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Acknowledgement of Country

The Queensland Centre for Perinatal and Infant Mental Health (QCPIMH) 
would like to acknowledge the Traditional Owners of all land and sea 
countries throughout Australia, and pay respects to Elders past, present 
and emerging.

We acknowledge past and current sorry business, and the losses suffered 
by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 

We also acknowledge that connection to land, wind and water,  and 
culture and traditions are central to the social emotional wellbeing of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 



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.

In particular we acknowledge those who have lived 

through natural hazards and disruptive events, and 

thank them for the insights and wisdom that help to 

keep our work grounded in people’s real-world 

experiences.  

Recognition of Lived Experience



Presentation outline

1. Birdie’s Tree – context and history

2. Birdie’s Tree Universal Resources 

3.    Birdie’s Tree Early Learning Program 

4.    Birdie Cares



QCPIMH - Who are we? What do we do?



How did Birdie’s Tree begin?



Introducing Birdie's Tree

https://youtu.be/7MKTICbgtOw


Common reactions in babies and young children



Context of working with babies and young children 

"There is no such thing as a baby ... if you set out 

to describe a baby, you will find you are 

describing a baby and someone.'' (Winnicott, 

1947)

• Child

• Child-parent dyad

• Parental dynamics

• Family

• Childcare/School/Community

• Culture



Common reactions in parents 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



Community recovery trajectory



Thinking about disruptive events



Resilience & Posttraumatic Growth

• Stress and trauma research has 

traditionally focused on negative 

consequences of adversity. 

• There’s now more focus on positive 

outcomes, specifically posttraumatic 

growth (PTG) – ‘positive change 

experienced as a result of the 

struggle with trauma’. 

• Emphasizes transformation, learning 

and growing through stressful events 

and circumstances. 



Counteracting ‘pre-conditions for trauma’

➢ Safety

➢ Connection

➢ Predictability – including time, sequencing, cause and effect

➢ Familiarity

➢ Age-appropriate information

➢ Protection from media

➢ Agency

➢ Body awareness, here and now – sensory activities

➢ Calm

➢ Hope and optimism for future, gratitude for now

➢ Joy and fun – pleasurable activities

➢ Narrative

Based on Bessel Van Der Kolk’s webinar 
‘Seven Pre-Conditions for Trauma’, April 2020 

and 

‘Five essential elements of immediate and 
mid-term mass trauma intervention’, Hobfoll
et al. 2007



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’

What helps? 



Birdie’s Tree!

https://www.childrens.health.qld.gov.au/natural-disaster-recovery



Key messages for children

• Disruptive events are no-one’s fault, and 
certainly not yours

• You are safe and loved
• You are not alone
• Hard times end
• Order will be restored
• Adults will take responsibility for fixing things
• It’s okay to have ‘big feelings’ and to talk 

about them



Key messages for adults

• Disruptive events are not your fault

• You are not alone 

• Hard times end

• Order will be restored

• It’s okay to have ‘big feelings’ and to talk 
about them

• Take care of yourself, to take care of children

• Help is available – don’t be afraid to ask







Birdie 
storybooks



Conversational reading for resilience



Benefits of books

• CONTAINMENT – overwhelming event symbolically represented 
and contained

• NARRATIVE STRUCTURE – beginning, middle, end; emotional arc

• AGENCY – child’s control of the book provides symbolic control 
over the event

• PROCESSING – recognise and work through events and emotions experienced in real life

• CONNECTION – with characters, and with adult (reading books together)

• EMOTIONAL LITERACY – shared language for ‘big feelings’

• STEM KNOWLEDGE – raise child’s level of understanding about natural disasters, 
weather, emergency management (knowledge is power!)



Birdie and Mr Frog hand puppets



Relaxing With Birdie

• Mindfulness and movement routine in the form of a 

narrative about Birdie and Mr Frog  

• Print book (cost recovery), e-book and animation 

freely available online

• Preparedness, Response and Recovery phases

• Help young children calm down, rest, relax and 

sleep

• Good for parents, educators and other adults too!





Fun With Birdie

• Activity book for babies and young children supported 
by parents/ carers/ educators 

• Includes activities for older siblings and for children of 
different ages to do together

• Structured around Bessel Van der Kolk’s ‘preconditions 
for trauma’ – help alleviate/ prevent trauma responses

• Response phase – while out of home or isolated, may 
not have access to usual toys, craft materials etc. 

• Recovery phase – helps children process experiences



Interactive online games



Colour in
• Exposure to potentially 

traumatic memories in a 

safe space, context of 

an enjoyable activity

• Exercise agency over 

the image of the 

memory (choose how to 

colour it in, what to add, 

background etc.)

• Express creativity

• Strengthen identification 

with story characters

• Fun



Build a face

• Explore how emotions are 

shown through facial 

expressions

• Agency and creativity

• Fun



How does Birdie feel?

• Explore emotional reactions to events – words, body language

• Strengthen identification with story characters

• Agency

• Fun





Singalong

• This is the Sound – exposure to potentially frightening triggers in a 

contained, friendly, fun context with narrative structure (and happy ending)

• I Hear Thunder - exposure to potentially frightening triggers in a contained, 

friendly, fun context with narrative structure 

• Galumph Went the Little Green Frog – encourage curiosity about natural 

world, strengthen identification with characters, fun with sounds and dance

• If You’re Happy and You Know It – explore emotional expression and 

coping strategies

• Incy Wincy Spider – encourage resilience in face of challenges

• Twinkle Twinkle Little Star – encourage curiosity about natural world

• Two Little Dickie Birds – play symbolically with loss and restoration



Jigsaw sounds
• Discriminating between 

loud and soft sounds

• Exploring emotional 
attributions to sounds –
‘loud’ need not be ‘scary’

• Exposure to potentially 
triggering stimuli in safe, 
contained environment 
where child has agency 
(child chooses whether 
or not to complete 
jigsaw, and sound occurs 
as a reward)

• Fun



Who helps?

• Explore how helpers assist 

in emergency situations

• Reinforce understanding that 

adults are there to help and 

can be relied on

• Agency

• Fun



Let’s make it better

• Reinforce hope for a better future 

(broken things can be fixed)

• Agency

• Fun

• Symbolic restoration provides agency for child who may not be able to help in 

the ‘real-world’ clean-up

• Reinforce understanding that adults will help and restore order



Dress the helper

• Demystify Personal Protective 

Equipment (PPE) of helping 

professionals

• Reinforce understanding that adults 

will help and restore order

• Agency

• Fun



What do helpers need?

• Demystify Personal 

Protective Equipment (PPE) 

of helping professionals

• Reinforce understanding 

that adults will help and 

restore order

• Agency

• Fun



Information and activity sheets

• Hazard-specific

• Downloadable PDFs

• Double-sided hand-out

• Minimal information

• Short version of story

• More to come!



Information sheets 



Booklets



Other print resources



Other resources and supports

• Resources to support the use of Birdie’s Tree 

books and materials

• Information sheets (brief)

• Booklets (more comprehensive)

• Videos and animations:

✓ Introduction to Birdie’s Tree

✓ Conversational reading 

✓ Babies, young children and stressful 

events

• Links to other resources and supports



Birdie’s Tree Early Learning Program

Support Early Childhood Educators to:

• identify and respond to needs of young children and 
their families during and following a natural disaster

• identify when a child is in need of referral for 
additional support, and use appropriate referral 
pathways

• feel confident supporting young children’s social 
emotional wellbeing in relation to a natural disaster

• use self-care strategies to maintain own wellbeing 
following a natural disaster



Birdie Cares Early Intervention Program

• Relevant Birdie storybook(s)
• Birdie or Mr Frog toy
• Relaxing with Birdie mindful movement
• Fun with Birdie activities
• Psychoeducation for parents/carers (involve all 

relevant family members/ care network)
• Parent/carer workbook
• Supportive counselling and reassurance
• Tipsheets for specific issues e.g. sleep
• Child workbook (if age-appropriate)
• ‘My Story’ narrative therapy 



Are you concerned about a little person’s emotional recovery?

• Birdie Cares: brief family therapy for young 

children (under 5) needing extra support to 

recover from the 2022 floods. 

• QCPIMH psychologists offer Birdie Cares 

face-to-face or by telehealth.

• Parents and carers can contact us directly via 

the QR code below

• Talk with our team for further information: 

birdies-tree@health.qld.gov.au or phone (07) 

3266 0300                                                                                              

mailto:birdies-tree@health.qld.gov.au


Young child 

wellbeing 

check



Birdie Cares – ‘My Story’



Birdie Helps trauma treatment program

• Extend on Birdie Cares
• Address other issues contributing to trauma 

e.g. past trauma, ACEs, other family stressors
• May require long-term engagement

• Program in development
• Currently, referral to existing infant/ child and 

youth mental health services and/or 
psychosocial supports



Recent recognition
Birdie’s Tree universal resources –

Resilient Australia Award 2020, Australian Institute 

for Disaster Resilience

‘Birdie and the Virus’ – Queensland 

Premier’s Award for Excellence, 

‘Give all our children a great start’

Birdie’s Tree initiative - Runner up, Queensland Health 

Awards for Excellence – Health promotion 2021

South West HHS Birdie Calls Roadshow – State and National 

Winner, Resilient Australia Awards, Mental Health category 2022



https://www.childrens.health.qld.gov.au/natural-disaster-recovery/

bit.ly/birdiestree or browse ‘Birdie’s Tree’

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

Ph. (07) 3266 0300

mailto:birdies-tree@health.qld.gov.au

