
STRATEGIES TO SUPPORT TRAUMA-IMPACTED 
STUDENTS IN THE CLASSROOM

Presented by Kevin Plummer, PhD
kevinplummerphd.com



Thank You





A COMMON SENSE UNDERSTANDING OF CHILDHOOD TRAUMA

Changes in the brain and the body that create 
challenges at school 

Trauma Impact in the classroom 
impact on focus, concentration and thinking 
emotional impact 
relationship impact 

Circumstances and experiences that can develop a 
trauma response in children 



What brain and body changes occur in the child 
who has been trauma impacted ?

Your brain gets better at whatever it spends its time doing
Prolonged activation of the stress response system can lead to that system 
becoming overly sensitized

"Sensitized" means 
too easily experience emotional and bodily dysregulation
the stress response more quickly reaches its peak
the stress response stays elevated for a prolonged period
the return to a settled state can be very slow 



Memory lives all over the body, not just in the brain

When trauma memory is triggered it can quickly 
cause body discomfort/dysregulation

When trauma memory is triggered it can quickly 
cause a flood of strong emotions



Children impacted by trauma have a network of memories that 
can hijack them—triggered by very normal circumstances

Trauma impacted children often come to school 
in a heightened emotional state, wary, guarded, 
anxious, and  defensive. 

They’re using their trauma memories to filter and 
interpret their experiences at school

Their body and emotional brain tells them what's 
happening before their thinking brain tells them 
anything.



Interventions are designed to:
1) settle the nervous system, 
2) make the classroom a safe, trustworthy, 

dependable place where people act in calm, 
predictable ways and 

3) create even more distance from the 
trauma experience

We want trauma-impacted students to make new 
memories about school and relationships that can 
become their new default in the classroom



impact on focus, concentration and thinking

Impaired ability to focus, concentrate, and pay attention, 
often preoccupied

Easily confused, weakened memory formation

Rigid in thinking, limited in creative thinking, and have 
difficulty retrieving memories about the material being 
taught.

Frequent shift to a negative mood.

This is what it is like for students in your classroom 
who are on the trauma impact continuum



Dissociation, physically present but mind is some 
place else

Frequent misperception and misunderstandings 
that lead to false memories



This is what it is like for students in your classroom who are 
on the trauma impact continuum.

Emotional impact

Hypervigilant, easily startled, frequently irritable and 
sometimes feeling overwhelmed by sensory input

The ordinary circumstances of the day more easily trigger 
emotional memories

Because they frequently feel out of control in their lives, 
and this causes anxiety, they are often attempting to 
exert control, be in charge.



This is what it is like for students in your classroom who are 
on the trauma impact continuum.

Relationship impact

Often feel insecure, are nervous around people, and can be overly 
dependent or over reliant on adults.

May be reluctant to take chances, over react to experiences of 
failure, more frequently feel doubt, and shame, and avoid 
challenging learning situations. 

They expect unfairness and rejection, so they may over perceive 
rejection and unfairness and being left out. 



50-60% of all adults report having had at least 
one of the 10 ACEs. 

2021 statistics show that approximately 50% of 
children have experienced at least one traumatic 
event 

20% have experienced 2 or more

Circumstances and experiences that can cause a trauma response in children



Circumstances and experiences that can cause a trauma 
response in children

1) Live in a Dangerous neighborhood

2) Chronic experience of serious parental conflict

3) Chronic shaming, belittling, humiliation and rejection*

4) Chronic parental neglect*

5) Chaotic home environment.

6) Witness acts of aggression and violence



Circumstances and experiences that can cause a trauma 
response in children

7) Parental separation or divorce.*

8) Lack of love and care.*

9) Physical abuse of a parent.*

10) Chronic changes in family constellation

11) Chronic exposure to serious mental health impairment.*

12) Exposure to illegal activity



Circumstances and experiences that can cause a trauma 
response in children

13) Drug and alcohol abuse.*

14) Exposure to families embroiled in community conflict

15) Chronic experience of a parent losing control.

16) Frequent moves.

17) Bullying.

18) Incarceration.*

19) Physical* or Sexual* Abuse.



“Resilience is not an innate feature of children. 

‘Children are resilient’ is a common belief that people use as an emotional shield, 

wishful thinking to protect them from their own 
feelings” (of discomfort and helplessness)  

—Bruce Perry, M.D.

Resilience is built



WHAT YOU CAN DO TO SUPPORT THE TRAUMA-IMPACTED KIDDOS IN YOUR CLASSROOM

Trauma Sensitive Support Strategies Designed to:

Build resilience 

Create recovery time 

Reduce trauma triggers

Achieve a more settled state 

Achieve a more stable mood

Increase engagement, focus on the present

Change world view



Trauma Sensitive Support Strategies 

Classroom culture and community

Supporting attention, concentration, and information 
Processing

Fostering gratitude and appreciation

Routine

Self-Regulation and Restore

Communication

Signature strengths

Manage perception



Your relationship with your students, 

your ability to connect with and truly know your students, 

to help them feel connected, 

to help them feel known, recognized, validated, 

to help them feel secure and important; 

that is your super power 

when it comes to supporting trauma-impacted kiddos. 



Classroom culture and community

A compassionate community can have an 
amazing impact on the stress response system

A compassionate classroom 
community fosters resilience and 
promotes a feeling of safety, trust 
and calm 

A compassionate classroom community 
lowers alarm 
quiets the stress response 
strengthens the stress recovery system



For children experiencing trauma, the best 
predictor of their current mental health functioning 
is their current connectedness

Belonging, being seen and heard, feeling connected and 
important and appreciated is highly rewarding for all kiddos 
and that is what a compassionate community offers.



When students enter the classroom community they enter 
with questions that relate to their past experiences. 

am I important. . .am I seen. . .am I heard

is it safe. . .is this person an ally or an enemy. . .will I be hurt or helped

will I be supported and protected or left to fend for myself

what do they think about me. . .what do they expect from me

am I liked. . .am I appreciated. . .can I be successful

are the adults paying attention, are they attuned and responsive

does the teacher believe in me ?



High alarm is a biological fact related to self-protection and 
survival instinct. 

Trauma-impacted students are on high alarm as they come to 
school. . . 

primed to react quickly—to feel threatened—even in experiences 
that we might think are benign. 

if trauma-impacted students are not guided otherwise, these 
kiddos will often re-create a community in the classroom that 
reflects the community that traumatized them. 



The experience of compassion in the classroom not only quiets 
the stress response. . .

it has kiddos feeling

more relaxed

more confident 

less defensive and

less reactive to things that 
would normally trigger them

The brain on compassion learns a lot more 
than the brain on stress



To avoid triggering the trauma-impacted student, the classroom, 
has to look and feel like a very different community . . .

than the one where they experienced their 
trauma. . .

and that different community has to find a way 
to show that it values and reinforces different 
behavior. . . 

behavior that reflects caring, kindness, 
compassion, understanding and positive 
regard for others. 



Building a compassionate community starts with 
establishing clear classroom core values

In our class. . .

students respect each other's ideas

they show tolerance and value patience

try to understand the perspectives of others

they show thoughtfulness toward others

show sensitivity and respect the feelings of others

students are polite and considerate

they are cooperative and helpful whenever possible



In our class. . .

students care about themselves and show that they care about the others in the class

students listen to each other with an intention to care and truly understand

they work hard, try to improve, try to get better

classmates are supportive and encouraging, they set a positive example

they show self-control, respect the belongings of others, are willing to share with others

children respect each other's privacy

accept responsibility, act in a safe manner, solve problems peacefully and constructively

compromise with others and negotiate tough decisions

they are generous, charitable, forgiving, and they act in a fair manner 



They should be prominently posted, and frequently 
discussed.

They should be previewed ahead of when they'll be 
important in an upcoming activity.

They should be reinforced in real time, right at the 
moment when they're being exhibited by students.

These values should be featured—one at a time for 
emphasis, on different days. 

They could be pointed out in the literature that 
you're reading and they could be incorporated into 
writing assignments. 



Create a classroom pledge

In this class. . .

You are cared for
You are helped when you need it

You are listened to with intention and thoughtfulness
You are understood

You are treated with courtesy and respect
You are appreciated

You are treated with kindness
You are treated with patience

Your accomplishments are celebrated
Your efforts are recognized and appreciated

Your feelings are considered with sensitivity
Your ideas are important

You are important



In this class. . .

You will feel valued, worthwhile and proud

You will be given every chance to do your
best and be your best

You will feel safe and secure

You will keep trying

You will have hope

You will succeed

You will see each day as full 
of promise



Use the language from the pledge to reinforce students.

Use the language from the pledge to correct kiddos.

Use the display of the pledge as your reference, to help 
you achieve consistency.

Create objectives that address how students should 
conduct themselves during activities, according to 
community values.



Each day give yourself the intention to look for the behaviors that 
exemplify these values. 

Shine a light on a teachable core values moment. 

We can't assume that students know what these 
behaviors are—what they look like, sound like, and 
how they feel, how they apply in different situations.

“That work was tough for you and I saw you struggling with it. What really 
impressed me about you, is that you didn't give up, just because it was hard, 
you kept trying.”



Highly specific recognition, based on an actual example, makes a memory of that 
moment that you hope is triggered the next time the student is in a similar situation

The words of the pledge will come alive for the 
kiddos in the experiences that you choose to 
recognize in this highly specific way. 

Set an intention to notice what you want to see



Help students to set an intention. Tell them what character 
trait to look for and then reflect on that after an activity, give 
students a chance to recall an example they spotted. 

The more often you set an intention in this way and the 
more often you reflect on the results, the easier it 
becomes for everyone to see the class as a 
compassionate and supportive community.



Empathic fluency, just like any type of fluency, requires sufficient exposure 
and repetition. 

and this is what you are providing over the course of 
the year in your classroom when your classroom is 
set up as a compassionate community



"In this class, remember, we're trying to listen to 
each other and be respectful of everyone's ideas, so 
give your classmates a chance to speak without 
being interrupted and make sure your comments are 
polite and respectful." 

Redirect in this way to create a 
teachable moment

You’re not telling students how wrong they 
are, you’re telling them how to be right.



Be a model of compassion in the classroom when 
correcting and redirecting students.

Try to ask yourself this question: 

How can I help this young person 
who wants to be better, wants to feel 

better, wants to be liked, wants to be  
successful, wants to be a contributing
member of this community, but 

instead is struggling?



Support attention, concentration, focus and information processing

The trauma brain is susceptible to internal distraction, which draws attention away from 
what is really going on in the present.

The trauma brain is easily triggered to generate a 
stress response and this also interferes with 
attention and concentration.

Trauma-impacted kiddos may appear to be daydreaming 
during the lesson, or "in a fog", which is a dissociative 
state that makes it difficult to learn



The stress response interferes with creative thinking and brings 
about a more rigid, rote, routine level of responding.

Reasoning, reflecting and evaluating is critical for 
learning anything new. 

Trauma-impacted kiddos may have great difficulty 
with tasks that require these higher level thinking skills.



Frequently—and with patience—break the lesson to 
reset attention, especially during extended listening 
periods. 

"Okay everyone, take a breath and bring your 
brain back into the room and let's focus 
again." 

Break the lesson an frequently check 
for comprehension. 

Attention Reset Breaks



Revitalize Attention 

Stop more frequently to give students a thinking cue. 

"I want you to really concentrate and try to make 
a connection to what I am going to say next, 
because I'm going to give you a chance to tell 
the class about your connection."



Revitalize Attention 

Give students a content listening cue.

"There are two main reasons the Pilgrims 
wanted to trade with the Native Americans, 
so see if you can listen for both and raise 
your hand when you think you have them."



Direct students to look at a visual that shows 
what you are talking about. 

Reduce the amount of new verbal input. 
Instead, circle back, show completed examples, 
model the solution, demonstrate one. 

Have students repeat directions



Periodically stop the lesson for a minute and have 
the kiddos take a series of cleansing breaths. 

This will quiet a stress response and increase 
focused attention. 

Break up listening and reading periods with very 
brief stretch breaks in between. 



Set explicit attention/focus goals. 

Provide a concrete means of organization that the 
students can use at their desks (a list or table or chart 
or diagram) to help them stay engaged with what 
they're listening to. 



Reset focus by exposure to 
brighter light (e.g., exposure 
to daylight by looking out 
the window to find 
something specific). 

Reset focus by a change of scene

Check in frequently with certain 
students when they are working 
independently.



Connecting with your feelings of gratitude and expressing 
appreciation is an evidence-based, resilience-enhancing 
behavior and this can be cultivated in your class.

Foster gratitude and appreciation

If you can increase your students’ attention to what they 
appreciate throughout their day, you will achieve higher levels of 
calm during the day. Imagine what a difference this could make 
for your traumatized students. 



The feeling of gratitude activates the body's social 
engagement system 

People use the social engagement system to 
bond, to feel safe, secure, and connected. . .

and this is especially important for 
our trauma impacted students.



This is a huge game changer for the kiddos in your 
classroom, for their emotional well-being as well as 
their cognitive functioning.

This is not about trying to 
make more "good" 
happen in the day, it's 
about helping the brain 
get better at automatically 
noticing the good that's 
already occurring.



Set an intention to express thanks and appreciation 
to the students in your class. 

This is your chance to interrupt and reset your own 
stress response while showing your students how to 
do the same.

The classroom is the perfect place to cultivate a practice of gratitude



Setting an example of "appreciating" is not done as 
a lesson in manners, 

It's about training your brain to recognize more 
things worth appreciating, 

so that you can experience more moments 
of gratitude—instead of missing them—

and so you can benefit from the way that gratitude 
modulates the stress response.

or because you want students to feel 
obligated to say thank you.



Help kiddos shift the narrative of their day.

The story you tell yourself 
at the end of the day. . .

has a lot to do with what you're 
looking for when you start your 
day.



Have your students go into each day with an intention to look for what they appreciate, 

and have them ask this question throughout the day

without any need to come up with an answer

Who or what do I 
appreciate the most 
right now ?



We see everything, our eyes work fine, but not so 
much do we truly notice. 

Help your kiddos to become  "noticers" 
of the good



Give them an opportunity to tell you about a 
moment like this at several naturally occurring 
transition points throughout the day.

Teaching your kiddos to notice and appreciate will 
help them, 

especially the trauma-impacted students, 

to build positive and hopeful memories of school

memories that can be triggered upon their return to school the next day.



It's natural for trauma impacted children to focus on problems, 

on what's wrong, what's lacking,

what is bothersome, what's irritating, 

what's not working, 
what's threatening, 

who doesn't like them, 
who's mean.

This raises stress levels all day long, 
even when nothing stressful is 
occurring.



The significance of small things worth appreciating

Someone really listened to you and 
took you seriously when you had 

something to say

Someone gave you a "shout out" or complimentAnother person helped you with 
one of your classroom jobs

Someone handed in your paper for you

Someone asked for 
your help, or needed your 
expertise

Another student let you borrow something
Someone took time to show you how to make 
something

You you understood your math right 
away

You discovered your favorite snack in 
your lunchbox

You just mastered something you've been trying to learn

The sky was the most amazing color



What is something hard that you accomplished today?

What was an experience that made you feel proud?  

What was a heartwarming moment?

What is something that you were happy to learn or find out 
or accomplish?

Remember an act of kindness, by you. 

Remember your own act of compassion, a time when you 
reached out and offered support.

Create a list of reflection questions that will prompt students to 
notice what they appreciate.

Remember when someone was kind to you or reached out to you.



Additional Support Strategies
(brief coverage)

Routine

Self-regulation and Restore

Communication

Signature Strengths

Manage Perception



Routine

Routines provide familiarity 

Routines make it easier to anticipate and predict

For all of us, routine creates a mind and body 
settling effect.

Routines help kiddos keep things in proper 
perspective



Self-regulation and Restore

Difficulty modulating emotions

Actively manage the stress level in the classroom

Interrupt stress using various settling routines



Our words establish our relationships with students, 
especially with trauma-impacted students.

Words can trigger students and 
words can comfort students. 

Words can activate memories

Words can trigger a trauma reaction

Avoid verbal correction that could be embarrassing, or humiliating. . . “Is that the 
way you're supposed to line up?”

Communication



Recognize and Incorporate Signature Strengths

A signature strength distinguishes the person 

A signature strength helps the individual feel valued or important.

Trauma impacted kiddos need us to find 
and value their strengths in the context 
of the classroom community. 



Manage Perception

Perception is highly variable.

Misperception can lead to the wrong 
behavioral choices.

Help students solve the problems right in 
front of them, 

. . .instead of solving the problem after it 
has been distorted, 

. . .instead of solving the problem that was manufactured from their emotional memory. 



Thank You

You can't get rid of the past, but you can create 
new memories and new default reactions.

The best predictor of current mental health 
functioning is current connectedness.



"We do not remember days, we remember 
moments." -Cesare Pavese



Search the following covered topics on https://kevinplummerphd.com/

Trauma
Community
Relationship
Restorative Breaks
Routine
Shaping Student Identity
Supportive Communication
Positive Psychology (gratitude, appreciation) 
The Relationship Between Mood, Memory, Perception and Behavior
Memory Management
Perception Management
Reinforcement
Attunement and Engagement
Social Emotional Learning/Soft Skills
Visual Support
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