
Gurumba Bigi & Welcome

I would like to acknowledge and pay my 
respects to the First Nations custodians of 

the unceded lands we are all meeting on and 
from today across Qld and Australia.

This includes the Ugarapul Peoples, here 
on the edge of the beautiful Scenic Rim in 

Southern Qld.

To Elders, past and present, and to country, 
thank you for your generosity, spirit, and 

teaching.

To our emerging leaders and First Nations 
colleagues joining today, may we work 
together in unity to create a world that 

supports all people to flourish.

A warm welcome and big thank you to all for 
being here and prioritising our children and 

young people.

Rocky Point pre-schoolers @ Myrtle Mountain, ABC News

https://youtu.be/Uq9AeFxQ4ws?si=B1Imah8PGJF6lsr0
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Housekeeping 
• This is a 1hr and 15 minute webinar – 

microphones and video are turned off

• The session will be recorded

• Please use the Q&A function throughout the 
webinar

• Tech/other support from Sophie Morson and 
Kamila Davidson (TQKP collaborators)

Scenic Rim Family Fun Day, Get 
Ready Week, 2024



Why we are hosting these webinars

We want to:

1. Increase attention to the wellbeing and 
resilience of kids in Qld disaster 
management settings

2. Provide people involved in disaster 
management and allied operations with 
access to contemporary child and youth 
centred practices, people, programs, and 
resources that provide examples of how 
they might support kids and caregivers in 
PPRR settings

Scenic Rim Family Fun Day, Get 
Ready Week, 2024



Supporting the social and emotional wellbeing of infants, 
children, young people and their caregivers in disaster settings



TKiD review of evidence

• All recovery activity should recognise, respect and build on the skills, 
knowledge, capacity, connections, needs, and interests of individuals, 
families, groups, services, and institutions

• Actions/ plans for service and investment must be informed by a nuanced 
understanding and agreement of what is needed, by who, how it should be 
delivered, and who should deliver it

• This requires respect for people’s diverse lived experiences, resources, and 
expertise; local knowledge and ways of being-doing-knowing; and a culture 
of inclusivity and collaboration

• A range of age and development appropriate supports across a spectrum of 
services is generally required, and wherever possible should be delivered by 
or in partnership with the local community and existing service system

• Psychosocial recovery, like physical recovery, takes years.

Dalveen bushfire 
recovery meeting 
2023

What surrounds us and happens to us shapes us. To thrive, infants, children and young 
people need healthy developmental environments where their needs are met, their 

wellbeing is prioritised, and their resilience nurtured.



Beyond 
Bushfires 
research 
(Gibbs et al 2015)

“In interviews children, young 
people and parents highlighted the 
exposure to individual and 
community level trauma and 
dislocation, the effects of which 
were expressed in every element of 
their lives”.

“There was clear evidence of 
children’s capacity to recognise and 
address the challenges of a post-
disaster context, contributing to 
important decision making about 
their lives”.

Assessments 
of children’s 
disaster 
recovery 
needs
(UNICEF, Royal Far West 
et al 2020-24)

Assessments undertaken across 
three states in recent years 
reveal a lack of planning for 
children when it comes to 
disaster response and recovery, 
and this is leading to long-term 
consequences.

Source: Australian 
Red Cross

We must draw on 
people’s lived 

experiences and 
work in partnership 
with them through 

their disaster 
experiences



Hand over to Sharleen 
Keleher, QCPIMH



Early Childhood Disaster 
Resilience and Recovery: 
A multi-disciplinary 
approach
Thriving Kids in Disasters: Words into Practice

Dr Sharleen Keleher





We recognise the lived experience of mental health challenges within our 

work teams, partners and clients. We are grateful for the lived experience 

expertise that informs our ongoing practice.

Recognition of Lived Experience



How did Birdie’s Tree begin?





11 storybooks

Mindful movement

Early Intervention

Website

Professional learning 
for ECEC educators





Common reactions in babies and young children



Common reactions in adults and caregivers



Risk factors

Pre-existing

• Temperament 

• Physical illness

• ACEs/trauma

• Intergenerational trauma

• MH concerns

• Poor attachment

• Female

• Genetic risk

Event-related

• Threat of life/ injury to parent

• Death of parent/s

• Threat of life/injury to self

• Separated from parent/s

• Parent distress

• Home destroyed

• Evacuated

After

• Parent-child relationship 
difficulties

• Parent distress

• Family stressors & dysfunction

• House disruption

• Emotion dysregulation

• Low social support



What helps?
Talk

• Young children know more than we think - don’t avoid discussion

• Provide age-appropriate information

• Increased knowledge decreases anxiety

• Don’t scare – talk about what happened, what can be done, what 
will happen next

• Interaction + guidance = problem-focused coping

Play

• Children process emotional experiences through play

• Enable children’s agency in response and recovery

• Therapeutic games can help – sense of success and mastery

Tell stories

• Language helps children grasp and share their experiences

• Therapeutic stories contain, structure and interpret emotional 
experiences

• Emotional literacy – words for ‘big feelings’



Birdie’s Tree Early Learning Program: Evaluation

•Mixed methods study

•Over 200 early learning centres 
across Qld and NSW

•Tailored delivery informed by 
consultation



Working together



Observing children’s responses



Supporting children’s understanding of severe weather and 
disasters in responsive ways



Disasters don’t happen in isolation



BTELP: Summary of findings

Educators 
program 

engagement

Program 
content

Organisational 
support

Workforce 
context

Time and 
competing 
priorities

Program 
design and 

delivery

• Consistencies in educators’ use of Birdie’s 
Tree resources regardless of centre type 
and location

• Focus on place-based practices

• Educators’ commitment to supporting 
children navigate learning and social 
challenges

• Collaborating with the community

• Connectedness with nature and through 
centre-family relationships

• Children as active agents in their learning

Keleher, S. L. M. (2024). Conversations, collaborations and connections: Supporting early childhood disaster resilience through 
professional learning. [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Central Queensland University.



BTELP: Recommendations

Professional learning for disaster resilience education should be a national education workforce 
development priority. 

• Explicit alignment with relevant curriculum frameworks

• Place-based, responsive and adaptable to emerging issues in the context

• Structure for reflections that supports 
• educators’ active engagement in learning

• connects with their teaching practice and children’s learning

• Connect with educators’ context

• Flexible

• Organisational supports to reduce barriers for engagement

• Awareness of workforce challenges

Infants and young children must be considered and included in disaster preparedness, resilience 
and recovery policies and procedures.

Keleher, S. L. M. (2024). Conversations, collaborations and connections: Supporting early childhood disaster resilience through 
professional learning. [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Central Queensland University.



https://www.childrens.health.qld.gov.au/our-work/birdies-tree-natural-disaster-recovery

or browse ‘Birdie’s Tree’

Queensland Centre for Perinatal and Infant Mental Health
birdies-tree@health.qld.gov.au

Ph. (07) 3266 0300

https://www.childrens.health.qld.gov.au/our-work/birdies-tree-natural-disaster-recovery
mailto:birdies-tree@health.qld.gov.au


Quick 
questions



Hand over to Brad Rogers, 
Emerging Minds



✧

Replace this place holder with

an appropriate cover

image for your presentation.

Examples can be found here.

Thriving Kids in 
Disasters: Words 
into Practice
Supporting kids’ and caregivers’ social and 

emotional wellbeing in disasters

https://emergingminds.sharepoint.com/:f:/s/NationalWorkforceCentreforChildMentalHealth/EvB1WPHYRlFHvEE1otYEGH8BWHAPzS9uSBaIZHJ7ClD7Vg?e=AUNylO
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Acknowledgement of Country

We recognise the land on which we meet 

today and pay respect to Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Island Peoples, their ancestors, the 

elders past, present and future from the 

different First Nations across this Country.

We acknowledge the importance of connection 

to land, culture, spirituality, ancestry, family 

and community for the wellbeing of all 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 

and their families.
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Emerging Minds

• Interactions and 
behaviours are shaped 
by multiple variables 
operating in a system.

• Many variables are by 
design (policy and 
programs, practice 
guidance)

• Some variables make 
interactions and 
practices harder. 

• Some make it easier. 

Our work is to 
understand and 
intervene in different 
variables to make 
delivering support for 
infant and child mental 
health 
• Easier 
• Expected
• Expanded
• Equitable

Policy and 

Programs

Organisations

Practitioners

Practice 

Leaders

Families



Our work in disasters

• To increase the visibility of infants, children, young people 

and their caregivers in disasters

• Supporting systems change to make supporting infants an 

expected and embedded part of disaster preparation, 

response and recovery

• Learning from children, families, practitioners, researchers 

and communities about what supports their mental health 

and wellbeing 

• Translating this knowledge to make it practical and 

accessible for children, families, professionals and 

communities
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✧

Either replace this

image holder with a

screenshot of a document

relating to the presentation

or delete from the

PowerPoint



Importance of a 
systemic 
approach to 
child mental 
health following 
a disaster
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Meaningful 
collaboration 
across all layers 
of the system is 
essential
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Systems Change 

        + Practice Change 

= 
36



What has been happening?

37



What do we 
know about 
children’s 
responses to 
disasters?
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Infants and 
children are often 
overlooked at a 
policy level 
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Policy and 

Programs

Organisations

Practitioners

Practice 

Leaders

Families

• Concerns across the sector due to inadequate 

consideration of infants and children in disaster 

planning.

• National Infant & Child Disaster Mental Health 

Advisory Committee (NICDAC) was formed 

with ACATLGN to address this gap at a policy 

level. 

• The committee supports the National 

Workforce Centre (NWC) with strategies for 

children in disasters.

• NICDAC brings together sector researchers, 

practitioners, and leaders.

• It focuses on system-level responses, 

workforce needs, policy guidance, and 

implementing NWC initiatives. 



Leaders need a 

guiding 

framework
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Policy and 

Programs

Organisations

Practitioners

Practice 

Leaders

Families

• Consultation with sector leaders revealed a 

need for organisational guidance on 

addressing infants' and children's needs in 

disasters.

• Ongoing collaboration highlighted the need for 

key actions to help guide child focused disaster 

planning, response, and recovery.

• NICDAC further highlighted the need for a 

strategic framework to guide system 

responses.

• Feedback from leaders, emphasised the 

importance of providing accessible, evidence-

based information for leaders.



Principles and Actions

Jun 2023 

Position Statement for Policy Guidance 
Brainstorming

Sep 2023 

Nov 2023

 

Mar 2024 
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Principles and Actions

Jun 2023 

Position Statement for Policy Guidance 
Brainstorming

Sep 2023 

Refining Position Statements Breakout Room 
Discussion

Nov 2023 

Presentation of Guiding Principles & Menti 
Survey

Mar 2024 

Further Development of Principles & Actions



There is a major 
gap in workforce 
skills and 
confidence
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Policy and 

Programs

Organisations

Practitioners

Practice 

Leaders

Families

• National Workforce Survey revealed a major 

gap in skills and confidence for responding to 

children's needs in disasters.

• Survey distributed widely through Emerging 

Minds and over 100 stakeholders and 

organisations across Australia

• Doubled responses compared to 2020-21, with 

most being new respondents

• Over 3000 workers completed competency and 

disaster-specific questions

• 59% were aware of Emerging Minds 

beforehand, allowing for comparison of 

competency levels 



Generalist child mental health competency means scores
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disasters

Working with Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander families
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Answered by all respondents

Scores of 6-7 = high competence  |  5-6 = moderate competence  |  4 and below = low competence



Key practices 

Why we need to support infants and children before, during, and after disasters.

Understanding how disasters influence infants and children.

Disaster preparedness: A child-centred and family-focused approach.

Supporting infants, children, and families during and immediately after disasters.

Supporting infants, children, and families in an evacuation.

How psychological first aid can support infants, children, and families who experience a disaster (Part One).

Psychological first aid with infants and children: Practice guidance (Part Two).

The foundations of psychosocial support with infants, children, and families after disasters.

Practices for supporting infants and children after disasters.

Practices for supporting parents and families after disasters.

Looking after your well-being as a worker.



Supporting Infants and 
Children in Disasters:        
A Practice Guide

• A comprehensive resource to enhance 
practitioners' work with infants, children, and 
families.

• Builds on the community trauma toolkit and 
provides more in-depth guidance on key 
practices.

• Covers the phases of disaster preparedness, 
response, and recovery.



Co-designing 
with families is  
an essential part 
of the solution
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Policy and 

Programs

Organisations

Practitioners

Practice 

Leaders

Families

• Families' insights have been essential for 

crafting solutions that address real 

challenges effectively.

• Parents and carers have identified a gap in 

approaches which address working with 

parents and the family as a whole.

• The Child and Family Partners Disaster 

Advisory Network was established to gain 

a deeper understanding of families' needs.
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“While each of us in our family experienced an 

injury, our family was also injured. Our whole 

family dynamic had gone from a place of play, 

safety and trust, to one where no one felt safe. 

Over the years I found it really difficult to 

articulate to mental health practitioners that the 

family should be considered as another person 

or entity who needs to be supported, in a way 

that’s different to how you might work solely 

with an individual parent or child.”
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“There was death everywhere. Livestock were 

dying, native animals are dying, plants are 

dying, 100-year-old-trees were dying. It was just 

everywhere you looked. But something that was 

really important for him was stability and 

routine... and trying to let him have an 

opportunity to be a child.”
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“We talked about what they needed [with the 

kids]. In the difference of feeling and being 

safe. And, they both agree that they need to 

know their parents are okay. They need to 

know that, you know, mum's okay. Dad's 

okay. They need to know that we're going to 

be okay.”
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“I had intense guilt and shame not preparing 

for the fires…..I had no idea that there’d be 

two weeks where we couldn't even get food, 

like they helicoptered the army in to bring food 

in. And, you know, here I was with two 

packets of hot cross buns, so I felt awful. And 

then I, you know, at that point realised it 

wasn't helping my kids.”
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- Drawing by 8 year old

Give the kids lots of understanding 

because you don’t know their 

perspective of the disaster. The parents 

have probably been through things like 

that, but the kids haven’t lived as long, 

so they might be more traumatised 

because they don’t know what to 

expect. – 11 year old 

Check in with their kids, on how they’re 

feeling and seeing if they’re going 

ok…you don’t know how they’re feeling. 

They will be feeling different to you. – 
13 year old



Family Hub & Resources

• The Family Hub will offer evidence-based digital 

resources and guidance for early intervention in mental 

health concerns for children aged 0-12 years.

• It is built around an online ‘guided self-help model,’ 

combining self-help resources with practitioner guidance.

• Co-designed with 21 practitioners and 29 lived 

experience advisors, the Hub’s prototype will include 

learning pathways for families.

• A focus of the Hub will be pathways related to disaster 

recovery, with the prototype expected to be completed by 

June 2025.



Changes to the way we view infants and children

56





Thank you.

The National Workforce Centre for Child Mental Health is 

funded by the Australian Government Department of Health 

under the National Support for Child and Youth Mental Health 

Program.

info@emergingminds.com.au 

Community 
Trauma Toolkit 
QR code:

Families Disaster 
resources 
QR code:

mailto:info@emergingminds.com.au


Q & A



Wrap up & 
Feedback

We’d love to hear about ideas this webinar has 
given you for supporting children and young 

people’s wellbeing and resilience in the disaster 
management settings you operate in.

Look out for our third webinar at the end of November. 
Partners and collaborators from the Resilient Kids program 

in northern NSW will be joining us to share their different 
perspectives and experiences of setting up and running a 
regional, multi-dimensional child and youth focused flood 

recovery and resilience initiative.

Source: Royal 

Far West



Contact us:

https://twitter.com/TQKPartnership

https://linkedin.com/company/thriving-queensland-kids-partnership

Thriving Kids in Disasters Project:

Anita Egginton

Anita.Egginton@aracy.org.au 

Jacinta Perry

Jacinta.Perry@aracy.org.au

Would you like to know more about TKiD?

Sign up to the TQKP newsletter - 

https://share.hsforms.com/1nOoblL2PRpic2j3NPGVc7Qdttf3 

mailto:Anita.Egginton@aracy.org.au
mailto:Jacinta.perry@aracy.org.au
https://share.hsforms.com/1nOoblL2PRpic2j3NPGVc7Qdttf3
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