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Acknowledgement of Country

We respectfully acknowledge the Traditional Owners, the 

Wurundjeri People, as the Custodians of this land. We pay 

respect to all Aboriginal community Elders, past, present 

and emerging who have resided in the area and have been 

an integral part of the history of this region.
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Taming The Tiger
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About Us…
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Sian

I am the owner and manager of Artistic 
Revolutions and Building Better Brains 
Australia. I am a clinical play therapist working 
in private practice specialising in early trauma 
and attachment difficulties. I work with 
children and families in a systemic way and 
passionately believe that brain-based 
parenting education and support is key to 
helping this next generation of children thrive.

Tony

Australian Education Awards Teacher of the 
Year 2019, Secondary School Teacher, 
Victorian Excellence in Education Awards 
Finalist 2018, Drumbeat and Mindfulness 
Facilitator, Experienced student support 
teacher, STEAM Education,Teacher trainer, 
Certified Classroom Educator for Positive 
Discipline, and host of the Edubabble podcast.
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Self Awareness + Self 
Compassion = Self-care

• Be aware that some of the things we may discuss today could trigger 
feelings or reactions about your own past experiences, parenting, 
clients, childhood, your own parent and family life growing up, personal 
traumas etc.

• Be kind and compassionate with yourself and mindful that these things 
may arise. 

• We are all here to support each other on our journey of learning.

• If you are feeling upset, irritated or triggered in any way, please feel free 
to take a short break, a drink of water, some deep breaths, move your 
body or resource yourself in some other way.
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Learning Outcomes
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You will learn about:

• The difference between Anger and Aggression

• How anger affects brain and behaviour

• Understand common triggers to aggressive behaviour

• Explore the Window of Tolerance and how it relates to anger as a behavioural 

response

• Practical techniques to deal with anger before it becomes aggressive behaviour

• Practical techniques to support your children to calm and reconnect AFTER aggression

• Preventative maintenance to help you stay calm and in control more sustainably. 
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My story 
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Remember
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Definition of Anger
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Anger

A strong feeling that makes you want to hurt someone or something, or be unpleasant
because of something unfair or unkind that has happened:

I think he feels a lot of anger towards his father, who treated him very badly as a child.

There is a danger that anger at the new law may turn into anti-government feeling.

The people showed no surprise or anger at their treatment.

He found it hard to contain (= control) his anger.

(Cambridge Dictionary)
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Anger is normal
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The reality

The reality is that feelings of anger are completely normal emotions. Suppressing 
anger, deflecting from anger,  avoiding anger often leads to issues with anger 
management and negative effects on yourself and others.

Anger is a normal human emotion. It can range from feeling annoyed to intense 
rage.

Anger makes your heart rate and blood pressure go up as your body produces 
more of the hormones adrenaline, cortisol and noradrenaline.
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Anger is an old survival 
strategy

Anger helps us to survive, and is part of our nervous system’s response to stress or 
overwhelm eg. fight,flight, freeze, flop, faint survival strategies.

When stressed, anger can make us feel good short term. 

The release of adrenaline makes us feel energised and empowered.

Anger blocks other emotions, typically shame, fear and sadness. 

Unchecked release of anger can hurt you, your loved ones and the relationships that connect you.

10
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Aggression 
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Aggression (behaviour)

When anger becomes aggression the emotion becomes behaviour. 

This behaviour can be extremely destructive if left unchecked, leading to 
relationship damage, physical injury and even death. 

We are all entitled to feel anger, but we are not entitled to behave aggressively 
towards others (outside of a survival situation). 
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The nature of the beast

Brain, behaviour and how anger plays a part
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Factors Affecting Brain Development 
and Behaviour
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• Genetic makeup – epigenetics (gene expression).

• Autonomic nervous system wiring and responses – also 
affected by early life experiences.

• Early trauma and toxic stress experiences – pregnancy, 
birth, early years effect brain wiring and development –
especially before age 5.

• Attunement to caregiver - degree of healthy attachment, 
safety and consistency in primary relationships.

• Modelling by caregivers – emotional control, emotional 
IQ, problem solving, resiliency, communication skills, 
consistency in parenting techniques, empathy and 
support.

• Environment - nutrition, sleep patterns, temperament, 
outdoor play, screen time and unstructured play time.

“Where does anger come from?”
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The Biology of the Brain –
Simple Version

14
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• Brain has a built-in alarm system designed to detect threat and keep us 
safe called the amygdala – the guard dog.

• When feel stressed/scared emotional brain takes over and activates 
sympathetic NS: flight, fight,freeze, flop or faint.

• When the system becomes overwhelmed, the emotional brain remains 
on-alert and continues to send the body instructions to flight, fight or 
freeze, even after the threat has passed. 

• Children exposed to early trauma may remain in survival mode much of 
the time with limited access to their higher brain – this affects learning 
thinking, regulation of emotions and behaviour and social functioning.

The Amygdala
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Amygdala – The Guard DogPrefrontal Cortex - The Wise Owl
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The Prefrontal Cortex

Our prefrontal cortex, or wise owl, is the part of our brain that helps calm 
the guard dog down, and helps us to think clearly, logically assess the facts 
or the threat and make reasoned decisions.

The wise owl is great at figuring whether the threat is real or not -whether 
a situation is actually dangerous.

The prefrontal cortex can help us to practice breathing, move our bodies 
and numerous other ways to help us calm our guard dog down.

Prefrontal Cortex - The Wise Owl



© 2020 Building Better Brains Australia                    17

Dr. Daniel Siegel’s hand model of the brain allows us to picture our brain structure 
and understand why it’s difficult to control our reactions when we’re overwhelmed 
with strong emotions, especially stress.

As well as understanding the brain ourselves, it can be very beneficial to explain this 
to our children too. Involving kids in decision making is essential for bringing down 
their cortisol stress responses, and in helping them process the experience.

The Hand Model of the Brain
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How Anger affects the Body 
and Brain

18
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How Anger Affects Your Brain 
and Body
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https://www.nicabm.com/how-anger-affects-the-brain-and-body-infographic/

This process is 
completely normal but 
many issues can occur if 
the anger stimulus 
happens often over a 
long period of time. 
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How Stress Hormones Affect 
Your Body

20

https://www.nicabm.com/how-anger-affects-the-brain-and-body-infographic/
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Polyvagal Theory (Stephen Porges)
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Polyvagal Theory proposes that 
nervous system activation occurs in a 
hierarchical way, based on the 
evolutionary model of the human 
brain.

1. The newest system of ‘Social 
Engagement’ (ventral vagus- evolved 
parasympathetic nervous system) is 
activated first which calms the 
sympathetic response and tries to 
problem solve using crying, self 
soothing, calming,  pleading, reasoning, 
begging for forgiveness etc to reduce 
the ‘threat’ to safety (the optimal animal 
state!) MYELINATED VAGUS NERVE –
Super fast response sent to  heart, 
lungs, face to calm

1. Sympathetic Nervous System Activation 
– sets of FLIGHT, FIGHT of FREEZE 
response

1. Parasympathetic Nervous System 
(Oldest System – Dorsal Vagal) Response 
- FLOP, FAINT/Immobilisation, shut down 
and collapse. 

Source: bodymatters.com.au
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Polyvagal Theory (Stephen Porges)
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Social Engagement (Interpersonal 
Relationships) is the key to 
maintaining healthy nervous system 
functioning and wellbeing.

90% of the nerve fibres existing 
throughout your stomach and 
intestines connect back up to the brain 
through the vagus nerve. The vagus 
nerve activates your gut instinct and 
the knot in your throat.  It helps you 
stay connected to the sensations and 
emotions in your body.
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Polyvagal Theory

23
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Polyvagal Theory

24

Polyvagal theory explains survival responses and that anger is more 
primitive survival response

Most evolved is social engagement system

We need to strengthen social engagement system and vagus nerve 
through different activities to buffer stress response of sympathetic 
nervous system (fight/flight/freeze)
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What Anger Looks Like
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www.betterhelp.com

Facial Expressions:

A clenched jaw, intense eye contact, furrowed brows and reddened 
skin are each facial signs of anger.

Body Language:

An openly angry person may clench their firsts, square off in a fighting 
position, and breath heavily. In most cases, when someone is openly 
angry to this degree, they are willing to employ physical means in 
order to either go after the source of their rage or otherwise protect 
themselves from something which they perceive as a threat.
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The Window of Tolerance:
The key to managing anger is managing stress

27
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The Window of Tolerance:
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It’s about growing capacity and expanding your window of tolerance but also 
becoming connected to the pattern of anger you might have.

The key is to  practice coping strategies when you first notice thoughts/sensations 
before behavioural responses take over.

This understanding/information is the key teaching of managing/understanding anger 
and then teaching coping skills for your kids in response to initial signs + resourcing 
strategies daily to grow capacity.

From 
this 

To 
this
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Children Exposed to Trauma Spend 
More Time in Survival Mode

29

Children exposed to early trauma may remain in survival mode much of 
the time with limited access to their higher brain – this affects learning, 
thinking, social functioning and the regulation of emotions and behaviour.

Behaviours resulting from being in survival mode can be explained by the 
Window of Tolerance model.

The Window of Tolerance 
is how well we are able to 
stay in a regulated state in 
our nervous system when 
exposed to stress, rather 
than moving into 
flight/fight/freeze stress 
responses or flop/faint 
shutdown reactions.
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Fight/Flight/Freeze Responses

• Withdrawing
• Running out of room 

(labelled as disruptive or 
avoidant)

• Constant movement, can’t 
sit still or focus

• Hiding under furniture
• Day dreaming

• Acting out, having difficulty 
following rules, struggle for 
power and control

• Aggressive behaviour, 
resistance (labelled as 
oppositional, defiant, 
disruptive, hyperactive, 
difficult)

• Acting silly/hyperactive, 
impulsivity, risk taking

• Anxiety before change/in 
response to changes and 
predictability of routines

• Screaming/yelling/arguing
• Numbness/shut 

down/withdrawn
• Refusing to answer, blank 

looks/dissociation (head 
down, wear hoodie)

• Often overlooked, overly 
compliant, feels powerless, 
won’t speak up

• Feeling unable to move or 
act – ‘numb out’ or “I don’t 
care” (labelled as 
unmotivated or 
disengaged)

• Flop – yawning, forgetful, 
struggles with focus and 
recall

HYPERAROUSAL
High cortisol (stress chemical) in 

brain shuts down thinking, 
learning and regulation.

HYPOAROUSAL
Level of stress (or perceived threat level) 
too high in brain or body, so body starts 
to shut down (more primitive part of 
brain system, the reptilian brain).  
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Anger response

31

Always on rails?
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You can build new 
pathways
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Great news!

33

Neuroplasticity means there’s 
always time to change your 

behavioural patterns
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Neuroplasticity

Neuroplasticity means that the brain is able to create new neuronal connections 
through repetitive learning and experiences. In the space of a few short weeks, you 
can begin to change negative, aggressive behaviours. 

This means you are NOT doomed to repeat the patterns of the past or those of your 
family growing up.   
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Mirror Neurons in Action

35
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The answer is in the Mirror Neurons

Every wondered why? 

Being around someone who is angry, often makes 
YOU feel angry too? 
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Mirror Neurons
“What happens between brains affects what happens within brains” 

(Siegel and Payne Bryson)

• Study of monkeys – whether monkey watched another perform an action or performed 
the same action itself, the exact same area of the brain was activated on the scans. 

• Thought to be responsible for role of empathy and implicit learning/modelling. 

• Mirror neurons in the Prefrontal Cortex help us decode, receive and interpret, (particularly facial 
expressions) the intentions and emotions behind the action. For example, smiling for approval or 
frowning with disgust. The better we are at interpreting facial expressions the more active our 
mirror neuron system. 

• Each generation teaches the next through social sharing, imitation and observation. 

• Based on our own sensations and experiences we can mirror behavioural intentions of others 
and their emotional states. This also means it can be hard not to be drawn into someone's 
anger.  

• This process happens unconsciously and very quickly so we need to practice.    

STOP. BREATHE. REFLECT. CONNECT before we act.  

Use mindfulness practice to train your brain to calm!

37
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Behaviour is a symptom...

38
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Common triggers include:

• Unpredictability
• Transitions and separations
• Loss of control, fear
• Rejection, shame or disapproval
• Loneliness
• Sudden changes or transitions in routine
• Disruptions
• Tasks that are highly frustrating
• Confrontation or raised voices
• Loud or chaotic environments
• Restricted movement/restraint
• Too much time indoors or on screens (can fatigue brain).

Common Anger Triggers
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Always remember 

41

The behaviour you see in others around you (including your own) is a symptom of 
what is happening in the brain.

Once you start to realise this, it becomes much easier to be there for others and 
to help them return to a more regulated state.

This is where you can help to co-regulate others and soon they may also do the 
same for you!
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Be the Lighthouse in the Storm

Stay calm to calm – be the lighthouse in the storm! 

Model your own regulation skills when getting activated e.g. breathing, 
clench/unclench fists, move, ground your feet, use a phrase – “be here 
now”, “my child needs me right now”.

42
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Co-regulation - Skills for 
Creating Safety and 

Connection



© 2020 Building Better Brains Australia                    44

The Three R’s: Reaching the Thinking Brain
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Elements of Personal 
Communication

• 7% spoken words
• 38% voice/tone
• 55% body language



© 2020 Building Better Brains Australia                    46

How do we create safety connection/safety?

• Eye connect – getting down to child's level so you are not threatening

• Facial expressions – be mindful – soft eyes, relaxed face

• Tone of voice – relaxed, calm, soothing, soft

• Posture: Relaxed shoulders, open hands, make yourself smaller e.g. sit/kneel 
down

• Gestures: touch, offers of help

• Timing response: letting child speak, not talking over etc

• Body movements: coming closer, smooth, relaxed movements.

Children are far more attuned to these than adults are.

Non Verbal Communication
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Reflective statements demonstrate empathic listening:

Reflecting and paraphrasing their words:

Child says “I can't do this!” 

You might say “you are thinking that it’s really tricky to do and you are finding that hard. I 
am here to help. How can I help?”

Reflecting emotional content (watch their expressions/reactions): 

Child: “I’m angry”/makes angry noises or stomps feet etc. or looks mad

You: “You are feeling so mad right now that things aren't working out the way you want” 

“You are feeling so happy because ...” (what child is feeling) 

“You are really proud  of yourself for ...” (what child is feeling) or “I can see you are feeling 
super proud that you worked that out yourself”.

Empathic Responding
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Asking Instead of Telling

Asking instead of telling switches on your child’s upper brain:

1. Kids will listen to you AFTER they feel listened to.

2. When children hear a command, a signal is sent to the brain that invites resistance. 

3. When children hear a respectful question, a signal is sent to the brain to search for 
an answer. In the process they feel capable and are more likely to cooperate.

4. Conversational curiosity questions require a conversation.

Stop “telling” and “ask” curiosity questions such as:

“What happened?”
“How do you feel about it?”
“How do you think others feel?”
“What ideas do you have to solve this problem?”
“What do you need to do to get your work done on time?” 
“Who thinks it is too noisy in here right now? 
What should we do about it?”
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Building Safety and 
Connection 

Before you start, make a conscious effort to slow down, take a breath, check your own internal state 
and get yourself grounded (feel your feet on the floor). Use a soft tone of voice and facial expression. 
Get down on their level, so that you appear less intimidating.

To help the child get their higher brain back online (tick the ones that work):

Invite them to slow down and take a breath.

Ask them if they want to move around or get a drink of water.

Take a breath with them and model ways to settle.

Invite them to rub their hands together, or cross their arms over their chest and 
either pat, rub or squeeze their upper arms, and do this with them.  

Offer ear plugs or heavy pillows/blanket to help calm their system.

Take a step back to give them more space.

Limited choices “you can choose to…or choose to…Which do you choose?

Make an empathy statement “I can see you are feeling.”  

Encourage them to take all of the time that they need.  

Reassure them that you are there to help, and ask them how you can help.  

Help them orient to something else – like a colourful picture, or interesting object.  
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Therapeutic Limit Setting 
When behaviour is escalating, use therapeutic limit setting and 
choice-giving scripts (ACT):

1. Acknowledge your child's feeling or desire (your voice must convey empathy and 
understanding):

“Billy, I know that you are feeling mad, so mad you would like to hit…”

Child learns that his feelings, desires and wishes are valid and accepted (but not all behaviour); just 
empathetically reflecting the child’s feeling often diffuses the intensity of the feeling or need).

2. Communicate the limit (be specific, clear and brief):

“but…….is not for hitting/breaking/hurting etc.”

3. Target acceptable alternatives (provide one or more choices, depending on age of child).

“If you need to get your mad feelings out you can go for a walk or to hit the pillows on the 
couch”

The goal is to provide your child with an acceptable outlet for expressing the feeling or the original 
action, whilst giving him an opportunity to exercise self-control. 
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Ask yourself: What is the need behind the behavioural symptom?

Taming your Tiger
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Know Your Triggers..
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Theme: An expectation not being met

Anger Triggers for Adults

Being spoken down to Feeling ignored

Not feeling in control Feeling targeted 

Not feeling validated Frustrated with an outcome

Tired, just tired. Hangry

Getting a fright Fearing the worst potential outcome
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Theme: An expectation not being met

Anger Triggers for our Children

Being spoken down to Feeling ignored

Not feeling in control Feeling targeted 

Not feeling validated Frustrated with an outcome

Tired, just tired. Hangry

Getting a fright Fearing the worst potential outcome
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For you?
What does anger feel like to you? 

Where do you feel it in your body? 
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For Your Children?
What does anger look like in your kids? 

How do they act when they’re angry?
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Where do you feel your anger?

What does it Sound like? 

What does it Taste like? 

What does it Feel like? 

What does it Look like? 

What does it Sound like?

What are your warning signs?
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Progress, not perfection

60

70% is the ‘zone of good enough’ so be kind to yourself. 

Remember that AFTER the behaviour is the critical time, once our Wise Owl is back in control. 

Being attached to ‘winning’ after an argument puts conditions on the repair of the relationship and 
may compromise the relationship over time.  This does not mean you don’t need boundaries but you 
must be prepared to acknowledge the viewpoint of the other party. 

Acknowledging the feelings of the other party is an extremely powerful step in finding a positive 
repair after the rupture. 
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Screen Time and Anger
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Covid 19 vs Screen Time

62

A survey by the Parent Foundation in April of over 3000 
parents found that:

Average time spent online has doubled for kids during the crisis 
(nearly 3 hours before the crisis, and now nearly 6 hours)

49% of kids are now spending more than 6+ hours online per day 
(compared to only 8.29% before)

26% of kids are spending more than 8 hours online (compared to 4% 
previously)

30% of kids are spending 4+ hours unsupervised online

85% of parents are concerned with how much time their kids are 
spending online
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Screen Time 

63

Study Findings on Electronic Screen Media Associated With Physiological Stress Markers:

Computer game playing assessed as valid psychological stressor to induce physiological effects of stress, including 

changes in autonomic tone (heart rate and blood pressure), EMG (muscular activity), Galvanic Skin Response (skin 

conductivity), and cortisol levels (Sharma et al., 2006)

Attention can be impaired via the stress hormones norepinephrine and cortisol following psychological stress 

(video game used as stressor) (Skosnik et al., 2000).

Screen time is associated with narrowed vasculature of the retina (narrowed vessels at the back of the eye, a 

cardiovascular risk) in children, while time spent outdoors is associated with healthy retinal vasculature (Gopinpath 

et al., 2011)

Screen time is associated with metabolic syndrome (high blood pressure, blood sugar dysregulation, high lipids, 

obesity) in adolescents independent of physical inactivity (Kang et al., 2010).

. http://www.familygamerreview
.com/stop-game-rage-gamer/
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Screen Time Rage 

64

Depending on the amount of time per day/week and type of exposure (violent games for example) of 
screen time, children and adolescents can experience heightened levels of aggression. 

As phone/ipad/console time rewards play with sounds, level ups and visible progression, high levels of 
dopamine are released ( the brain’s reward chemical). This makes screen time a highly sought after 
experience, particularly for those without a fully developed Wise Owl system (Prefrontal Cortex). This 
means people under the age of 30 are more susceptible to becoming addicted to electronic devices. 

If behaviour is highly aggressive whilst using devices, it is recommended that boundaries are put in 
place and monitored. 

Reducing screen time but boosting hands on play can help to support more regulated behaviour in kids.

www.slate.com
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The behavioural pattern 
linked to the anger emotion 
can be healthy or unhealthy

65



© 2020 Building Better Brains Australia                    

How do you know if you need 
extra support?

66

1) Does your anger result in harm to yourself?

2) Does your anger result in damage to your relationships? 

3) Does your anger result in damage to property? 

4) Does your anger result in harm to people around you?

If you answered yes, then you should reach out to the support services listed 
at the end of this presentation. 

The time for shame is over, the time for action is now.
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Domestic Violence

67

Facts: 

26,500 children aged 0–9 were assisted by specialist homelessness services due to domestic 
violence in 2017–18

1 in 3 women and 1 in 5 men with disability experienced emotional abuse from a partner

On average, one woman per week is killed by a current or former partner.

On average, one male per month is killed by a current or former partner.

https://www.missionaustralia.com.au/domestic-and-family-violence-statistics
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Everyone has the right to 
feel safe in their home
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Top Tips to Help Tame Your 
Child’s Tiger

69
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Regulate First

You can’t reason with a flipped lid. You can with a regulated brain.
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Tactile Taming

71

● Squeezing your child’s hand and asking if they can feel how many 
times you’ve squeezed. 

● Playing a game of thumb wars to help your child’s social 
engagement system come back online again

● Patting their back in a slow, gentle rhythm 

● Asking them to push against your hands

● Playing a game of newspaper punch - where they have to punch 
through the piece of newspaper (keep it out to your side for safety)

● Playing family sword fights or nerf wars

Games that help to restore a sense of competency, power and 
connection are key!
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Five Finger Breath
Hot Chocolate Breathing: in breath smelling hot 
chocolate/coffee/tea/soup, out breath cooling the item 
(Abblett and Willard).

Hot Chocolate Breath

Instant Regulator Strategies

Trace around your fingers with one finger on 
your other hand. When you trace up your finger, 
breathe in, and when you trace down, breathe 
out. Remember to take a pause between each 
finger too!
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Respond with Empathy

76

www.mylittlevillagers.com

Acknowledging their feelings is extremely powerful It doesn’t mean you agree 
with them but shows that you hear them and see them by validating the 
feeling.
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Keeping Your 
Child’s Connection 

Cup Full
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• Thumb Wrestling – Child must wait for start signal (make the waiting fun). The child starts off winning 
and gradually is frustrated by losing (intermittently). 

• Donut or Pretzel Challenge - Parent and child sit cross-legged, knees touching. Adult holds donut on 
index finger. Instructions: “I am going to tell you to take a small, medium, or tiny bite. Your job is to see if 
you can get to the last part of the donut before it falls off.” The child is not allowed to touch the donut, 
but the adult rotates it to facilitate success. 

• Cards/boardgames - collaborative teamwork, builds attunement and strengthens connection and 
relationship.

• Balloon tennis – call different body parts to use to pass balloon back and forth between parent and 
child.

Nurture Play Activities 
School kids and young teens

• Word-at-a-time story – collaborative team work, attunement, eye contact, 
turn-taking

• Charades – take it in turns to act out clues – no talking allowed.

• Collaborative drawing challenge – take it in turns as family or parent and child 
to add to a collaborative drawing or play Roll a Monster game. 

• Foot/hand massage - to connect and debrief about day

• Collaborative Lego challenges – working as team build tallest tower, a bridge, 
your family or a peaceful calm place.
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These types of activities link sensory inputs to language and expression, helping the child 
reconnect to their body, better identify their feelings, and improve self-regulation. They also 
help with emotional intelligence and whole brain integration (healthy brain wiring).

Body scan: Ask the child to lay down and notice how their feet and other body parts feel. Are 
they cold from the floor? Are they tense or relaxed? 

Mystery bag: Now they need to close their eyes and identify different objects. It doesn’t have to 
be just through touch. You can ask them to smell a rose, taste a raisin etc. Reflect on what they 
notice in detail.

Igniting the senses: The child explores their five senses as they imagine themselves in certain 
situations. For example, touch really cold water, hear their favourite song, smell chocolate cake, 
taste a sour lemon etc.

Call-and-response drumming or clapping: You play a rhythm with your hands or whatever 
home-made instrument you can find, like chopsticks. The child must then reproduce the same 
sound and vice versa. 

Drawing to different styles of music: Play some music and ask the child to draw something that 
describes how they feel when they hear the song. Choose different types of music – fast, slow, 
different cultures/rhythms etc.

Sensory Integration 
Activities
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Top Tools to Tame 
Your Own Parental 

Tiger
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Create your early 
warning system
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Easy as 5,4,3,2,1
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5 Top Tips for Parents FIRST.

● Before jumping in (to react to your child), you 
must secure YOURSELF first.

● Check in with your body, take a breath and do a 
quick 5,4,3,2,1 senses check in. 

● Approach the situation calmly using your 
empathic listening techniques. eg “I can see 
you’re feeling really mad right now that …..”

● Remember that behaviour is a symptom of 
what is going on in the brain.

● You are responsible for your own behaviour, 
not theirs. If you are getting upset, practice your 
coping skills, give it space and try again later. 
The storm WILL pass. 
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Shift your focus
When you are starting to feel activated, shift your focus to something 
else. This will activate the higher order (Wise Owl) parts of your brain very 
quickly. 

Examples: 

● Start to count how many tongue push ups you can do. 

● Focus on the detail around you. What colours can you see, how many 
bricks in the wall nearby? 

● Can you walk out of the room and away from what’s triggering you 
whilst counting 50 steps away, then 50 steps back?
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Create your early 
warning system

By tuning into feedback from your body, you can learn to 
identify when you are feeling anger BEFORE it shows as 
behaviour.

NAME IT TO TAME IT

For example, ‘Hmmm, I’m noticing that my stomach feels like 
it’s in knots. Maybe I am getting angry about something.’

At this point, you can be curious with that sensation and 
feeling and ask yourself, ‘What’s happened recently that could 
make me feel tense and angry?’
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Tune in to the Needs of Your 
Body and Nervous System 

Start noticing what the signs of stress feel like in your body, voice, thoughts, behaviour –
what does this look/feel like for you?

e.g. knot in stomach, drowning feeling, lump in throat, dizziness/fuzzy head, forgetfulness, 
racing heart, heaviness in legs.

What are your warning signs of stress?

These are the signals in your body that all is not well and you need to take action to bring 
your pre-frontal cortex (Wise Owl) back online and calm your amygdala (guard dog).
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Tune in to the Needs of Your 
Body and Nervous System

Identify what helps your body and brain regulate and calm and therefore re-establish safety 
and connection.

What helps you calm down/feel safe again?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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Power Word

My word to use when feeling activated in my body and emotions is:

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

This will help me to STOP, CONNECT and CALM before I ACT.

My POWER WORD or image to stop negative scripts/images and thoughts is

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..
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Write it down and then burn it! 

89

Write down the things that you are most angry about on a piece of paper, don’t censor yourself, image your 
emotions are travelling down your arm, through the pen and onto the paper. 

In a safe place, light it on fire and watch your words burn in front of you (make sure it’s a safe place to burn 
paper) 

This may help to process and let go of anger from issues that trigger you.
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Let It Go
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Preventative 
Maintenance -
Keeping Your 

Capacity Cup Full
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Self Care is Essential 
What can you commit to doing to Fill Your Own Cup?

• Regular exercise or playing a team sport

• Time out in nature and sunshine

• Incorporate 4-6 mindful moments throughout the day

• Zoom meet with friends

• Get in touch with your sensory needs and brainstem stabilisation needs and 

incorporate self nurture into your day

• Practice mindfulness meditation – 10 minutes a day

• Use soft music, nature sounds or guided meditations to have a deep sleep

• Become more conscious of what food you are using to nurture your body and brain 

with

• Incorporate regular play time into your day to help you connect with yourself, your 

students or your partner

• Get support for your past traumas and life experiences if required so history can stop 

with you



© 2020 Building Better Brains Australia                    93

Self Care is Essential 
What can you commit to doing to Fill Your Own Cup?

• Create: write, play music, sing, do art, sculpture, dance, drama, photography, 
painting etc – find a healthy outlet to express your emotions and integrate your 
brain e.g. photography challenge – photograph one thing you are grateful for per 
day for a year

• Have a regular massage or float tank experience
• Reach out to a friend for a catch up, join some social groups or clubs – be around 

other people
• Plan some quality time date nights
• Yoga, tai chi, deep breathing exercises
• Create a gratitude practice or journal
• Recognise when you are out of your regulated zone and practice refilling your 

cup then
• Fill your house with things that make you feel happy e.g. fresh flowers, fragrant 

candles, calm paintings and photographs
• Zoom trivia night
• Take up a new hobby
• Take time out to relax and read a book.
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Self Care is Essential 
• Watch positive, funny, heartwarming movies
• Have a bubble bath
• Try something new each week – go somewhere new, try new food, drive a new way 

home etc
• Play with your pet
• Use a beautiful lotion for massaging hands and feet
• Go for a walk barefoot at the beach
• Take yourself out for a date to the movies or to a café
• Turn up the music and dance
• Create a vision board
• Do some goal setting
• Have a foot spa or foot massage
• Mani or pedi
• Turn off your phone – Tech free hours/days
• Doodle or colour in a colouring book
• Download the calm app or headspace for mindfulness practice
• practice breathing techniques
• Practice healthy brain integration exercises
• Enjoy a warm drink
• Watch a sunrise/sunset
• Make a playlist of positive, uplifting music – start the day with this
• Collect positive affirmation and love quotes for yourself – set up a pinterest board 

with positive ideas and images for your brain to feed upon
• Incorporate vagus nerve toning exercises to improve nervous system regulation
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Self Care is Our Responsibility
We cannot help our kids grow better brains if we do not support resourcing ourselves 
first.

The central tenant in our parenting work is relationship building – prioritizing safety and 
connection before correction before effective learning can occur. 

Remember:

• You are the foundation of the house everything else is constructed upon.  

• You are the physiological and emotional template that helps wire your children’s brains 
and nervous systems!

We need to commit to helping ourselves become wiser, calmer and stronger through 
learning and daily practice to identify our physical and emotional needs and reach out for 
extra support when needed.
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Progress not perfection..

If you can succeed for 70% of the time, that fits into the zone of good enough, 
so be kind to yourself! You’ve got this!



© 2020 Building Better Brains Australia                    97

You can download your FREE copy of the kid's calm brains activity book here: 
https://buildingbetterbrains.com.au/kids-calm-brains-exercise-book/

In the exercise book, there are colouring sheets, worksheets, and step-by-step 
guides on how to do the calm brain practices with your children.

The FREE downloadable Self Care resource manual for parents is here: 
https://buildingbetterbrains.com.au/self-care-resource-book-download/

In the resource book, there are worksheets and 
step by step guides on how to do the self care 
practices.

Join our support group for parents and 
educators with the full video series and more 
resources here: 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/buildingbetterbrainsaustralia/

BBBA Resources for 
Parents Group Resources
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• The mission of Building Better Brains Australia is to help make the world a better place through training,
consultancy, education, connection and empowerment.

• We work to grow capacity and understanding in the systems around the next generation of children in our
care – parents, educators and mental health professionals.

• Building Better Brains Australia is the love child of husband and wife team – Sian Chambers-Vallance and
Tony Vallance. Just as Building Better Brains Australia is the bridge between the work Sian and Tony do to
grow capacity and care in the systems they work with (mental health and education), it is also the bridge
between the 20+ years of neuroscience and trauma research that needs to form the basis of best practice
in the systems around our children (and all human beings).

• We hope you will work alongside us to help build a better world and healthy brains and relationship for
the next generation in our care.

Come and join our supportive community in our private online Facebook community, or subscribe to our e-
mail list.

www.buildingbetterbrains.com.au

Together we can build 
better brains!
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Lifeline — 13 11 14

Kids Helpline — 1800 55 1800

MensLine — 1300 78 99 78

Family Violence service ‘Safe Steps’ -  1800 015 188

1800RESPECT 24/7 for help

Emergency number - 000

Extra Supports
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If you feel that you or someone you know needs some assistance with 
their anger, please engage with the supports listed below.
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Printables
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https://kristinamarcelli.wordpress.com/
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