
 

 

Principles of a Trauma-Informed School and Tips to Make it Happen  
*To be most successful, these practices should be implemented school wide. However, you can 

implement them in your individual classroom even if others are not yet on board and provide a 
safe and brave space for students, families, and other staff* 

 
School-Wide 

Understanding 
of Trauma & Its 

Impact 

*Staff are educated on the impact that trauma has on the brain, body, and behavior.  
*Staff recognize the prevalence of trauma and adversity among students, families and staff, 
and the impact of trauma on learning and school functioning. 

Physical, 
Emotional, 

Social, & 
Academic 

Safety 

*Prioritize understanding safety as defined by students and caregivers. 
*Create trustworthiness and transparency.  
*Create consistent and predictable routines, clear expectations, and let students know  
ahead of time when something out of the ordinary is going to occur. Prepare students for 
transitions. Provide structured break times.  
*Create an atmosphere that is mindful of the need for safety, respect, and  
acceptance for all students, staff, and families in individual and group interactions. 
*Provide content warnings. Reduce common triggers. 
*Acknowledge, normalize, and discuss difficult topics coming up in the community and the 
news.  
*Offer movement and brain breaks, mindfulness, art, dance, yoga, and other expressive 
ways of being. 
*Physical safety = protection from harm. Social safety = having each other’s backs.  
Emotional safety = self-awareness and emotional management skills.  
Academic safety = ability to make mistakes and learn at your own pace. 

Relationships, 
Support,  

Connection, & 
Community 

*Be intentional about centering and nurturing connection. Ask your students: Who are 
you? What issues are impacting your life right now? What do you need to be your best self?  
*Daily morning group check-in circles before academic learning starts. Regular individual  
check-ins with students.  
*Regular community conversations for celebration, mourning, and discussion of important 
issues.  
*Build genuine relationships with your students and with your fellow staff members.  
*Advise school support staff if a student may need a referral for counseling/therapy.  
*Schools provide support for families and ways for them to engage with the school in a 
variety of meaningful ways. Understand that caregivers are the experts on their children 
and that being engaged doesn’t always mean coming to the school meetings. Don’t buy 
into harmful stereotypes about who values education. 
*When you must call a caregiver about challenging behavior, start with something positive 
about the student.  
*Offer mentoring programs (adult to student or peer to peer).  
*Allow the needs of the community and not the system to dictate what happens. 



Collaboration, 
Empowerment, 
Voice, & Choice 

*Collective efforts are critical and necessary. Integrate the experience of all professionals in 
your building to support students and families. 
*Provide opportunities for social justice and civic engagement.  
*Share power and provide opportunities for students and families to give input and make 
decisions. Build in choice where possible. 
*Facilitate student-led discussions and activities. 
*Use student feedback to inform/revise class activities and policies.  
*Develop individualized quick break tools – taking a breath, stepping away for a few 
minutes, etc. and help students figure out what works best for them.  
*Allow students to choose their own short break times during class.  

Cultural 
Responsiveness 

& an 
Understanding 

of Bias & 
Oppression 

*Be aware of and address your own bias based on gender, race, ethnicity, ability, religion, 
culture, etc.  
*Consider intersecting identities and the way they impact how your students are 
experiencing life and school. Acknowledge that some identities are targeted and face 
oppression – provide support, empathy, and solidarity as needed. 
*Strive to understand and be responsive to the diverse histories, experiences, and 
backgrounds of all your students. Use this understanding when creating policies, processes, 
and protocols. Understand that a one-size-fits-all trauma informed approach doesn’t work. 
*Look at your school’s data to ensure that students of color and students with disabilities 
are not receiving harsher discipline than other students.  
*Teach culturally relevant material, allow students to see themselves in what they are 
learning by integrating their lived experiences, and teach a full and true history.  
*Be an ally: speak up when you witness microaggressions, bias, racism, sexism, ableism, 
homophobia, transphobia, and other forms of discrimination. 
*Seek to understand and leverage the traditional cultural connections, strengths, and ways 
of healing.  
*Recognize historical and community trauma.  

Social 
Emotional 
Learning, 

Resilience, 
Growth,  

& Change 

*Strength and resilience are emphasized over deficiencies and pathology.  
*Use restorative justice, peer mediation, conflict resolution, and other positive discipline 
and SEL practices to build community and address harm and challenging behaviors.  
*Teach social emotional skills.  
*Center/ground yourself often and regulate your own reactions to triggers. (This allows you 
to be a “co-regulator” for students when they are activated).  
*Convey warmth and support in your communications with students and caregivers.  
*Use hopeful and optimistic language, laugh when you can.  
*Model empathy and practice compassion and forgiveness. 
*Believe that everyone has the inherent ability to grow and change with the right support. 

Educator Care 

*Seek out support when you feel overwhelmed.  
*Cultivate self-awareness. Know your own triggers and how to draw on your strengths and 
assets to manage them.  
*Offer support to colleagues.  
*Advocate as a group to administration to ensure staff are supported as needed. 
*Administration understands and addresses staff self-care and secondary traumatic stress.  

Adapted from the following sources:        
Columbia School of Social Work: https://academiccommons.columbia.edu/doi/10.7916/d8-gc9d-na95, 
UCSF Hearts, J. Dorado (2021) https://hearts.ucsf.edu/hearts-trauma-informed-principles 
National Child Traumatic Stress Network https://www.nctsn.org/trauma-informed-care/trauma-informed-systems/schools/essential-elements 
SAMHSA’s National Center for Trauma Informed Care: https://www.traumainformedcare.chcs.org/what-is-trauma-informed-care/  
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