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OUR VISION

Resilient Kids Positive Families Strong Communities
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Context

• Around 1.5 million children were attending a child care service 
according to the Childcare and Early Childhood Learning (2014) report 

published by the Productivity Commission. The Australian Early 
Development Census (2015) has identified that around 1 in 5 children 

are developmentally vulnerable in one or more of the domains 
(physical health and wellbeing; social competence; emotional 

maturity; language and cognitive skills and communication skills and 
general knowledge. 
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The Wings Program aims to educate those working with 
young children of the importance of creating safe spaces 
and strong relationships to foster healthy brain growth. It 

is presented from the pedagogy of belief in a child’s 
strength and capability rather than a deficit model.
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Brain Development

• The first three years of life is the time of greatest brain development 
in life, with 250,000 new brain cells created per minute from birth to 
10 months. The child’s brain development is influenced by many 
factors with a complex interplay between genes and the environment. 
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Influences on brain development

• These factors include for example, relationships, experiences, the 
physical environment and sleep.

Those adults whom work in the human services, social work, 
education and care sectors have a great influence on this 

development
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Environments and Communication 

• These environmental factors have a lasting effect on brain 
development, therefore is vital that we create enriching environments 

with communication that fosters and supports the wellbeing of 
children and ensures they feel safe.
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Science suggests new ways of Thinking about 
Intervention in the Early Years

Achieving far better outcomes for young 
children facing adversity requires that we:

• Support the adults who care for them to 
build their own capabilities

• Strengthen the capacity of communities 
to support families raising children 
under difficult circumstances 
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Attention to development should begin at birth (or prenatally) not at age 4 or 5

• Early experiences affect life long health, not just learning

• Healthy development requires protection, not just enrichment 

Build Adult 
Capabilities

Improve Child 
Outcomes

Jack Shonkoff 2017



hold space – transformational change

• To truly support people in their own 
growth and transformation we can’t do it 
by taking their power away (ie. trying to 
fix their problems), shaming them (ie. 
implying that they should know more 
than they do), or overwhelming them (ie. 
giving them more information than 
they’re ready for). 

• Heather Plett 2016
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Wings to Fly training process

• It means that we are willing to walk alongside another person in 
whatever journey they’re on without judging them, making them feel 
inadequate, trying to fix them, or trying to impact the outcome. 
When we hold space for other people, we open our hearts, offer 
unconditional support, and let go of judgement and control.

• We endeavour to hold space for them in this process so they can hold 
space for a child
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HOLDING SPACE

• 1. Give people permission to trust their own intuition and wisdom.

• 2. Give people only as much information as they can handle

• 3. Don’t take their power away.

• 4. Keep your own ego out of it.

• 5. Make them feel safe enough to fail.

• 6. Give guidance and help with humility and thoughtfulness

• 7. Create a container for complex emotions, fear, trauma, etc

• 8. Allow them to make different decisions and to have different 
experiences than you would.
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Critical reflection

• Through critical conversations and reflection practitioners are guided 
through releasing the notion that their role is only to teach and 
impart information and instead to create space for a child to learn

• About themsleves

• To view the child’s inner world and respond to that rather than react to the 
externalised evidence of their world
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Theoretical basis

SOCIAL LEARNING 
THEORY        
Bandura

ATTACHMENT 
THEORY           
Bowlby

POSITIVE 
PYSCHOLOGY     

Seligman

SOCIAL 
DEVELOPMENT 

THEORY     
Vygotsky

NEUROSCIENCE   
Dan Siegel

Cognitive 
Behavioural 

Therapy  Beck and 
Ellis



Lens  A neurosequential model – Perry 2006
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Toxic stress
• Major adversity can weaken developing brain architecture and permanently set the 
body’s stress response system on high alert. 

• Science also shows that providing stable, responsive environments for children in the 
earliest years of life can prevent or reverse these conditions, with lifelong consequences 
for learning, behavior, and health.

NEGATIVE OUTCOMES

POSITIVE OUTCOMES
FULCRUM

Over time, the cumulative impact of positive life experiences and coping skills can shift the fulcrum’s position, 
making it easier to achieve positive outcomesPathways to Resilience

http://harvardcenter.wpengine.com/science/key-concepts/brain-architecture/
http://harvardcenter.wpengine.com/science/key-concepts/toxic-stress/


TOXIC STRESS
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Our modern world is relationship 

impoverished

Well Being in Early Years

• With good mental health, children can feel good about themselves and be 
more open to trying and learning new things. 

• Good mental health in early childhood lays the foundations for positive 
mental health and wellbeing now and into the future.

Kids Matter, Understanding Mental Health in Early Childhood

• Humans have 2 great biological gifts 
• Malleability of the brain in early years

• The Power of relationships                Perry, B. 2006



Traits and observable qualities and 
dispositions that support the 
development of wellbeing in the early 
years

• Attachment 

• Affect and regulation

• Resilience and persistence

• Adaptability

• Confidence

• Peer relationships

• Pro social skills

 (Laevers 2005)



So, what sort 

of skills do I 

need?
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Body

Emotional
Skills

Relationships

CompetenceOptimism
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Modules

• RELATIONSHIPS

• SAFETY

• CONNECTEDNESS AND BELONGING

• BUILDING CAPACITY TO RECOGNISE BODY CLUES AND STRATEGIES TO FEEL 
CALM, GROUNDED AND ANCHORED

• UNDERSTNDING EMOTIONS IN SELF AND OTHERS

• LEARNED OPTIMISM – ATTENTION AND THINKING – GROWTH MINDET

• PROBLEM SOLVING AND TAKING IT STEP BY STEP

• BUILDING PEER REALTIONSHIPS SKILLS

• REACHING OUT
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WHAT ARE OUR HOPES AND 
DREAMS FOR CHILDREN?



• Social and emotional learning happens through relationships with others

• Beginning with SAFETY.

• It’s connecting with hearts, mind and body

• Awareness of our triggers

• Reciprocity

• Stepping back so as to not take away                             
opportunities from children to find out    
about themsleves

Head, heart, body coherence
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A sense of Safety

• How do children gain a sense of whether they are safe ?

• The cues of safety
• Face to face interactions - be present and attuned

• Tone of voice

• Touch

• Body posture and gestures
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• Relationships are the foundations 
for the construction of identity –

‘who I am’, ‘how I belong’ and 
‘what is my influence?’



A Place of Refuge

• Being safe or sheltered from pursuit, danger, or trouble.

• What can each of us give to support a child ?

• Who has stood up for you?

• What does it take to stand up for others?

• What do children and families need when they are uprooted, 
disconnected, impoverished, invisible or stuck?
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Connectedness and Belonging

It is the quality of our listening rather than the wisdom of 
our words that often has the most impact.

WE CAN LISTEN SOMEONE INTO EXISTENCE



CONNECTEDNESS AND BELONGING

• Learning environments can provide a buffer against toxic 
stress through supportive relationships that facilitate 
adaptive coping”

Shonkoff 2010

“Disconnection wakes up aggression”

Aarts, 2008 
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Babies and Toddlers

• Connect with babies and toddlers during routine times.

• Make eye contact

• Practice breathing for them to copy with a big sigh as you exhale

• Use baby massage to calm infants – the palm of hands and 
middle of back

• Use your heartbeat to calm and center babies

• Song, rhyme and music is calming and soothing for babies

• Stimulate the vestibular system through rocking and swaying

• Remember the information babies and toddlers are processing 
through their senses be mindful of your  eye contact, tone of 
voice and touch.
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Music connects!
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Self Awareness My Feelings 
Understanding children

On the surface Underneath

Anger

Fear 
anxiety 
feeling 
unsafe
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Calming the amygdala
• Cues of safety promote self regulation

• When children are in a stressed state they find it much 

harder to control impulses, make good choices and 

regulate their emotions
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Window of Tolerance
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Self Awareness My Feelings, Being Brave
supporting the Development of 
Self Regulation 

Connect  -----------Right brain ----------Name it I wonder if you’re feeling ----left 
brain --squirt soothing neurotransmitters ====Whole system calms downPathways to Resilience



Coming to an understanding of the experience 
OF THE CHILD WITH TRAUMA

• History carried in the body

• Reach out 

Not what will I do to them but how will 

I be with them.
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“Switch your mind-set and 
remember the kid who has 
experienced trauma is not 
trying to push your buttons,” 

C.K. Soma National Institute for  
Trauma and Loss in children 



Attachment relationship

• Turn down the shark music

• Children walking through their days with 
shark music playing

• Can’t settle or pay attention – difficult to form 
relationships with them

• Tone of voice

• Eye contact

• Facial expression

• Touch

Intersubjectivity

• Our view of the child is how they view 

themselves

• Find something to like/ to build on/ to work with

Pay so much 

attention to 

non verbal 

cues

Chaos is 

normal for 

them



Strategies to support a child

• Work with the body – grounding, anchoring, felt sense

• Visuals

• Sensory, mindful experiences, pockets of calm

• Rhythm and beat to ground and calm the primitive brain --

-shifting them into  window of tolerance

• Make it safe to talk  about feelings
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Yoga Mindfluness Deep breathing Singing Dance Drumming    

Bruce Perry 2016



Empathy
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Interactions and Communication-
Empathy

What will I notice to get here ?

How is it now ? How would you like it to be ?
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Explanatory Style

• Explanatory style develops in childhood and becomes an entrenched 
and habitual way of thinking   The way we see situations will often 
become the way children see the situation. 

It therefore is 
Important that 
we reflect upon 
our own way of 
explaining a 
situation. 



• We can help children become aware of 
helpful and unhelpful thoughts and 
model reframing their thinking to 
helpful thoughts.

• They can learn a more optimistic 
thinking style, which will change how 
they feel and how they behave.



SUPPORT TREE



• Social emotional 
learning is not about 

teaching children 
how to behave, it’s 

about teaching 
children how to 

belong.

Social and emotional Learning is about a Mindset
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DO WE REACT OR RESPOND?
RELATIONSHIPS BUILD HEALTHY BRAINS 
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Stuart Shanker
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Debbie Miller

Director of Education 

and Learning 

education@pathwaystoresilience.org
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