
RELATIONAL 
PEDAGOGY

A wellbeing-based approach  
to training delivery
The foundation of a successful Project Ready group is the establishment of trusting 
relationships between the facilitator, mentors and students. Trainers delivering Project 
Ready must work towards 
building strong relationships 
with all students so they feel 
safe enough to learn, grow 
and develop. 

The environment that is 
created in Project Ready 
must be non-judgmental, 
non-authoritarian, non-
punitive and safe. 

The following points are 
central to the Project Ready 
pedagogical approach:

Environment
     Students treated like adults 

are more likely to behave like 
adults. 

      Seating arrangements 
should be in a circle or 
square with the trainer 
seated with the students not 
separated from the students.

     Use first names for trainers 
and mentors.

     Provide a healthy morning tea, including milo and tea.

Venue
     Project Ready works well when 

it is delivered at an off-campus 
training venue such as a 
community house. 

     This can help simulate an 
adult working environment 
and support community and 
industry involvement. 

     Trainers who do not hold 
Permission To Teach must 
deliver the program off-school 
grounds. 



Coach and facilitate
     Project Ready takes a coaching, strength-based approach to training. 

     The trainer is the student’s ‘coach’.

     The relationship is two-way. 

     A coaching approach to training 
enables trust to develop, and 
therefore student learning and 
development.

     As a coach would do, build thorough 
knowledge on each student in order 
to coach them in the best possible 
way.

     Trainers may talk about their own 
personal experiences and show 
vulnerability.

Inform and empower
     Tell students what’s happening. At the start of each session, write up the learning 

plan on the board. 

     Having some control over their learning helps trauma affected students feel safe.

     Ask for student input and act on it where possible. Project Ready is a student-led 
program.

     Think of ways for students to communicate to you and give input, such as 
anonymous sticky notes.

     Allow students to participate in their own way at their own pace. 

     The brains of teenagers impacted by childhood trauma have been damaged. 
Be mindful of this.

     Tell students WHY they are 
doing an activity and how it 
applies to their future. 

     Allow fidget objects, one 
earphone for music and 
implement a ‘quiet corner’ 
where students can take a 
break.

Group agreement, not rules 
     Students are empowered to develop their own group values agreement under the 

guidance of the trainer. 

     This agreement governs how the group will run, including how students treat each 
other, swearing and mobile 
phone use.

     Rules and punishment make 
students feel disempowered 
and disengaged. 

     Don’t cast moral judgment on 
what you might hear students 
talking about.

Build ‘groupness’
     The first unit of Project Ready is dedicated to building groupness (non-assessed).

     The bonding of the group will determine how safe and comfortable students feel 
amongst each other. 

     Students will contribute to group discussions, grow, learn and develop when they 
feel safe.

     Create opportunities to build empathy.



Praise
     Flag student achievements throughout the program. Celebrate small wins.

     Frame feedback in a highly positive way. 

     Build students’ levels of self-esteem through positive affirmation.

     Give process praise. Highlight the processes a student used to achieve 
an outcome. 
Examples of 
such processes 
include: effort, 
willpower, research, 
persistence and 
determination. 

Hands-on 
     Project Ready is designed to be as 

interactive and hands-on as possible, 
while covering off assessment 
requirements.

     Trainers are encouraged to keep the 
program as hands-on as possible. 

     Students enjoy hearing from 
guest speakers, undertaking the 
community project and going on 
excursions.

Referrals
     Students may share 

information that needs to 
be referred to other staff 
within the school including 
the careers teacher, the 
wellbeing team, the year 
level coordinator or special 
support teachers. 

     Meet these teachers before 
the program starts. 

     See the Child Safe Critical 
Actions document for 
mandatory reporting 
requirements.

Pathways and options
     Talk a lot about pathway options for students 

including ‘next steps’ for students once they finish 
the program. 

     Talk about SBATs, pre-apprenticeships, VET 
courses, VCE, VCAL, university and work. 

     Project Ready is a launching pad for students to 
move into a meaningful pathway and navigate a 
more meaningful life. 



What is trauma? 
Students’ behaviour is a symptom of something terrible that has happened to them. Understand that bad 
behaviour is not personal; it’s a result of what’s happened to them. Remind yourself it’s not that they won’t do 
something – it’s that they can’t do it. Ask yourself, ‘what’s happened to them?’ not ‘what’s wrong with them?’ 
Students’ behaviour is actually telling you something, so actively look for what that might be. 

There are several types of trauma. 

Most people with trauma-related problems have experienced multiple traumas. The term, complex trauma 
describes exposure to multiple traumas. It also refers to the impacts of that exposure. 

Complex trauma: 
   is usually interpersonal ie. occurs between people 

   involves ‘being or feeling’ trapped and confused 

   is often planned, extreme, ongoing and/or repeated 

   often has more severe, persistent and cumulative impacts 

   involves challenges with shame, trust, self- esteem, identity and regulating emotions 

   has different coping strategies. These include alcohol and drug use, self-harm, over- or under-
eating, over-work etc. 

   affects emotional and physical health, wellbeing, relationships and daily functioning 

Single incident trauma occurs with ‘one off’ events. It is commonly associated with Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD). Single incident trauma can occur from a bushfire, flood, sexual or physical 
assault, or from fighting in a war. 

In what situations does complex trauma occur? 
Complex trauma commonly occurs with repeated trauma against a child. 

Complex childhood trauma can be especially damaging. This includes all forms of child

abuse, neglect, adverse childhood experiences, community violence, domestic and family violence, 
civil unrest, war trauma or genocide, cultural dislocation, sexual exploitation and trafficking. 

TRAUMA-INFORMED APPROACH 



*1 Cite: US Substance Abuse and 

Mental Health Services Administration.

*2 Cite: National Child Traumatic Stress 

Network. Note: Traumatic stress is a 

common term for reactive anxiety and 

depression, although it is not a medical 

term for reactive anxiety and depression, although it is not a 

medical term and is not included in the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual if Mental Disorders (DSM).

*3 Note: Signs of trauma may mimic characteristics of depression or 

anxiety. Clinical evaluation may be necessary to determine if other 

diagnosable mential health conditions exist.



Understanding childhood trauma and its impact on the brain 
Childhood trauma can affect different parts of the brain. This helps explain many of the 
challenges survivors experience. 

Reduced activity in Broca’s area (this is the area for speech). This can make it difficult to talk 
about trauma and describe it with detail (Hull, 2002). This is additional to trauma which is pre-
verbal. 

The hippocampus becomes smaller and its structure is interrupted (Wilson et al., 2011; McCrory 
et al, 2010). This can affect attention, learning and memory (Hedges and Woon, 2011; Pechtel 
and Pizzagalli, 2011). 

The corpus collosum which connects the left and right sides of the brain, is reduced. This 
prevents the two sides of the brain working in a coordinated way (Wilson et al., 2011). 

Changes to amygdala function (Wilson et al., 2011; Pechtel and Pizzagalli, 2011). This can make 
a person more likely to react to triggers, especially emotional ones. People can experience 
emotional extremes and struggle to regulate their emotions. 

Reduced activity in different parts of the cortex-frontal lobes (McCrory et al, 2012). This can 
mean a survival response/s is triggered in absence of danger (Ali, et al., 2011). 

Changes in ‘reward pathways’. This can mean that survivors anticipate less pleasure from 
different activities, and may appear less motivated (Pechtel and Pizzagalli, 2011). 

Source: blueknot.org.au 

It’s not their fault 
When students seem unmotivated, unable to communicate and unable to regulate their 
emotions or behaviour, remember it’s not their fault. Their brain development has been 
impacted in an adverse way. 

Further learning on trauma-informed education 
Facilitators can watch more videos about trauma- informed practice at: 

www.formedfamiliesforward.org 
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