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Presentation Overview 

Discuss the impact of childhood trauma 

experiences on development  and learning 

Explore characteristics of trauma-informed 

school environments 

Provide strategies for creating trauma-

informed schools 

Examine the role of school mental health 

professionals in supporting trauma-

informed schools 



 Impact of Trauma Over the Lifespan: ACE’s 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Kaiser Permanente, 1995-97 



Facts about Trauma 

Trauma affects more  than two thirds of American 
children; one  third experience multiple, often chronic 
traumas (Cohen, J., Scheid, J. & Gerson, R., 2014. 

How a school and community respond to trauma 
sets the foundation for the impact of the traumatic 
event, experience and effect. 

 Individuals can be re-traumatized by the very people 
whose intent is to be helpful. 

Trauma can be built into cultural norms and passed 
from generation to generation. Communities are 
often profoundly shaped by their trauma histories. 

 
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2014 



Assessment, Prevention, & Intervention Tend 

to Focus On a Single Problem…. 

5 
               Turner, H.A., University of New Hampshire 



There is reason to suspect that children 

who suffer one type of victimization are 

also likely to experience other types. 

 

 

……Hurt people continue to be hurt! 

Saunders, B., 2003; Finkelhor, D., Ormrod, R. & Turner, H., 2007; Dang, M., 

Anda, R., Felitti, V, et al., 2004 



Poly-victimization: Prevalence 

National Survey- 4,549 children, 0-17 yrs. 

80% experienced at least one type of 

victimization 

66% were exposed to more than one type 

30% experienced five or more types 

10% experienced 11 or more types 

Turner, H., Finklehor, D., & Ormrod, R., 2010 



Half of all children in the mental 

health, child welfare, and juvenile 

justice systems are poly-victims.  

National Children’s Traumatic Stress Network (NCTSN), 2014 



Trauma in Urban Environments 

  25% of low-income, urban youth have witnessed a 
murder ( Buka, S. et al. , 2001). 

 

 In a study of inner-city seven- year-olds, 75 % had 
heard gunshots, 18% had seen a dead body in the 
community, and 10% had witnessed a shooting or 
stabbing at home (Buka, S. et al. , 2001). 

 

Children who reported being victims of violence at 
age nine are 70% more likely to attempt suicide by 
age 19 than children who were not victimized (Farrell, 

C., Bollande, J. & Cockerham,  W., 2015). 



Urban Violence Traumatic Stress 

Response Syndrome 

Indicators 

Cumulative grief and mourning 

Expectation of danger/ violence 

Loss of future orientation 

Loss of sense of safety and security 

Tattered moral values and ethics of caring 

Loss of empathy 

Vendetta mentality 

Development of a cold, tough, aloof, street-wise 
demeanor 

Parsons, E., 1994 



   Trauma’s Impact on Learning 

Lower scores on standardized achievement tests (Goodman et 

al., 2011) 

Substantial decrements in IQ, reading achievement and 

language (Delaney-Black et al., 2002) 

Two and a half times more likely to be retained (Grevstad, 2007; 

Sanger et al., 2000; Shonk et al., 2001) 

Suspended and expelled more often (Sanger at al., 2000) 

More likely to have struggles in receptive and expressive 

language (Delaney-Black et al., 2002) 

 Interferes with memory and comprehension (Helping Traumatized 

Children Learn, Massachusetts Advocates for Children and Harvard Law School, 

2005) 

 



Trauma’s Impact on Learning 

Trauma affects the ability to…. 
Organize narrative  material 

Understand cause and effect 

Take another person’s perspective 

Attend to classroom instruction 

Regulate emotions 

Engage the curriculum 

Utilize executive functions 

   - Make plans 

   - Organize work 

   - Follow classroom rules 

Helping Traumatized Children Learn, Massachusetts Advocates for Children 

and Harvard Law School, 2005 



Trauma- Informed Schools 

“Trauma- informed schools acknowledge 

the prevalence of traumatic occurrence in 

students’ lives and create a flexible 

framework that provides universal 

supports, is sensitive to unique needs of 

students, and is mindful of avoiding re-

traumatization.” 

     SAMHSA, 2014 



Characteristics of Trauma- Informed  

School Environments 

Provide predictable and safe environments that 

are attentive to transitions and sensory needs 

Develop and implement discipline policies that 

balance accountability with an understanding of 

trauma 

Create opportunities to learn and practice the 

regulation of emotions, modulation of behaviors, 

and working effectively with others 

 

Multiagency Network for Students with  Emotional/ Behavioral Disabilities 



    Characteristics of Trauma- Informed         

               School Environments 

Support students returning to school from other 

placements 

Provide linkages to mental health supports for 

students and families 

Develop positive working relationships with 

students and families 

Multiagency Network for Students with  Emotional/ Behavioral Disabilities 



Classroom Strategies 

Understand what trauma looks like in a classroom and 

respond through compassion 

Provide consistency and stability in interactions with 

students 

Model desired behaviors 

Be concrete in offering suggestions for managing emotions 

Structure choices to remain in control 

Modify assignments, tests and homework  

Create classroom activities that are interactive and support 

a sense of community and safety 

 

 NCTSN, 2014 



Classroom Strategies to Enhance 

Safety 

Create a safety plan and safe room for the student 

Be sensitive to the cues (triggers) in the environment that 

may cause a reaction in the traumatized student 

Warn students if you will be doing something out of the 

ordinary, such as turning off the lights or making a sudden 

loud noise 

  Recognize that a student is going into survival mode and 

respond in a calm, kind, and compassionate way 

 

           NCTSN, 2008 



Classroom Strategies to Establish 

Empowerment 

 

• Maintain classroom expectations that are 
communicated in clear, concise and 
positive ways 

• Build on strengths  

• Build competency 

• Praise publicly and criticize privately  

 

 

 
                     Dorado, J. and Zakrzewski, V., 2013) 

 

 



Role of the School Mental Health Professional 

Help students and caregivers reestablish a safe 

environment and a sense of safety 

Determine locations and people in the school where the 

student can go if he or she needs support  

Set up support systems 

Help students and parents return to normal routines 

Provide students an opportunity to talk about and make 

sense of the traumatic experience in a safe, accepting 

environment 

                               NCTSN, 2008 



    Role of the  School Mental Health Professional 

Conduct Functional Behavioral Assessments and 

implement individualized Behavior Intervention Plans  

to address individual student needs 

Assess the student’s classroom/campus behaviors 

Assess resources 

Help the student prepare for transitions 

Work with the student to create a self-care plan to 

address triggers 

 

 

 

 - 

Nader, K., 2015.  Helping Traumatized Children at School 



Role of the School Mental Health Professional 

• Work with the student to develop coping skills: 

         -Teach self regulation 

         -Teach students to recognize and name emotions 

         -Teach students to identify the emotional cues of others/ take 

the perspective of others 

         -Teach students to link their feelings to experiences 

internally and externally 

         -Identify resources to safely express feelings 

         -Teach students assertiveness skills 

 

• Coordinate interventions for problem behaviors 

 

 

 
Evers, T., Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction 



Take Away Points 

Adverse childhood experiences resulting in trauma 
are common and have significant longitudinal impact 
on development and functioning. 

Psychological trauma interferes with a child’s ability 
to learn, demonstrate age-appropriate behavior, 
establish and maintain positive and healthy 
relationships, and attain a sense of emotional 
wellness. 

Trauma- informed school environments provide 
universal supports and are sensitive to the unique 
needs of all students. 

With appropriate strategies the effects of trauma on 
brain development can be mitigated. 


