
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

  

For Aboriginal children and youth across the East Kimberley, 
domestic and family violence and exposure to traumatic events 
is all too common. Child and youth counselling is an essential 
part of providing support to those who need it and it encourages 
long term positive emotional wellbeing for their families.   

This evidence brief will guide and shape discussion about responses in children 
and youth counselling services in Kununurra. It aims to build a common 
understanding about new ways of working with children and youth (particularly 
in incidences of domestic violence) to ensure their psychological and emotional 
wellbeing.   

NB: This brief does not evaluate clinical models of care for young people, nor does it respond to 
legal implications of domestic violence.  

Key Messages: 

 Childhood exposure to domestic violence in the East Kimberley is high, and often occurs more than 

once.  

 Exposure to domestic violence impacts childhood development, and can have profound and long term 

impacts on the child’s wellbeing.  

 Child and youth counselling services in Kununurra are of critical need - more sustainability and 

consistency in service availability is crucial.  

 Programmatic responses that involve Aboriginal people and Aboriginal organisations in design and 

delivery are effective for child counselling, particularly those that leverage opportunities to embed 

culturally appropriate activities within the program.  

 The deep seated, intergenerational nature of a number of the factors contributing to domestic violence 

and its impact on children requires a committed, long term, community level response, that puts 

children at the centre of the need for change. 

 

   

       “We have all these 
sad things happening to our 
families. We want to look at 
a future for our children… 
We need to do things with 
our children. They are our 
priority in the community. 
They are our future” 
 

- Talking Family Healing 
East Kimberley Gathering Report 

Healing Foundation, 2014  
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What are the types of trauma that Aboriginal children in the East 
Kimberley are experiencing? 
 
• Direct exposure: through abuse, neglect and exposure to domestic and family violence 
 
• Secondary exposure: through bearing witness to the past traumatic experiences of their 
family and community members (including the long-term impact of the Stolen Generations). A key 
consequence of secondary exposure to traumatic experiences is intergenerational trauma – a form 
of historical trauma that is transmitted across generations [23].  

At the core of all 
responses should be 
children and young 
people‐ particularly 
those with lived 
experience of trauma‐ to 
help shape meaningful 
and appropriate modes 
of service that are 
tailored to their 
individual needs.  

Parents and families, 
of children and young 
people,  and Aboriginal 
leaders need to be 
involved in every step 
of planning care 
responses and service 
models. Evidence 
demonstrates that 
when programs are 
Aboriginal led and 
focused on traditional 
healing they are more 
effective.  

Stakeholders, service 
providers and funders 
must support and invest 

in partnership 
approaches to ensure 
youth moving between 
the stages of response 
are supported and 
intervention is holistic, 
consistent and culturally 
appropriate.  

 

Working with 
trauma in 

Kununurra 
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Local voices: What’s needed 
 

A review of local reports and consultation notes 
(KALACC, 2010 [16]; Enzyme, 2015 [11], RSRU, 2017 
[19] Boab Consulting 2014 [10]; evidence the call by 
Aboriginal people for more culturally focused mental 
health care and responses, particularly for children and 
youth.  
In local reports ‘child and youth mental health’ are often 
raised as being interrelated to other issues, such as 
youth suicide, interactions with the justice system, 
disengagement from school, Fetal Alcohol Spectrum 
Disorder (FASD) and unstable home environments.  
 
Local Aboriginal Organisations have invested resources 
into exploring this issue and have researched 
implementable solutions to support children and young 
adults that may be at risk of mental health issues, such 
as: Kununurra Waringarri Aboriginal Corporation’s Street 
Present Children Report [20], MG Corp’s Youth 
Wellbeing Project, Waringarri Arts’ Art Heal programs, 
collaborative Back to Country trips, and many more.    
 

There is a call for Aboriginal community involvement in 
the design and implementation of domestic violence 
prevention activities in Kununurra, for the safe guarding 
of Aboriginal children. To assist this reform the following 
is needed: 

 

 Recognition and response to international trauma and 
provision of services that are centered around 

traditional healing, which involve Aboriginal people 
in design, delivery and evaluation of the programs 

 Collaboration and coordination across Government 
and in partnership with Aboriginal controlled agencies 

 

 Mental health initiatives should be implemented 
through cultural practices and programs, and can be 
supported by culturally based resilience and suicide 
prevention programs, e.g. on-country programs and 

mentoring 

 Youth involvement in flexible programs that can be 
accessed where the young person feels physically 

and emotionally safe to access support. e.g. drop in 
centers/ safe spaces; regular girls/boys groups; 

youth leadership group or reference group; music 
programs; activities and sports. 

What we don’t know yet:  
‘Brain Based Approaches’ 
 
While still an emerging area of research 
and practice, brain-based approaches have 
shown promising results in healing for 
traumatised children and young people and 
are compatible with traditional cultural 
practices.  
 
Neuro developmentally-informed 
approaches (‘Brain Based Approaches’) 
involve understanding which areas of the 
brain have been affected by the trauma and 
then designing a treatment plan that 
includes the necessary therapeutic, 
enrichment and educational activities to 
help the child’s brain heal and realign with 
typical development [4].  
 
Implementing this approach in Kununurra 
has not been fully explored and would be 
resource intensive.  

What we don’t know yet: Trauma 
Informed Practice in Schools 
 
Trauma Informed Practice (TIP) can 
support a child’s holistic wellbeing when it is 
coordinated with other areas of the child’s 
life- in particular schooling.  
 
In the classroom, TIP approaches 
implemented by school staff through 
helping children to [24]: 
  
 connect with others 
 tell their story (safely) 
 establish safety in the classroom 
 have structure and consistency in the 

classroom 
 use natural consequences 
 acknowledge good decisions 
 involve family and care givers in 

positive environments  
 

Family and case worker involvement in 
implementing the TIP approach with a child 
is crucial, and is yet to be thoroughly 
implemented in Kununurra.  
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Literature Review: What Works 

 

It is generally accepted that it is important to use a tailored approach to mental health, recognizing 
that one way of working will not suit everyone. However, based on research and local evidence, 
there are some common themes that should guide good policy and design in the East Kimberley. 

 

Encouraging and building strong emotional and social wellbeing early through programs for 
children of preschool age. Programs that provide support for vulnerable families and help them to 
care for their children so they can learn basic social, emotional regulation and behaviour 
management skills to make a positive transition into school, are among the most effective programs 
[1]. Attending early childhood programs and playgroups is also beneficial for families, as it assists in 
building a support network around the child early on.  When children and families have a support 
network, they can turn to those people and organisations for culturally appropriate support or 
assistance when they need it [2]. 

 

Effective programs surrounding domestic violence incidents usually have a dual focus on the parent 
and child and are designed to make sure that the child has a stable, supportive and safe home 
environment. Individuals and families who have experienced trauma require spaces in which they 
feel physically and emotionally safe. Children need to advise what measures make them feel safe. 
Their identified measures need to be consistently, predictably and respectfully provided, particularly 
when service providers are visiting or working in the home [3]. Service providers have reported that 
creating a safe physical space for children includes having child-friendly areas and engaging play 
materials, and involve the family and care-givers in the healing process.  

 

Supporting sustained engagement in education and provision of appropriate supports young 
people to (re)engage with school or some form of alternative structured learning must be considered 
in mental health plans and counselling approaches. Prevention based approaches should be 
included to help ensure that young people to stay engaged in education and not drop out of school 
early [1]. Projects that collaborate and integrate with existing youth services show better outcomes 
for young people, including schools, juvenile justice and youth diversion programs, youth centers 
and counselling services and other programs working with young people [4]. 

 

Trauma Informed Practice- there has been much discussion in Kununurra in recent years around 
Trauma Informed Practice (TIP), however results of this effort are yet to be seen within the 
responses to vulnerable children. TIP is a therapeutic methodology of working with children who 
have experienced trauma and who display challenging behaviors or who have experienced traumatic 
events, such as domestic violence. It redirects the focus of intervention from ‘what is wrong with this 
child?’ to ‘what has happened to this child?’ and the entire response to events culture has shifted to 
reflect a trauma approach in all work practices [5]. This reframe of the behaviour opens up new ways 
of working with children and seeing destructive and undesirable behaviour as a symptom, not 
causation, and fundamentally adheres to avoiding any potential re-traumatisation of children. 
Trauma-informed services empower individuals, families and communities to take control of their 
own healing and recovery. They adopt a strengths-based approach, which focuses on the 
capabilities that individuals bring to a problem or issue [3].  

 

Supporting connections with community and culture through cultural and on-country programs. 
Community based programs involving on-country activities that engage young people with land and 
culture have been shown to support reductions in suicide and anti-social behavior, well as 
improvements in employment, education and training participation, physical health (including 
cardiovascular and renal function, alcohol and smoking related illness and diet) [6]. Programs where 
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evidenced results occurred are consistent, reliable and operate ‘rain, hail or shine’ to provide the 
participants consistency, expectations and routine. Culture can also act as protection against risk 
and harm for children and young people. For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people cultural 
concepts such as connection to land, culture, spirituality, ancestry, family and community are 
common protective factors that ‘can serve as sources of resilience and can moderate the impact of 
stressful circumstances on social and emotional wellbeing at an individual, family and community 
level’ [7].  

Mainstream programs and services working with children who have experienced trauma can also be 
effective when they involve cultural aspects into the therapeutic approach. Culture plays an 
important role in how victims/survivors of trauma manage and express their traumatic life 
experience/s and identify the supports and interventions that are most effective [3].  Culturally 
competent services are respectful of, and specific to, cultural backgrounds. Such services may 
support clients to take up opportunities for traditional healing practices, engagement with family and 
the person’s support network and allowing the client to guide their own healing - such as using 
Indigenous languages to describe feelings or events, and incorporating Indigenous methods such as 
art and art therapy programs [8].  

 

 

  

Next Steps:   
 

In Kununurra, there is a strong and urgent call from parents, community, schools, police and 
Aboriginal leaders to renew the commitment to taking steps to improve conditions for Aboriginal 
children and youth, and to prevent their exposure to domestic violence and abuse.  To be successful 
in bringing about meaningful and long-term change for children and youth impacted by violence, 
appropriate services must be delivered: 
 

1. Aboriginal-led programs in concept, design and implementation, 
2. Collaborative and multi-faceted service delivery methods, 
3. A focus on long term healing, involving families and care-givers and the wider 

community.  

Myths about children and domestic violence 
 

 
Myth: Children aren't affected by domestic violence if they don't see it happen 
Fact: A child doesn't need to see domestic violence to know it's happening and be affected 
by it. A child sees how violence affects the person close to them. 
 
Myth: The younger the child, the less the child will be affected by exposure to violence 
Fact: Young children are not immune to the effects of violence. Young children are deeply 
affected by witnessing violence, particularly if the perpetrator or victim of violence is a family 
member. The child should be provided with support to assist them.  
 
Myth: Young children will not remember the violence they have witnessed 
Fact: Children do not forget what they have witnessed. Young children demonstrate a 
remarkable capacity for recalling traumatic events, trauma which can impact them in their 
adult lives. Children should always have the option to seek professional help, and be 
reminded that the violence is not their fault.  
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