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Childhood trauma is more prevalent than many 

realize, and its consequences can be far-reaching. 

Traumatic events and ongoing stress can have 

detrimental effects on a child’s health and 

development and interfere with the ability to 

engage in learning and succeed academically. By 

understanding trauma and establishing a secure 

learning environment, educators can help counteract 

the effects and provide the support students need, 

especially with the uncertainty caused by the 

COVID-19 pandemic.
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Recognizing Trauma 
Imagine for a moment you are a seventh-grade math teacher in an inclusion classroom in a 

large urban school district. Your roster reflects the diversity of the community in which you 

work. Several of your students receive English language learner (ELL) services. Almost all 

your students are served by the free and reduced-price lunch program because the poverty 

rate for this Title 1 neighborhood school is high. One of your students has a dedicated 

aide to support an emotional disability, and several others have Individualized Education 

Programs (IEPs) to support learning disabilities. Teaching this diverse group of learners 

is not without its challenges, but you love your job.

One day you arrive at school and notice a handful of students are 

absent. There’s a palpable tension in the air. Several kids seem 

particularly distracted. As the class begins its independent 

practice, a few students start to argue—loudly. You hear 

profanity and then one student jumps up and it seems 

like a physical altercation is inevitable. Fortunately, 

you are positioned to intervene before anything 

happens. Your co-teacher removes one of the 

students, the other self-selects the back table to cool 

off, and you manage to refocus the rest of the class. 

Later that day, you find out from your administration 

that there was violence in the neighborhood last night. 

One of your students lost his cousin. Another student’s 

brother was arrested.

This is trauma.

Imagine for a moment you are a second-grade teacher in a small rural 

town. Your seven students with moderate-to-severe disabilities have unique 

learning needs and compelling strengths. Five are nonverbal and use communication boards 

to express wants and needs. Three are medically fragile with complicated nursing needs. All 

use some type of adaptive equipment or assistive technology. You work tirelessly alongside 

your instructional assistant to create meaningful learning opportunities for your students 

to master their IEP goals and improve their life skills. 
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You begin to notice, however, that one of your students seems sad. She doesn’t want 

to participate in any of her normal activities at school. Because she has difficulty with 

expressive language, it’s hard to figure out exactly what’s wrong. Her melancholy and 

withdrawal become more noticeable over time, so you mention it to her mother. In that 

conversation, you learn that her parents are going through a divorce and an older  

sibling is away for substance abuse treatment.  

This is trauma.

The sobering reality is that childhood trauma is real, and it pervades 

every demographic group across the country. Its prevalence is 

widespread and its impact is serious. The effects of childhood trauma 

show up at home, in doctors’ offices, among peer groups, and, not 

surprisingly, in the classroom. This is not news to educators.

Addressing Trauma:  

The Educator’s Role
Teachers have the great privilege and responsibility of shaping the lives of the next 

generation. As teachers guide their students toward learning goals, they also build 

confidence, encourage intellectual curiosity, mediate conflict, and model professionalism. 

Teachers are trained to recognize and intervene when students are not able to fully 

participate in and benefit from their education. This training makes them “uniquely 

qualified to detect indicators that may signify that a child is being maltreated. Since 

schools are one of the few places in which children are seen daily, educators have a chance 

to see changes in appearance and behavior”.1 It is no wonder that teachers are often the 

first to recognize when a student needs help.

Trauma-informed teaching is hardly a passing buzzword that cycles in and out with changes 

in administration. Rather, it is a research-driven best practice for establishing inviting 

learning environments where children feel safe and secure. Schools across the country are 

1 Crosson-Tower, 2003
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grasping the need to train a generation of teachers to adopt a trauma-informed 

approach. With the 2020 onset of the global coronavirus pandemic that 

has affected almost every student on the planet, the need for trauma-

informed teachers is stronger than ever before. 

Trauma-informed teaching strategies equip children with tools to 

manage their emotions and be available for learning. For some 

children, a caring teacher who brings a trauma-informed approach 

to supporting students can make all the difference. It can mean the 

difference between engaging in school and future opportunities and 

falling through the cracks. In the wake of the coronavirus, trauma-

informed teaching can mean that children who have had their worlds 

upended with difficult schedules, confusing rules, and lost loved ones are 

still able to show up and positively engage with school.  

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)
So, what exactly constitutes childhood trauma? How prevalent is it in U.S. schools? What 

might the impact of trauma look like in the classroom? And, perhaps most importantly, 

what can educators do about it? 

In 1995–97, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and Kaiser 

Permanente conducted the landmark study on Adverse Childhood Experiences, or ACEs.2 

It was one of the largest investigations of the impact of childhood abuse, neglect, and 

household dysfunction on long-term health outcomes. Over 17,000 study participants 

completed a confidential survey on their childhood experiences and current health status 

during a physical exam.3 Researchers analyzed the relationship between the number 

of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and current adult risk behavior, health status, 

and disease. The study demonstrated remarkable findings: there is a positive correlation 

between the number of adverse childhood experiences and negative health and well-being 

in the short and long run. In other words, the more types of trauma a child experiences, 

2 CDC, 2020

3 CDC, 2020
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the more likely he or she is to have chronic health conditions, mental illness, and substance 

abuse problems as an adult. 

ACEs are defined as potentially traumatic events that occur in childhood (0–17 years). They 

are grouped into three categories: abuse, neglect, and household challenges. Each category 

is further divided into subcategories:

Source: https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/acestudy/about.html  

 

Including household challenges as potentially traumatic events is important because it 

expands the collective understanding of what constitutes trauma, and it helps researchers 

measure its prevalence and impact. It also helps educators better understand the power a 

child’s home life has in affecting his or her school life and overall well-being. Schools have 

long since required child welfare training on abuse, neglect, and mandated reporting. Now, 

many schools are also receiving training in recognizing ACEs, trauma-informed teaching, 

and trauma prevention strategies. 

There are many other types of childhood traumas not explicitly named in the study—racism, 

bullying, homelessness, surviving a severe accident, witnessing violence in the community, 

and involvement with the juvenile justice system, for example.4 The ACE study included 

the 10 specific traumas listed above because, at the time the surveys were administered, 

those specific traumas were well studied in the research literature and were cited most 

frequently among the survey participants.

4 De Bellis & Zisk, 2014

      Abuse

Emotional abuse

Physical abuse

Sexual abuse

      Neglect

Emotional neglect

Physical neglect

      Household Challenges

Mother treated violently

Substance abuse in the household

Mental illness in the household

Loss of parent to divorce, 

abandonment, or death

Incarcerated household member
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ACE Score

To determine an individual’s ACE score, researchers counted each type of ACE as one 

point and used the sum total of ACEs to create the ACE score. For example, if a survey 

participant had an incarcerated parent but no other types of adverse experiences listed 

on the survey, that participant’s ACE score was 1. If a survey participant had experienced 

physical abuse and an alcoholic father, that participant’s ACE score was 2. A higher  

ACE score indicated experience with more types of childhood trauma, and a lower  

ACE score indicated experience with fewer types of childhood trauma. It did not  

speak to the frequency or the severity of the different types of trauma. 

Prevalence and Impact  

of Childhood Trauma
The ACE study and follow-up research from reputable bodies including the CDC, National 

Institutes of Health (NIH), National Child Traumatic Stress Initiative (NCTSI), and the 

National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH) confirms that childhood trauma continues 

to be prevalent. More than two-thirds of youth have experienced at least one 

traumatic event by age 16.5 One in six adults report having experienced 

four or more types of adverse childhood experiences.6 

In a nationally representative study of children and youth aged 

2 to 17, researchers found that “more than half the children 

sampled had experienced a physical assault during the 

study year; more than one in eight had been subjected 

to some form of child maltreatment; …more than one 

in twelve had experienced a sexual victimization; and 

more than one in three had been a witness to violence 

(Finkelhor et al., 2005).”7

5 Copeland et al., 2007

6 CDC, 2020

7 Gerrity & Folcarelli, 2008 Learn more at n2y.com 7
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Childhood trauma is linked to a myriad of problems in adulthood including chronic health 

conditions, mental illness, and substance abuse. Experience with childhood trauma can 

also negatively impact education.8 Specifically, the impact of trauma in the 

classroom may take the following forms: 

• Difficulty regulating emotions

• Negative thinking patterns

• Difficulty trusting adults

• Inappropriate social interactions

• Aggression

• Avoidance or withdrawal 

Source: (Minahan, 2019) 

Impact of Trauma on Brain Chemistry
Traumatic stress adversely impacts brain chemistry and function. When a traumatic event 

occurs, the body activates its biological stress response. The stress response includes 

different systems that work together to direct the body’s attention toward protecting 

the individual against the threat (real or perceived). Resources are shifted away from 

homeostasis and toward a fight or flight reaction. The body’s sensory systems process 

the stressors through the thalamus, which then activates the amygdala. The amygdala is 

in charge of the brain’s fear and anxiety circuits. When the amygdala is activated, cortisol 

levels rise through the transmission of fear signals. Fear signals are sent to neurons in the 

prefrontal cortex, hypothalamus, and hippocampus. When this happens, the sympathetic 

nervous system is activated and heart rate, metabolic rate, blood pressure, and alertness 

are all impacted. This is the process of the body preparing its fight or flight response.9 

8 CDC, 2020

9 De Bellis & Zisk, 2014
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Learning is more difficult for students who have known trauma because the areas of 

the brain responsible for executive functioning skills, emotions, behavior, memory, and 

understanding have been negatively impacted.10 

Simply put, trauma can be devastating. However, children who have experienced trauma 

are not without hope. There are evidence-based interventions that work. There are 

teaching strategies that can change the trajectory for a child. There are research-based 

prevention strategies that make a real difference. 

Children who attend typical brick-and-mortar schools spend more of their waking hours 

with their teachers and school staff than they do with their family members. Educators, 

therefore, have an incredible opportunity to positively affect the lives of all children, 

including those who have experienced trauma. The following are some strategies and 

tools teachers and school leaders can use to make that difference. 

Trauma-Informed  

Teaching Strategies
Trauma-informed teaching is not so much a prescribed curriculum 

as it is a way of relating to students. It’s a lens through which one 

approaches all aspects of teaching, from the physical layout of the 

classroom to daily routines and discipline strategies. There are 

small changes teachers can make to their mindset, classroom 

routines, tone, and discipline strategies that contribute greatly 

to a sense of security and safety for students. Being proactive 

and responsive to the needs of students who are suffering from 

traumatic stress makes a huge difference in their ability to learn.11  

10 Bremner, 2006

11 Minahan, 2019
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Using the Core Behavior Profile 

in n2y’s Positivity, teachers can 

establish a baseline for students 

and begin to analyze antecedents 

to behaviors that need to be 

addressed. Once completed, the 

profile suports them in developing 

behavior plans, selecting and 

implementing appropriate 

proactive strategies, and tracking 

their success. 

1 Know the signs. 
One of the first steps to becoming a trauma-informed teacher is 

to know what to look for. Many off-putting student behaviors that 

seem to be rooted in defiance or apathy are actually red flags for 

trauma or stress. If a student is displaying signs of aggression, has 

ongoing difficulty focusing, frequently gets sick (especially with 

headaches, stomach aches, muscle tension, or neck or back pain), 

cries out or yells often, gives up or shuts down easily, or fidgets 

frequently, it’s important to take note. These symptoms could 

point to another root problem, but they’re worth paying attention 

to. Other possible signs of trauma include increased anxiety and 

depression, difficulty with memory, fatigue, and irritability.12   

 

Some students with disabilities exhibit these types of behaviors 

regularly. For example, it is common for students with ADHD to 

have difficulty focusing. It is common for students with chronic 

illness to have frequent physical ailments. To recognize when 

there is a change in behavior, affect, function, or academic 

performance that is specifically due to trauma, teachers and 

caregivers must be particularly attentive and discerning.  

 

For example, it is common for a person with a traumatic brain 

injury (TBI) to develop a mood disorder following the injury.13 

A student with a TBI may be irritable, sad, and disinterested 

on a regular basis. This is due in part to the neurotrauma on 

the distributed neural networks that generate and regulate 

emotion.14 As teachers get to know this student and his “new 

normal” following the TBI, they can implement classroom systems 

and strategies that support his success. Providing frequent rest 

breaks, reducing workload, and offering choices are a few of 

many possible accommodations that may help alleviate some of 

the effects of depression.  

12 Gunn, 2020

13 Jorge & Arciniegas, 2014

14 Jorge & Arciniegas, 2014
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However, if this student with the TBI sustains an additional trauma, such as parents 

divorcing, his challenging behaviors are likely to be exacerbated: Shorter fuse. 

More emotional distance. Even less willingness to engage. The student will need 

additional support to help him navigate this additional trauma. 

Support may come in the form of an amended IEP with 

more services such as increased hours with the school 

psychologist and additional testing accommodations 

such as flexible scheduling. When the IEP team 

meets, it might also discuss outside support 

that the student may need, including private 

therapy. (Note: the IEP team does not make 

recommendations about medication. Only a 

child’s medical doctor does this.)  

 

Students with disabilities face stressful 

and exhausting challenges as they navigate 

daily life. When teachers recognize a change 

in what’s considered normal or baseline for 

a child with a disability, it’s important to say 

something and do something. Children depend on 

the caring adults in their lives to advocate for them  

and get them the help they need.  

 

AVOID TRIGGERS 

Students who have experienced trauma may react suddenly, unexpectedly, or 

disproportionately. For example, turning off the lights in the classroom to show a 

video can trigger such a reaction in a student who experienced a traumatic event 

in the dark. One thing the teacher can do to mitigate this is to provide a verbal 

preview of what will happen, saying, “Class, I am about to dim the lights so we can 

see this science video more clearly. I’ll count to three and then flip the switch. 1, 2, 

3.” Sudden loud noises such as textbooks dropping or doors closing loudly could be 

triggering to students who have experienced trauma. It is impossible for teachers 

to prevent all triggers. But teachers can control their own attitudes and actions 

when students have sudden, unexpected, or disproportionate emotional reactions. 

TRAUMA-INFORMED TEACHING 
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2 Create a predictable routine. 
CHILDREN THRIVE ON CONSISTENCY  

Educators understand how important structure and routine 

are for kids. This is especially true for students dealing with 

trauma who can be easily triggered by a lack of boundaries 

and routines. It is also very important for children with 

learning and behavioral disabilities.  

 

Daily agendas are important. Classroom guidelines such 

as how to get the teacher’s attention, when to go to the 

calm-down corner, and where the homework is posted are 

all important. Visual schedules can be a life saver. These 

predictable structures give students a sense for what to 

expect and how long things will take. The normalcy (and even 

“boringness”) of a typical day at school in a safe classroom 

with clear expectations can be profoundly comforting for 

students whose home or community lives are chaotic.  

 

Visual schedules and consistent routines are helpful for 

children with disabilities, especially those with communication 

disorders. Children who have difficulty communicating their 

frustration or expressing their wants often exhibit off-task 

and disruptive behaviors instead. It is a way for them to show 

the adults in their lives how they’re feeling and bring attention 

to their unmet needs. Visual communication tools are one 

way to help with this. Another way is setting and adhering to 

schedules as much as possible. When children feel safe and 

know what to expect, many of these problem behaviors  

are reduced.

3 Use respectful interaction strategies. 
Phrasing, tone, and audience make a big difference for many 

students who are easily triggered by the directive of an 

authority figure. This is especially true for students who have 

experienced trauma and students with behavioral disorders. 

The trauma-informed approach aims to provide a choice 

Positivity integrates classroom 

routines and visual schedules 

with supportive behavioral 

management practices. Students 

can access their schedules, either 

as a whole class or individualized 

to their learning plan, through 

their device. They also receive 

alarm reminders to help prepare 

for transitions, which can be 

challenging for students with 

disabilities and students dealing 

with stress and trauma. Positivity 

also allows teachers to set whole-

class or individual incentive charts 

that help students stay on track 

with their behavioral goals. 
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whenever possible, uses a kind but firm tone, and offers correction privately.  

For example, a teacher would:  

 

• Give the student time to comply with a request. “Please pick up the  

 trash around your desk before we leave for lunch” versus “Pick up this  

 trash right now!” 

 

• Write a quick note and place the paper on the student’s desk instead of  

 calling out a correction from the front of the classroom. The child saves  

 face with his peers and avoids the trigger of an authoritative power figure 

  calling out a directive.  

 

In classrooms, teachers are in a position of power. If a student is in fight or flight 

mode related to a trauma he is experiencing in his home or community, he may 

be overly defensive, quick to anticipate criticism from an adult, or defiant in his 

attempt to assert his control.15 To offset this perceived imbalance of power, a 

teacher can be mindful of physical position when speaking with the student, for 

example, getting on the same level and talking eye-to-eye (rather than standing 

over the student while he is sitting). Also, finding a time and space within the 

classroom to have an individual conversation with a student will likely be more 

effective than speaking while other students are around.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

15 Jennings, 2018
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Students with diagnosed emotional disturbances and behavioral disabilities 

experience many of the same behavioral challenges as traumatized students. 

For example, a student with an IEP with a disability classification of Emotional 

Disturbance due to a diagnosed anxiety disorder may be irritable or nervous, 

have difficulty focusing, or frequently complain of tension headaches and 

stomachaches. Another student who is experiencing the trauma of emotional 

abuse at home may show these same symptoms.   

 

It is not the teacher’s responsibility to attempt to psychoanalyze the root cause 

of a child’s behaviors, or to propose clinical treatment recommendations. Instead, 

educators should focus on what they can control and what their professional 

training and expertise allow them to practice. General education and special 

education teachers can control how they interact with their students, choosing 

respectful language and offering a balance of warmth and strictness in their 

classrooms. Maintaining clear and consistent boundaries helps students trust that 

the classroom is fair and equitable.  

 

Working with students who are displaying aggressive, defiant, withdrawn, 

and other difficult behaviors is, at a minimum, tiring. Another way teachers 

can support students who have experienced trauma is to recognize when they 

themselves are taking things personally and becoming emotionally heated. When 

this happens, it is best to remove themselves from the situation or call on an 

assistant, co-teacher, administrator, or other staff member to help. 

4 Implement social-emotional learning tools. 

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING (SEL) IS A CRITICAL COMPONENT OF  

TRAUMA-INFORMED TEACHING 

There is extensive research supporting the effectiveness of social-emotional 

learning strategies such as meditation, deep-breathing, and mindfulness on 

learning and behavioral outcomes for students.16 A 2017 meta-analysis of more 

than 97,000 K–12 students revealed that social-emotional learning interventions 

boosted positive social behavior, improved academic success, decreased 

disruptive behavior, reduced emotional distress, and decreased drug use.17 

16 Black & Fernando, 2014

17 Taylor et al., 2017
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Further, developing social-emotional learning skills benefits all children,  

not just those with disabilities or those who have experienced trauma.   

 

Social-emotional development can be fostered through multiple avenues  

in a school setting including:  

 

• Free-standing lessons that explicitly teach social and  

 emotional competence  

  

• Teaching practices such as cooperative learning and  

 project-based learning, which promote SEL 

 

• Integration of social-emotional learning objectives within  

 the academic curriculum  

 

• Schoolwide initiatives that create a positive, accepting  

 culture conducive to learning 

 

Source: Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2020  

 

One important aspect of social-emotional learning includes explicitly teaching 

students about their emotions, the body’s stress response, resiliency, and triggers. 

The American Psychological Association (APA) reminds us that the body’s stress 

warning signs are signals that tell us something isn’t right.18 These signs are like 

the check engine light on a car. If ignored, it could lead to a serious malfunction. 

Educators can help students learn to recognize these symptoms as possible stress 

warning signs:  

 

• Headaches, muscle tension, neck or back pain 

 

• Upset stomach 

 

• Dry mouth 

18 APA, 2008
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• Chest pains, rapid heartbeat 

 

• Difficulty falling or staying asleep 

 

• Fatigue 

 

• Loss of appetite or overeating comfort foods 

 

• Increased frequency of colds 

 

• Lack of concentration or focus 

 

• Memory problems or forgetfulness 

 

• Jitters 

 

• Irritability 

 

• Short temper 

 

• Anxiety  

 

These symptoms could point to any number 

of problems besides stress. But they still 

need attention. When students who have been 

traumatized learn to name their emotions and 

understand the physiological response happening in 

their bodies when they are triggered, they are better 

able to cope and ask for help before they act out. They are 

empowered to take actionable steps in their own healing process.  

 

There are many ways to support social and emotional skill development in children. 

Modeling, coaching, class meetings, team sports, whole-class games, mentoring, 

partner-work, and role-playing are just a few. Certainly, there are reading and 

writing assignments that can be valuable for analyzing  historical or current event 

related to a SEL topic. But for many students, perhaps especially students with 
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disabilities, interactive strategies will be more engaging and therefore more 

effective ways to teach social skills or emotional awareness. The following are a 

few examples: 

 

• Role-playing how to resolve conflict between peers during a group project  

 

• Pairing an eighth-grade student with a sixth-grade student for cross-age  

 mentoring (with supervision/guidance) 

 

• Using morning meeting in younger grades or a Socratic circle in older grades  

 to determine class norms, practice decision-making, and discuss the SEL skill  

 of the month 

 

• Modeling, or sharing with older students, how it feels to be observed by an  

 administrator (This would show students that adults can get nervous too,  

 and that is OK!) 

 

 I noticed my heart started beating faster when Ms. Johnson entered  

 the room. I felt a little worried that I might stumble on my words or  

 forget an important part of the lesson! But then I reminded myself  

 that I am prepared for today’s lesson, and I know how to do my job.  

 I also remembered that the last time I was observed, I got great  

 feedback about how to increase the use of technology in my  

 classroom. So, I did feel a little nervous, but I know this is for my own  

 growth, and so I’m looking forward to our debrief conversation. 

 

Prioritizing students’ emotional well-being and interpersonal relationships through 

social-emotional learning improves skills such as self-regulation, empathy, and 

teamwork. A strong SEL curriculum promotes inclusion, prioritizes cooperative 

relationships, and emphasizes empathy. As a result, there is less bullying, a 

decrease in problem behaviors, a more unified and cohesive school/classroom 

culture, and an improvement in academic outcomes.  
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Finally, the CDC explicitly names social-emotional learning as a key part of its six 

evidence-based trauma prevention strategies. Other preventative efforts include 

early childhood home visitation, high-quality child care, preschool enrichment, 

family engagement, after-school programs, and mentoring programs.19 

5 Employ restorative justice discipline practices. 

Restorative justice empowers students to resolve conflict on 

their own and in small groups. It’s an approach to discipline that 

shifts away from punitive measures and towards restoration 

of relationships.20 Restorative justice helps rebuild a 

traumatized student’s sense of fairness and empowers him 

or her to help make things right. Instead of zero-tolerance 

policies that hand out immediate consequences, restorative 

justice practices emphasize de-escalation, identifying root 

causes and teaching healthy communication. These are healing 

skills that students affected by trauma desperately need.  

 

Restorative justice discipline is most effective when implemented on a 

large scale, for example, when the whole school is comprehensively trained 

on the mindset and actions to implement it with fidelity. Yet, restorative justice 

discipline can still be practiced within an individual classroom if the grade level, 

department, or school leadership team isn’t yet on board. The focus of this discipline 

strategy is on restoring and strengthening relationships. The following are some 

ways educators might build bridges with their students.   

 

• Administer a survey at the beginning of each quarter  

 that asks questions about student interests and likes.  

 Work to incorporate these topics in class discussion  

 and study when possible. 

 

• Learn students’ hobbies, music preferences,  

 and after school activities.  

 

• Ask open-ended questions. 

19 CDC, 2020

20 Restoring Practices Working Group, 2014
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• Incorporate humor and storytelling into lessons.  

 

• Invite students to share feedback about lessons, projects, or other classroom 

  activities. Take their input seriously.  

 

• Hold office hours, be available at lunch time, or otherwise find time to “be 

 around” when the pressure is low. Since it can be intimidating for a student  

 to address a teacher with a question, it’s important to try to be as  

 approachable as possible. 

 

• Maintain consistency and structure in class routines and overall demeanor. 

   

• Don’t worry about being liked or try to be a student’s friend. That is not  

 an educator’s job. Be kind, empathetic, and encouraging while maintaining  

 professionalism and appropriate boundaries.

6 Be mindful of compassion fatigue. 
It is not uncommon for dedicated teachers to become emotionally attached to 

their students. Yes, students need compassionate support. It’s okay to care! But 

students also need their teachers to be healthy, to establish and model appropriate 

boundaries, and to have the energy to show up each day with a clear mental state. 

Teachers who work with traumatized students are more likely to experience 

compassion fatigue and suffer from secondary or vicarious trauma.21  

 

Signs of compassion fatigue may include:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

21 Treatment and Services Adaptation Center

• Difficulty focusing  

 

• Difficulty sleeping 

 

• Chronic exhaustion  

 

• Anxiety or depression 

• Appetite changes 

 

• Increased or unexplained anger and/or sadness 

 

• Depersonalization 

 

• Desensitization   
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A teacher who begins to feel overwhelmed should make some helpful changes 

right away. Eating a balanced diet, getting adequate sleep, and exercising 

are good first steps for addressing fatigue, but it may also help to talk to the 

school principal, seek help from a mental health professional, or adjust some 

professional responsibilities. 

7 Remember that it takes a village. 
When a child chooses to share his story, it’s usually appropriate to let him do 

so. It is an honor to be the trusted adult in a child’s life and many studies have 

shown that it takes just one caring adult to help change the trajectory of a 

traumatized child.22 

 

However, an educator can continue to honor the child’s story and healing 

process is by recognizing when it is necessary to involve other professionals, 

such as the school counselor or social worker or in some cases, child protective 

services or law enforcement. Teachers shouldn’t carry the weight alone—for the 

sake of their own boundaries and mental health as well as the child’s healing.  

22 CDC, 2020 Learn more at n2y.com 20

TRAUMA-INFORMED TEACHING 

https://www.n2y.com/


Learn more at n2y.com 21

Trauma-Informed Teaching  

in the COVID-19 Era
 As of this writing, midway through 2020, we are still learning about the novel coronavirus 

and its effects. We are still very much in recovery mode. What is known is that these are 

challenging and disorientating times. 

Yet, children are resilient. Children respond to the attitudes and perspectives of the 

adults who care for them, including, and sometimes especially, their teachers. 

The creative innovation that teachers and school leaders have displayed in 

preparing and presenting virtual, hybrid, and in-person learning is inspiring. 

It reflects a deep commitment to a “whatever it takes” mindset.

As teachers troubleshoot technology glitches and adjust to changing 

public health guidelines, it’s important to keep a trauma-informed 

perspective. While everyone has been affected in some way by 

the trauma of COVID-19, not everyone is affected the same way. 

Writer and columnist Damian Barr penned these timely words in 

April 2020: 

We are not all in the same boat. We are all in the same storm.  

Some are on super-yachts. Some have just the one oar.

Damian Barr

In other words, some  are experiencing the hardships of this virus in more raw and tragic 

ways than others. Some have fewer resources to manage the inconveniences of disrupted 

schedules and closed establishments. Remembering this will help educators show 

empathy toward students who are acutely experiencing the trauma of this pandemic. 

Maintaining a trauma-informed approach to teaching in light of the coronavirus is not so 

different from doing so in ordinary times, for example, taking extra care to be consistent 

with a daily routine, whether teaching face-to-face or virtually. Even if students have 

cognitive impairments or communication disorders that inhibit their understanding of 

the virus, they will still sense that something is very different in the 2020–21 school year. 

 

As teachers 

troubleshoot 

technology glitches 

and adjust to changing 

public health guidelines, 

it’s important to keep 

a trauma-informed 

perspective.
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Consistency is reassuring. The predictability of school is soothing, especially for students with 

learning and behavioral challenges. The following are two ways to establish routine: 

START AND END EACH INSTRUCTIONAL PERIOD THE SAME WAY.  

The specific activity may or may not relate directly to the day’s learning objective. It should 

be accessible and quick for all students to accomplish. If switching from face-to-face learning 

to virtual learning at some point in the year, these bookends to class times can be maintained. 

The familiarity is comforting to students. For example, at the start and end of class, teachers 

could ask students to do one of the following:

• Solve two simple review questions in math class. 

• Read a quote of the day and write a one-sentence response.

• Copy a new vocabulary word and definition into their writer’s notebook. 

• Tell a peer in foreign language class what they ate for dinner last night. 

• Post an emoji for how they feel at the end of the virtual learning session.

• Circle a smiley face emoticon to describe their level of understanding of  

the day’s objective. 

CHUNK INSTRUCTIONAL TIME WITH PREDICTABLE COMPONENTS.  

Help students understand and predict the flow of the class when moving from direct 

instruction to guided practice to independent practice or assessment.

Conclusion
Childhood trauma is a real problem. It is a huge public health challenge that impacts individual 

children, family units, neighborhoods, schools, service providers, and communities. Left 

unaddressed, it can lead to higher rates of disease, less education, fewer job opportunities, 

increased likelihood of mental health problems, and substance abuse. However, these outcomes 

are not inevitable. Childhood trauma is preventable, and there are evidence-based practices 

that work. The good news for educators is that there are concrete tools and strategies that 

teachers and caregivers can use right away to counteract the impact of trauma.
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