
---WORKING WITH STUDENTS EXPOSED TO TRAUMA 

WHAT TRAUMA CAN LOOK LIKE IN THE CLASSROOM (AND SCHOOL)​
ADAPTED FROM: HELPING TRAUMATIZED CHILDREN LEARN 

CHILDREN EXPOSED TO TRAUMA STRUGGLE TO: 

●​ Accurately perceive-safety (over perceive danger) 

●​ Self-regulate (attention, behavior, emotion) 

●​ Hold a self-image that includes the belief that they matter 

●​ Succeed academically and or socially at school 

TRAUMA MAY: 

●​ Disrupt the ability to process verbal information and use language to communicate. 

(May make it difficult to follow instructions.) 

●​ Be less skilled in using language to forge social relationships and more skilled using 

language to build walls between themselves and those perceived to be dangerous or 

threatening. 

●​ Have limited problem solving skills. 

●​ Struggle with sequential ordering and therefore not be able to organize (thoughts, 

feelings, if-then events, multi- step tasks) which in turn results in difficulty reading, 

writing and with critical thinking. Interfere with a student’s understanding of behavior 

and consequences. 

●​ Not have internalized cause and effect relationships. This means that they cannot easily 

predict events, sense their power over events or make meaning of “consequences”. 

●​ Struggle to see the world from the point of view of another. 

●​ Struggle to focus and attend to what is happening in the classroom because their brains 

are preoccupied with ensuring safety/ warding off danger. 

●​ Struggle to self-regulate their own attention. 

●​ Struggle to self-regulate and recognize emotions. This results in poor impulse control, 

trouble reading social cues, and lack of a predictable sense of self. (Self-regulation is a 

predictor of academic success) 

●​ Have low executive functions. 

●​ Be slow to trust adults or peers 

●​ Struggle to engage with academic material effectively 

“Students often exhibit behaviors that are a result of trauma but can be misinterpreted by a 

teacher as willful disobedience, or that the child has greater controls over his/her behavior than 

he/she does. Potentially further complicating interpretation of behaviors are cultural factors 

which may be difficult for the teacher to identify and understand.” 

-Teachers’ Strategies Guide for Working with Children Exposed to Trauma 
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WORKING WITH STUDENTS EXPOSED TO​

STUDENTS WHO DON’T PERCEIVE SAFETY (OVER PERCIEVE DANGER)​
ADAPTED FROM: HELPING TRAUMATIZED CHILDREN LEARN 

Our brains are hard wired to keep us safe and are continually monitoring the environment for safety (out 

of our awareness). Children who did not have secure attachments and/or have experienced a significant 

threat (trauma) devote much more of their 

brain energy toward ensuring safety. They tend 

to overreact to stimuli (which are misperceived 

as threats) and struggle to self-regulate, 

modulate their attention, and/or be able to 

complete academic tasks. 
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WORKING WITH STUDENTS EXPOSED TO​

STUDENTS WHO ARE NOT ABLE TO SELF-REGULATE WELL 

(PHYSICALLY/EMOTIONALLY)​
ADAPTED FROM: HELPING TRAUMATIZED CHILDREN LEARN 

Self-regulation is a learned behavior: early in life our brains grow neural pathways that allow us to 

self-regulate when we are with others who self-regulate with us. In the absence of adults who can teach 

us to self-regulate that part of the brain does not develop fully. Self-regulation can be learned later in life 

but it requires a lot of practice, the ability to 

self-regulate is a better predictor of success 

than academic achievement. To be able to 

self-regulate students must be able to 

recognize feelings in themselves and others, 

be able to connect those to their 

experiences (and awareness of physical 

sensations.) 

 

 

​ WORKING WITH 

STUDENTS EXPOSED TO​
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STUDENTS WHO DON’T BELIEVE THEY MATTER​
ADAPTED FROM: HELPING TRAUMATIZED CHILDREN LEARN 

The belief that you matter to another human being is one of the most powerful foundations for 

resilience. Our beliefs about ourselves shape the way we interpret and respond to the world around us. 

You cannot talk a student out of their beliefs, however beliefs can change based on regular consistent 

behavior of the people around us. “The body changes its mind, one experience at a time.” Stimuli (which 

are misperceived as threats) and struggle to self-regulate, modulate their attention, and/or be able to 

complete academic tasks. 
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WORKING WITH STUDENTS EXPOSED TO​

STUDENTS WHO DON’T SUCCEED ACADEMICALLY OR SOCIALLY​
ADAPTED FROM: HELPING TRAUMATIZED CHILDREN LEARN 

When students misperceive safety, can’t self-regulate and/or don’t believe that they matter, it is easy to 

understand why is it hard to succeed academically. 
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WORKING WITH STUDENTS EXPOSED TO TRAUMA​

SUMMING IT UP​
THE PROBLEM IS A SOLUTION TO ANOTHER PROBLEM ​

(Find the Belief behind the Behavior) 

●​ They may be missing a sense of: Basic Trust 

-​ Self-regulation 

-​ Ability to delay gratification 

-​ -Casual thinking (poor if/then thinking) 

-​ Ability to focus or concentrate 

-​ Relationship skills 

-​ Often have altered stress response 

 

-​ Decreased perception of safety (misperceive threats) 

-​ Poor impulse control 

-​ Decreased self-regulation 

-​ Decreased self-concept 

-​ Are withdrawn or aggressive 

-​ Struggle with transitions 

 

REBUILDING THE FOUNDATION OF THESE SKILLS CREATES A STABLE PLATFORM FOR 

AN ACADEMIC GROWTH: 

-​ Routines 

-​ Consistency (of routines, mood of class leader)  

-​ Posted schedules 

-​ Solutions instead of consequences 

-​ Brain in the Palm of the Hand 

-​ Self-regulation 

 

-​ Connect before correct 
-​ 2x10 rule 
-​ Mirror neurons 
-​ -I messages 
-​ Relationship/relationship/relationship 

 

-​ Focus on strengths 

-​ Remember the student’s story 

-​ Understanding the brain (teach mirror neurons, Brain in the Palm of the Hand) 

-​ “I made a mistake” vs. “I am a mistake” 

-​ Teaching repairs, how to make amends 
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