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Supporting Trauma-Impacted Students Returning to School 

Introduction

The start of the school year (if and when students and teachers are able to fully safely 
return to school buildings) will certainly not be like the start of other school years. In 
addition to concerns about the amount of time students have been away from the routines 
and the academic rigors of school, there are also legitimate concerns about the amount of 
stress children have absorbed from their pandemic experience (see Pandemic Trauma in 
Students Returning to School Buildings at https://kevinplummerphd.com/). 

Many students will return to school and easily adapt by falling back on previous experience 
and by focusing on the benefits of being back together. They will appreciate school as a 
change of scene, and appreciate their increased ability to focus at school without the 
distractions of learning at home. They will also appreciate the increased opportunity to see 
friends and form new relationships with teachers. 

Some students, however, will enter the school year impacted by trauma. The 
circumstances of the pandemic have exacerbated or worsened a trauma condition for 
some students who were already trauma-impacted before the pandemic, and these same 
circumstances have created trauma in many children who were not previously trauma-
impacted. It is incumbent upon educators to develop increased trauma sensitivity (https://
kevinplummerphd.com/definition-of-trauma-informed-at-school/) as they welcome the 
return of children back to school buildings. When we see students struggling, (https://
kevinplummerphd.com/the-impact-of-childhood-complex-trauma-on-school-functioning/), 
instead of treating the behavior as misbehavior, we want to compassionately consider what 
children may have experienced to have caused them to behave or struggle in this way. 
This is fully reviewed in the article Pandemic Trauma in Students Returning to School 
Buildings at https://kevinplummerphd.com/. 

Using This Resource

It is not necessary to incorporate every supportive recommendation described in this 
article (it would be nearly impossible for anyone to do that), so the list is organized in order 
of importance, listing first what is considered to be the most essential and supportive. It is 
not necessary to read this entire article. Read through the first recommendation and 
decide what more you want to do to address this in your class. If you have more time and 
the capacity to do more, move on to the second recommendation. Everything you do will 
help the trauma-impacted student and it's better to do one thing well than to try to read 
everything, learn everything, remember everything and do everything. This is why there is 
an order to the recommendations.

Each recommendation will start with a brief list of recommendation descriptors. This will be 
followed by a more thorough explanation, and each recommendation section will end with 
a list of resources that provide greater detail and rationale if you need further help with 
implementation of a particular recommendation. Many educators will find that the list of 

Kevin Plummer, Ph.D.    School Clinical & Consulting Services

https://kevinplummerphd.com/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/definition-of-trauma-informed-at-school/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/definition-of-trauma-informed-at-school/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-impact-of-childhood-complex-trauma-on-school-functioning/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-impact-of-childhood-complex-trauma-on-school-functioning/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/


 2
Supporting Trauma-Impacted Students Returning to School

descriptors is all they need, or they may need the more thorough explanation on just a few 
of the recommendations. 

Several of the recommendations are sensitive to how the pandemic experience created 
trauma for some children, but this resource presents the most appropriate support all 
trauma-impacted students, not just trauma related to the pandemic. Furthermore, most of 
the recommendations listed will enhance the school experience for all students, not just 
the trauma-impacted students.  

Trauma Supportive

A trauma supportive school environment is both trauma sensitive and trauma informed. 
Trauma sensitive approaches are "primary prevention" approaches and they are applied 
class-wide and often school-wide. They support all students in the same way without 
distinguishing specific students as eligible (e.g., using supportive communication 
throughout the classroom https://kevinplummerphd.com/therapeutic-communication/ and 
using explicit routines to structure the classroom and create greater degrees of 
predictability https://kevinplummerphd.com/guidelines-for-using-routines/). Trauma 
informed is a behavioral health term and it refers to secondary prevention efforts, what is 
done for students who are struggling, demonstrating specific needs, so that further 
complications can be prevented with this population (e.g., helping identified students focus 
on and follow classroom lessons, helping identified students learn self-regulation strategies 
so they can reset their stress response system). These interventions are employed by 
clinicians and therapeutic staff who have a clinical understanding of trauma and its impact, 
or they are implemented by classroom teachers who are supported by consultation from 
clinical staff. Clinicians may initiate further trauma screening of children who present with 
maladaptive behavior and further develop more targeted approaches for these students 
and the class as a whole. They may also make additional resources available to children 
and families and collaborate/coordinate across child-service systems. The important 
distinction to make between trauma sensitive and trauma informed is in the analysis of 
student functioning. Trauma informed approaches align interventions with trauma-impacted 
student functioning. Trauma sensitive approaches apply interventions to all students 
regardless of any identified indication of student trauma impact.

Many returning students who have been trauma-impacted by the pandemic will feel fully 
supported and function very well in a trauma sensitive classroom, an environment where 
all children can thrive. The remainder of this article will focus on an abundance of 
recommendations for creating a trauma sensitive classroom.

Recommendations and Guidelines

A trauma sensitive classroom (and trauma supportive school) creates a safe, predictable, 
supportive learning environment and maintains a culture of compassion, care and concern 
in the way lessons are conducted, in the way the day is organized, and in the way that the 
class promotes and values prosocial behavior. In addition, it offers many ways for students 
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to feel as though they have control over themselves and the circumstances that could have 
an adverse impact on them. When the environment is supportive and the stress of the day 
is more predictable and controllable, when there are good options for self-regulation, when 
social relationships and social activities offer validation, camaraderie, relief and distraction 
and a focus on the present, children can become very resilient. 

1. Community and Classroom Climate

Provide a safe, caring, predictable, and supportive classroom community 
Provide a community of compassion, kindness, gratitude and belonging
Actively promote and reinforce prosocial behavior and prosocial values
Enable students to feel a sense of purpose and meaningful involvement
Recognize student strengths and incorporate them into the community
Make an effort to ensure that the student feels important within the community

Create a compassionate classroom community based on prosocial values. Everyone feels 
more calm and less stressed in a classroom community where people are kind, polite, 
caring, helpful, patient, cooperative and respectful; where they compliment and encourage 
each other and celebrate each other's successes. The stress level will be lower in this 
class and the students will feel more comfortable and relaxed. However, creating this type 
of classroom community takes sophisticated classroom management skills based on a 
variety of supports for positive behavior. (https://kevinplummerphd.com/community-
building-and-recognition-based-classroom-management/).

Some children witnessed the worst of humanity in their community during the pandemic. 
They saw their parents and neighbors involved in conflicts over Covid health concerns, for 
example, provoking others by flaunting a lack of regard for the safety protocols, refusing to 
wear a mask or keep a distance, fighting over items in the store aisles, shouting threats 
and obscenities in public places—upset about being made to follow the restrictions. 
Chronically high parental stress levels and high levels of frustration, fear and uncertainty 
coupled with burdensome restrictions and loss of good outlets for stress and frustration 
have lowered the threshold for temper outbursts among adults who are inclined to lose 
their temper.

Being part of a safe, caring, compassionate, predictable, and supportive community 
promotes resilience and healing with trauma-impacted students. Create a community of 
compassion, kindness, gratitude and belonging. Enable students to feel a sense of 
purpose and meaningful involvement within their classroom community. Create a culture 
where students feel accepted and emotionally safe, where they feel valued and included. 
When students are convinced that their teachers and their classmates genuinely care 
about them and believe in them as individuals, students believe in and care more about 
themselves, they care more about their class, they feel more calm and safe, and they 
strive for greater achievement in school. 
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A compassionate and supportive classroom community is built around a set of core class 
values. The members of the community (teachers and students):

respect the ideas of others
are tolerant and patient
show thoughtfulness toward others
show sensitivity, respect the feelings of others
are polite, courteous, friendly
act in a fair manner (regarding turn taking, etc.)
listen with an intention to truly understand
are considerate
are cooperative and helpful whenever possible
care about themselves, care about others
are supportive and encouraging
work hard, show a good effort and try to improve
are leaders, set a positive example
exercise self-control
respect the belongings of others
are willing to share with others
work quietly, respect another’s need to concentrate
respect privacy (do not intrude into the business of others)
are responsible and accept responsibility
act in a safe manner, solve problems peacefully
compromise with others and negotiate tough decisions
are generous, charitable and understanding

The classroom is a working, developing community with its own culture, its unique way 
of doing things, its own value system, its own set of spoken and implied standards of 
behavior, and its own way for students to achieve success and recognition. It can be a 
warm and supportive community where students feel welcome, cared for and well 
respected. It could also be a cold and competitive community where there isn’t enough 
recognition to go around, a hostile and mean community where members are often 
excluded, sometimes humiliated, and punishment is the primary means of control. It could 
be a chaotic and unpredictable community where student behavior violations are allowed 
to continue unaddressed by the staff for extended periods of time, where uneasiness 
escalates, making the classroom community more closely resemble the threatening 
community associated with the student's trauma. High levels of random and unexpected 
noise in the classroom due to a chaotic classroom environment, or a classroom 
management approach that depends too much on yelling over the students or at the 
students can also make the classroom community look like the community associated with 
the trauma. 

Many trauma-impacted students are on high alarm as they come to school, and they 
are primed to experience traumatizing treatment wherever they go, including in their 
classrooms. That is a biological fact related to self-protection and survival instinct. Their 
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brains and their bodies are primed to react quickly—to feel threatened—even in 
experiences that we might think are benign. It's easy to understand, then, how quick, 
reactive and harsh discipline, for example, could trigger a trauma response.

Often, if trauma-impacted students are not guided otherwise, they will recreate a 
community in the classroom that reflects the community (often the family community) that 
traumatized them. The classroom, to avoid triggering the trauma-impacted student, has to 
look and feel like a very different community and that different community has to find a way 
to show that it values and reinforces different behavior. 

A positive and supportive classroom community lowers alarm and increases a sense of 
security. It has the potential to develop close bonds between its members where the 
relationships are highly valued, mutual trust is established, genuine caring and support is 
offered, everyone expects to contribute and fulfill their responsibilities, each member has a 
chance to play an important role, and individual members are appreciated for their unique 
qualities and talents. A positive and supportive classroom community meets emotional 
needs, conveys caring and respect, creates an investment in school, builds confidence 
and motivation, lowers defensive behavior, and—most important—strengthens the 
relationship between the student and teacher, the student and the class, and the student 
and learning material.

Additional resources on community building.
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-importance-of-community/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-values-recognition-program/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/community-building-and-recognition-based-classroom-
management/.

2. Routine

Provide consistent and predictable classroom routines, reduce the unexpected 
Routines should be visually supported and verbally scripted 
Expected behaviors and work habits should be embedded in routines
Routines should be frequently reinforced
Routines should be referenced as they are occurring
New material should be introduced through familiar routines
Established routines should cover all aspects of classroom and school activity

Many households became more chaotic during the pandemic. Many important routines 
were thrown off by the pandemic restrictions. Households saw more people at home 
together during the day, laid off from work, home from school, working from home. As the 
home environment became more chaotic, not all households were able to construct the 
routines needed to stabilize their environment. Instead, many adults became preoccupied 
by other things, by Covid news or by their own difficulties. 
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Consistency and predictability reduces the random over activation of the stress response 
systems in children. When a situation is recognized as a familiar routine, brain settling 
neurochemistry is generated that quiets the limbic system. A classroom that is run around 
a predictable schedule of clear, consistent, productive routines provides students with a 
high degree of familiarity, which significantly settles the brains and bodies of trauma-
impacted students. Familiar and successful routines turn down the internal alarm 
mechanism, and this enables students to process more of what is going on around them, 
enables them to be more present-focused and more able to keep everything in proper 
perspective.

When the day is run through a series of set, connected routines, and nearly every activity 
that occurs during the day follows a predictable routine, the students feel more settled, 
reassured, more prepared, more comfortable, and they are better able to manage the 
small bumps that inevitably occur along the way. Classrooms that use routine in this 
manner have routines for nearly everything, including; group discussion, lining up, seeking 
help, silent reading, being polite, transition between activities, working in groups, eating 
snack, every academic subject, centers, independent work, desk organization, large group 
listening, using the computer, class neatness, etc. 

Many new guidelines related to Covid-19 will make school feel different, so we should 
make every attempt to limit the random chaos that sometimes happens in classrooms at 
the start of the year by preparing to spend an abundance of time on building and practicing 
routines. Students will welcome the predictability in the day and they will stay more settled 
as the day unfolds in a familiar way. Keep in mind that social emotional routines are just as 
important as academic routines, for trauma-impacted students (e.g., routines for 
politeness, for cooperation in learning situations, for patience, for remaining calm and 
settled, for listening in learning situations, for applying effort and not giving up, etc.).

Be thoughtful about the pacing of the school year at the beginning. Many students are 
wondering how they will catch up with what they've missed, how they will handle the next 
grade in school when they didn't learn as much as they expected to from the previous 
grade. Parents are wondering the same thing, so we know that these parent concerns 
have raised anxiety with the students. Explain to students what the pace will look like, how 
everyone will spend some time working on routines and figuring out where there might be 
academic gaps. Reassure all your students that no one will be left behind, everyone will 
have a chance to catch up and it won't be done at the expense of burdening students with 
a reckless pace or the pressure to complete a year and a half of school in one year's time. 

Frequently reinforce adherence to the routines, especially at the start of the school year. 
Redirect students (who are "off track") as needed by using the specific language that 
describes the routine. Create visual representations of routines and use these to prompt 
and remind and redirect. Here is a good reference to help with the development of 
supportive routines (https://kevinplummerphd.com/guidelines-for-using-routines/).

The criteria that establishes routines as a form of support are as follows:
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Routines are explicit, simple to follow and consistently used
Expected behaviors and work habits are embedded in routines
Routines are visually supported
Routine is referred to often
Routine is positively reinforced
Routine is referenced as it is occurring
Redirection and correction is done with reference to the routine
Models (e.g., students) of the routine are identified in real time
New material is introduced with familiar routines
New routines are created "on the spot" to resolve a problematic situation

Additional resources on routine.
https://kevinplummerphd.com/guidelines-for-using-routines/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/using-classroom-routines-to-create-a-therapeutic-brain-
settling-effect/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/important-things-to-remember-about-routines/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/improving-comprehension-of-the-nuances-of-routines/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/social-emotional-learning-routines/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/visual-feedback-systems-flexible-routines-fundations/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/visual-feedback-systems-flexible-routines-fundations/

3. Self-Regulation and Restore

Actively manage the stress level in the classroom
Use class-wide wellness breaks, mind and body resets, throughout the day
Establish a classroom culture that models, values and supports self-regulation
Establish a classroom culture that values and supports restorative breaks
Teach students how to take individualized restorative breaks as needed
Staff should present as calm
Staff should maintain a high level of attunement with students

When adults in the household are stressed, children become stressed, because they worry 
that their primary coping resource and their source of support (their parents) are losing the 
ability to function. During the pandemic, adults were stressed by the relentless news of the 
disease, by the restrictions imposed on their lives, by their worries about money and food, 
by their loss of employment, by their loss of social engagement and supports, and by the 
increased demands put on them to meet the increasing needs of their children. Children 
needed social involvement, for example, but this had to be arranged for and provided 
safely by their parents. Children had increased worries of their own that had to be soothed 
by their parents. Some children became more impatient, more demanding, more needy, 
more rambunctious, more irritable, more aggressive, more destructive. Their parents had 
to figure out a constructive way of dealing with this. Many parents were also pressed into 
service as school teachers at home. Furthermore, some of the adults had to work from 
home while, at the same time, meeting the various and overwhelming needs of their 
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children. Some adults suffered great loss, but still had to carry on and meet all the needs 
presented by their children. 

It is no surprise that many of these adults lost their ability to function well, and because of 
their own overwhelming stress, they created multiple adverse experiences for their 
children. Furthermore, stress is one of the most contagious emotions. Children easily (and 
subconsciously) absorb the stress from their parents. Their nervous systems read the 
nervous systems of the important people around them, and then they develop their own 
stress reaction. These children will enter the school building suffering from the effects of 
their parents' loss of functioning, their parents' overwhelming stress, and the adverse 
experiences that may have resulted.

Some households were suffering from stress and adversity prior to the pandemic. If you 
grow up living in constant adversity your stress response system becomes more rigid, less 
flexible and it's easy to overgeneralize (over perceive) threat, to see things as threatening 
that are really benign, and to unnecessarily start up the stress response system. 
Furthermore, disrupted attachment during infancy—common in many cases of trauma—
leads to diminished ability of the brain and body to self-regulate, to self-soothe or comfort 
oneself, calm oneself down, tolerate distress, and remain calm when problems arise. This 
is why trauma-impacted children often have severe problems with affect regulation.

Trauma-impacted students are easily upset and slow to calm down. They are more 
anxious, worried and fearful, more tense, angry, and frustrated, quick to snap at people, 
and overly controlling of others. We also have to keep in mind that these students will 
experience higher arousal just by being near others who are experiencing emotion, or 
listening to the emotional reactions of others. For all of us, many of the emotions in others 
produce a contagious effect, but for trauma-impacted students, this leads to problems with 
their own emotional self-control. Classroom staff who react unfavorably or unpredictably to 
classroom stress, for example, too easily losing patience and self-control, can create an 
uneasy and triggering classroom climate for trauma-impacted students. Emotion is 
contagious, tension and anxiety breeds tension and anxiety in others.

Staff should present themselves as calm and knowledgeable, capable of creating routines 
for anything that raises anxiety. Remember, routines are a primary mechanism for soothing 
anxiety and stress. We can't prevent problems, but we can always create routines that 
solve problems. 

Staff should also frequently reset themselves for calm. As stress is contagious, it's easily 
detected by some children and then added to the stress level they already have. At the 
same time, calm can be absorbed by students who are around people who are calm and 
display calm (voice tone, pacing of activity, body language, gestures, movement, calming 
language, reflective listening, etc.).

It is important to actively manage the stress level in the classroom. It is important to be 
aware of what elevates stress in the classroom and modulate this as needed (reduce the 
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level of anger or tension, the level of stress and anxiety in the room). Staff should strive to 
achieve a high level of attunement (see articles in the reference list for what that protocol 
looks like). Students relax, focus and feel more secure in the presence of an attuned adult 
and they become more insecure and anxious in the presence of an adult who is clearly not 
attuned. Implement resets for student calm and focus periodically throughout the day, 
using breathing, stretching and quiet music. Create a routine for this (visually supported) to 
enable consistency and repetition. (https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/
Reset-for-Calm-and-Settled.pdf).

It's not necessarily the amount of stress that adversely affects children, it's the lack of 
recovery time between stressful events that's more damaging—too much activation 
without enough recovery time. Interrupt stress throughout the day with frequent class-wide 
mind and body resets. Classes can take wellness breaks that have students moving in 
restorative ways, where they stretch and breathe and engage in a meditation session. 

Students can also be taught how to take individualized restorative breaks, either brain 
resetting (a structured, routine-based, close-ended activity that allows the student to shift 
cognitive focus to the given task at hand) or body resetting breaks (prescribed movements 
are done in a contained, routine way). These breaks can be used proactively (just prior to 
a difficult task) or in response to diminished tolerance and reduced self-regulatory ability 
(https://kevinplummerphd.com/important-things-to-remember-about-restorative-breaks/).

It is important that the culture of the class supports restorative breaks (e.g., views them as 
worthwhile and necessary tools) works on break proficiency, and establishes classroom 
routines for taking breaks. The staff should model this by using various resetting strategies 
themselves. A break space in the classroom should offer a structured and protected 
opportunity to take breaks as needed. 

It takes a great deal of effort to become break proficient. The break activities themselves 
are not effective in achieving anything positive unless they are used in a highly prescribed 
way and unless students are taught the skills and routines involved in each type of break. 

Additional resources on self-regulation and restore.
https://kevinplummerphd.com/important-things-to-remember-about-restorative-breaks/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/taking-a-break-comprehension-guide/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/Reset-for-Calm-and-Settled.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/restorative-breaks/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/establishing-proficiency-with-restorative-breaks/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/The_Pandemic_Stress_Toolkit.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/options-for-creating-resilience-plan-protect-revitalize/

4. Relationship

Provide children with calm, caring, kind, compassionate, relationships with adults
Connect with and nurture student signature strengths
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Use fluid reinforcement systems that provide recognition "in the moment"
Use fluid reinforcement systems that bring students into the present
Use reinforcement systems that offer continual hope and open-ended opportunity
Stay attuned to small changes in student stress responses and student needs
Alter your communication with students (e.g., voice tone) to reflect understanding 

Many children who have been impacted by trauma are resilient because they have had 
adults in their lives—part of the time—who have made the effort to engage with them, who 
form close, meaningful and predictable relationships with them, people who have been 
empathic, attuned, steady, caring, and compassionate, people who have been emotionally 
stable and well-regulated themselves (especially in their management of stress). Teachers 
have often been these people, and with the return of students who have been trauma-
impacted by the pandemic, this relationship will be so much more significant.

Establish relationships with trauma-impacted children that help these children feel 
connected and cared about. Children feel safer and more secure when they're with kind, 
compassionate and familiar adults. All of us become more calm in the presence of people 
that we associate with a calm, caring, helpful, thoughtful, supportive, approach. 
Subconsciously, the lower regions of the brain are triggered to produce a comfort 
response, when you get a sense that you're with a very good person. When you see 
students struggling, instead of treating the behavior as misbehavior, compassionately 
consider what children may have experienced to have caused them to behave or struggle 
in this way. Let compassion lead you to the decisions you make in class and let it be the 
foundation of your relationship with your students.

In some cases, increased parental stress level during the pandemic compromised the 
parent-child relationship. It diminished parental tolerance, diminished patience, increased 
irritability and increased frustration, so that some parents were more triggered by the 
behavior of their children and more apt to lash out in emotionally damaging ways. Some 
children are accustomed to being chronically berated by a stressed and upset parent, 
sometimes labeled with demeaning character traits, such as, "you're lazy, you're always so 
stupid, you're such a total screw up, you're always an absolute pain in the neck, you're an 
embarrassment to this family."

Trauma-impacted students often have a damaged sense of identity. They feel excessive 
shame, often doubt themselves and their abilities, blame themselves for the problems they 
experience. They also feel a lowered self-worth and a sense of incompetence, so they 
overreact to experiences of failure and spend their days trying to avoid situations that 
might lead to failure. 

Furthermore, many trauma-impacted students come with insecure attachments, poor 
bonding and limited capacity to trust adults. This can lead to feeling nervous around 
people. Many of these children have been rejected, neglected and mistreated by adults 
and peers. They have been told, over and again, that they've been a disappointment, a 
source of trouble, a source of misery, that they are incompetent and incapable. Many of 
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these students feel unwanted and unloved and they frequently feel unsafe and vulnerable. 
They have been programmed by life to experience others as threats and possible sources 
of rejection, while they often view themselves as helpless. 

Connect with trauma-students (and all students in class) around their strengths and 
interests. Find out what students are interested in, what they do well. Identify signature 
strengths, something that distinguishes students in a favorable way, and share time with 
students while engaged in activities that display these strengths. Small moments of quality 
engagement, focused exclusively on the student, free from other distractions, are 
tremendous relationship builders. Students want to impress people who have been 
impressed by them. Students want to live up to the identity they have formed in the eyes of 
important adults. 

Use reinforcement systems that are fluid, where you can provide recognition at any time 
and in any amount to send the message that reflects how impressed you are, right in the 
moment, with a particular student. Fluid and "in the moment" systems enable you to 
convince students that you are looking for what is good, that you see what is good, that 
you are tuned into it. With such a system, a recognition system—you create a classroom 
and a school day that is full of hope, full of opportunity and success. Trauma-impacted 
students typically suffer from a feeling powerlessness. They need validation; they need to 
be seen and well-recognized for their efforts, for their strengths. 

Trauma-impacted students are triggered when they are working with someone who 
appears to be unattuned. Attunement between classroom staff and students lowers alarm 
(quiets the emotional center of the brain) in trauma-impacted students and enables them to 
be more focused on the present, better able to process and respond appropriately to what 
is going on around them, instead of living in their trauma memory. Stay attuned to subtle 
signs that a student may be experiencing a stress reaction. When students sense that 
teachers are attuned to them they are more emotionally settled, feel more secure, and 
develop greater feelings of trust. Students welcome the person who is attuned and may 
reject the person who isn't. Students can more easily take direction from the attuned 
person, more easily accept criticism, and more readily internalize praise. Higher levels of 
attunement enhance communication and comprehension while lower levels of attunement 
create communication breakdowns. Higher levels of attunement create an easier give and 
take while lower levels of attunement create struggles. 

Attunement is brought about when interactions between the teacher and the student reflect 
an understanding of student comprehension, student emotion, and student tolerance. 
Attuned people read the emotional states of others and they adjust their interactions 
accordingly. This is usually achieved by observing closely, noting changes in student 
response based on your interaction, and then observing again as you make the necessary 
adjustments, all in just a few seconds of time. Some student emotions call for more 
patience, sensitivity, and understanding and this can be conveyed with voice tone and 
language and the content of the communication. Adjust the pace of the communication, 
and physical proximity. All of these adjustments will reflect the teacher's genuine 
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understanding of the student's current needs, and it will be processed by the student's 
brain (on a subconscious level), leading to greater feelings of security and trust. Even if 
there is nothing you can do about any of this information that you are so well tuned into, it 
is still important that you know, that you make the effort to help, that you convince your 
students that you care, that it matters, and that you're thinking about them, not just about 
what you want them to do and what you want them to learn. Stay attuned and responsive, 
notice and show that you notice, frequently comment on what you notice to more fully bring 
a student into the present. 

One significant challenge to emotional attunement—reading emotional cues and 
conveying emotional cues—is the wearing of masks as part of the Covid-19 safety 
protocol. It will be hard to accomplish the reading and conveying of emotional cues (and 
hard for trauma-impacted children to feel reassured) when two thirds of a person's face 
cannot be seen. 

Additional resources on relationship.
https://kevinplummerphd.com/important-things-to-remember-about-establishing-
relationships-with-students-in-a-therapeutic-classroom/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/attunement-and-engagement/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/Relationship_Development-
Attunement.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/shaping-student-identity/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/important-things-to-remember-about-reinforcement/

5. Friendships and Peer Social Support

Monitor level of social acceptance/rejection and social involvement
Teach and value social skills and prosocial behavior in the classroom
Involve trauma-impacted student in group social experiences (e.g., clubs, teams) 
Supervise classroom group social experiences to foster success
Monitor/support competitive games (gym, recess, or in the classroom) 

Many children were cut off from their friends and they experienced extreme social isolation 
during the pandemic. For several months, now, they've been missing their friends. They 
may even be wondering if they still have these friends, if these friends are safe and well, 
and if they still want to be friends. Some parents may not have been able to arrange social 
involvement for their children. A child's sense of self-esteem depends heavily on their 
social acceptance and social involvement, being liked by peers, being part of a team, 
being admired because they excel at an activity involving peers. Furthermore, a child's 
sense of confidence and security derives, in part, from being able to compare their 
experiences to the experiences of peers and friends. 

The support of friends, and peer social engagement in general, is a primary way for 
children to cope with stress. Social isolation can lead to a drop in confidence and a loss of 
self-esteem. Loss of friendship is a central concern of childhood, starting in the middle 
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elementary grades. When a primary coping resource diminishes in this way, even normal 
levels of childhood stress can become overwhelming. Based on the pandemic's impact on 
restricting children's social opportunity, we expect some children to come back into the 
school building with significant social insecurity. It will be hard for them to limit themselves 
to the small "pod" that they've been assigned to, to accept that they cannot play with some 
of their friends at recess or see them at lunch. Also, so much of communication is physical 
among children, and activity/play-based, but this won't be allowed at first.

Trauma-impacted children are more resilient when they have well-developed social skills, 
good friends, and a supportive and reliable social network. We should monitor closely the 
social status and social involvement of trauma-impacted children because many are 
isolated, insulated, socially uninvolved, marginalized, without friends and without regularly 
scheduled peer activities. They are often teased, picked on, humiliated, degraded, and/or 
consistently rejected by peers. Children who have suffered from social isolation during the 
pandemic, along with children who were trauma-impacted before the pandemic, will need 
structure and guidance to feel confident with the new social routines imposed by the 
pandemic safety guidelines. 

Social Emotional Learning Skills are a combination of social skills, work habits, 
communication skills, character traits, and attitudes that enable students to work well with 
others and manage the demands of school (https://kevinplummerphd.com/soft-skills-for-
school-and-life/ and https://kevinplummerphd.com/social-emotional-learning-routines/). 
Trauma-impacted students can benefit greatly from an emphasis on these skills in the 
classroom, especially at the start of the school year. Social emotional learning skills (e.g., 
politeness, cooperation, respect and consideration for others, conflict resolution skills) 
should be embedded in the functioning of the classroom, valued by the classroom and 
school community, targeted for instruction, and reinforced as they are successfully applied 
to classroom situations and routines. 

Effort should be made to involve trauma-impacted students in group social experiences, 
such as school athletic teams or clubs, and their involvement should be supervised to the 
extent needed to foster success. Competitive games in gym, at recess, or in the classroom 
can become emotionally intense; they can trigger high levels of stress and activate a 
trauma response. These games should be monitored closely to ensure that they do not 
become too intense and so the trauma-impacted student can be supported if needed.

Additional resources on peer social support.
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-friendship-report/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/soft-skills-for-school-and-life/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/social-emotional-learning-routines/

6. Classroom Space and Environment

Classroom space should be neat, organized, and well lit 
Classroom space should provide ample room between desks
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Sensory stimulation should be well-modulated in the classroom environment
Movement in the classroom should be unobstructed
Movement around the classroom should not be random and chaotic, it should be    

based on routines  
Access should be available as needed to quiet work areas 

Staff should set up the classroom so that it presents a neat, orderly and clutter free 
appearance. The appearance of order has a calming effect on the brain. Clutter and visual 
disorganization is processed subconsciously as a source of stress. In this way, messy, 
disorganized, or chaotic classroom environments can raise the stress level of trauma-
impacted students. 

Families with large households, some with multiple generations or extended family in 
one apartment or house, have had to deal with overcrowding during the pandemic created 
by social and work restrictions (children didn't leave during the day to go to school, adults 
laid off from work stayed home, people were restricted in their possibilities for leaving the 
house). During the pandemic, more people shared a more crowded space all day long.

Crowding that goes on indefinitely can be extremely stressful, even for people who cope 
well with stress. Furthermore, separate space and privacy (or, more specifically, solitude) 
is a coping resource. It's used by people to insulate themselves from unwanted input and 
many people use private space as a way to recover from the stress of the day. This coping 
resource was less available under pandemic conditions. The unpredictability and over 
stimulation, and the space intrusion of crowding, combined with the loss of solitude as a 
fundamental coping resource, caused tremendous stress for some families. 

Classrooms that are too crowded, with too little space between desks, where travel 
routes frequently have obstacles that could block the freedom of movement, can raise the 
stress level in trauma-impacted students. Personal space needs (protection from intrusion) 
increase with any increase in stress or anxiety. Ample space between student desks can 
lower alarm level in stress-impacted students. Traffic patterns within the classroom (and 
routines for being out of one's seat) can minimize disturbance and reduce the chance of 
random provocation. When a student feels threatened/triggered by nearby activity, an 
increase in personal space can lower alarm. Sometimes blocking visual access with a 
movable partition or by facing the student in a different direction can help with this.

The personal space needs of trauma-impacted students can change depending on 
changing mood. Some moods lead to increased affiliative interests while others create a 
greater alarm reaction and increased feelings of threat when people are too close. 
Classrooms should provide the option of working in a quiet space, a private space, or a 
space that enables an escape from over stimulation.

Reduce the noise and visual confusion in the classroom. Trauma-impacted students 
often have sensory regulation difficulties so they can easily become over stimulated, and 
this can impact their mood, their behavior, and their ability to focus. It's important to 

Kevin Plummer, Ph.D.    School Clinical & Consulting Services



 15
Supporting Trauma-Impacted Students Returning to School

remember that sensory stimulation can be experienced in an additive fashion. One source 
of sensory stimulation (e.g., auditory or visual) can enhance or amplify another source 
(e.g., tactile). Students may be more overwhelmed by auditory input, for example, because 
they are processing visual stimulation that is chaotic, disorganized or threatening. Mood 
can also alter the amplitude of sensory input. When people are irritable, for example, 
voices can seem too loud. Tactile sensitivity also increases with irritability and anxiety, 
causing physical discomfort and even anticipatory irritability as the affected individual 
anticipates being bumped by a classmate. 

Additional resources on classroom space and environment.
https://kevinplummerphd.com/therapeutic-space/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/positive-psychology-student-learning-implications/

7. Communication 

Engage in communication using positive, respectful language 
Use a calm voice
Communication should reflect warmth, kindness, sensitivity to emotional needs 

Communication should reflect thoughtfulness when responding to students 
Modify voice volume and tone, to reduce the infusion of high levels of anger
Pair verbal student reinforcement with specific evidence
The word give should be used frequently as staff interact with students (for      

example, give time, give space, give credit, give a chance or opportunity, give     
attention, give thought)

Redirect students, when necessary, with a neutral tone
Redirect students using scripted language and reference to known routines
Pair verbal direction and redirection with a visual reference
Avoid verbal correction that is threatening, embarrassing, or humiliating 
Avoid verbal correction that is blaming or belittling or commanding
Avoid correction through "name calling" and character labeling

Our words are an opportunity to build and establish relationships with students, so they 
should be chosen with care and spoken strategically. Staff communication should reflect 
warmth, kindness, sensitivity to emotional needs, and thoughtfulness in response to 
children in the class. Verbal communication in the classroom, however, is often dispensed 
without much planning and only a moderate amount of thought. This is because it's so 
easy to talk, and most of us assume that students can easily and quickly comprehend 
verbal language. It's true, that most students can easily and effortlessly understand the 
words that are spoken in class, but understanding words does not necessarily lead to 
accurate comprehension of the message. 

Words can trigger students and words can comfort students. Words can activate negative 
memories that are completely unrelated to the present situation and words can activate 
positive memories that support the present activity. When words activate negative 
memories and stress reactions, it is often the case that the rest of the message (after the 

Kevin Plummer, Ph.D.    School Clinical & Consulting Services

https://kevinplummerphd.com/therapeutic-space/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/positive-psychology-student-learning-implications/


 16
Supporting Trauma-Impacted Students Returning to School

emotional and biological reaction of stress) is not processed the way the message was 
actually spoken. Instead, the additional words are distorted by the emotion of the listener 
or crowded out by the words from negative memories, words from another time and place. 
This is one way that misperception can occur, and it's how people develop different 
memories of what was actually said.

Many parents were under great stress during the pandemic. It is no surprise that some 
parents lost their ability to function well, and because of their own overwhelming stress and 
diminished tolerance, diminished patience, increased frustration and increased irritability; 
some parents probably became more triggered by the behavior of their children, and they 
lost control more often, lashing out and berating their children with shaming, blaming, and 
humiliating verbal outbursts. More children were probably yelled at indiscriminately and 
unpredictably, accused of causing misery and misfortune. 

In many households, siblings were in closer proximity to each other for extended periods of 
time, crowding space, bothering each other. We would expect that there was a higher 
incidence of older siblings bullying younger ones in families where that behavior pattern 
was already established. This could include being frequently teased, shamed, and/or 
humiliated, threatened, repeatedly harassed, and physically attacked. 

This is why we expect some children to become defensive and defiant when they are 
told what they have to do. Some will over react to a harsh tone of voice or words that 
sound threatening. These children listen less to what is being said and attend more to what 
is playing in their brains. 

Avoid verbal correction that is threatening, embarrassing, humiliating, demeaning, 
sarcastic, shaming, blaming, or belittling (e.g., "Is that what you're supposed to be doing 
that right now? Is that the way you're supposed to line up? Weren't you listening when I 
told everybody? Do you think I'm happy with you right now? Who said you could use my 
scissors? How many times have I told you not to take things off my desk without 
permission? It’s amazing how little you care about your work. I know kids in kindergarten 
who can do neater work than this.").

Avoid correction through name calling and character labeling (e.g., “You're. . . lazy, 
thoughtless, careless, a slow poke, a slob, sneaky, a liar, a motor mouth, irresponsible, 
thick headed, a clown, a poor listener, dishonest. . . You get the prize, you are the ‘number 
one interrupter.’ You made a mess at the computer area. Are you this sloppy at home?”)

Instead, redirect students with a neutral tone, using scripted (highly familiar) language, and 
known routines. The language of routine can avoid having the direction sound like a 
personal attack and it can help the student access the memories associated with the 
established routine, keeping students in the present and preventing misperception.  Make 
a reference to a visual set of expectations that can continue speaking to the student while 
you give the student time and space to think things over. 
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"Right now, the routine is (point to a visual of the routine) and this is what we're  
doing," instead of "Stop fooling around and wasting your time. You're not getting anything 
done."

"The routine for asking for help is to use a polite request. That's our routine, so 
I'm going to have you follow that." Instead of, "I'm asking you to stop being rude. That's 
not how we ask for help in this class."

Routines allow the teacher to respond to requests affirmatively, rather than in the negative.

"Can I do my math on the computer?"

Say this:
"Let me check the routine (a visual). The routine says that computer math is after 

you finish with the worksheet, so yes, you can do your math on the computer, once you 
finish your worksheet."

Instead of saying this:
"No, you can't use the computer. It's not time for the computer. Don't keep asking 

me about the computer."

The word "give" should be used frequently as staff interact with trauma-impacted and 
stressed students. For example, give time, give space, give credit, give a chance or 
opportunity, give attention, give thought ("This is important, so I'm going to give you some 
time to think about that. . . "I know you're not happy about it, so I'm going to give you a 
chance to try that again").

Words can be reinforcing if they're connected with specific evidence. Children, especially 
trauma-impacted children, have trouble accepting praise that evaluates them (“You are a 
good reader”) when the specifics have not been stated first (“What makes her think that? 
I’m really not as good as she thinks and she’ll be disappointed in me when she finds that 
out.”).

What was it that specifically impressed you?

“When I read through your writing, the descriptive words and details you use give me a 
very clear mind picture.”

Add a character building element.

“You are a very descriptive writer.”

“I’m impressed. I was expecting students to find five out of the ten 
new terms, but you found eight. You must have worked really hard.”
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Use your words to model how you expect students to communicate with each other and to 
help create the compassionate classroom community outlined in recommendation one. 
Everyone feels more calm and less stressed in a classroom community where people are 
kind, polite, caring, helpful, patient, cooperative and respectful; where they compliment and 
encourage each other and celebrate each other's successes. The stress level will be lower 
in a class like that, trauma-impacted students will feel more comfortable and relaxed, and 
they will be able to process more information and learn more quickly.

Additional resources on communication.
https://kevinplummerphd.com/therapeutic-communication/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/important-things-to-remember-about-therapeutic-
communication/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/therapeutic-communication-checklist/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/communication-for-better-classroom-management/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/words-to-reframe-irrational-and-self-destructive-thinking/

8. Manage Perception, Keep Students in the Present

Describe what you see, what you hear, what you are currently doing
Use sensory language ('this is what I see right now, this is what I just heard")
Describe present events in simple concrete, objective and observable terms
Rather than a personal directive, redirect students by referring to explicit routine 
Use the language of routine ("the routine says. . . ")
Routines have a multitude of markers that can keep students in the present
Provide mindfulness training and meditation breaks

Perception is highly variable in all of us, and children impacted by trauma frequently 
misperceive what is happening around them. When we have a gap in processing (we have 
thousands of them every day), our brains fill in that gap with the best guess about what 
must have just happened. We are often not even aware that there are these gaps in 
processing and that our brain is filling in with guesses. 

Children impacted by trauma bring their triggered memories and their sudden mood shifts 
into the classroom. The events of the present are often experienced through the filter of 
this shifted mood and those triggered memories (memories unrelated to what's really 
happening). This leads to misperception. They are also frequently pulled out of the 
present, often daydreaming, disoriented, lost in thought, persistently preoccupied about 
things unrelated to the classroom. This creates gaps in the processing of the present that 
also lead to misperceptions when students fill in the gaps with trauma-related memories. 

Misperception leads to the development of false memories. Misperception also leads to a 
jump to the wrong conclusion and then to the wrong behavioral choices. A teacher who is 
sensitively correcting a student or showing a student how to do something can be 
perceived as the teacher yelling at the student, humiliating the student, accusing the 
student, or picking on the student. We want to help students solve the problems right in 
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front of them, current problems in real time, instead of solving the problem after it has been 
distorted, solving the problem they think they have, the problem that was manufactured 
from their emotional memory.

We need to take greater control over what trauma-impacted students focus on and what 
they perceive in situations, so we can override the subconscious process that leads them 
to believe something else is happening. We need to help them stay in the here and now. 

When students distort reality based on a misperception, don't argue the point; that will only 
add to the distortion. Bring the student into the present with a detailed description of the 
present events in simple concrete, objective and observable terms (comment on what you 
see, what you hear, and specifically comment on yourself and what you are currently 
doing, e.g., "Right now I'm trying to help you, there's nothing wrong, I'm just asking you to 
show me how you did that problem. Look at your paper, you already have most of your 
work done, we just have to focus on this one problem"). Detailed and objective description 
of what is happening engages the prefrontal cortex to process social context and helps 
students stay in the present. It helps them focus on what is right in front of them instead of 
operating out of their emotional past. 

Routines also help students stay in the present. Many trauma-impacted students come 
from homes that are chaotic, where there aren't predictable routines. Well established 
routines supply students with clear and consistent memories and a multitude of markers 
along the way to remind them of where they are, what they are doing, what is expected, 
and what will happen next. Routines (especially routines that have a posted visual 
description) create environments that prevent perception problems, but they also make it 
easier to reorient students who misperceive, who distort, who focus on the problems in 
their memories rather than the problems in front of them. We should use the visual 
depiction of routines to help students slow down, focus, inhibit irrelevant thoughts, and get 
back to what they know and recognize ("Let's check our math routine. Look right up here at 
our schedule. This is what we're doing right now. Remember, our routine for math is. . .). 

Students who have been put down, harshly criticized, and belittled outside of school may 
become defensive when they are corrected by the teacher (if they are in the middle of a 
negative mood shift). Some trauma-impacted students experience intrusive memories of 
rejection, unacceptability, repeated failure, disappointing others, etc. when demands are 
placed on them or they are confronted about what they have done wrong. It is important to 
remember that as the teacher you may be referring to something in the present in a way 
that pushes the student into their past, another place with other people, and soon both of 
you are dealing with different events and communicating about something the other person 
doesn't understand.

When we use the language of routine ("the routine says. . . ") we remind students that the 
routine is doing the talking, not the teacher, and it is the routine that dictates how things 
should be. It isn't personal or arbitrary, it's familiar and expected. The language of routine 
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helps the students realize where they are and what is happening and it is a gentle way to 
bring students back when misperceptions have them operating out of trauma memories.

Mindfulness training is a focus on developing skills that help people become more aware 
of the present, by helping them recognize when thoughts and feelings have intruded. 
Training in present awareness will improve anyone's skills in perception. Mindfulness 
training can help trauma-impacted students recognize intrusions and become better at 
getting back to the present. Throughout the day, it would help trauma-impacted children if 
they had the opportunity for mindfulness breaks.

Additional resources on perception.
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-relationship-between-mood-memory-perception-and-
behavior/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/perception-management-to-promote-better-decision-making/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/take-a-good-look-around-and-practice-finding-fascination/

9. Support Attention, Concentration and Focus

Frequently cue for attention during more passive learning activities
Frequently check for comprehension (call on these students often)
Break up listening and silent reading periods with movement breaks
Set concrete, short term attention/focus goals (listen until you hear the three     

reasons)
Provide work spaces that offer freedom from visual and auditory distractions 

Check in frequently while these students are working independently

The brains and the bodies of children impacted by trauma are hijacked—unpredictably and 
without conscious control of the process—by images and sensations, fragments of scenes, 
sounds, and feelings. These intrusive thoughts and feelings sometimes have students 
more focused on trauma memories and less focused on what is happening in real time. 

This is one of the reasons that children impacted by trauma have problems with focused 
attention, impulse control, staying on track, and maintaining concentration. While they may 
appear to be listening, much less of the content is actually being processed and moved 
into memory, so these students—coming in and out of the present—have trouble following 
classroom instruction and remembering what they've learned. These students may appear 
to be daydreaming during lessons, "in their own world." This is a dissociative state and 
dissociation is a primary symptom experienced by trauma-impacted children. Dissociation, 
like trauma, is on a continuum of severity, from feeling "in a fog" or feeling like "under 
water", to a complete loss of track of time and place for several minutes or more.

Frequently—and with patience—cue for attention (use a visual reference whenever 
possible, something for the student to look at while you're doing the verbal cueing). More 
frequently cue for attention during more passive learning activities that involve extended 
listening or extended independent reading. Give these students something important to be 
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listening for (you will hear three reasons, be listening for those three reasons) and call on 
these students more frequently.  Frequently check for comprehension to ensure these 
students are keeping up with the pace of the material. It's possible to listen, and to appear 
to be listening intently, while not actively engaging with the material. In this case, short 
term memory is active but not much is moved into long term memory, so comprehension is 
minimal.

Break up listening and reading periods into manageable chunks with brief movement 
breaks in between. Set concrete attention/focus goals (how much and for how long, how 
many topics covered, how many answers to listen for). Provide a concrete means of 
organization (a list or table or chart) to help students stay engaged with what they're 
listening to or reading (or to help them reorient when their attention has been lost). Reset 
focus by a change of scene (e.g., go get a drink of water) and/or exposure to brighter light 
(e.g., exposure to daylight).

Provide alternative work spaces that offer privacy, freedom from the visual and auditory 
distractions of nearby activity. Check in frequently with these students when they are 
working independently.

Additional resources on attention, concentration and focus.
https://kevinplummerphd.com/important-things-to-remember-about-memory/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-role-of-memory-in-the-manifestation-of-behavior/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-relationship-between-mood-memory-perception-and-
behavior/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/rating-of-attention-focus-and-productivity/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/understanding-stress-the-relationship-between-mind-body-
and-behavior/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-impact-of-childhood-complex-trauma-on-school-
functioning/

10. Manage Memory

Establish new school memories with trauma-impacted students
Details should be pointed out to make an accurate memory of current experience
Photograph students spending quality time with the teacher
Create a photographic record of student success, their positive experiences
Create memories of experiences trusting people, feeling safe and comfortable
Create memories of experiences feeling valued and worthwhile with people
Create a narrative about the experiences you want students to remember

Emotional memory is an implicit memory. Our implicit memories are triggered memories, 
supplied to us without any effort to recall. We have many forms of implicit memory that 
allow us to function smoothly without having to stop, recall and think. Familiar contexts 
automatically activate memories associated with being in that context, memories that were 
made in that context. The way you feel about a particular person is an implicit memory, 
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triggered by the presence or the mention of the person. Throughout the day the 
circumstances we face trigger the memories we need, all without any effort. Children 
impacted by trauma are emotionally triggered in this manner more easily, so a trauma 
memory can be activated even when the context doesn't closely match (e.g., a teacher 
speaking in a stern voice could activate a memory of verbal abuse). 

We all believe we're providing meaningful learning experiences for students, but if we don't 
have a clear understanding of the student's memory of the actual experience, and we don't 
have a clear understanding of their prior memories and the impact of those on their current 
perception, and we're not doing anything strategic to help them make an accurate memory 
of the current experience, we're providing more of a random experience than a meaningful 
experience. Only by chance or by excessive repetition would the experience make a 
difference the next time.

An effort should be made to establish new school memories with trauma-impacted 
students. This is not an attempt to erase or eliminate their other memories, but an effort to 
create a set of competing memories, of experiences with trusting people, experiences 
feeling valued and worthwhile with people, feeling safe and comfortable and competent 
and in good control within the classroom and school community. The new scripts and 
memories, created in the context of the classroom and the school day, can eventually be 
so well established that they are supplied to trauma-impacted students implicitly as they 
engage with the school day. With a more stable and relevant set of positive memories 
about school, success at school, friendship at school, the community at school; trauma-
impacted students can become more stable and less triggered by their trauma when they 
are at school. 

Create a photographic record of student success, their positive experiences, and 
accomplishments, along with moments of joy, warm moments, relationship building 
moments, and moments of pride or happiness. With this technique (perhaps built into a 
classroom slideshow), we are increasing student focus on what we would like them to 
remember about their experience and about themselves, and this is the implicit memory 
we want to trigger the next time the student is in the same situation. 

Photograph students spending quality time with the teacher. Perhaps the teacher is 
providing help or the teacher and the student are reading a book together or completing a 
puzzle together. Photograph students working cooperatively together. Photograph 
successful, proud moments. Photograph students helping out, contributing to a classroom 
community service project. Photograph effort, working hard, and getting it right.

Telling stories can create memories. Actively recall positive experiences with students. 
Retell events with a focus on the positive aspects and clarify any lingering negative 
memories or false conclusions. ("I still remember the last time we worked on fractions. You 
had one of the most creative ways of solving the problems. Do you remember what that 
was? In my mind, I can still see you. . .). Create a narrative about the experiences you 
want students to remember.  
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Display student success on the walls, in slide shows, in portfolios, and tell stories about 
these accomplishments. Create a new narrative for the trauma-impacted student by 
collecting the evidence of their successful and rewarding experiences in school.

Additional resources on memory.
https://kevinplummerphd.com/important-things-to-remember-about-memory/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/shaping-student-identity/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-role-of-memory-in-the-manifestation-of-behavior/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-relationship-between-mood-memory-perception-and-
behavior/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/community-building-and-recognition-based-classroom-
management/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-data-you-choose/

11. Cognitive/Academic Considerations

Adjust the pace of the lesson when a trauma-impacted student looks lost
Allow more time: time to think, time to decide, more time for situations to clarify 

Talk less, or in smaller chunks, use more visual support to illustrate the point
Frequently check for comprehension
Adjust when the student struggles—lower demand, reduce the amount of input
Show completed examples, model the solution, repeat/clarify instructions
Demonstrate one, provide a quieter work area
Increase reinforcement for effort, based on the difficulty of the task 

Childhood stress, especially toxic stress leading to trauma, can create devastating effects 
on cognitive functioning. Trauma-impacted students experience greater degrees of 
cognitive confusion, impaired reflective and creative thinking, and an increase in rote, rigid 
thinking and problem solving. They have problems with the development of language and 
communication skills and weakened memory formation abilities.

Cognitive confusion. Children impacted by trauma often experience cognitive 
confusion, and this is related to an over-active stress response. An over-active stress 
response generates persistent levels of inflammation in the body which causes a decline in 
the production of a protein necessary for learning and memory formation, called Brain 
Derived Neurotrophic Factor (BDNF). Furthermore, trauma-impacted students have trouble 
concentrating, frequently misperceive, and are more often dissociative (their mind is 
someplace else), so they have trouble organizing what they are taking in, trouble keeping 
things straight, and they can feel overwhelmed by information overload.

Higher level thinking and reasoning skills impaired. The stress response interferes 
with creative thinking and brings about a rigid, rote, routine level of responding. When 
overly stressed we no longer have very good access to the higher brain functions of 
thinking and reasoning, reflecting and making connections. Activity in the frontal cortex 
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(where higher level thinking occurs) decreases substantially, as the body prepares for fight 
or flight. The stress response does not afford the luxury of stopping to think and reason 
while considering the pros and cons of various courses of action, and it accomplishes this 
by providing stress hormones that interfere with that brain process. But reasoning, 
reflecting and evaluating is critical for learning anything new, so trauma-impacted children 
in the classroom who may be frequently stressed, may struggle with tasks that require 
higher level thinking skills. 

Language skills impaired. Trauma over stimulates the right "nonlanguage" part of 
the brain while under stimulating and disengaging the left, language oriented part of the 
brain. Trauma-impacted children more often experience problems with the development of 
language skills, including reading, writing and communicating. 

Weakened memory formation. Stress causes internal distraction, preoccupation 
with worry, and that draws attention from what is going on in the present. Attention is the 
gateway to memory. If you are trying to learn something, but you cannot fully pay attention 
to it, you may be aware of the information you are processing, but you will not pass that 
information into your memory.

Accommodations and supports for trauma-impacted students. Adjust the pace of the 
lesson when the trauma-impacted student looks lost, slow it down to reach a comfortable 
and engaging level and to allow more time to think. Talk less, frequently check for 
comprehension, and use more visual support to illustrate the point. When giving trauma-
impacted students something important to think about, allow them more time to think, more 
time to decide and more time for situations to clarify. Adjust yourself when the student 
shows signs of struggling, lower demand, slow the pace, reduce the amount of input you 
expect them to take in, show completed examples, model the solution, repeat/clarify 
instructions, demonstrate one, provide a quieter work area, and increase reinforcement for 
effort, based on the difficulty of the task and the student stamina required.

Additional resources for cognitive considerations.
https://kevinplummerphd.com/understanding-stress-the-relationship-between-mind-body-
and-behavior/

12. Avoid Physical Means of Behavior Intervention

Avoid using physical intimidation to coerce behavior 
Avoid making physical contact with the student
Avoid physically blocking the student from moving

Avoid using physical intimidation to coerce behavior, such as standing over a student after 
issuing an ultimatum, leaning in toward a student after issuing a reprimand, giving a 
direction and then staring a student down, snatching something off the student's desk or 
out of the student's hand. Avoid making physical contact with the student, such as holding 
the student who won't sit still, or grabbing the arm of the student who's walking away 
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instead of listening to you, pushing or pulling the student who needs to move aside and 
make room, or physically blocking the student from moving. 

Physical contact should only be employed if the student's behavior poses a safety risk to 
the student or others. Physical contact in an escalating situation almost always escalates 
the situation further. In the case of trauma-impacted students, however, it could activate an 
acute stress response related to a trauma history, an intense need to escape or fight back 
or get control. It could trigger a trauma memory of being physically abused or physically 
forced to do something objectionable. The intense emotion and behavior associated with 
this acute stress response is not under good conscious control, to say the least, and it puts 
the student and others at great risk. 

Additional resources for avoiding physical means of behavior intervention.
https://kevinplummerphd.com/de-escalation-guidelines/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/brain-based-therapeutic-intervention-programming-for-
children/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/community-building-and-recognition-based-classroom-
management/

Adverse Classroom Circumstances That Can Trigger Trauma-Impacted Students

Trauma-impacted children are on high alarm as they come to school. They are prepared 
(subconsciously) to react and respond to triggers, to protect themselves against trauma 
wherever they go and with whatever is going on around them. Their brains and their 
bodies are primed to react quickly—to feel threatened—even in experiences that we think 
are benign. New experiences, new encounters, new relationships are easily contaminated 
by the trauma of the past. Below are some school and classroom circumstances that are 
more likely to trigger a trauma response in students who have been impacted by trauma. 

This list is in no particular order of impact, however, it is important to remember that the 
circumstances listed can have an additive effect, so that impact increases with the 
presence of multiple circumstances. Some of the things on the list should be avoided if at 
all possible. Other things on the list cannot necessarily be avoided, but those 
circumstances should be supported when they occur (see the article on guidelines for 
supporting students impacted by trauma).

1) High levels of random and unexpected noise in the classroom due to a chaotic
classroom environment, or a classroom management approach that depends too
much on yelling over the students or at the students.

2) Classroom staff who react unfavorably or unpredictably to classroom stress, too
easily losing patience and self-control and overtly exhibiting symptoms of their own stress.

3) Classrooms that are too crowded, with too little space between desks, where travel
routes frequently have obstacles.
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4) Classrooms where there is no quiet work space and no ability to work in privacy or to
escape from over stimulation.

5) Messy, disorganized, or chaotic classroom environments.

6) A high degree of spontaneity or unpredictability in the routine of day. Frequent
changes in the schedule. Provide strategic support in these situations.

7) Student behavior (among other students) that is a violation of expectations, that is
allowed to continue unaddressed by the staff, for extended periods of time.

8) Harassing, threatening or other bullying behavior by students.

9) Students who have questions and students who need help who have to wait for
extended periods before getting those needs addressed. Provide strategic support in
these situations.

10) Student work groups that are too loosely structured and largely unmonitored.

11) Task expectations and outcomes that are ambiguous, vague or poorly defined.

12) Answering incorrectly in a large group, completing the work the wrong way,
assignment or test failure. Provide strategic support in these situations.

13) Extensive verbal direction, extensive large group verbal instruction. Provide
strategic support in these situations.

14) Transitions between subjects and transitions between locations in the building.
Provide strategic support in these situations.

15) Frequently being told "no", having requests denied. Provide strategic support in
these situations.

16) Competitive games in class or at gym or recess. Provide strategic support in these
situations.

17) Being left out, not picked, denied a turn.

18) Restricted from recess, restricted from privileges. Provide strategic support in these
situations.

19) Verbal correction that is threatening, embarrassing, humiliating, demeaning,
sarcastic, shaming, blaming, or belittling. Also, avoid correction through name calling
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and character labeling (see recommendation #7 in the previous section of this article for 
examples of what you should avoid saying when communicating with trauma-impacted 
students).

20) Being disciplined for not listening closely enough, or not following along, or
daydreaming and being slow to get started, or forgetting so much, or being
disorganized. Design interventions to better support the trauma-impacted student
who is struggling in this way.

21) Classrooms that are poorly lit.

22) Using physical intimidation to coerce behavior (standing over a student after issuing
an ultimatum, leaning in toward a student after issuing a reprimand, giving a
direction and then staring a student down, grabbing something off the student's desk
or out of the student's hand).

23) Making physical contact with the student (holding or pushing the student or grabbing
the student's arm) or physically blocking the student from moving.

Additional Trauma Resources

https://kevinplummerphd.com/trauma-guide-to-materials/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/definition-of-trauma-informed-at-school/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/circumstances-or-events-that-can-cause-children-to-
develop-a-trauma-response/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/protective-and-vulnerability-factors-in-childrens-response-to-
trauma/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/circumstances-in-the-classroom-that-can-adversely-affect-
children-who-have-been-impacted-by-trauma/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-impact-of-childhood-complex-trauma-on-school-
functioning/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/supporting-trauma-impacted-students-in-school/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/Helping-students-feel-more-secure.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-majestic-monkshood-treatment-of-the-delicate-and-the-
sensitive/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/Intro_Prepare-to-Return-to-School.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/Teachers_of_the_Pandemic-2.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/Teachers_of_the_Pandemic-2.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/understand-the-adverse-impact.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/mitigate_the_adverse_impact.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/support-your-children-at-home-during-a-stressful-time/
#toolkit
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/Understanding_Pandemic_Stress.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/The_Pandemic_Stress_Toolkit.pdf

Kevin Plummer, Ph.D.    School Clinical & Consulting Services

https://kevinplummerphd.com/trauma-guide-to-materials/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/definition-of-trauma-informed-at-school/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/circumstances-or-events-that-can-cause-children-to-develop-a-trauma-response/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/circumstances-or-events-that-can-cause-children-to-develop-a-trauma-response/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/protective-and-vulnerability-factors-in-childrens-response-to-trauma/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/protective-and-vulnerability-factors-in-childrens-response-to-trauma/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/circumstances-in-the-classroom-that-can-adversely-affect-children-who-have-been-impacted-by-trauma/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/circumstances-in-the-classroom-that-can-adversely-affect-children-who-have-been-impacted-by-trauma/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-impact-of-childhood-complex-trauma-on-school-functioning/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-impact-of-childhood-complex-trauma-on-school-functioning/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/supporting-trauma-impacted-students-in-school/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/Helping-students-feel-more-secure.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-majestic-monkshood-treatment-of-the-delicate-and-the-sensitive/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/the-majestic-monkshood-treatment-of-the-delicate-and-the-sensitive/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/Intro_Prepare-to-Return-to-School.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/Teachers_of_the_Pandemic-2.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/Teachers_of_the_Pandemic-2.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/understand-the-adverse-impact.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/mitigate_the_adverse_impact.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/support-your-children-at-home-during-a-stressful-time/#toolkit
https://kevinplummerphd.com/support-your-children-at-home-during-a-stressful-time/#toolkit
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/Understanding_Pandemic_Stress.pdf
https://kevinplummerphd.com/wp-content/uploads/The_Pandemic_Stress_Toolkit.pdf

