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Becoming Trauma Informed — Taking the First Step to Becoming a Trauma-Informed School

Addressing the surge in mental health and social and emotional needs of students and staff will be
critical in the upcoming years.The increased understanding of therevalence of adverse childhood
experiences (ACEs) antrauma, and their negative effectson the social, emotional, and academic
success of students, hasropelled agrowing number of
schools, districts, and stateso explore ways toimplement THE RUBRIC OF
trauma-informed (TI) approaches With the goal of creating TI APPRQACHES

. . . TI practices are discrete
learning environments that are responsive taall students, but

_ _ proceduresthat support student

especially tothe needs of traumaexposedchildren and youth, safety and regulation and promote
the implementation of Tl approachesis getting to be connectedness
recognizedasan effective practice andsystemschange

strategy toward achieving the goal of educational equity T1 programs: defined set of

activities for in and out ofthe
classroom,with somewhat of an

This resource brief providesinformation on the principles _
evidence base

and components of Thpproaches as well asguidance for

initial steps of implementationfor schools, districts, and TI classroom is onewherein the
states in an effort to improve social, emotional, and academic  Principles of safety, regulation, and
outcomes for studentsResource linkscontaining more details ~ €lationships and connected are

on Tl implementation are provided throughoutthe brief as mteg_rate_}d IO U CEIAEE
functioning of the classroom.
well as at the end

TI/Trauma Sensitive schools:
Using d Systems Framework to whole-school approach wherein all

aspects such as classroom

Im plement Tl ApproaCheS instruction, policies, organizational
Adopting a TI approach requires careful consideration of the ~ Culture and school climate have
systems needed to be put into place to support Tl practices, integrated il principies.
policies, and procedures Gee et al., 202D It may be more TI policies: Policies that require
efficient for schools to begin implementing a few Tl practices ~ the activities to align with the
(TIPs) at the classroom level, and then proceed to formal principles of Tl, such as policies on
programs with circumscribed components, to wholeschool sEnsel d|scu_)ll_ne, SULRIES SISk

) ) educator training, and school
approaches Further, this may be an opportune time for safety.
schools that have already adopted a MTSS traunvgormed
approach to revisit their overarching strategyand plan for
how those efforts can be aligned with Tl approaches for
202122 and beyond.

Trauma-specific interventions
or Tl-focused servicesspecific
interventions designed to treat or
address the impact/symptoms of

A multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) is a promising model L U [pETBIE el

for integrating Tl into existing initiatives such as Response to  TI care: Typically usedwithin
Intervention [RTI], Positive Behaviorallnterventions and service-delivery organizations,
Supports [PBIS]and other SEL programsMTSS allows for the ~ efers to theintegration of Tl
prioritization of resources; efficient decision-making; and a principles |nto.the stelieerelen

_ _ healthcaredelivery process
focus on prevention through universal supports for all,
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targeted and tailored resource for some, and intensive indvidualized services for a few students
that did not respond to prior intervention (von der Embse et al., 2019

Although this brief focuses on the implementation of Tl approaches #te school, district, and state
level, it is critical to integrate otherstudent support initiatives and perspectives andschool wide
behavioral programming to ensure efficiency and effectiveness to improve student wdbeing.

While TIPs and SEL are commonly thought of as two separate initiatives, they should eventually be
integrated and implemented together. TIPs and SEL have many conceptual and practical similarities
and unique components that together can help make for more efféet systems of student support.
TIPs provide safe, predictable, and supportiveontext that enables students to focus on their social,
emotional, and behavioral skills and an environment where academinstruction can be delivered
effectively and efficiently. In addition, these safe and supportive learning environments are not
possible unless delivered with an intentional focus on equity andulturally -responsive practices

This integrated framework of T, SEL, and equity perspective is critical not only in terms of the
content of WHAT is implemenéd but HOW it is implemented, and is applicable across all phases of
content programming, implementation, evaluation, and sustainability.

Given the influenceof the pandemic, the surge in mental health and socioemotional needs of
students and staff requires comprehensive systems and services in schoolEL and SElstrengthen
each other; Tl helps children feel safe and supported to be able to receive SEL skill development
(and academic instruction), and SEL programming addresses social and emotional competencies
that promote skill development and regulation that helps all children.

Integrated MTSS Approach for Trauma-Informed,
Equity-Focused SEL Implementation

» School-home note
» Mentor-based note

Trauma-focused CBT «
Crisis Counseling «

Group counseling «
Support groups «
Referral process «
Progress monitoring «

» Self monitoring

» Differential reinforcement

» Positive Peer Reporting

» Brief Functional Behavior Assessment

Wellness screenings «

Policies that promote «

safe school climate

Adults model emoticnal regulation «

» School-wide expectations

» SEL curriculum

» Good behavior game

» Proactive classroom management

'"Ps Culturally-responsive SH_

Equity-focused

Sources: Chafouleas et al., 2016;
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Tier 1 supports include programs seeking to help children develop social, problesolving, and
coping skills targeting all students, regardless of whether or not they have beenposed to trauma

or are atrisk (i.e., at the universal level). These strategies/programs are more preventichased,
which would not only reduce the possibility of peergenerated ACEs (e.g., bullying) but also develop
awareness and sensitivity about trauna and instill coping skills for all children who may have had
varying levels of exposure to toxic stress. Examples of these programs include classrebased

group instruction on socioemotional learning concepts. A strong set of universal practices Tl
approaches may reduce the need for more intensive interventiong-6ndren et al., 2020.

Tier 2 programs seek to intervene for students who are atisk for trauma exposure or impact and
include strategies and interventions that provide psychoeducation about trama, reinforce social
support systems, and strengthen selfegulation skills, as well as some groufpased therapy
protocols. Examples of these interventions include groupased cognitive behavioral skill building.

Tier 3 programs provide interventions to ®lect students who have experienced significant trauma
and/or have been severely affected by it, including facilitating cognitivdehavioral therapy,
community-based services, and wrafaround care. Examples of these interventions include more
intensive group-based cognitive behavioral therapy or individualized therapy via traum&ocused
cognitive behavioral therapy. Importantly, these three tiers are organized in such a way that
students receiving the higher tiers of services also receive programs within éghlower tiers (i.e,a
student receiving Tier 3 supports also receives supports from Tiers 2 and 1).

The Rubric of Trauma-Informed Approaches

Trauma-informed approach is an umbrella term for several different’ | ev el s othatbec omi n
sharethe core componentsof having a safe and supportive environment, supporting and teaching

emotional and behavioralregulation, and building relationships and connectednessSubstance

Abuse and Mental Health Services AdministratiofSAMHSA, 2014).

A Tl approach occurs at the systems level and involves key educational stakeholdéosmplement
Tl practices and procedures that arénfused into daily practice, program design, poliies, systems
of student support,and the culture of the schoo(Cole,GreenbergO Brien, and Wallace,2013;
National Child Traumatic Stress Network [NCTSN], 20}7
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A program, organization or system that is trauma-informed realizes the
widespread impact of trauma and understands potential paths for recovery;
recognizes the signs and symptoms of trauma in clients, families, staff, and
others involved with the system; and responds by fully integrating
knowledge about trauma into policies, procedures, and practices, and seeks
to actively resist retraumatization.

TGKS n wQa é&AbRseand Meatal Hdalih Services AdministratiiBAMHSA 2014, p. 9

In this brief, theterm“ Tl a p p r o aocdanbdte emergemtsT leadproachesanging from a few
classroom practices to formal programs with circumscribed components, or wholechool
approaches that are tailored to the specific contextsgeBrief #3).

By usi ng t he Sstaffestudents &nd schoal leadarsanunderstand behaviorand be
able to bdter support students by meeting their underlying need, rather tharhaving policies that
punish the symptom. This shift from traditional perspectiveto a“Tl perspective’ (see Exhibit 1) is
essential to change the school culture in order to change policies, procedures, and classroom
structure and functioning, and ultimately change otcomes for students.

Exhibit 1 Comparison otraditional vs. Tl perspective

Traditional Perspective Tl perspective

» St ud ehaltesging behaviors are the » Students challenging behaviors mape
result of individual ways of coping with a traumatic
wrong with you?). experience(s.

» Focuson changing the i » Focusonchangingthe environment.
problem.

» Adults need to uphold authority and control » Adults need towork with students and
with students and families. families.

» Punitive discipline works. » Positive discipline that is instructional and

focuses on teaching and reinforcing
prosocial replacement behaviors works.

» Support for students exposed to traumais » Support for students exposed to trauma is
provided by counseling professionals the shared responsibility of all staff.

Source: Colorado Department of Education, 2018
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Tl practices canalsobe implemented in effortsto mitigate and recoverlearning loss including
acceleratedsummer programming, or in out-of-schooktime activities, in-person or online, to
promote healthy, resilient educatorslearners, and communities ando create more equitable
outcomesfor students.

Recognizing the Benefits of Tl in Schools

Recognizing the critical need to support students and staff in addressing their mental health and
social and emotional needsn the current and upcoming yearsschools are adoptinguniversal Tl
approachesthat can potentially benefit all students, in addition to providing supports for those who
are at risk. Although large-scale studies of multitier prevention and intervention programs are
lacking, several reviews have shown that the integration of Tl practices within the educational
system is feasibleandis associated withreductions in symptoms for children who have
experienced orare experiencing trauma(Stratford et al., 2020Q.

At Tier 1, Tl implementation helps not only students who are atisk for or already demonstrating
socio-emotional and behavior problems but alsdelpstheir peers to be more empathetic,
compassionateand supportive in interactions with them. Increases inself-regulation canimprove
academic functioning Blodgett, 2012) as well as social functioning $honkoff et al., 2012
Preliminary data from a demonstration project with a large urban school district showed a
significant reduction in suspensions ad disciplinary infractions (von der Embseet al.,2019).
Positive results were reported for student weltbeing, achievement, bhavior, and engagement as a
result of a traumainformed positive education program(Brunzell, Stoke, & Waters, 2019)with
increases in the development of relationships and selwareness Rosebyand Gascoigne2021).
Although findings were not consistentacross settings (likely due to implementation differences),
positive impacts were reported ons t u d dterdcysand numeracy achievementand decreases in
suspension rates (Stokesind Turnbull, 2016).

Elementary schools in rural Maine piloted the Trama-Responsive Equitable Education
(TREE) program, which is a wholeschool MTSS approach to address trauma and
chronic stress at the student, staff, and school organizational lev€lteliminary results

in 2019 show ~ 18 percent to 28percent improved performance on standardized
scores in English, language arts, and math; p@rcent decline in chronic absenteeism,
especially among sidents receiving TREE mental health services; and improvement in
school climate measures.

At Tier Il and 11, Tl implementation has been assmated with significant decreases irdepressive

symptoms (Ooiet al.,2016), PTSD symptoms and psychopathologiQoutaet al.,2012), and

increases in a metric assessing children’s feelin
and Gelkopf, 2009).One of the more common TI programghat has been delivered across a number

of ethnically and culturally diverse samples and participation ishe Cognitive Behavioral

Intervention for Trauma in Schools CBITS Perry and Daniels, 2016) CBITSis a brief, group-based
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intervention designed to be most effective for 10to 18-year-olds with moderate levels of trauma
symptoms, and hasbeen linked to reductions in PTSD, depression, and anxiety symptoms, and
improvements in school performanceand coping strategie§ Goodkind, LaNoue, andMilford, 2010;
Morsette et al.,2012; Stein et al., 2003. For students who received tageted intervention within a
wider trauma-informed program, positive changes were reportedor their school attendance, their
ability to learn, time spent in the classroom, their timeon-task in the classroom, and reduced
disciplinary incidents (Baroni etal., 2020; Dorado et al., 2018.

“We need to make sure every child has a level playing field. We’re planting
seeds. We're working with the future.”

T A teacher from Maine

Understanding the Critical Components of a Tl approach

There areseveral Tl approaches thatschools and districts can adapbased onthe local context,
current and future priorities, and resourceg This brief outlines sevenkey components of Tl
approach that need to be implemented for a school to be Tl/trauma sensitivéAs mentioned
earlier, the components of a Tl approach are best implemented when integrated into an MTSS
framework. The timeline and the phases of the implementation will depend on the specific
school/district.

Increasng awareness andgkill developmentThe foundation of a Tl approach is to increase
awarenessabout trauma, its impact, and the importance and benefits of Tpracticesat the school,
district, and state level This foundational knowledge and skillsneeds tobe integrated intoroutine
professional developmentopportunities for school staff that includesongoing learning and
coachingto support implementation of Tl practicesin classroominteractions, embed Tland SELnN
curriculum, and develop both the mindset and skills necessy for interacting with students in
trauma-sensitive ways.The professional developmenshould alsofocus on staffself-care and
fostering their socio-emotional competencies to model adult selfegulation, and provide supports
and stressmanagementresources to educators diplaying signs of burnout and/or stress.

1 Source: Transforming Rural Experience in Education (2019)mpact Report.

2The National Child Traumatic Stress Network [NCTSN] outlinden core elements the Trauma and Learning
Policy Initiative (TLPI) identifies six core attributes, and the National Center on Safe Supportive Learning
Environments (NCSSLE) have identifiegix core componentsof a Tl approach (Guarinand Chagnon, 2018),
to name a few.

3 Adapted from Guarho and Willis-Darpoh (2016),from NCTSN (2017)and from resources from the
Wisconsin Department of Education (2017).
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Creating asafe ewironmentfor students and staffRegulating arousal, emotion, belavior, and
attention is a precursor to learning.Sudent behaviors in the classroom, such as lack of respect for
others or acting out,or disengagementmay stem from feeling unsafeCreating a safe, predictable,
and equitable classroom, eithemnline or in-person, can foster such environments needed to help
students and teacherscalm their emotions and focus orteaching andlearning, such ady aeating
consistent schedules and predictable classroom routineSafe environments include not just the
classroom but also schoolwide protocols and policies thatddress bullying, identify threats,
harassment, inequity, and other behaviors that compromise the safety to the learning environment.

Connecting to resourcesn trauma andmental health: Given theexpected risein mental health and
socioemotional needsn the upcoming years providing informational resourcesas well as access to
trauma-specific interventions for students and staff is essentiallhis requires that all schoolbased
screeningand assessments considestudent-centered ways of assessinghe impact of traumaand
plans consider ways to address trauma. Schools that havehiwuse mental health professionals can
provide additional trauma training and can offer clinical supjort directly to teachers, participate in
consultations about individual children,conducttesting and evaluations, angbrovide trainings and
presentations. Schools that do not have house support can reach out to@ammunity -based
behavioral and mental he#th services, and havdocal mental health agencies or private
practitioners set up telemental health services that could even be deliveret students and staff.
Students and stafheedoptions for self-referral that reduce stigma.Schools and partnersan
generate a catalogue of services available e school and in the community, and disseminate it to
staff andfamilies.

Supporting andteaching emotional and behavioral redation: Social emotional competence involves
the development of eféctive regulatory/coping skills, andare foundational for student successand
learning (Hamilton, Doss,and Steiner, 2019). Promotingemotional regulation and building social
emotional competencies (CASEL, 2020) can help studemsbe resilient andsucceed academically
Well-executed, equityfocused SEL practicesan help improve some of the same skills that might be
underdeveloped in students with ACESTI schools need toprovide core instruction on self
regulation, including a broader instructional plan that aims to help students understand their stress
response systems, and how to regulate their arousal by way of mindfulness practicasd self-
regulation strategies, andfoster healthy emotional expression.

Building relationships and conectednessT| approachrequires actively building and nurturing a
school climate that emphasizes healthy relationshipgithin th e schoolas well as into the extended
school community.By incorporating Tl learning environments andSEL activities into the
classroom, and allowing time for fostering relationships, teachersanhelp students build the skills
they need to form and maintain those healthy relationshipslo aid this, piofessional development
opportunities for school personnelshould beinfused with strategies for understandingthe cultural
perspectives of students ad other staff. The process of buildingelationships also spans across
systems and community partnerships. Schoolsoutreach to community partners, including local

www.compcenternetwork.org 9 >


http://www.compcenternetwork.org/
https://www.compcenternetwork.org/sites/default/files/Tip%20sheet%20for%20online%20teaching.pdf
https://www.doe.in.gov/sebw
https://www.fastbridge.org/saebrs/
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/child-abuse-cases-got-more-severe-during-covid-19-could-teachers-have-prevented-it/2021/06?utm_source=nl&utm_medium=eml&utm_campaign=eu&M=60509412&U=&UUID=82f6c927ba3a20acde98eb3035eb7712
https://schoolsocialwork.net/curriculum-for-teaching-emotional-self-regulation/
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/how-to-build-relationships-with-students-during-covid-19/2020/09?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_content=building%20relationships%20with%20students%20during%20a%C2%A0%20pandemic&utm_campaign=GradNation%20Acceleration%20Grant%20Annoucement%20
https://www.helpkidsrecover.org/experts-examples/examples-of-collaboration-with-community-based-afterschool-summer-programs-to-support-students/

Becoming Trauma Informed — Taking the First Step to Becoming a Trauma-Informed School

colleges, clinics, community mental healtlorganizations, youth-focused gioups, law enforcement
and other community partners is critical for buildin g crosssystems relationships Important across
all TI components but especially in thisone, is to adopt formal mechanisms for seeking regular
input from youth and families by including them on agency boards, advisory groupgnd working
groups as well & creatingpartnerships with community members who specialize in working with
youth of colorand marginalized communities

Policies andorocedures Existing policies and proceduresneed to bereviewed regularly using Tl
core principles, andthen modified when inconsistencies arise to ensure full alignmentn

particular, school/district policies need to bereviewed to reduce the unnecessary use of exclusion
and referrals to law enforcement/juvenile justice, and promote positive behavior (e.g., P8
restorative practices, etc.)Disciplinary proceduresshould beimplemented in an equitable way that
eliminates disproportionality in disciplinary practices. School policies need topromote culturally
appropriate responses to trauma and encourage staff to recognize differences in individual
experiences and responses to trauma, including helpeekng behaviors Districts can use policy
changes as a lever to initiate TI/SEL iplementation such agequiring essential teacher
preparation programs to addressT|, or requiring demonstration of TI awareness andSEL
competencies for teacher certification

Planning a Phased implementation

Implementing and integrating the core TI components asoutlined above can take several years
Schools adoptingT| approaches requirestrategic planning with district/state leaders, school
administrators, and other stakeholderswith multiple levels of decisions, actions, and mitigations.
Planning for efficient and sustainableimplementation requires considering longterm
implementation in phases |t is advisable tostart small with a few Tl practices before going on to
whole-school Tl approaches

The graphic below shows a heuristic framework for undergnding the phasedprocess of
implementation at the school and district/state level.
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Phases of Tl Implementation - Districts/States

Exploration Initial Implementation Full Implementation

Create a unit/
collaborative to house
the TI/SEL work

Provide a shared
vision and common
understanding about
Tl work on the state/
district website

Examine state/district
SEL standards and
existing wellness
initiatives for alignment
and integration of

Tl programs

Roll out state-/district-
wide training and provide
incentives for Tl-focused
professional development

Provide tools for
monitoring and evaluating
Tl implementation

Identify state/district-
wide priority issues that
could benefit from
TI/SEL

Foster interagency
connections to leverage
supports and resources

Document strategies to
integrate Tl approaches
into existing state/district-
level initiatives within an
MTSS framework

Disseminate reports; host
learning collaboratives

Initiate policy changes
requiring TI/SEL practices

Provide funding
incentives for districts
and schools that are Tl

Provide a central
repository of resources

Examine state/district-
wide disciplinary policies
with a Tl and equity lens

Develop learning
collaboratives to share best
practices and strategies to
mitigate challenges

Scale-up/scale out

Provide TA for
implementation/develop

Develop guidelines for
formative and summative
evaluations

integrated systems for data
sharing and decisionmaking

The graphic shows a few key strategies that can be undertaken by a school or a district/state for
each of the phases. It is possible for a school or district/state to cycle through the four phases more
than once and perhaps concurrently at times, as thelsgol itself refines its practices or as new
issues arise. In additionthe time it takes to move through each phaseill look different for

different schools and districts depending on the local contexA more detailed guideon the
implementation and steps to be taken to become Tl schools or districtsan be foundhere (National
Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environmen{iNCSE&E], 2018).

Irrespective of the specific path taken, the eventual goal for schools isftuster supportive learning
environments through a wholeschoolsystems change approachll/SEL approaches when
implemented effectively and integrated into the fabric 6the school and community, promote
equity, and provide students with the skills they need to be successful.

In conclusion, ro matter what path the journey to becoming Tl takesit requires a broader systems
level approachbased on &holistic plan and bacled by collaborationsat the school, district, and
state levek. Implementation of a Tl approach includes viewing it not as an addon or equated with
mental health butasa range of skills and behaviors related tareating safe and supportive learning
environments that are best integrated throughout theschoolinfrastructure and functioning.
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Resources
Suggested Resource Description
Trauma-Informed Practices within a Positive Intended for schools that have already adopted
Behavioral Interventions and Supports a multi-tiered PBIS approactand would like to
Framework: A Guide for Implementation understand how to integrate traumainformed
approaches within their existing PBIS
framework

Creating,Supporting, and Sustaining Trauma  Outlines 10 core areas of a Tl school system

Informed Schools: A System Framework and provides guidance to schools and
administrators on how to support school staff,
create Tl learning environments, and address
cultural responsiveness

Trauma-Informed SELToolkit Providesresources to explore both Tl and SEL,
strategies to implement in the classroom, and
prompts for reflections aimedat facilitating
educator learning and engagement with the
material

State Actions toSupport Social, Emotional, and Details alist of concrete actions state leaders

Academic Development can take to advance policy solutions that
develop, maintain, and strengthen the crucial
connections and relationships that are
necessary for healing anddarning

Trauma-Sensitive Schools Training Package  Provides school and district administrators and
staff a roadmap and tools foedopting a
school or districtwide approach to addressing
trauma and promoting resilience
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