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Intro to today

• What is trauma

• Prevalence

• Effects

• What can we do



A traumatic event is an experience that causes physical, 

emotional, psychological distress, or harm. It is an event that is 

perceived and experienced as a threat to one's safety or to the 

stability of  one's world.

“

”

Levetown M. Communicating with children and families: from everyday interactions to skill in conveying distressing information. Pediatrics. 2008;121:e1441-e1460.
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Trauma makes the world feel 
unpredictable and unsafe



Clinically defining trauma (DSM-5)

Situations involving actual or threatened death, serious injury, or 
sexual violence, in the following way(s):

• Directly experiencing the situation

• Witnessing the situation

• Learning that a relative or close friend was exposed to the situation

• Indirect exposure to extensive details of the situation, usually in the course of 
professional duties (e.g., first responders, medics)
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Examples of trauma

School aged children experience many types of traumatic experiences:

• Unexpected death of a loved one

• Physical, emotional, or sexual abuse 

• Witnessing interpersonal violence 

• Motor vehicle accidents 

• Experiences of natural disasters 

• Conditions of war 

• Dog bites

• Invasive medical procedures 

McLaughlin et al. Trauma exposure and posttraumatic stress disorder in a national sample of adolescents. J Am Acad Child 
Adolesc Psychiatry. 2013;52(8):815-830 e814. 
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Trauma is ubiquitous

Percentage of individuals who experience at least one potentially 
traumatic event before age 18 in the US general population (pre-
pandemic):
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61.8%

19% experienced 3 or more

McLaughlin et al. Trauma exposure and posttraumatic stress disorder in a national sample of adolescents. J Am Acad Child 
Adolesc Psychiatry. 2013;52(8):815-830 e814. 



Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACES)

National Child Traumatic Stress Network, Schools Committee. (2017). Creating, supporting, and sustaining trauma-informed schools: A 
system framework. Los Angeles, CA, and Durham, NC: National Center for Child Traumatic Stress.



Chronic stress impacts development



Chronic stress impacts students

Source: ACE and Spokane, WA studies

Credit: Anna Iversen, Haskell Education
Trauma is “Written Into Our Bodies”—but Educators Can Help. (n.d.). Edutopia. 
https://www.edutopia.org/article/trauma-written-our-bodies-educators-can-help/



Rates of ACES

Despite how common trauma is 
in childhood and adolescence, 
symptoms are under-recognized 
and undertreated

Rates of ACEs are higher for 
certain subsets of youth

• Contributes to higher 
rates of behavioral 
health challenges for 
these groups

CDC. (2023, March 1). Teen Newsletter: Adverse Childhood Experiences. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 
https://www.cdc.gov/museum/education/newsletter/2023/mar/index.html

Rossiter A, Byrne F, Wota AP, Nisar Z, Ofuafor T, Murray I, Byrne C, Hallahan B. Childhood trauma levels in individuals attending adult mental health services: An 
evaluation of clinical records and structured measurement of childhood trauma. Child Abuse Negl. 2015 Jun;44:36-45. doi: 10.1016/j.chiabu.2015.01.001. Epub 
2015 Jan 28. PMID: 25636522.

https://www.cdc.gov/museum/education/newsletter/2023/mar/index.html


Connections to school staff

Image credits: Journey to Wellness, Intraconnections Counseling



What we can do 



Addressing trauma at school

SAMHSA/CDC trauma-informed approach: “4 Rs”

1. Realize: widespread prevalence and impact of trauma, understand 
paths for recovery

2. Recognize: signs and symptoms in individuals, families, systems

3. Respond: integrate knowledge about trauma into all facets of the 
system

4. Resist re-traumatization by decreasing reminders of trauma and 
loss and implementing trauma-informed practices

SAMHSA Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach, Trauma and Justice Strategic Initiative (2014)

National Child Traumatic Stress Network, Schools Committee. (2017). Creating, supporting, and sustaining trauma-informed schools: A system framework. Los Angeles, CA, and Durham, NC: National 
Center for Child Traumatic Stress.
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National Child Traumatic Stress Network, Schools Committee. (2017). Creating, supporting, and sustaining trauma-informed schools: A system framework. Los Angeles, CA, and Durham, NC: National 
Center for Child Traumatic Stress.



Responding to trauma

Behavior happens for a reason
• Challenges with focus, academic achievement, and mood have a root cause

• If a student is experiencing frequent disciplinary actions, pair with interventions 
for behavioral health

Create systems/space to help with regulating emotions
• Safe spaces to re-regulate (counselor’s office, access to coping skills, etc)

• Build into IEP/504 plans as needed

Increase access to appropriate behavioral health supports

National Child Traumatic Stress Network, Schools Committee. (2017). Creating, supporting, and sustaining trauma-informed schools: 
A system framework. Los Angeles, CA, and Durham, NC: National Center for Child Traumatic Stress.



Referral options



Addressing trauma at school

SAMHSA/CDC trauma-informed approach: “4 Rs”

1. Realize: widespread prevalence and impact of trauma, understand 
paths for recovery

2. Recognize: signs and symptoms in individuals, families, systems

3. Respond: integrate knowledge about trauma into all facets of the 
system

4. Resist re-traumatization by decreasing reminders of trauma and 
loss and implementing trauma-informed practices

SAMHSA Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach, Trauma and Justice Strategic Initiative (2014); NCTSN (CITE
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Trauma-informed schools

Promote a safe and welcoming climate

Seek to create a structured and predictable learning environment 
• minimize unnecessary trauma and loss reminders 

Focus on building positive and attuned relationships between teachers and 
students, and among school staff

Anti-bullying and suicide prevention programs

Uses a balanced restorative justice (a.k.a. restorative practices) approach to conflict 
and conflict mediation with appropriate disciplinary action.

National Child Traumatic Stress Network, Schools Committee. (2017). Creating, supporting, and sustaining trauma-informed schools: 
A system framework. Los Angeles, CA, and Durham, NC: National Center for Child Traumatic Stress.



Macro-social 
determinants

Public Policies

Community

Friends

Family

Individual

History / Time

Basu, A (2020) Conceptual model adapted from Brofrenbrenner (1977)
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Public Policies

Community

Friends

Family

Individual

History / Time

Basu, A (2020) Conceptual model adapted from Brofrenbrenner (1977)

E.g., Sleep, mindfulness

E.g., Healthcare  

E.g., Sports, access to blue/ green 

spaces

E.g., Social connectedness

E.g., Trust in public systems

E.g., Parental warmth

E.g., Adversities, mental conditions

E.g., Poverty

E.g.,  Inadequate educational 

support, loss of rituals or community

E.g., Isolation, bullying 

E.g., Climate crisis, racism

E.g., Parental mental health, conflict

Well-being promoting Risks



Learn more
Adverse Childhood Experiences (Cleveland Clinic)
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/symptoms/24875-adverse-childhood-experiences-ace

Trauma is ‘written into our bodies’ – but teachers can help (Nadine Burke Harris interview, Edutopia)
https://www.edutopia.org/article/trauma-written-our-bodies-educators-can-help/

Creating, Supporting, and Sustaining Trauma-Informed Schools (National Child Traumatic Stress Network)
https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/creating_supporting_sustaining_trauma_informed_
schools_a_systems_framework.pdf

https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/symptoms/24875-adverse-childhood-experiences-ace
https://www.edutopia.org/article/trauma-written-our-bodies-educators-can-help/
https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/creating_supporting_sustaining_trauma_informed_schools_a_systems_framework.pdf
https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/creating_supporting_sustaining_trauma_informed_schools_a_systems_framework.pdf


Thank you!

Acknowledgements:
Archana Basu, PhD and Emily Blevins, PhD 

Special thanks for sharing slides, resources, and expertise
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