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We acknowledge the tradition of custodianship and 
law of the Country on which the University of 

Sydney campuses stand. We pay our respects to 
those who have cared and continue to care for 

country.

Tree of Knowledge 
pokerwork on kangaroo skin
Lynette Riley, 2010



What is co-regulation?

Contact with birth family members can potentially reactivate children’s 
trauma and result in emotional dysregulation. 

Co-regulation is how adults can use their calm state and undertake strategies 
to bring a child back into a state of regulation. 

Caseworkers can assist children’s carers and family members to reflect on 
and understand their own emotions as well as the trauma responses of 

children so they can respond sensitively before, during or after family visits.



Case Study 
Neville and Grace



Neville and Grace are first time carers of two siblings. They have been very 
distressed by the high level of emotional dysregulation the children have 
been expressing before and after family time with their parents. Neville 
and Grace have been constantly seeking explanations for the children’s 

behaviour. The carers ask the caseworker what had happened to the 
siblings before they came into their care and suggest to the caseworker 

that the children should have a temporary break from seeing their parents. 

Background



The caseworker validated Neville and Grace’s emotions and told them that it is normal to feel upset 
when the children are upset. However, the caseworker also pointed out that the children can sense 

when their carers are upset, and this can contribute to their distress. The caseworker suggests that as 
a response to trauma, the children are struggling to regulate their emotions before and after family 

time with their parents. She says they can help the children regulate their emotions by focusing on the 
present and not on the past.

The caseworker then invited the carers to reflect on their own emotions. They recognised that their 
distress was impacting their ability to model a calm state for the children and committed to practicing 

mindfulness around family time. The caseworker suggested that they try and do gardening or blow 
bubbles with the children before and after family time with their parents to bring them back into a 

calm state. 

Casework Support
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Co-regulation 
Practice Learnings
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• Encourage carer awareness of own 
emotions/reactions

• Explore what part their own history is 
playing

• Normalise and validate their challenges
• When the strategies are triggering for 

carers, take time to reground with them 
afterwards
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Create a holding 
environment for the 
carer so that they can 
provide that for the 
child
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Encourage 
carer to bring 
awareness to 

emotions of child 
and self

Offer strategies to 
co-regulate with 
child rather than 

co-escalate

Help carers 
manage emotions, 

repair the 
relationship every 

day

Caseworkers aware 
of their own 

reactions, create 
space for carers’ 

emotions

Reframe children’s 
behaviours using 
trauma-sensitive 

language

Normalise and 
validate the carers’ 

challenges

Co-regulation



• Including a narrative where the child’s 
trauma history can be incorporated into 
explanations and planning.

• Focus on relational safety and state 
dependance

• Co regulation and dyadic repair 

Relational Assessments 



Collaboration with Australian Childhood Foundation 
on trauma-sensitive resources



Collaboration with Australian Childhood 
Foundation on trauma-sensitive resources



Co-design with two mothers and in consultation with 
Expert Reference Group members



Co-design with two mothers and in consultation with 
Expert Reference Group members



Reflective exercise

• Download the ‘Words Matter’ tip sheet

• Look at the negatively charged words and reflect on a time that you heard 
one used to describe a child you know

• What might have been happening for the child in the moment?

• What language could you have used instead?



Reflective exerciseConnect With Us

Research Centre for Children and Families
Sydney School of Education and Social Work
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences

Website www.rccf-fostering-connections.sydney.edu.au
Email rccf.research@sydney.edu.au
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