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Agenda Overview

Part 1: What are trauma-sensitive schools?

» Definition/ Traditional vs. Trauma-Sensitive
» Guiding principles/core domains/key elements

Part 2: How do you adopt a trauma-sensitive approach?

» Implementation pathway 
» Proposed roll-out
» Considering next steps
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Science-based Principles for Learning and Development

§ Learning and development is both social and individual.

§ Relationships and stress drive and undermine learning.

§ Neurobiological and neurohormonal processes (e.g., the impact of cortisol) 
can support or undermine learning.

§ Culture, identity, and subjective perceptions affect learning.

§ Social and emotional and academic skills interrelate and can be learned.

§ The impacts of stress and adversity must and can be addressed, and 
resilience can be supported.

§ Conditions for learning and teaching matter. 
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Why are schools addressing trauma?

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

Adopting a trauma-sensitive approach supports positive 

school climate and conditions for learning 

“Hopefulness lies in 

knowing that while early 

experiences shape the 

nervous system, ongoing 

experiences can reshape it.” 

– Deb Dana
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What is the level of understanding of trauma and its effects on students, parents, 
and staff across the schools in your districts?

q High level of understanding

q Moderate level of understanding

q Very little understanding
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PART 1
What are trauma-sensitive schools?
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A trauma-sensitive school is one in which 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.

May require changes to mission, vision, practices, policies, and culture.

What are trauma-sensitive schools?
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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.

A Universal Approach
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A Trauma-Sensitive Approach

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
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Trauma-Sensitivity As Systems Change

A ME R I C A N  I N ST I T U T ES  FO R  R ES EA RC H  |  A I R .O RG 12

Trauma-Sensitivity As Systems Change
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Shifting perspective and practice
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How you view 
behaviors will influence 

how you respond.
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Shifting Perspectives

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.

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.

Traditional Perspective Trauma-Sensitive Perspective
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Guiding Principles

Core Domains

Key Elements
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§ 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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Core Domains

Support Staff Development

Create a Safe and Supportive Environment

Assess Needs and Provide Services

Build Social and Emotional Skills

Collaborate with Students and Families

1

2

3

4

5

Adapt Policies and Procedures6
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Key Elements
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Key Elements
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Key Elements
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Key Elements
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Exposure to trauma can negatively 
affect:
• Our capacity to self-regulate.

• Our awareness of self and others.

• Our ability to engage socially and form 
relationships.

• Our ability to attend to information, accurately 
assess situations, and make decisions.

Trauma and Social Emotional Learning
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Aligning à Integrating Trauma Sensitivity and SEL

How does each support the other?
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Key Elements
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Key Elements
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Trauma-Sensitive Classroom Strategies

1. Adopt a Trauma-Sensitive Perspective

2. Ensure Physical and Emotional Safety 

3. Recognize and Reduce Trauma-
Related Triggers

4. Prevent and Manage Crises

5. Foster Connection and Collaboration 
with Youth and Families

6. Support Self-Regulation and Social-
Emotional Learning
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Trauma-Sensitive Schools Training Package

Guiding Principles

Core Domains

Key Elements
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Where is your school as it relates to adopting a trauma-informed approach?

q We are actively engaged in adopting a schoolwide trauma-sensitive 
approach (e.g., have structures and plans in place)

q We have started (e.g., staff training/awareness-building), but have not yet 
moved to schoolwide adoption.

q We are at the beginning

30

PART 2
How do you adopt a trauma-sensitive approach?
Implementation Pathway| Proposed Roll-Out | Next Steps
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Roadmap for Implementation

Prepare 
Train, assess, 

commit

Envision
Plan, align, 
structure

Implement
Test, monitor, 

refine

Sustain
Embed, expand, 

evaluate
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Phase 1: Prepare (Train, Assess, Commit)

§ Communicate with staff regarding intention to support trauma sensitivity.

§ Create infrastructure to support ongoing change (core multidisciplinary team).

§ Educate school staff about trauma and trauma-sensitivity.

§ Assess current capacity and readiness for change.
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Assessment of Current Practice
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Readiness Assessment
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Readiness = Motivation x General capacity x Specific capacity

§ How is a trauma-sensitive approach different than what is already in place universally to support 
students?

§ To what extent does trauma sensitivity align with/ add value to existing practices and approaches? 

§ How difficult will it be to implement a universal, trauma-sensitive approach?

§ How well do we currently operate (communication, transparency, trust, flexibility, staff support)? What 
might need to change to fully support a trauma-sensitive approach (policies, procedures, priorities)?

§ How open are we to trying new things?

§ How receptive are school staff to change?

§ What knowledge, skills, and abilities are needed to become a trauma-sensitive school/district?

§ Who in the school/district will lead the process and champion trauma-sensitivity?
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Phase 1: Prepare - Discussion

§ What are the potential challenges/barriers at this stage?

§ How can those be avoided/addressed? 

§ What needs to be in place to increase the likelihood of success at this stage?

§ What may need to be adjusted? 
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Phase 2: Envision (Plan, Align, Structure)

§ Review assessment results.

§ Identify focus areas across domains.

§ Develop an action plan.

§ Develop a feedback loop.

§ Develop a plan for monitoring progress and impact.

§ Continue to educate staff.

§ Align with other efforts.
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Alignment and Integration

PBIS

Restorative 
Practices

SELTrauma-
Sensitivity

Mental Health
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Align:

§ complimentary work groups and teams;
§ professional development activities; and

§ implementation and monitoring processes.

Alignment and Integration
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Phase 2: Envision - Discussion

§ How can you align trauma-sensitivity with existing efforts, structures, and  plans? 

§ What are the potential challenges/barriers at this stage?

§ How can those be avoided/addressed? 

§ What needs to be in place to increase the likelihood of success at this stage?

§ What may need to be adjusted? 
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Phase 3: Implement (Test, Monitor, Refine)

§ Implement action plans.

§ Test out new strategies (practices, policies, procedures).

§ Monitor progress.

§ Refine plans as needed.
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Phase 3: Implement - Discussion

§ What are the potential challenges/barriers at this stage?

§ How can those be avoided/addressed? 

§ What needs to be in place to increase the likelihood of success at this stage?

§ What may need to be adjusted? 
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Next Steps

52

§ Consider where your school is in the process of adopting a trauma-sensitive 
approach.

§ Gauge the level of interest in adopting more fully.
§ Identify an intentional, planned process for implementation.
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Trauma-Sensitive Schools Training Package

UNDERSTAND Trauma and Its Impact 
§ E-resource
§ Companion slide presentation and activity packet for in-person training

BUILD Trauma-Sensitive Schools 
§ Online module for all staff
§ Handouts
§ Facilitation Guide 

LEAD Trauma-Sensitive Schools 
§ Online module for leaders
§ Action Guide
§ Facilitation Guide

https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/trauma-sensitive-schools-training-package-0
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