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Emotional Check-In: 
What is the kindest 
thing someone has 

done for you this 
week?
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• Discuss characteristics of trauma-sensitive schools
• Learn about responsive teacher behaviors
• Learn about specific classroom and school-wide practices 

designed to meet the social and emotional needs of 
students facing trauma.

Today’s Learning Intentions

3

Resources and Tools for 
Today

Adverse Childhood 
Experience (ACE) 
Questionnaire

Social Capital Scale

Learner 
Empowerment Scale

Trauma-Sensitive 
Schools Logic Model
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Sarah is a 13-year-old middle school 
student with average grades. One day 
Sarah starts a food fight in her school 
cafeteria. The mess leads to a negative 
interaction with a lunchroom monitor, and 
Sarah is unable to calm down and control 
her frustrations. 
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Sarah is a 13-year-old middle school 
student with average grades. One day 
Sarah starts a food fight in her school 
cafeteria. The mess leads to a negative 
interaction with a lunchroom monitor, and 
Sarah is unable to calm down and control 
her frustrations. 

Common Practice: Sarah is suspended from school for three days. 
She falls behind in her work and feels angry and alienated from 
school. 
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Christopher is in 9th grade. He comes to 
school every day but seems uninterested 
in classes. He does not turn in his 
homework and rarely speaks in class. He 
becomes most animated when another 
student is disruptive—especially in a 
loud, violent or profane way. Although he 
is academically capable, he is not doing 
well in school. 
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Christopher is in 9th grade. He comes to 
school every day but seems uninterested 
in classes. He does not turn in his 
homework and rarely speaks in class. He 
becomes most animated when another 
student is disruptive—especially in a 
loud, violent or profane way. Although he 
is academically capable, he is not doing 
well in school. 

Çommon Practice: The math teacher asks, “What’s wrong with you? 
Why are you failing this class?” Christopher shows little apparent 
concern. His other teachers are equally frustrated with him. Since he is 
not causing any real trouble in class, Christopher tends to slide by. Over 
time, Christopher becomes more distant and fails most of his classes. 
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Mary, a third grader, has started to tell her teacher and the school nurse 
that her stomach hurts and she wants to go home. She is frequently absent 
from school and is falling behind academically. Mary, who is overweight, is 
often teased about her weight by her peers. 
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Mary, a third grader, has started to tell her teacher and the school nurse 
that her stomach hurts and she wants to go home. She is frequently absent 
from school and is falling behind academically. Mary, who is overweight, is 
often teased about her weight by her peers. 

Common Practice: Her teacher and the school nurse dismiss Mary’s 
stomach complaints as excuses to leave the classroom or get out of school. 
The teacher requires her to stay in for recess to make up missed work. 
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cc: shinealight - https://www.flickr.com/photos/19720483@N04

The most recognizable impacts of trauma
on education fit into two intertwining categories:

Impacts on academic 
performance

●Reduced cognitive capacity
●Sleep disturbance
●Difficulties with memory
●Language delays

Impacts on social 
relationships

●Need for control
●Attachment difficulties
●Poor peer relationships
●Unstable living situation

Child Safety Commissioner (2007)
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Trauma & School 
Performance

• Students who have experienced trauma:
• Are two-and-one-half times more likely to 

fail a grade
• Score lower on standardized achievement 

test scores
• Have more receptive or expressive 

language difficulties
• Are suspended or expelled more often
• Are designated for special education 

services more frequently. Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2009
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Types of Trauma
Acute Trauma: Event that occurs at a particular time and 

place and is usually short-lived (e.g., natural disaster, 
accident, sudden loss, one- time experience of violence). 

Chronic Trauma: Experiences that occur repeatedly over 
long periods of time (e.g., chronic abuse/neglect, on-going 

community violence, long-term illness, chronic homelessness, 
forced displacement, chronic exposure to poverty and 

deprivation, structural oppression, racism). 

Historical trauma: The collective and cumulative 
trauma experienced by a particular group across 
generations still suffering the effects (e.g., violent 

colonization, assimilation policies, slavery, segregation, 
racism, discrimination). 

13

Complex Trauma

Chronic exposure to trauma that 
begins early in life, often within 
care-giving relationships and 
leads to immediate and long-
term difficulties in many areas 
(e.g., ongoing interpersonal 
violence or neglect, other forms 
of chronic stress experienced 
without adult support). 
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Adverse 
Childhood 
Experience 

Questionnaire

15 16
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64.7% of children ages 
2-17 experience at 

least one victimization 
event in a single year. 

Finkelhor, Ormrod, & Turner, 2007 
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Trauma impacts the 
school staff, too. 

19

What is Compassion 
Fatigue?

A combination of 
physical, emotional, 
and spiritual 
depletion associated 
with the trauma-
related work we do 
where others are in 
significant emotional 
pain and/or physical 
distress.

20

The past is not
prologue. 

21

“I am not my trauma. It doesn’t 
define me. I define me.” 

22

• Access to preschool 
education. 

• Warmth and 
responsiveness of 
teachers and caregivers. 

• Prosocial skills, such as 
cooperation with peers, 
showing empathy, and 
being assertive.

• Connectedness to the 
community. 

Resilience can be 
fostered through 

school experiences. 
Nearly 1800 

children who had 
experienced 

maltreatment 
before the age of 3 

were followed 
through the age of 

10. Protective 
factors (Variables 

that reduce 
negative effects) 
that resulted in 

improved language 
and academic 

outcomes included:

Protective 
factors 
build 

resilience. 

Holmes, Yoon, Berg, Cage, & Perzynski, 2018
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1. Caring relationships with peers and 
adults.

2. Clear and high academic expectations. 
3. Culturally sustaining pedagogy that 

honors cultural experiences, provides 
structure and boundaries, and uses 
group processes. 

Three school conditions that foster resilience among children:

24
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The protective power 
of relationships

25

Move from trauma-informed 
to trauma-sensitive and 

trauma-engaged. 

26

Trauma-sensitive schools benefit 
students:

• Whose history is unknown
• Whose trauma may never be 

identified 
• Who are impacted by their 

traumatized classmates
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• Understand trauma and its impact. 
• Believe that healing happens through    

relationships. 
• Ensure physical and emotional 

safety. 
• Support choice, control, and 

empowerment for all. 
• Ensure culturally responsive and 

culturally sustaining practices. 
• View students holistically. 
• Use a collaborative approach. 

Guiding Principles of Trauma-Sensitive Schools 
and Classrooms

28

Chat Discussion

What protective 
factors do you or 

your school provide 
for students?  

29

Helping Traumatized 
Children Learn

30
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Childhood 
trauma turns a 
learning brain 

into a 
surviving brain. 

Josh Arvidson, Director, 
Alaska Child Trauma Center

31

Source: Arvidson, J, et al. 2011, Trauma 101: Understanding 
Trauma in the Lives of Children and Adults. 
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Trust

33

What is your  safe space?

Recall  a time when you received help or support that made 
you feel safe:

What did it feel like?
Who helped?
What helped?
What part did  trust play in your sense of safety?
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Four Components of 
Teacher Credibility 

Trust 

Competence 

Dynamism 

Immediacy
Webinar 4 with Dominique Smith
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Four Components of 
Teacher Credibility 

Trust 

Competence 

Dynamism 

Immediacy
Webinar 4 with Dominique Smith
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Strategies to Establish Trust

Build relationship based on trust by...
•Maintaining unconditional positive regard for all 
students 
•Check assumptions, observe and question

•Being a relationship coach 
It’s ALL about Relationships…
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”I trust my 
teacher 

because I 
know she 
loves me.”

Juliana, 1st grade
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“I feel close to my 
teacher when she 
greets  me in the 

morning.”

Adrian, 2nd grade

40

“My teacher 
lets us pick how 
we want to say 

hello. I like 
getting to pick.”

Liam, 1st grade

41

Transformative Practice: The math teacher, Mr. Smith, notices Christopher 
sometimes doodles in class, and takes time one day to admire Christopher’s 
drawings. Christopher shares more of his drawings, and Mr. Smith and 
Christopher begin to develop a relationship. Mr. Smith asks about life outside 
of school and learns that Christopher is facing major challenges at home. 
Having learned about trauma, Mr. Smith understands that students who 
experience trauma may have more difficulty trusting and connecting with 
adults. He finds this true with Christopher, who tends to give up and get angry 
with his teachers. Mr. Smith reaches out to other school staff to help support 
Christopher. Together with Christopher and his family they develop a support 
plan. Mr. Smith and other school staff show Christopher they care while 
continuing to set high expectations. With school staff working together with 
Christopher, they see improvements in attention and perseverance not only in 
math class, but in all of his classes. They work together to access the best 
support within and outside of the school. 

42
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These private 
conversations 
make a world of 
difference.

43

Leverage human 
and social capital 
to maximize 
protective factors. 

44

Success in school and life depends on human 
capital and social capital. 

45

Human capital is 
the “broad set of 

cognitive skills and 
knowledge that is 
necessary today, 

along with 
interpersonal skills 

such as 
collaboration and 

teamwork.”
(Kirsch et al., 2016)

46

Social capital 
describes the 
network of 
relationships 
one has 
through family, 
friends, 
community, 
school, and 
work. 

47

Social capital in high school is predictive of 
graduation rates. 

Not school size, SES, or 
urbanicity.

Saloum, Goddard, & Larsen, 2017
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Measures of social capital:

• Frequency of contact by the school with parents. 
• Parental and community involvement in the school.
• Teachers’ trust of students. 
• Students’ caring toward others.
• Students’ respect of others who get good grades. 
• An orderly and serious learning environment. 

Bryk, et al., 2010

49

Chat Discussion
Examine the 11 social 
capital scale items in 
the handout. Which 
are  confirming for 

you and why? What 
Is surprising? 

50

Learner Empowerment

51

Self-Efficacy

52

Our individual 
belief that we 
can reach our 

goals. 
53

Agency is belief in one’s capacity to 
act upon the world.   

People with a limited sense of agency may be 
immobilized, angry, blame others, and even lash out.

54
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Choice and Voice 

• How does this lesson relate to the  
bigger picture in my discipline?

• How does it relate to other 
disciplines? 

• Is there a connection to current 
events?

• How does it relate to my students? 

Attend to relevance in your lessons. 
Marshall, 2016)

55

Learner Empowerment Scale

“I have what it takes to do well in this class.” 

56

Learner Empowerment Scale

Look at the Learner Empowerment Scale. 
How might you use it? 

57

Chat Discussion
How does your school or district 
collaborate with the community 
(families, Elders, Tribe, support 
services) to deliver culturally-

responsive learning? 

58

Strategic Classroom Design

59

My Top 3

• Music

• Comfy chair

• Desk with lamp

Ask students about 
their top 3 needs for 

learning spaces. 

60
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Space is not 
neutral. 

61

Trauma-sensitive Elementary Classroom

62

Trauma-sensitive secondary classroom

63

First Grade 
Classroom

64

Trauma-
sensitive 
First Grade 
Classroom
• Install light 

dimmers
• More muted 

colors
• Create a 

sheltered 
space to den

65

Middle 
School 
Classroom

66
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Trauma-sensitive 
Middle School 
Classroom
• Rugs to 

improve 
acoustics

• Remove 
neon-bright 
colors

• Install 
natural light

67

High School 
Classroom 
with Tables

68

Trauma-
sensitive High 

School 
Classroom with 

Tables
• Warm up 

space with 
personal 
touches 

• Add natural 
lighting

• Use natural 
elements

69

High School 
Classroom 
with Fixed 

Desks

70

Trauma-
sensitive High 

School 
Classroom with 

Fixed Desks
• Add a 

runner
• Use soft 

colors to 
warm

• Bring in 
natural 
elements

71

Science Lab 
Space

72
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Trauma-
sensitive 

Science Lab 
Space

• Reduce 
overhead 
objects

• Keep doors 
closed to 
reduce noise 
and the need 
for 
hypervigilance

73

Environment Check Exercise

Access, doorways, how 
many exits?

Lighting? Sounds? 
Smells?

Personal space?

Seating arrangement –
crowded? Too close?
Are your needs met?

Is this a calming 
environment? 

74

Hack your 
space

Retrofit wheels on old tables

Add tennis balls to chair legs

Add personal objects and natural objects judiciously

Reconsider the “front” of the classroom

Consider what students own in the classroom

Build a retreat space

75

Put 
Systems 

in 
Place 

76
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Transformative Practice: An adult at the 
school who fostered a relationship with 
Sarah learned that Sarah recently found out 
her mother was going to jail. Sarah’s school 
has been incorporating knowledge of 
trauma’s impact on students and staff into 
their culture and practices. The adult reports 
the situation to school administrators, and 
the school develops a plan to promote 
accountability and help Sarah develop the 
skills she is missing. These steps include in-
school suspension, support from a school 
counselor, outreach to Sarah’s family, and an 
opportunity for Sarah to repair relationships 
disrupted by her behavior in the cafeteria. 

A Tier 3 response

78
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Intersection of MTSS and Trauma-Sensitive Schooling 

79

Transformative Practice: Mary’s teacher and school nurse recognize that 
there may be more at play. The nurse talks to Mary, and learns that Mary’s 
father died last year. Mary’s mother has bouts of ill health and Mary 
worries her mother will die. The teacher, nurse, school counselor and 
principal work together with Mary’s mother to make a plan to address 
Mary’s needs and ensure she  can make up work without missing valuable 
play and social time at recess. The school master schedule includes time for 
social and emotional skill instruction for all grade levels and has older 
students in a leadership role. Peer mediators from the upper grades use 
restorative practices to build empathy with students who teased Mary, to 
repair relationships and make school a safer place for Mary and her peers. 
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Trauma-Sensitive Schools Logic Model 

Goal: Create a healthy school ecosystem that addresses the needs of each child. 

 
Our intended work Our intended results 

Resources Activities Outputs 
Direct Benefits 

Outcomes 
Indirect Benefits 

If we have access to these resources, then these activities can be 
completed. 

 

 If we successfully complete these activities, then these 
changes will occur as a direct result of the actions. 

 

 If the activities are carried out as designed, then these changes will 
result. 

 If participants benefit from our efforts, 
then other systems, organizations, or 

communities will change. 
• Leadership team 

comprised of key 
stakeholders 

• School-based mental 
health professionals 
with appropriate 
caseloads 

• Assessment tools 
• Support system within 

school 
• Social-emotional 

learning curriculum 
• Training materials 

 

• Complete assessments 
• Analyze assessment 

results 
• Evaluate discipline policies 
• Create a plan to infuse 

trauma-sensitive practices 
into core programs and 
initiatives 

• Develop a school crisis 
plan 

• Educate staff on 
prevalence and impact of 
ACEs 

• Maximize caregiver 
capacity 

• Provide ongoing training 
on best practices 

• Increased educational 
attainment 

• Decreased discipline 
referrals 

• Decreased 
suspension, 
expulsion, and 
dropout rates 

• Increased school 
attendance of 
students and staff 

• Increased social and 
emotional 
competence among 
students 

• Increased social and 
emotional 
competence among 
staff. 

• Improved school climate 
• Decreased intergenerational 

trauma 
• Improved mental and physical 

health outcomes 
• Fewer health-risk behaviors 
• Improved job satisfaction for 

staff 
• Decreased disability diagnoses 
• Improved social capital of the 

community.  

Fisher, D., Frey, N., & Savitz, R. (2020). Teaching hope and resilience for students experiencing trauma: Creating safe and nurturing classrooms for learning. New 
York: Teachers College Press. 
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8 School  Leadership Team Audit Questions Trauma-Sensitive Schools

82

1. How will our school be conscious of signs of trauma? 
2. What will we do when we suspect trauma? What is our procedure for   

making referrals? How do we handle abuse and neglect referrals? 
3. How do we reach out to families that need help? 
4. How do we maintain the dignity and confidentiality of a child’s family? 
5. How do we interface with the community in a way that communicates 

that we are a safe and respectful place? 
6. How will we be conscious of this in the academic, disciplinary and 

social arenas of our school culture? 
7. What is our shared vision for creating a trauma-sensitive school? 
8. How will we evaluate our effectiveness? 

8 School  Leadership Team Audit Questions Trauma-Sensitive Schools
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Taking It 
Back

84
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Community is key. 

85

What is your community’s vision for transforming 
schools? 
What will success look like? 
Who can your schools partner with to help reach 
the broader community? 

Community is key. 
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Next Steps for School Leaders

87

Chat Discussion

What resources and tools 
can you recommend to 

today’s group? 

88
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All Learning Is Social and Emotional

January 14, 2020 webinar with Dominique 
Smith: Building Equity: The Role of SEL

90
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Follow Me @NancyFrey

Contact me at 
www.fisherandfrey.com
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