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Understanding PACE: A Trauma-Informed Approach to Supporting Children
As part of sound Early Years practice, we know that children's behaviour is often a form of communication. When children feel overwhelmed, anxious, frustrated, or unsafe, their emotions can be expressed through their actions. One approach that helps adults understand and respond to these behaviours is PACE.
Developed by clinical psychologist Dr Dan Hughes, PACE is a trauma-informed, relationship-based approach that focuses on helping children feel safe, understood, and connected. Rather than concentrating on managing behaviour, PACE encourages adults to build trusting relationships that support emotional regulation and wellbeing.
What Does PACE Stand For?
PACE is an acronym for:
🎈 Playfulness
Using a light-hearted, warm, and gentle approach can help reduce tension and create emotional safety. Playfulness is not about making fun of a situation but about bringing positivity and connection into interactions.
For example: "I wonder if your grumpy feelings got out of bed before you this morning!"
A playful approach can help children feel less defensive and more open to support.
❤️ Acceptance
Acceptance means recognising and validating a child's feelings, thoughts, and experiences without judgement.
This does not mean accepting inappropriate behaviour. Instead, it means helping children understand that all feelings are okay, while guiding them towards appropriate ways to express them.
For example: "I can see you're feeling really cross right now. It's okay to feel angry."
🔍 Curiosity
Curiosity encourages adults to wonder about what might be behind a child's behaviour, rather than making assumptions.
Instead of asking: "Why did you do that?"
A curious response might be: "I wonder what was happening for you when that happened?"
This approach helps children feel understood rather than blamed.
🤗 Empathy
Empathy involves showing genuine understanding of a child's emotional experience. It lets children know they are not alone with difficult feelings.
For example: "That sounds really tough. I can see why you might feel upset about that."
Empathy strengthens relationships and helps children develop emotional awareness.
Why Is PACE Trauma-Informed?
Children who have experienced trauma, adversity, or disrupted attachment relationships may find it difficult to trust adults, regulate emotions, or communicate their needs.
PACE supports these children by:
· Creating emotional and psychological safety.
· Building trusting and secure relationships.
· Reducing feelings of shame and fear.
· Supporting co-regulation before expecting self-regulation.
· Helping adults understand behaviour as communication.
When children feel safe, connected, and understood, they are better able to learn, develop, and engage positively with others.
How Can PACE be Used?
One of the strengths of PACE is its flexibility. It is not a programme that needs to be delivered at specific times. Instead, it can be used throughout everyday interactions with children.
PACE can be applied in:
· Early Years settings
· Schools
· Family homes
· Foster care and therapeutic parenting
· Social care and youth services
· Clinical and therapeutic settings
Whether supporting a child during a challenging moment or celebrating a success, PACE offers a framework for strengthening relationships and emotional wellbeing.
A PACE Example in Practice
Imagine a child arrives at the setting upset and angry after a difficult morning.
A traditional response may focus immediately on the behaviour:
"You need to calm down before you come in."
A PACE-informed response might sound like:
"It looks like something really difficult has happened this morning. I wonder what's making things feel so hard right now?"
This response combines curiosity, acceptance, and empathy, helping the child feel understood and supported rather than judged.
Why Does PACE Matter in Early Years?
Positive relationships are at the heart of effective Early Years practice. PACE reminds us that before children can learn, they need to feel safe, connected, and emotionally secure.
By adopting a PACE approach, practitioners can create environments where children feel understood, valued, and supported to develop resilience and emotional wellbeing.
Key Takeaway
PACE is more than a strategy. It is a way of being with children that prioritises relationships, connection, and emotional safety. Through Playfulness, Acceptance, Curiosity, and Empathy, adults can help children feel secure enough to explore, learn, and thrive.
"Connection before correction" is often at the heart of a PACE approach, helping children build trust, confidence, and lifelong emotional resilience.
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