child needed?  

 

BE CURIOUS NOT FURIOUS 

In my discussions with inspiring practitioners who are getting this right, the word that comes up more often than 

any other is ‘curious’.  When a child is not behaving as we want or need them to, one way to respond is with anger.  

Another way is to respond with calmness and curiosity.  This takes confidence as it may not be the societally 

expected response.  When we are calm, and in turn help a child to calm and we become curious about what the child 

is experiencing, we begin the process of making sustainable change for that child and helping them build the skills, 

understanding and neural pathways that’ll help them to thrive not only at school but in life.   

• Be curious about the child: ‘I wonder why they’re behaving that way?’ 

• Be curious about yourself: ‘I wonder why this is making me feel so agitated?’  

https://amzn.to/3nPOrf9
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• Be curious about the situation: ‘I wonder what we can learn from this?’ 

• Be curious about the future: ‘I wonder what we can do differently next time?’  

Is a calm and curious response aways helpful?  

WHEN THINGS GO WRONG,  

Things will go wrong.  Tempers will flare – sometimes the child’s, sometimes yours… Prevention is always better 

than cure and learning to pick up early warning signs, diffuse situations and support a child to emotionally regulate 

or move to a place of safety is optimal; but if it all falls apart then our primary concern is of keeping a child safe (in 

every sense of the word) and keeping the rest of the class safe as well followed by moving towards a state of 

emotional regulation and calm.  The most likely thing to derail this is if we become distressed ourselves and / or if 

we begin to respond to secondary behaviours.  

 

How we restore calm and how we later respond, by repairing the rupture, is also an important part of the learning 

journey and the building of positive neural pathways for the child.  If you can find it within yourself, role modelling 

responding to distress and practising forgiveness might be the first time a child has been exposed to these 

important lessons.  

• Intervene early with a reminder of a recent positive  

• Run towards distress and remember that anger needs to feel heard 

• We need to be the swan… calm, assertive, in control 

• Calm things down with a slow, low, low response 

• Have some broken record phrases you can return to in difficult moments 

• Don’t respond to secondary behaviours – focus on the primary issue 

• Role model forgiveness and moving on  
 

What broken record phrases might work for you? 

 

 

 

Connect with Pooky 
You can connect with Pooky on Twitter, YouTube, Instagram, Facebook or LinkedIn.  You may also be interested in the 

books she has authored, edited or contributed to and her podcast. 

ACCESS THE COURSE 

If you found this course helpful, you might be interested in our In Depth course about reducing school exclusions.  

More information/ book here.  

 

http://www.twitter.com/pookyh
https://www.youtube.com/pookyh
http://www.instagram.com/pookyh
http://www.facebook.com/pookyh
https://www.linkedin.com/in/pooky/
https://amzn.to/2Yhssmj
https://pookyh.buzzsprout.com/
https://elearning.creativeeducation.co.uk/product/reduce-school-exclusions/
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LINKS & THINGS…  

On Demand Video Courses 
Promote Emotional Regulation in Autistic Children 

Enable Children to Feel Safe so They Can Flourish 

You can see all our on demand courses here and all our learn live courses here. If you have a team and would like me 

to organise a free trial so they can access all the learning for four weeks, email pooky@creativeeducation.co.uk.  

 

Pooky’s YouTube Videos 
TRY THIS? | Be curious not furious 

ANXIETY | Top phrases for calming anxious children 

How and why to take a therapeutic approach to behaviour - ideas from Asha Patel 

Learning from angry, aggressive or anxious meltdowns using the '5 Whys' approach 

5 Tips for Brilliant Listening 

 

Books 
When the Adults Change, Everything Changes by Paul Dix 

The Simple Guide to Child Trauma by Betsy deThierry  

 

  

https://elearning.creativeeducation.co.uk/courses/promote-emotional-regulation-in-autistic-children/
https://elearning.creativeeducation.co.uk/courses/enable-children-to-feel-safe/
https://elearning.creativeeducation.co.uk/available-courses/
https://elearning.creativeeducation.co.uk/premium-training/
mailto:pooky@creativeeducation.co.uk?subject=Please%20can%20you%20organise%204%20weeks%20free%20membership%20for%20my%20team?
https://youtu.be/JJsE35tBGcE
https://youtu.be/v67RnOyHSEk
https://youtu.be/416r1PcyLFA
https://youtu.be/Ta-QrJgZGAI
https://youtu.be/jQ0FZR55eT8
https://amzn.to/30VtnKk
https://amzn.to/36YYdFM
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RESOURCES SHARED BY THE GROUP 

 

• Know Me to Teach Me by Louise Bomber 

• Beyond Behaviours is a good book by Mona Delahooke PhD 

• The quick guide to therapeutic parenting 

• At risk of plugging our own organisation you might like to look at the Attachment Research 
Community - we have a national network of schools but are trying to encourage local groupings, 
working with Virtual Schools. We have a virtual conference in November. Paul Dix is one of our 
speakers and Pooky is leading a workshop! 

• A Toolbox of Wellbeing by Tina Rae 

• The national association of therapeutic parenting online. Sarah Naish has written some great books 
on trauma and her A to Z of therapeutic parenting book has all sorts of useful info and ideas of 
what to do 

• Anna Freud website has a fantastic set of resources as does Beacon House Great Laura 
elaine.barnes@doncaster.gov.uk 

• Therapeutic parenting in a nutshell is an easy read by Sarah Naish 

• https://the-arc.org.uk/ details for webinar are on the home page 

• Link to the ARC conference is https://the-arc.org.uk/events/2020-arc-annual-conference  

• "what about me? "by Louise Bomber is excellent too 

• Adoption UK do some helpful resources that are short and free (both big deals for schools!) around 
attachment in the classroom 

• Have a look at the reports section here 
https://www.bathspa.ac.uk/schools/education/research/attachment-aware-schools/resources-
and-bibliography/ 
 

mailto:elaine.barnes@doncaster.gov.uk

