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What does trauma mean to you?
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What is Trauma? 

Trauma is an umbrella term used to 
describe the inability of an individual or a 
community to respond in a healthy way 
physically, emotionally, and mentally to 
acute or chronic stress. 

Washington State Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction 
(OSPI), Compassionate Schools (2009)
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TRAUMA & CHILDREN



Image: http://www.rwjf.org/en/library/infographics/the-truth-about-aces.html
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http://www.iowaaces360.org/ace-study.html



ACEs Diagram

Image: www.behavioral.net
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Untreated Adverse Early Childhood 
Events Only Exacerbate Over Time

Source: Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study. 
Information available at http://www.cdc.gov/ace/index.htm

http://www.cdc.gov/ace/index.htm


Our Brain’s Trio

Amygdala – Brain Stem
• The NOW.  
• Am I safe?
Limbic system – Mid Brain
• The PAST.  
• Memories, emotions, past hurts & 

experiences.  
• Can I trust you?
Pre-frontal cortex
• The FUTURE.  
• Higher level functioning
• can plan & consider consequences
• Rational Thinking/Logic



The Stress Response and Trauma
The stress response is a chemical response

Fight
Flight
Freeze

• Prepares the body for action
• Overwhelms a person’s usual ability to cope.
• Varied responses.
• Most recover.
• Some develop more severe difficulties.



What is Traumatic Stress? Stress?
• Overwhelming experience
• Involves a threat
• Results in vulnerability and loss of control
• Leaves people feeling helpless and fearful
• Interferes with relationships and beliefs

“Trauma can be a single event, connected series of traumatic events 
or chronic lasting stress.”  

Diagnostic Classification: 0-3R

Complex Trauma:
• Multiple traumatic events, often that occur within a care-giving 

system that is supposed to be the source of safety and stability in a 
child’s life.

.



Historical Trauma 
Evidence of post-traumatic stress disorder across 
generations

Pregnant women impacted by the World Trade Center attacks 
on 9/11 who had PTSD from the event gave birth to babies with 
an elevated stress response and a hypersensitive stress axis.
Children of parents who survived the holocaust were found to 
have the same genetic changes to gene related to stress as 
their parents.
• Children in both cases are more susceptible to anxiety, 

depression and even PTSD than those whose parent did not 
experience PTSD



HOPE IS A ONE WAY STREET…

Resiliency is:

“The Deep Belief that at 
one time you really 

mattered to another 
human being”

Vincent Feletti, M.D.



EFFECT OF TRAUMA ON 
LEARNING



Adapted from Safe Start Center.  Tips for Staff and Advocates Working with Children: Polyvictimization, Washington, DC: Office 
of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, available at 
http://ojjdp.gov/programs/safestart/TipSheetFor_Polyvictimization.pdf

Signs of Trauma
Young Children (Birth-5) Elementary School Children (6-12) Adolescent Children (13-18)

 Irritability, “fussiness”
 Startling easily or being 

difficult to calm
 Frequent tantrums
 Clinginess, reluctance to 

explore the world
 Activity levels that are 

much higher or lower 
than peers

 Repeating traumatic 
events over and over in 
dramatic play or 
conversation

 Difficulty paying attention
 Being quiet or withdrawn
 Frequent tears or sadness
 Talking often about scary feeling, ideas
 Difficulty transitioning from one activity to 

the next
 Fighting with peers/adults
 Changes in school performance
 Wanting to be left alone
 Eating much more or less than peers
 Getting into trouble at home or school
 Frequent headaches or stomachaches 

with no apparent cause
 Behaviors common to younger children 

(e.g., thumb sucking, bed wetting)

 Talking about trauma 
incidents constantly, or 
denying that it happened

 Refusal to follow rules, or 
talking back frequently

 Being tired all the time, 
sleeping much more (or less) 
than peers, nightmares

 Risky behaviors (e.g., using 
drugs or alcohol, running 
away from home, or getting 
into trouble with the law)

 Fighting
 Not wanting to spend time 

with friends

http://ojjdp.gov/programs/safestart/TipSheetFor_Polyvictimization.pdf


Trauma & Education
• Children who were exposed to four or more adverse 

experiences were 32 times more likely to have learning and 
behavioral problems than non-traumatized children. 

• Maltreated children are more likely than their peers to be 
retained a grade, have irregular attendance, and be placed in 
special education classes. 

• Children with higher exposure to violence have lower grade 
point averages and more absences than children with less 
exposure to violence. 

• Children with ACES are more likely to have: 
• Early initiation of sexual activity 
• Adolescent pregnancy 

Maura McInerney, Esq and Amy McKlindon, M.S.W., Unlocking the Door to Learning: Trauma-Informed 
Classrooms & Transformational Schools, Education Law Center, available at http://www.elc-pa.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/06/Trauma-Informed-in-Schools-Classrooms-FINAL-December2014-2.pdf
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Trauma Facts for Educators

Trauma can impair learning: 

• Single exposure

• Chronic exposure 

• Traumatized children may experience physical and emotional 
distress

• Intense reactions to reminders of their traumatic event

All of which may result in overwhelming feelings of 

frustration and anxiety 



Triggers and Behavior
• Triggers include seeing, feeling, or hearing 

something that remind us of past trauma.

• Triggers activate the alarm system.

• When the alarm system is activated, but there is 
no danger, it is a false alarm.

• The response is as if there is current danger.

• The response in involuntary – remember the 
amygdala responds!



Triggers and Behavior
Some Common Triggers:
• Sirens
• Loud noises – school bell
• Police Officers / Fire Persons
• Schedule Changes

• Minimum Days, testing days, fire/earthquake drills, picture day…   
• Sights and Smells
• Resemblances – physical and verbal
• Terms of Endearment
• Unexpected Touch
• ……. You tell us?
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Triggers and Behavior
It can take time to realize you are dealing with a trigger.
• Often involves knowing and being engaged with the student 

over time.
• Often it is a response that doesn’t make sense in any other way.

Remember that student responses do not always match our 
expectation…  
• Example depression in children often looks like anger
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Trauma & Foster Youth
• All youth may experience trauma, but foster youth have a higher likelihood of 

experiencing:
• Physical, sexual or emotional abuse
• Witnessing domestic or other violence in the home, community, or at school
• Neglect
• Criminalization of ‘normal’ adolescent behavior
• Broken Social Contracts

• The trauma experienced by foster youth before removal is exacerbated by: 
• The experience of being removed from their biological parents
• The additional trauma with each home placement and school change.  Foster youth change 

schools an average of 8 times while in care. 
• The trauma of building and establishing relationships with each change of school and home.

• Foster youth have rates of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder that are more than 
twice that of U.S. War veterans
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Foster Youth Education Outcomes
• Over 70% of foster youth aged 7 and above present 

with trauma and/or mental health symptoms. 
• 80% repeat a grade by the 3rd grade 
• Only 21% of foster youth are proficient in English 

Language Arts by 11th grade and only 6% in Math
• Less than 60% of foster youth graduate high school
• Less than 3% obtain a higher education degree
• Within 2 years of aging out of foster care, more than 

50% are homeless, incarcerated or on welfare
See Barrat, V. X., & Berliner, B. (2013). The Invisible Achievement Gap, Part 1: Education Outcomes 
of Students in Foster Care in California’s Public Schools. San Francisco: WestEd., available at
https://www.wested.org/wp-
content/files_mf/1400283692Invisible_Achievement_Gap_Full_Report.pdf

https://www.wested.org/wp-content/files_mf/1400283692Invisible_Achievement_Gap_Full_Report.pdf


TIPS FOR SCHOOLS



Elements of Successful Trauma-Informed Schools

 Leadership Investment
 Professional Development
 Access to resources and services
 Trauma-Informed teaching and nonacademic 
strategies
 Trauma-sensitive policies, including 
disciplinary practices
 Collaboration with stakeholders
Cole, S.F., O’Brien, J.G., Gadd, M.G., Ristuccia, J., Wallace, D.L., & Gregory, M. (2013). 
Helping Traumatized Children Learn: Supportive School Environments for Children 
Traumatized by Family Violence. Boston, MA: Massachusetts Advocates for Children,



What Does A Trauma Sensitive School Look Like?

•All staff:
• Understand what trauma is
• Understand how trauma manifests itself 
• Adjust their teaching and discipline styles to 
meet the needs of traumatized students

• Know where to turn and what resources are 
available for students they suspect have 
experienced trauma



Trauma and Special Education
• How do I separate out the trauma to determine a child’s special 

education needs?
• You don’t!
• Look to underlying causes of issues a child might be having, and treat 

them. This should apply regardless of cause.

• Use Collaborative and Proactive Solutions Model
• What skills is a child lacking? 
• Solve the problems collaboratively and proactively

Dr. Ross W. Greene, PhD
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Changing the Question:

Behavior Feeling it is Masking

From “What is wrong with you?” to “What is going on? How are you feeling?”

Oppositional Behavior Fear of Rejection/Abandonment

Outbursts Overwhelmed 
Anger Hurt

Depression Lack of Self Worth
Withdrawal/Absences Avoidance of Emotions

Argumentativeness Testing Relationship

Escalation Triggered Trauma Memories
Defiance of Authority Need for Control
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UNDERSTANDING THAT ….

TRAUMA EXPLAINS BEHAVIOR IT DOES 

NOT EXCUSE BEHAVIOR

Problem Behaviors are often due to 
a desire to Self Protect or Mechanisms 

for Coping 



Create a Sense of Safety

• Trauma results in a loss of sense of safety 
• Safety is a human beings number one priority 
• This includes both physical and emotional 
safety 

• Emotional Safety is created by:
Empowering Others
Providing Choices
Fostering Connections
Opportunities to develop Genuine Relationships 



Create A Sense of Safety
• Provide a safe environment: predictable structure with 

consistent routines 
• Supervision: eyes, ears, proximity to students
• Consider a school-wide positive behavior intervention program
• Create clear expectations during unstructured times (e.g., passing 

periods, lunch)
• Provide transition opportunities (e.g., 5 minutes to read a book or a warm 

up question)
• Provide clear pathways to emotional support for students who elect to 

utilize it
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Create A Sense of Safety
• Build self esteem

• Provide opportunities for students to be successful 
• Invite a student to participate in a classroom activity in a subject they excel at
• Give a student the question they will be asked in front of the class the night 

before so they can prepare
• For a student interested in football, relate their geometry lesson to it

• Celebrate even the smallest successes
• Thank a student for showing up on time
• Write them a post it note praising them for turning in their homework
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Provide a Sense of Control
• Give students choices and not ultimatums 
• Engage them in a semi-private conversation, instead of in front 

of classmates
• Limit the number of adults involved; too many educators 

participating can cause confusion or mixed-messages
• Provide adequate personal space; if the student tells you to 

back off, give them more space
• Do not block escape routes; when individuals are agitated, they 

are more likely to experience fight or flight response
• Keep verbal interactions calm and use simple, direct language
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Foster Connections
• Children need to feel belonging & significance before we 

can really expect them to respond or care about our rules or 
limits

• Healthy relational interactions with safe and familiar 
individuals can buffer and heal trauma related problems

• Research shows social connectedness as a protective factor 
against maltreatment

• Social milieu (safe environments): major mediator of 
trauma



Foster Connections
• Create opportunities to develop meaningful relationships 

between peers including through classroom group work 
activities or encouraging club/sport participation

• If a student is struggling, empathize with their situation
• Allow student to share their experiences on their own timeline
• Offer support (academic or emotional)
• If a student needs to be removed from a situation, don’t isolate 

them. Make sure an adult is always nearby to provide support 
when the student is ready to talk or to help them regulate 
themselves

• Check out www.interventioncentral.org for more
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Foster Connections
• Connections are created by:
Role Modeling
Listening
Being Present
Respectful Interactions
Genuine Interactions

• Remember that connections must be built at all 
levels: 
• Staff to Student
• Staff to Staff
• Student to Student 
• Staff to Caretakers 



Building Relationships in Schools
• Give students a voice

• Allow student input on decisions 

• Provide suggestions box

• Use student’s names

• Greet students in the hallway

• Listen without judgment

• Help them problem-solve ask open-ended questions to further 
conversation



Self Regulation
• Trauma impacts the way in which self-regulating skills are 

formed

• Trauma directly influences how a student develops their coping 
skills

• Schools that strive to build safe and nurturing environments 
where relationships are valued are more likely to promote and 
foster positive coping skills for their students

• School based programs/paradigms that support TIPS:
• PBIS
• Restorative Practices
• SEL programs/2nd Step/Steps to Respect
• Developmental Assets



“A child whose behavior is 
creating issues is not trying to 
cause a problem. They’re trying 
to solve a problem.”

• American Journal of Pediatrics, November 1956



Everything Speaks
Behavior is a form of communication
What is this behavior telling me about this youth?  What 
is this youth trying to tell us through this behavior?

WHAT A STUDENT KNOWS AND HAS PRACTICED WILL 
ALWAYS FEEL THE MOST NORMAL 

UNDERSTAND THAT:
That the student is not out to get us.  
They act in a way that makes sense according to their 

understanding of how the world works.
• See handout The Belief Behind The Behavior



Steps to Build Affect Identification
• Build vocabulary
• Connect emotions with:
Body sensations
Thoughts associated with feelings
Behaviors—manifestations of feelings

• Context
External: Smells, Sounds
Internal: Tired, hungry

• Use literature, music, film to help kids learn to 
identify emotions.

See Handout, The Brain In The Palm of the Hand



Self Regulation Techniques
• Teach/Model/Practice

• Breathing

• Taking Breaks

• Writing down feelings



What Will You Do?

Think about one concrete step you will take this 
week to meet the needs of your students who 
have experienced trauma.
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SELF CARE 



“WE CAN’T TEACH WHAT WE DON’T KNOW.  
WE CAN’T  LEAD WHERE WE WON’T GO.”

Malcolm X



Self Care
Compassion

Empathy

Vicarious/
Secondary Trauma

Compassion 
Fatigue

Burnout
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THE PROFESSIONAL IMPACT OF VICARIOUS 
TRAUMA

(Adapted from The Heart of Learning and Teaching)

• JOB TASKS  

• MORALE 

• INTERPERSONAL 

• BEHAVIORAL

• PHYSICAL

• EMOTIONAL

• BEHAVIORAL

• COGNITIVE

• REALTIONAL 
(INTERPERSONAL)

• WORLD VIEW (SPIRITUAL)



SELF-CARE TECHNIQUES 
• PHYSICAL FITNESS

• NUTRITION AND HYDRATION

• SLEEP AND REST 

• ASSERTIVENESS

• CENTERING AND SOLITUDE

• CREATIVITY

• FUN AND ENJOYMENT

• CREATE A PLAN FOR SELF-CARE



What Will You Do?
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RESOURCES 



Build Resilience

Center on the Developing Child 
Harvard University

http://developingchild.harvard.edu/resourcecategory/multimedia
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http://developingchild.harvard.edu/resourcecategory/multimedia


Don’t Quit on Me!
• http://gradnation.org/report/dont-quit-

me?utm_source=Ready+News+Oct1+15&utm_campaign=Ready
+News&utm_medium=email
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MORE TIPS FOR TEACHING STUDENTS IMPACTED BY 
TRAUMA

• Connections –

“Two by Ten” Strategy - Handout

R. Smith & M. Lambert, Assuming the Best

• 85% Improvement in student behavior

• Behavior of all other students in class improved

• Often their worst student became an ally in the class



MORE TIPS FOR TEACHING STUDENTS 
IMPACTED BY TRAUMA

• Use and Teach what you know about trauma:

Handouts:  Working With Students Exposed To Trauma, 

• Students who Don’t Perceive Safety

• Students Who Are Not Able To Self-Regulate Well

• Students Who Don’t Believe They Matter

• Students Who Don’t Succeed Academically or Socially

“Students often exhibit behaviors that are a result of trauma but 
that can be misinterpreted by a teacher as willful disobedience, 
or that the child has greater control over his/her behavior than 
he/she does.”                Jody McVittie, MD, Sound Discipline
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MORE TIPS FOR TEACHING STUDENTS 
IMPACTED BY TRAUMA

• Pay attention to the power of perception – or 
misinterpretation!
Handout:  The Belief Behind The Behavior – A Key For Mistaken 

Beliefs

Five Underlying Goals and Effective Response Ideas:
• Undue Attention
• Special Service
• Misguided Power (Control)
• Revenge
• Inadequacy or Avoidance of Humiliation (Anxiety)
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Other Resources
• AAP Parenting After Trauma:  Understanding Your 

Child’s Needs, A Guide to Foster and Adoptive 
Parents, https://www.aap.org/en-us/advocacy-and-
policy/aap-health-initiatives/healthy-foster-care-
america/documents/familyhandout.pdf

• Child Welfare Information Gateway: Parenting a child 
who has experienced trauma, 
https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/child-
trauma.pdf
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Multimedia
• Removed www.removedfilm.com

• Part 1: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lOeQUwdAjE0
• Part 2: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I1fGmEa6WnY

• Trauma and learning Lawsuit 
http://www.traumaandlearning.org/#!video/c21io

• Nadine Burke Harris: How Childhood Trauma Affects Health 
Across a Lifetime 
https://www.ted.com/talks/nadine_burke_harris_how_childhood
_trauma_affects_health_across_a_lifetime?language=en
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Jill Rowland, Esq.
Education Program, Director
Alliance for Children’s Rights
j.rowland@kids-alliance.org

Danielle Tenner
Education Program, Associate 
Director
Alliance for Children’s Rights
D.tenner@kids-alliance.org 

Questions? Contact us

Catherine DeRidder
Child Abuse Pediatrician, Assistant Professor
VIP-CATC Hub Clinic, LAC+USD Medical Center
Cderidder@dhs.lacounty.gov

mailto:j.rowland@kids-alliance.org
mailto:ProgramMLustig@sdcoe.net
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