
Trauma at School 
What is trauma? How does it affect kids in school? 

How can educators respond and support? 
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Agenda 

•  From typical to stressed systems 

•  Defining and identifying trauma 

•  Responding head over heart 

•  Take care of  them and you 
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“Neurons that fire together 
wire together” – Donald Hebb 

Pathways overlap to create a 
circuit  
 

Circuits layer into a network 
 

Perceptual patterns form a pathway  
 









What is trauma? 

Trauma is a previous adverse experience that can negatively 
affect a person’s current behavior or functioning. 

• Timing: Impact on ages 0-3, 4-8, 9-14, and 15+. 

• Dose and duration 

Examples: Abuse, neglect, bullying, poverty, substance abuse, 
domestic violence, natural disasters, mental illness, divorce, 
family separation (e.g. incarceration), oppression 





What do people who have experienced 
trauma look like? 

You might describe them as “on edge” or “can’t sit still”; they 
are often dysregulated. 

They may be triggered easily or escalate very quickly (either to 
acting out or to withdrawal). 

They may have a hard time staying on topic or may focus on 
small details. 

They may not remember things you talked about days or 
hours before. 



What is going on? 

Their brain has taught them to stay “on alert” for danger. 
They have trouble screening out information and 
determining degree of  danger. 

Their emotional fight/flight/freeze response is very strong 
and often bypasses parts of  the brain that put situations 
into context. 

They don’t feel safe in that moment and what they are 
experiencing may not be what you are experiencing; but it 
is no less real to them. 



Capacities Affected by Trauma 

• Regulate body functions – breathing, heart rate, 
eating, sleeping 

• Awareness of  and ability to describe emotions and 
bodily states 

• Capacity to perceive threat or safety cues 

• Ability to initiate or sustain goal-directed behavior 

• Capacity for self-soothing or empathy 

• Capacity to trust Dunning, C. University of  Wisconsin-Milwaukee, Nature and/or Nurture: 
Trans-generational Transmission of  Traumatic Stress 

Cortisol. Retrieved from http://slideplayer.com/slide/222967/ 



Common Reactions to Trauma  

Thoughts: 
Unwanted thoughts  
Nightmares  
Poor concentration  
 

Emotions: 
Fear, anxiety 
Anger, irritability 
Guilt, shame  
Grief, sadness  
 
 

Behaviors: 
Effortful avoidance  
Withdrawal  
Alcohol or substance use  
Checking / vigilance  
 

Physical symptoms:  
Insomnia  
Changes in appetite 
Fatigue 
Tension 
Headache 
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Reflect 

Thinking about your kids (past and present).  
 
How might a child’s trauma affect the daily classroom 

experience?   
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Trauma Informed Response 

Self 

Student Environment 

Influences your perception and interactions 



Trauma Informed Response 

Regulate, Relate, Reason 

Regulate: Help the child calm their nervous system and reintegrate all 
parts of  their brain: reset activities, Zones, Mindfulness 
(meditations- chime, guided, visual; or awareness activities like the 
heartbeat activity) 

Relate: Create safe space: active listening, understanding and 
compassion “That must be hard” “I notice…….” “How can I help” 

Reason: Be black and white , outline things specifically and step by 
step “I hear you need…….” “As the teacher, my job is to……” “As a 
classroom we need…….” “Let’s make a plan” 



What do I do with big 
behavior in the moment? 

• If  the behavior is unsafe or if  you are unable to teach through 
it then call for help. 

• If  the behavior is not unsafe or disruptive, touch base with 
the child: “You are (list observable behavior). How can I 
help?” “I notice you are (under the desk). How can I help 
you?” 

• If  they don’t respond, don’t push. “It looks like you need 
some space. I will check back in a few minutes.” 

• Manage the rest of  your class the best you can in that 
moment. 



Still in the moment…... 

•  If  the child does not come around within a reasonable time 
frame, call for help. 

•  If  they do come around, find a time to talk to them 
privately. (I notice….. What did you hear me say? I hear you 
saying you need…… As the teacher I need…… how can we 
work together?) 

•  Pre-plan your response. Write it down. Post it where you 
can see it. 



How to address unsafe, scary or chronic 
behavior with the class 

• Debrief  in a class meeting (later) about unsafe or scary behavior. 

• Acknowledge what happened. 

• Label feelings kids may be having or feelings you are having. 

• Don’t call kids out; talk about situations, not kids. If  you need to talk about 
specific situations, do that while the student with the challenge is out of  the 
room. 

• Empower kids to take care of  themselves. 
 e.g. Procedures for switching tables/seats or having alternative work 
spaces in the room. 

• Engage kids in coming up with ways they can work as a class to keep 
everyone safe. Include kids who have big behaviors in this problem solving. 



Reflect 

Many of  these practices are likely being applied across your 
school.  Take a moment and consider your interaction style 
with kids.   

 
What language do you use or what actions do you take to make 

kids feel safe and cared for?  How do you build relationships? 
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Trauma Informed Classrooms 

Be predictable and consistent to lower anxiety and increase feeling 
of  a safe environment. 

• Refer to your schedule often. Make it visual. 

• Give simple directions and model as much as you can. 

• Have classroom discussions about feeling safe in your 
classroom while things are calm. Make your “safety response” 
classroom-wide for any reason to avoid stigmatism. 

Say what you see—without assuming intention—to create an 
opening. (“I notice you have your head down, how can I help?” 
instead of  “I asked you to do your work, you are wasting time”). 

 



Trauma Informed Classrooms 

Physical approach 

• Approach a child from the front or side so they can see 
you. 

• Get down to their level to reduce power imbalance. 

• Smile, talk softly, redirect privately. 

Start from your relationship and focus on strengths when you 
need to problem solve. “You are really good at helping others. 
Lately I feel worried about you because (observable behavior). 
Let’s make a plan together.” 



Make it Classroom-Wide 

Approach all kids as if  they are trauma affected - many of  our 
kids are. 

Think about lighting (if  you have control of  that), noise levels, 
language used (objective vs subjective), physical approach to 
kids. 

Have routines and procedures where all kids can access calming 
space and self  regulatory activities (Zones is great for this). 

Classroom “reset procedure” when multiple kids are having a 
hard time focusing. 



Trauma Informed Buildings 

Create a feeling of  being safe and part of  a community. 

Think about lighting and seating, how parents are greeted, how 
signs are worded and announcements given, check in 
procedures, problem solving procedures. 

What is more likely to to put a person at ease? 



Reflect 

Think about your building policies, physical set up, greeting and 
ways of  communicating information. 
 
What is something that could be changed in order to be trauma 
informed? 
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How does all this affect the teacher? 

•  A sense that one can never do enough 

•  Hypervigilance 

•  Inability to empathize/ numbing 

•  Diminished creativity 

•  Inability to embrace complexity 

•  Anger and cynicism 

•  Minimizing 

•  Chronic exhaustion/ physical 
ailments 

•  Addictions 

•  Inability to listen/ deliberate avoidance 

•  Dissociative moments 

•  Fear 

•  Sense of  persecution 

•  Guilt 

•  Feeling Helpless and Hopeless 

•  Grandiosity: an inflated sense of  
importance related to one’s work 

A trauma exposure response may be defined as the transformation that takes place 
within us as a result of  exposure to the suffering of  other living beings or the planet. 



Healthy Ways to Cope 

Debriefing meeting:  
 Restorative circle with a facilitator  
 A structured way to process your response to student’s 
trauma or the stress of  the job. 

 
Personal care: 

 Physical 
 Mental 
 Psychologial 



How does all this affect the teacher? 

A trauma exposure response may be defined as the transformation that takes place 
within us as a result of  exposure to the suffering of  other living beings or the planet. 

 
      

A sense that one can never do enough 
Hypervigilance    
Inability to empathize/ numbing 
Diminished creativity    
Inability to embrace complexity   
Anger and cynicism 
Minimizing     
Chronic exhaustion/ physical ailments

  

Addictions 
Inability to listen/ deliberate avoidance 
Dissociative moments    
Fear 
Sense of  persecution    
Guilt      
Feeling Helpless and Hopeless   
Grandiosity: an inflated sense of  importance 
related to one’s work 
 

27 



Take care 
of  you 

Circles of  Support 



Reflect 

Write down at least one healthy response in each category: 
 

 Mental 
 

 Physical 
 

 Emotional 
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You can research more 

http://www.defendingchildhoodoregon.org/ 

http://traumainformedoregon.org/ 

https://internationaltraumacenter.com/ 

http://traumastewardship.com/ 

http://www.acesconnection.com 

http://www.traumasensitiveschools.org 

 

 



Questions? 

Contact: 

Megan Wright, Ed.D., NCC 

School Counselor, Westview High School 

•  dr.megan.wright@gmail.com 

•  megan_wright@beaverton.k12.or.us 


