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Part 1: Understanding Why Schools are 
Addressing Trauma 

April 24, 2019
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Agenda
• Welcome, Introductions, and Logistics
• Overview Of Trauma-Sensitive Schools in Educational 

Settings 
▫ Kathleen Guarino, Senior TA Consultant, American Institutes for 

Research
▫ Sharon Fishel, Education Specialist, Alaska Department of 

Education & Early Development
▫ Patrick Sidmore, Data and Systems Coordinator, Association of 

Alaska School Boards
▫ Angela Weck, District Mental Health Clinician, Hillsborough 

County Public Schools, Tampa, Florida 
• Q&A
• Upcoming ND Prevention Activities 
• Feedback Form & Closing 
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Welcome and Introductions

• U.S. Department of Education

• ND Prevention Team, NDTAC
▫ Simon Gonsoulin
▫ Greta Colombi
▫ Rob Mayo
▫ Kia Jackson
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Quick Logistics
• This is a “Listen-Only” online event. 
▫ If you have a question during the webinar, please 

enter it into the question panel.

• The Webinar recording and slides will be emailed to 
registrants and posted online within a week after today’s 
event. 

• If you are having any audio problems or other technical 
issues, please let us know by emailing 
ndprevention@air.org. 
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Quick Logistics
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Quick Logistics
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Panel Introductions
• Kathleen Guarino, Senior TA Consultant, American 

Institutes for Research

• Sharon Fishel, Education Specialist, Alaska Department 
of Education & Early Development

• Patrick Sidmore, Data and Systems Coordinator, 
Association of Alaska School Boards

• Angela Weck, District Mental Health Clinician, 
Hillsborough County Public Schools
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Kathleen Guarino, Senior TA Consultant
American Institutes for Research

Why Are Schools Addressing 
Trauma?
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Defining Trauma

An event, series of events, or set of circumstances that 
is experienced by an individual as physically or 
emotionally harmful or life threatening, overwhelms a 
person’s ability to cope, and that has adverse effects
on the individual’s functioning and mental, physical, 
social, emotional, or spiritual well-being.

(SAMHSA, 2014; NCTSN) 
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Trauma Types
Event or experience that occurs at a 
particular time and place and is usually 
short-lived. 

Acute

Events or experiences that occur repeatedly 
over long periods of time. May include 
include one or multiple forms.

Chronic

Refers to both exposure to multiple traumatic 
events from an early age and the immediate 
and long-term effects of these experiences.

Complex

The cumulative impact of massive group 
trauma across generations.Historical
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Adverse 
Childhood 
Experiences
(ACEs)

Trauma Types
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Trauma Types: Expanded ACE’s
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Prevalence of Child Trauma

Exposure to childhood trauma is common.

 One out of every four students has been exposed to a 
traumatic event.

 More than two thirds of children in the U.S. report 
experiencing a traumatic event by age 16, such as a serious 
accident, natural disaster, or experiencing or witnessing 
violence.

(NCTSN; Copeland et al., 2007) 
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Prevalence of Child Trauma
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Prevalence of Child Trauma

1 in 5 adults report 3 or more ACEs.
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Source:  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
https://vetoviolence.cdc.gov/apps/phl/resource_center_infographic.html

https://vetoviolence.cdc.gov/apps/phl/resource_center_infographic.html


Prevalence of Child Trauma

National Survey of Children’s Health
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• 46% of children had experienced at least 
one ACE.

• 1 in 10 children nationally experienced 3 
or more ACEs.

• Economic hardship was the most 
common adversity reported nationally, 
followed by divorced and separation.



Prevalence of Child Trauma
Groups at Increased Risk:

 Youth of color ages 12 to 19. 
 African American youth living in urban, low-income 

communities.
 American Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN) children and youth.
 Children and youth who have disabilities.
 Refugees.
 LGBTQ children and youth.
 Children and youth who are homeless and living in poverty.
 System-involved youth.
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How would you describe the level of awareness of the rates 
and types of trauma among students across your 
schools/districts?

 High level of awareness

 Moderate level of awareness

 Very little awareness

Participant Poll #1



1. What types of adversity and trauma have your 
students experienced?

2. What segments of the student population tend to 
have higher rates of exposure to trauma?

3. What more would you like to know about your 
students, families, and school community as it 
relates to trauma?

Panel Discussion
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Impact of Trauma
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Impact of Trauma
 An experience becomes 

TRAUMATIC when it overwhelms 
our system for responding to 
stress.

 The brain and body stay in survival 
mode even after the threat has 
passed.

 Emotional, behavioral, physical, 
and cognitive responses. 
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Impact of Trauma

• Heightened 
response to 
trauma 
reminders.

• Reactions can 
appear confusing 
and out of place 
and may be 
misunderstood by 
others.

Reminders set off 
automatic fight, 
flight, freeze 
responses.

By-pass 
thinking 
brain.
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Impact of Trauma
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25

Children experiencing toxic stress
invest long-term energy into surviving

instead of thriving.
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Under constant threat . . .

 Emotional brain is over-reactive and 
constantly in survival mode 

 Thinking brain is underdeveloped

Impact of Trauma
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 Smaller brain size and structures.
 Difficulty identifying, expressing, and managing 

feelings.
 Extreme responses ranging from anxiety and anger to 

appearing numb and disconnected. 
 Increased behavioral issues and risk-taking behaviors 

such as self-harm and substance abuse. 
 Difficulties with attention, learning, and memory.
 Difficulty trusting others and forming healthy 

relationships.
 Increased risk for mental health issues.
 Low self-esteem and poor self-image.
 Focus on surviving at the expense of future thinking.
 Increased risk for other system involvement.

Impact of Trauma
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What does this mean for schools? 



 Physical symptoms (headaches, stomachaches, and 
decline in self-care).

 Intense feelings of fear, anxiety, and concern for safety.

 Difficulty identifying and controlling feelings while at school. 

 Angry or aggressive outbursts in the classroom or other 
school spaces.

 Desire to withdraw from peers and teachers.

 Difficulty paying attention and learning.

 Trouble building positive relationships with peers and 
school staff. 

Impact of Trauma on Students
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 Increase in student absences.

More suspensions or expulsions.

Higher referral rates to special education.

Poor test scores and an increased risk of failing a grade.

Impact of Trauma on Student Achievement
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Impact of Trauma on Parents & Caregivers

 Difficulties with self-regulation. 
 Increased risk for challenges that impact 

parenting such as substance abuse, 
depression, and PTSD.
 Difficulty forming relationships with school 

staff.
 Difficulty navigating their child’s difficult 

behaviors, especially if a reminder of their 
own experiences in childhood. 
 Feelings of embarrassment, shame, fear, or 

guilt that may result in negative interactions 
with school staff.
 Mistrust of school staff or the education 

system.
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Impact of Trauma on School Staff

• Histories of trauma
• Trauma in the work environmentDirect Exposure

• Indirect exposure to others’ trauma
• Post-trauma symptoms

Secondary 
Traumatic Stress

• Negative effects of sustained empathic 
engagement

• Effects view of self, others, world
Vicarious Trauma
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 Students more likely to escalate and act out.

 Adults increasingly crisis-driven, reactive, and 
punitive to maintain control.

 Difficult to maintain a safe environment most 
conductive to learning.

 Schools risk re-traumatizing students by creating 
situations that mirror or replicate other traumas (e.g., 
harsh, punitive discipline, disrespectful interactions, 
chaotic environments).

Impact of Trauma on Schools
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What is the level of understanding about the effects of trauma 
on students, parents, and staff across your schools/districts?

 High level of understanding

 Moderate level of understanding

 Very little understanding

Participant Poll #2



1. How do you see the effects of trauma manifest among 
the students in your schools?

2. What are the biggest challenges that school staff face 
when working with students exposed to trauma?

3. How do you see trauma exposure affecting 
parents/caregivers? How does this manifest?

4. How does trauma affect school staff? What does this 
look like? What support is available?

5. How does prevalence of trauma affect the school 
community as a whole?

Panel Discussion
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Participant Chat

Feel free to use the chat box to share 1-2 examples of how 
you see trauma impacting students, parents, and/or school 
staff in your schools or districts.

You may even have your own personal experiences to draw 
from.
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Resilience: A positive, adaptive response to 
significant adversity.

• Adaptable, caring, and supportive relationship with an 
adult.

• A sense of mastery over life circumstances.
• Strong executive function and self-regulation skills.
• Affirming faith or cultural traditions.
• Safe and supportive environments (schools and 

communities).
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Why Are Schools Addressing Trauma? 



“There is no such 
thing as a ‘bad’ 
response; there 

are only adaptive 
responses.” 

– Stephen Porges

Unaddressed trauma negatively impacts learning 
and academic success

Schools risk misunderstanding, mislabeling, 
misdiagnosing, retraumatizing

Educators affected by trauma less able to do 
their jobs effectively

Schools can help to prevent mitigate the 
negative effects of trauma

Addressing trauma can positively effect students, 
families, staff, and schools
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Why Are Schools Addressing Trauma? 



Kathleen Guarino, Senior TA Consultant
American Institutes for Research

What Are Trauma-sensitive 
Schools?
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In a trauma-sensitive school, all aspects of the educational 
environment—from workforce training to engagement with 
students and families to procedures and policies—are 
grounded in an understanding of trauma and its impact and are 
designed to promote resilience for all.

The approach may require changes to mission, vision, 
practices, policies, and culture.

Defining Trauma-Sensitivity
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 Ensures support for all.

 Enhances the identification of students who need additional 
services.

 Creates an environment more likely to support and sustain Tier 2 
and Tier 3 interventions (e.g., therapeutic supports, counseling).

 Supports and augments other efforts with shared principles and 
complimentary practices (e.g., restorative practices, positive 
behavioral supports, social and emotional learning, school 
emergency planning).

 Fosters student and staff resilience.

Trauma-Sensitivity
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IS . . .
A way of operating

Supported by a diverse set of 
champions.

An approach that aligns with 
and supports complimentary 
efforts.

An ongoing effort to shift 
perspective and practice 
schoolwide.

IS NOT . . .
A program

Driven by a single 
person/champion.

An approach adopted in 
isolation and siloed from 
approaches.

A one-time training for 
select school leaders and 
staff.

Trauma-Sensitivity
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Shifting Perspective And Practice
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 Judgmental: Understands behaviors 
as the result of individual deficits 
(what’s wrong with you?). Use 
negative labels.

 Individual: Focus for change is on 
the individual. Solution is for youth to 
“fix” their behavior.

 Power over/Obedience: Views adult 
authority and control as critical to 
student success.

 Punitive: Punitive discipline is the 
primary approach.

 Siloed: Support for students exposed 
to trauma should be left to counseling 
professionals.

Traditional Perspective

 Curious: Considers whether 
behaviors may be ways of coping 
with traumatic experiences.. 
Negative lables replaced. 

 Environmental: Takes a more 
holistic view and considers how 
external factors influence youth.

 Power with/Collaboration: 
Encourages student and family 
choice and control.

 Restorative: Positive, strengths-
based approaches to discipline are 
used most often.

 Integrated: Assumes a shared 
responsibility for addressing trauma.

Trauma-Sensitive Perspective
47



How You View Behaviors Will Influence 
How You Respond

48



 Understand trauma and its impact.

 Believe that healing happens in relationships.

 Ensure emotional and physical safety.

 View students holistically.

 Support choice, control, and empowerment for students, 
staff, and families.

 Strive for cultural competence.

 Use a collaborative approach.

Guiding Principles 
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 Educating all school staff about trauma and its effects.
 Promoting a safe physical and emotional environment.
 Eliminating re-traumatizing practices (e.g., harsh, punitive 

approaches).
 Providing trauma-sensitive assessments and services.
 Building students’ social-emotional skills to cope with adversity.
 Promoting youth and family voice, choice, and empowerment.
 Adopting policies and procedures that align with and support a 

universal, trauma-sensitive approach. 

Trauma-Sensitive Strategies
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To what extent have your schools made the shift to adopting 
a trauma-sensitive perspective universally?

 To a great extent. This is mainly how we operate.

 To some extent. We have more work to do to make the 
shift, but we are moving in this direction.

 Not at all. We mainly use a traditional approach. 

Participant Poll #3



1. Where are your schools/districts as it relates to 
shifting towards trauma-sensitivity?

2. For those who are adopting more intentionally, what 
is driving the urgency to address trauma?

3. How big a shift is this?

4. Which aspects are most difficult to shift? What are 
some potential barriers/challenges to change?

5. Have you made similar shifts in perspective and 
practice in the past?

6. What would help a school make these shifts?

Panel Discussion
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Next Conversation

How do schools adopt a trauma-sensitive 
approach?

 Where do you begin?

 What strategies are most useful for supporting 
change?

 What tools and resources are available to support 
change efforts?
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Upcoming ND Prevention 2018-19 
Activities

• Understanding and Building Trauma-Sensitive 
Schools - Part 2: Building Trauma-Sensitive 
Schools: Stand by for ND Prevention Alert with 
Details

• Follow-up Web-based Discussion: Stand by for 
ND Prevention Alert with Details

• ND Prevention e-Digest Volume 1, Issue 8: 
Coming May 2019 
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https://attendee.gotowebinar.com/register/8714969252885094157


Thank You!!!

Feedback Form
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https://forms.gle/fpiFbKNn6YpouLQR6
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