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What is the learning objective?
To recognize the impact trauma and toxic stress can have on student learning and behavior, the impact trauma can have on 
your own well being as a classroom teacher, and to explore ways to support your students affected by trauma.

Why?
Understanding the effects of trauma, its prevalence in the classroom and what it can look like will better prepare me as a 
teacher to support my students, help them to be successful, and manage my own self-care.

How will I know if I am successful in learning?
I will have my questions answered about trauma, I will be comfortable with implementing new classroom strategies, or have 
a plan to examine my current practices for ways to improve how I support my students.  And I will feel the need to manage 
my own self-care.





Utah has the nation’s 5th 
highest rate of suicide. Suicide 

is the leading cause of death for 
ages 10-17.

In an average classroom size of 30…

● 8 students will report feeling sad and 
hopeless

● 4 will have seriously considered suicide
● 4 will have made a suicide plan
● 2 will have attempted suicide one or 

more times
● 1 will have had medical treatment for a 

suicide attempt

Source: Utah Department of Health-Violence & Injury Prevention Program



.  

How might we interpret or label this behavior?  
How might we respond internally?

What students in our classroom display similar behaviors?



Big Idea #1: What is Trauma?



Post-Traumatic 
Stress

Prolonged and 
Exaggerated stress 

response, resulting in 
increased cortisol and 

adrenaline, dysregulated 
heart rate, respiration, 

muscle tension, and blood 
flow, and compromising 

functions of the brain

Acute Stress
Normally lasting 4-6 weeks 

A single time limited event such as a loss, 
natural disaster, witnessing or being subject 

to an act of violence

Toxic Stress
Chronic 

Multiple traumatic exposures and/or events 
over extended periods of time i.e. domestic 
violence, neglect, poverty, homelessness; 
especially in the absence of the buffering 

protection of a supportive adult relationship.



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gm9CIJ74Oxw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3bKuoH8CkFc






http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=95ovIJ3dsNk






Resulting Disease and Disability Serious Social Problems

Heart Disease
Cancer
Chronic Lung Disease
Emphysema
Asthma
Liver Disease
Skeletal Fractures
Sexually Transmitted Diseases
HIV/AIDS
Poor Self Rated Health

Homelessness
Prostitution
Violent/Criminal Behavior
Inability to sustain Employment
Re-victimization: Rape, Domestic Violence
Compromised Ability to Parent
Intergenerational Transmission of Abuse
Longer Term Use of Health, Behavioral Health, 
Correctional, and Social Services
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What can happen when we DON’T see 
through a trauma sensitive lens?

●
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What can happen when we DO see 
through a trauma sensitive lens?

●
●
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Big Idea #2: Self-Awareness

“The Adult is necessarily in charge of the setting and the tone of the space.”
(Souers with Hall, 2016)



 We matter, and how we conduct ourselves matters

In the unlikely event of a loss of cabin pressure, 
oxygen masks will fall from the panel above your head.  

Please fasten your own oxygen mask before helping 
others around you.



Are you looking out for Number one?

Or, on the fast track to 
burn out?

       

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N4_0Pt3HAR8


Resilience is Fostered:
“Capacity to adapt successfully despite experiences of significant adversity 

or trauma.”

● Longitudinal study of 698 high-risk children born in 1955 in Kauai
○ 201 had 4+ high risk factors
○ By age 10 , ⅔ of high risk students were developing problems of their own, 

⅓ were doing well
○ By age 40,  ⅔ leading successful lives
○ All of these participants could point to at least one teacher who was an important source of support.     

(Werner & Smith, 1992)

● Resilience can be nurtured and grown even in adulthood
● The presence of one stable caring adult can help a child at risk



Strategy 1: Stay True to your cement shoes

Your cement shoes keep you 
grounded to your core 
beliefs, your integrity, and 
your life’s mission.

What are your cement shoes?



Ask yourself: What Keeps me grounded?
● What are key aspects of yourself 

that cannot, no matter what, be 
taken from you?

● What are your truths?
● Why did you choose education?
● With all it entails, why do you 

stay in the field?
● What do you want to accomplish in 

your career?  Your life?
● How do you hope to be interpreted 

by your family, peers, students?



Strategy 2: Stay out of oz
In The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, 
heroine Dorothy got whisked out 
of Kansas in a tornado. Does this 
ever happen to you? A child 
creates a tornado--some sort of 
disruption to the learning 
environment--and you get sucked 
in, too.  

Nothing good happens when a child 
and the professional adult are 
both in the midst of chaos! 



Know your triggers 
Those experiences that cause us to move into our 

downstairs brain or a dysregulated state. They can 
come more easily when we are tired; our values, 

expectations, and beliefs are challenged; or when 
fear is driving our bus.

When you feel triggered:
Focus on the truth:  What is happening in front of me?  What is the 
student really asking for?  

Acknowledge our own emotions and biological responses:  How am 
I feeling about this student and this behavior? How can I respond in a 
way that supports the student, not reacting emotionally to the behavior? 

Focus on whom you are working with: We must know our students 
well, build strong relationships, connect with them often to be 
successful in the classroom.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G450Xcsx1l8


A Tale of Two Brains
  Think about. . .

● Two upstairs brains working together 

toward something positive.

● Two downstairs brains that collided.

● An upstairs brain that helped the 

other brain out of the basement.



Strategy 3: It’s not about you
Childhood trauma can impact brain 

development, affect emotional growth, and 
interfere with academic progress.

 Students’ actions and behaviors are primarily 
driven by an unmet need...not by a desire to 

push your buttons and throw a monkey-wrench 
into your day! And when parents, colleagues, 
or others approach you emotionally, it’s likely 
because of their care for a child’s well-being. 

It’s about our students, not about 
you.



Strategy 4: Hit Pause 
Mindfulness: “Paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present 

moment, nonjudgmentally.” – Jon Kabat-Zinn

Have you ever truly noticed your own breathing? When you 
actually focus on it, how is your breathing affected?

Calm.com/schools

                            https://app.www.calm.com/homepage

https://app.www.calm.com/homepage
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w6T02g5hnT4


Big Idea #3: What does a 
trauma-sensitive classroom look like?

School is one of the places where students who are exposed to challenges at home can find safety 
and stability- 

teachers become role models for what a healthy adult is like, schools become a sanctuary.



Four areas of focus

➢ Social-Emotional Learning Strategies
➢ Safe and Calm Classroom Climate
➢ Reframe Tier 1 Behavior Supports
➢ Academic Accommodations



Area of Focus #1: Social Emotional Learning Strategies

Social and emotional learning is the process 
through which children and adults:
 
● understand and manage emotions 
● set and achieve positive goals 
● feel and show empathy for others 
● establish and maintain positive 

relationships 
● make responsible decisions



     Build resilience
Build strong emotional connections

   Resist the urge to fix it         Demonstrate coping skills

       Label emotions                        Embrace mistakes

          Promote the bright side                    Model resiliency

Problem Solving Skills

https://www.psycom.net/build-resilience-children#teachproblemsolvingskills


 Relationships:Human Connection is an essential component to 
support learning

Strong relationships are at the core of safe, predictable, 
trauma-sensitive learning environments. 

The greatest factor in making critical repairs to the brain 
is high quality relationships with healthy, supportive, 

caring adults.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SFnMTHhKdkw


“The  Relationships we forge and maintain with others are essential to our 
collective and individual success.”

(Souers with Hall, 2016 p.90)

Think about what you currently do to foster relationships with your students.

What do you think you can do more of or do differently?

What could your school as a community do more of or do differently?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ine7xIlLxgc
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fFaJdBq78lc


Area of focus #2: Safe and calm classroom climate
Students who have been exposed to trauma have learned to cue off their 

environment.They have learned early on what is safe and what is not safe.They 
take these same survival skills into the classroom with them.

They need classrooms that are safe emotionally, physically,      
socially and academically.



Recipe For Safe and Calm Classrooms:
First:

➢ Establish Predictable Routines and Structure
➢ Be Sensitive to Triggers
➢ Create Comfort
➢ Assign Seating

Next:

➢ Do a Temperature Check

Then:

➢ Post Pictures of Students and Their Work
➢ Send Notes or Make Calls Home that Send Positive Messages

Finally:

➢ Add a Touch of Mindfulness





Think about what you currently do to foster a general sense of safety and calm as you work with 
students.

What additional strategies do you feel you could implement to help students affected by trauma to 
feel safe and calm?



Area of Focus #3: Reframe Tier 1 Behavior Supports



The Biology of Trauma
Julie, an 8th grader at the Neighborhood School, is creating quite a 
ruckus in her 3rd period math class today.  She came into the room 
scowling and has refused to take any notes or even open her book, 

and the teacher’s requests for her attention and eye contact are met 
only with deeper scowls.  Julie has typically been disinterested in 

math, and lately her behavior has been especially negative and 
uncooperative.  

As Julie’s teacher, what do you do?

How do we typically respond to the “Julies”?



The Biology of trauma
A- Offer one more chance, then send her to another classroom.  Her behavior is disrupting 
the rest of the class. 

B- Invite her to come in at lunch or break to talk about life, math, or just to eat. 

C- Send her to the office. 

D- Leave her alone, focus on other students. 

E- Call a counselor to arrange a meeting with a parent, get parents on board. 



And the answer is….
A- Offer one more chance, then send her to another classroom.  Her behavior is disrupting the rest of the class.  (removal 
from class may eventually lead to removal from school, suspension- no learning can happen)

B- Invite her to come in at lunch or break to talk about life, math, or just to eat.  (reflects a willingness to build a 
relationship, help the person beneath the behaviors)

C- Send her to the office. (shows you feel she needs immediate disciplinary consequence, through discipline you 
can change her behaviors)

D- Leave her alone, focus on other students. (shows low expectations for her learning and personal growth, not worth 
your time)

 E- Call a counselor to arrange a meeting with a parent, get parents on board. (shows understanding that she needs 
more help than you can provide)

A and C involve removal from class, this may eventually lead to removal from school



The Biology of trauma
Instead of asking Julie, “What’s Wrong With You?”

Ask Julie, “What Happened to You?”



Restorative Practices:
Learning is the only non-negotiable

★ Let go of labels and control, remember influence

★ Establish relationships

★ Set clear, firm limits

★ Don’t take behavior personally

★ Give choices

★ Always empower, never disempower

★ Discipline is respectful, consistent, nonviolent

★ Develop method to gauge emotional climate in the classroom

★ Use affective statements/ “I” statements 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qTr4v0eYigM


Three parts:

I feel _____(emotion)______
When _____(event) _______
Because _____(thought about event)________

Think about what you currently do to support students with behavior issues.

What additional strategies do you feel you could implement to help students affected by trauma to 
manage their behavior so that learning can take place?

“I” statements



Area of fucus #4: Academic accommodations

Students affected by trauma are 
not excused from rigorous learning 
experiences,
 
rather our knowledge of 
traumatic backgrounds offers us 
avenues to connect with them so 
they can continue to push and 
excel.



Finding Balance

Think about what you currently do to balance availability and accountability.

What additional support do you feel you could implement to help students affected by trauma to 
be successful in their learning?

➔ Find a balance between availability 
and accountability

➔ Maintain high expectations
➔ Consider modifications to academic 

work
➔ Give permission to regulate emotions
➔ Give additional support for 

organizing
➔ Provide opportunities to participate



Big Idea #4: Beliefs

Our beliefs influence our behaviors, actions, attitudes, choices, 
and relationships

Forever changed, not forever damaged-
If you believe a child who has experienced trauma is not forever damaged- how will this change your actions, attitudes or 
relationship with the student?

It’s OK to not be OK-   
If you believe you can grant yourself, and your students can grant themselves permission to be not-OK, how will this 
change your actions, attitudes, choices, and relationships?

Grace- 
Show others and yourself a little grace. Offer forgiveness, a second chance, or a free pass. If our goal is to shift 
behavior, not prove a point we will get better results. 



“A school can create a coherent environment, a climate, more potent than any single influence

--teachers, class, family, neighborhood--

so potent that for at least six hours a day it can override almost everything else in the lives of 

children.”

--Ron Edmonds (1986)



      The power of one
I am only one, but still I am one.

I cannot do everything, but still I 
can do something;

And because I cannot do everything,

I will not refuse to do something 
that I can do.

Helen Keller

1 School

1 Team

1 Teacher

1 Student

1 Day

1 Interaction at a time

What is the one thing you can do 
when you go back to your school?
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Classroom

Take Post-Training Survey

https://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/yc/may2015/trauma-sensitive-classrooms
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/yc/may2015/trauma-sensitive-classrooms






Why trauma sensitive classrooms? 
To promote a physically and psychologically safe environment to foster 

student growth.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VXfsoQMqlyY


Seven Blind Mice
One by one, on successive days of the 
week, six different colored blind mice 
investigate parts of the strange 
something near their pond and 
speculate to the group about its 
identity. 

Not until the seventh day, when the 
seventh mouse examines all of it, do 
they see what it truly is, proving 
that wisdom comes only from seeing the 
whole.



Chiara
Chiara, a 7-year-old second-grader, was sexually 

abused between the ages of 2 and 4 by her teenage 

cousin. Chiara is clearly a bright child but is falling 

behind academically even though she never misses a 

day of school. In class she spends most of her time 

daydreaming. On the playground she has a hard time 

initiating play with her peers, so she tends to play 

with younger children. In an effort to determine the 

best way to help Chiara, her teacher, Ms. Martinez, 

consults with Chiara’s first grade teacher, who had 

been equally perplexed by Chiara’s behavior. Neither 

teacher is aware that withdrawal can be a symptom 

of abuse.
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Alex
Four-year-old Alex is in his first year of preschool. He 

loves his teachers and is always excited to come to 

school, yet his teachers describe his behavior as “out 

of control.” At times he screams, curses at his 

classmates and teachers, and destroys classroom 

materials and other children’s artwork—all 

seemingly without cause. Unbeknownst to his 

teachers, Alex has been witnessing domestic 

violence and experiencing physical abuse since birth. 

Furthermore, Alex’s mom works the night shift and 

his dad works the day shift at the same 24-hour 

diner. Because of his parents’ schedules, there are 

times when Alex wakes in the morning and finds 

himself home alone.
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Big Idea #1: What is Trauma?

“Trauma is an exceptional 
experience in which powerful 
and dangerous events overwhelm 
a person’s capacity to cope.” 

Keep in mind that the 
experiences doesn’t have to be 
life-threatening to trigger a 
trauma response. Adverse 
Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 
can have a significant impact 
on child development.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OtXd19s9i8k


The “Dose” Effect of Trauma
  Correlation Between Number of ACEs and Struggles with School and Health

Attendance Behavior Coursework Health

3+ ACEs 4.9 6.1 2.9 3.9

2 ACEs 2.6 4.3 2.5 2.4

1 ACE 2.2 2.4 1.5 2.3

No known ACEs 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0


