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Abstract: The purpose of this study was to synthesise the content of trauma-
informed education programs with a focus on classroom strategies.
Programs (N = 20) were identified that focused on primary and secondary
schools and were suitable for application in the classroom by teachers.
Program materials available in the public domain were collated and the
qualitative research method of reflexive thematic analysis was used to
explore commonalities and themes in classroom strategies across different
approaches. Classroom strategies were aimed at meeting students’ somatic
(i.e., ‘bottom-up’) capacities of safety needs, self-regulatory needs, sensory
needs, and relational and attachment needs. Classroom strategies also
focused on supporting students’ psychological (i.e., ‘top-down’) capacities of
social and emotional learning needs, academic and learning needs, voice and
empowerment needs, strengths needs, and cultural needs. Recommendations
for future research and practice in the paradigm of trauma-informed
education include an increased focus on teacher instruction and prioritising
how trauma-informed education can be tailored to meet the needs of a
diverse range of students.

Introduction

This study contributes to the growing recognition of the importance of addressing the
enduring impact of early experiences of adversity on students’ ability to learn at school. Schools
serve as unique opportunities to provide nurturing and healing experiences for students and
mitigate the impact of trauma across the life course. Trauma-informed education (and related
terms of trauma-sensitive education and trauma-aware education) supports educators to
understand, act, and respond in ways that help to alleviate the impact of trauma on students
(Howard et al., 2022). As a proactive whole-school practice response to the impacts of trauma on
learning, researchers, practitioners, and peak bodies have urgently acted to build the evidence
base for trauma-informed education (see, for example, Brunzell et al., 2018; Chafouleas et al.,
2016; Howard et al., 2022).

At least twelve literature or systemic reviews have been published in the field of trauma-
informed education in recent years (see Avery et al., 2020; Bagneris et al., 2021; Berger, 2019;
Blodgett & Dorado, 2016; Fondren et al., 2020; Maynard et al., 2019; Melz et al., 2019; Miller &
Berger, 2020; Stratford et al., 2020; Thomas et al., 2019; Yohannan & Carlson, 2018; Zakszeski
et al., 2017). For example, a scoping review by Stratford et al. (2020) identified 91 publications
that covered a range of trauma-informed education components including counselling services,



skill development, and teacher psychoeducation. They found varying levels of rigour across the
studies included in the review and recommended a future focus on high-quality research and
ensuring evidence is accessible to policymakers and school staff. In another example of a recent
contribution, Fondren et al. (2020) conducted a systematic review of trauma-informed
interventions and found 62 studies that were organised around multi-tiered frameworks (Tier 1 or
universal interventions focused on meeting the needs of all students, Tier 2 or targeted
intervention programs for students at-risk, and Tier 3 interventions for students with complex
needs). These authors highlighted a lack of evidence as to how multi-tiered frameworks can be
applied in schools and proposed recommendations on how trauma-informed practices can be
integrated across the whole school community.

While literature and systematic reviews offer valuable insights, they do not provide an in-
depth exploration of the content of trauma-informed education programs. As such, there is little
consensus or synthesis as to what trauma-informed education looks like in the classroom. This
lack of synthesis is noteworthy as numerous trauma-informed programs have been developed
from different conceptual foundations and via vastly different pathways. For example, the Trust-
Based Relational Intervention (Purvis et al., 2013) grew out of the success of a summer camp for
adopted and fostered children. The results of the camp indeed showed promising outcomes and
so the facilitators developed the Trust-Based Relational Intervention that has since been used
extensively across contexts including schools.

In contrast, the Trauma and Learning Policy Initiative (n.d.) was developed out of the
school expulsion crisis in Massachusetts in the 1990s and Professor Susan Cole’s concern when
working on a helpline about a pattern of violence and instability experienced by students being
excluded from schools. Cole and colleagues at the Massachusetts Advocates for Children
pioneered a vision along with recommendations for schools as warm, nurturing environments
where students were supported to have a sense of belonging and success. As another example,
Thoughtful Schools, an Australian program, was developed recently via a thematic analysis plus
a Delphi study where experts in the field provided recommended strategies for trauma-informed
education (Martin et al., 2021). In summary, the intention and goals of trauma-informed
education programs may appear similar. However, the content and application can be vastly
different in terms of the strategies programs provide educators.

This heterogeneity of conceptual and developmental underpinnings leads to complexities
for researchers looking to progress the evidence base for trauma-informed education, as well as
ambiguity for educators looking to implement trauma-informed approaches in the classroom. In
an earlier study to synthesise different approaches, Brunzell et al. (2016) conducted a systematic
review to capture the content of trauma-informed education programs. They identified 29 papers
published in the years between 1994 and 2015 and summarised that trauma-informed education
focused on two approaches: (1) increasing regulatory capacities and addressing dysregulated
stress response systems, and (2) increasing attachment-informed interactions formed through
strong teacher-student relationships. Brunzell et al. (2016) also advocated for the integration of
strengths-based approaches that focus on building upon students’ strengths and enhancing their
psychological capacities.

Mirroring the recommendations by Brunzell et al. (2016) to integrate both healing and
strengths-based approaches, is a focus on bottom-up and top-down behaviours within trauma-
informed education. Bottom-up or somatic behaviours are helpfully described as reflexive,
automatic behaviours driven by the body and the stress response (Delahooke, 2020). Top-down
behaviours describe when students’ thinking selves are in control and allow for intentionality and



planning (Siegel & Payne Bryson, 2011). Comprehensive trauma-informed education
frameworks address both students’ needs for bottom-up regulation and safety and their needs for
top-down learning and growth (Norrish & Brunzell, 2021).

Overall, while review studies capture the state of the evidence, they do not provide depth
of insight into what trauma-informed education entails. Driven by this gap, the purpose of this
study was to explore and analyse trauma-informed education programs with a focus on
classroom strategies. To create depth of exploration, this study drew on the qualitative research
method of reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 2022) to analyse the frameworks,
materials, and descriptions of numerous trauma-informed education programs.

Method

Reflexive thematic analysis was chosen as a method for generating patterns and meaning
from qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Leaders in the field, Braun and Clarke (2022)
explain that a strength of reflexive thematic analysis is its flexibility; while it is primarily used
with data from human participants (such as interviews and focus groups), it can be used in a
range of data sets. In this case, reflexive thematic analysis has been applied to explore the
resources, frameworks, and materials of a range of trauma-informed education programs.
Reflexive thematic analysis was also selected due to its inductive nature to explore emerging
phenomena or paradigms, wherein themes are generated from the data rather than identified from
previously-established frameworks or theories (Braun & Clarke, 2022).

Reflexive thematic analysis is a subjective and interpretive process and theme generation
is understood to occur at the intersection of the data and the researchers’ own subjective
experience, skills, prior training, and theoretical frameworks (Braun & Clarke, 2022). With this
in mind, it is important to acknowledge the biases in the development and interpretation of this
study’s findings from the study’s authors, both who are researchers and practitioners who have
been working within the field of trauma-informed education for more than 10 years, and are
among the co-authors of the Berry Street Education Model (Brunzell et al., 2015) a trauma-
informed, strengths-based approach to whole-school practice. Furthermore, the researchers of
this study acknowledge their biases towards strengths-based frames to trauma-informed
education and aim for culturally-responsive approaches to school-based change. While the
authors’ subjectivity is acknowledged as a resource to provide analytical insight, the method
calls for frequent dependability and confirmability checks throughout data analysis and
interpretative steps.

Inclusion Criteria

The initial stage of this research was to identify suitable programs for inclusion.
Programs were included if they focused on trauma-informed, trauma-aware, trauma-sensitive, or
trauma-responsive education. Programs focused on general mental health or social and emotional
learning were not included. To capture current evidence-informed and evidence-based programs,
trauma-informed interventions were included if they were evaluated or explored in the peer-
reviewed literature, referenced in recent literature reviews, had publicly retrievable evaluation
reports, or were seminal developments that have been widely referenced across the field. Articles



were included if they were published since 2015; this year was chosen to build upon Brunzell et
al.’s (2016) previous systematic review of themes evident in the trauma-informed education
literature. In some cases, recently developed programs were included if an extensive evaluation
project was underway and associated evaluation activities were already documented within the
literature. It is important to note that the evidence for trauma-informed education is in the
formative stages and requires more high-quality and longitudinal research studies. However, as
Howard et al. (2022) identify, the field of trauma-informed education is building quickly to meet
the pressing needs of schools, and if only peer-reviewed reports are viewed as credible sources,
advancements in innovation and integration may be missed in this emergent paradigm.

Trauma-informed programs were included if they were designed to support primary or
secondary school students. Trauma-informed practice in early childhood, preschool, or university
settings were deemed outside the scope of the current project. Similarly, programs were included
if they were delivered by a qualified teacher with their students as a universal, whole-class or
whole-school approach. Selective or treatment interventions that required screening for at-risk
students and were delivered by a psychologist or specialised mental health care professional
were not included. For example, programs delivered over numerous weeks by a mental health
professional including Bounce Back (Langley et al., 2015), Cognitive Behavioral Intervention
for Trauma in Schools (Jaycox et al., 2018), RAP Club (Mendelson et al., 2015), The Resilience
Classroom Curriculum (Ijadi-Maghsoodi et al., 2017), and Trauma-Focused Cognitive
Behavioral Therapy (Fitzgerald & Cohen, 2012) were not included because program guidelines
stipulated these could only be delivered by qualified mental health professionals, not teachers.
Trauma-informed programs designed for delivery after a natural disaster or humanitarian crisis
were considered for inclusion, however, only one of these programs (ERASE Stress; Berger et
al., 2016) met the previously established criteria (and was therefore included) as most of these
programs are not designed for delivery in the classroom by teachers. In summary, the current
study prioritised teacher-delivered strategies as a Tier 1, universal approach which did not
require specialist training beyond what the program itself contained.

Identification of Programs for Analysis

The primary method of identifying trauma-informed education programs was ancestry
searches; specifically, the reference lists of the twelve aforementioned literature reviews as well
as multiple conceptual papers were checked for suitable programs. This resulted in a list of over
200 potential articles on trauma-informed education published between the years 2015 and 2022.
The abstracts of these articles were assessed for suitability and, from this list, 49 potential
trauma-informed education programs were identified. From the list of 49 programs, 29 programs
were deemed to be outside the inclusion criteria due to being: treatment programs requiring
delivery by mental health professionals, interventions focused on mental health or social and
emotional learning which did not specifically reference trauma, or programs focused on early
childhood settings. The result was 20 programs deemed suitable for inclusion. Information on the
trauma-informed education programs included in the analysis, including their conceptual
frameworks and key references, is presented in Table 1.

Phases of Reflexive Thematic Analysis



Once the programs were identified, information on the content of the programs was
collated for the reflexive thematic analysis. Information on trauma-informed education programs
available in the public domain, including information on websites, program manuals, program
guidebooks, lesson plans, and research papers were reviewed and collated. Programs varied
significantly in terms of how much information was available in the public domain, from full
program manuals freely available to limited materials provided without participating in
specialised training. However, despite this variation, it was deemed that sufficient material was
available across the programs included to form a meaningful part of the analysis.

In preparation for data analysis, summaries, extracts, and examples from the 20 trauma-
informed programs were collated and used to create a core data set. Once the data set was
collated, the six phases of reflexive thematic analysis recommended by Braun and Clarke (2022)
were used to analyse the data and generate themes: familiarisation with the data, coding the data,
generating initial themes, reviewing and developing themes, refining and naming themes, and
writing the results. Importantly, Braun and Clarke (2022) refer to these as phases rather than
steps or stages as analysis is a flexible and iterative process, with continual movement back and
forward between different phases.

The first phase is familiarisation with the data. Here, the core data set formed the basis of
deep engagement with the data as it was read and reread numerous times. The researchers also
found themselves frequently going between this data set and the primary sources such as
websites and program manuals to gather more information or gain context. In the second phase
of analysis, codes were assigned to parts of the data identified as significant to the research
question. For example, codes included attending to students’ attachment needs, having
unconditional positive regard for students, being a relationship coach, and so on. Coding was
primarily conducted by the first author, with ongoing communication and consultation with the
second author to gain depth of insight and exploration. Once the entire data set was coded, the
codes were organised into preliminary themes and a thematic map was created (phase three). In
the above example, these three codes were organised together as focused on students’ attachment
needs and teacher-student relationships. In phase four, clusters of codes represented on the
thematic map were reviewed, discussed between the researchers, and further developed with the
focus on creating an overall narrative that meaningfully represented the research topic. Phase
five involved the refining and defining of themes as well as generating names that reflected each
theme. In the example provided here, the cluster of codes was named ‘relational and attachment
needs.” In phase six, theme summaries were written with attention to selecting compelling
examples from across the data set to represent the scope of each theme.

Results

The purpose of this research was to explore topics covered by trauma-informed education
programs with a focus on classroom strategies. The topics covered by the 20 trauma-informed
education programs were identified as meeting the needs of students in nine interconnected areas
and organised around bottom-up and top-down capacities. Within bottom-up capacities, students’
safety needs, self-regulatory needs, sensory needs, and relational and attachment needs were
identified. Within top-down capacities, students’ social and emotional learning needs, academic



and learning needs, voice and empowerment needs, strengths needs, and cultural needs were
noted. The study’s nine themes are summarised in Table 2.

Program Summary Conceptual Framework References
Attachment, Regulation ARC was developed for ARC has three core Attachment, Regulation,
and Competency Model children and adolescents ~ domains: and Competency
(ARC). Also referred to who have experienced Framework (n.d.);
as Trauma-Informed complex trauma. It has Attachment:

Elementary Schools
(TIES) when used in
school settings.

Berry Street Education
Model (BSEM), a trauma-
informed, positive
education approach.

Collaborative Learning
for Educational
Achievement and
Resilience (CLEAR).

been applied in a range of
school, community, and
residential settings both
within the USA and
internationally.

BSEM focuses on
strengths-based, trauma-
informed classroom
strategies for supporting
student healing, growth,
and academic learning.

CLEAR is a trauma-
informed three or four-
year systems change
process targeting

strengthening relational
supports around the child.

Regulation: enhancing
students’ capacity in
understanding and
regulating their
physiological states and
internal experiences.

Competency: building
students’ resiliency and
competencies.

BSEM has five domains:

Body: increasing
students’ capacity for
physical and emotional
regulation.

Relationship: nurturing
healing through strong
attachments at school.

Stamina: creating a
culture of high
expectations and
academic persistence.

Engagement: motivating
students with strategies
that increase their
willingness to learn.

Character: nurturing
values and character
strengths to create
pathways for growth.

CLEAR incorporates
trauma-informed systems
change theory with the
ARC framework of

Kinniburgh et al., (2005);
Rishel et al., (2019).

Brunzell et al. (2015);
Brunzell et al. (2016);
Stokes and Brunzell
(2019).

Blodgett and Dorado
(2016); Collaborative
Learning for Educational




Culturally-Informed
Sanctuary Model
(CISM)/Sanctuary Model.

Enhancing Resiliency
Amongst Students
Experiencing Stress
(ERASE Stress).

classroom practice, school
culture, and policies.

CISM is a culturally-
responsive adaptation of
the Sanctuary Model of
trauma-informed practice.

ERASE Stress is designed
as a series of 90-minute
sessions suitable for
application in the
classroom and comes in
12 and 16-week versions.

attachment, regulation,
and competency.

CISM includes six
underpinning principles:

Adopt a social-emotional
lens.

Know the students;
develop cultural
responsiveness.

Reorient discipline from
punishment to
opportunities to teach
desired behaviour.

Resist criminalising
behaviour.

Maintain an inclusive and
nurturing work
environment.

Address culture in the
school.

Some examples of the
ERASE Stress topics

include:

Strengthening your
personal resources.

Becoming aware of your
body.

Knowing your feelings.
Combating fears.

Dealing with anger and
rage.

Coping with grief and
loss.

Building a social shield.

Seeking a better future.

Achievement and
Resilience (n.d.).

Blitz et al. (2016; 2020);
Bloom (1995).

Berger et al. (2016)




Healthy Environments
and Response to Trauma
in Schools (HEARTS).

Heart of Learning and
Teaching (HLT).

Missouri Model for
Trauma-Informed
Schools.

HEARTS aims to create
safe and supportive
trauma-informed school
environments that nurture
wellbeing, engagement,
learning, and resilience
for all members of the
school community.

Based on ecological and
attachment theories, HLT
focuses on multiple levels
of school systems,
including professional
development for staff,
staff self-care, curriculum
strategies and resources,
and school-community
partnerships.

The Missouri Model is a
developmental process
supporting schools to
move from trauma aware
to trauma-informed with
the goal of understanding
and addressing trauma at
all levels of the
organisation.

HEARTS has six trauma-
informed principles:

Understanding stress and
trauma.

Cultural humility and
equity.

Safety and predictability.

Compassion and
dependable relationships.

Empowerment and
collaboration.

Resilience and social and
emotional learning.

The six principles of HLT ~ Wolpow et al. (2016).

are:

Always empower, never
disempower.

Provide unconditional
positive regard.

Maintain high
expectations.

Check assumptions,
observe and question.

Be a relationship coach.

Provide opportunities for
helpful participation.

The Missouri Model has
five key principles:

Safety: ensure physical
and emotional safety.

Trustworthiness: foster
genuine relationships.

Choice: maximise choice
and address how privilege
and power impact
decision-making.

Dorado et al. (2016).
HEARTS (2022).

Missouri Department of
Elementary and
Secondary Education



National Child Traumatic
Stress Network (NCTSN).

Neurosequential Model of
Education (NME).

New Haven Trauma
Coalition (NHTC).

The NCTSN is a
professional network
across the USA and is
focused on supporting
children and families who
have experienced trauma.
It includes an extensive
range of services and
resources including a
framework for trauma-
informed schools.

The NME is a
neurodevelopmentally-
informed, biologically
respectful approach to
addressing childhood
trauma.

NHTC is a core logic

Collaboration: nurture
collaboration and
prioritise shared decision-
making.

Empowerment:

encourage self-efficacy
and building strengths and
skills.

NCTSN’s trauma-
informed schools’
framework is organised
around four Rs:

Realising the impact of
trauma and pathways to
recovery.

Recognising the signs and
symptoms of trauma and
stress.

Responding and
integrating trauma-
informed principles into
all levels of schools.

Resisting the re-
traumatisation of trauma-
impacted individuals.

NME aims to bring six Rs
to the classroom:

Relational (safe).
Relevant
(developmentally
matched).

Repetitive (patterned).

Rewarding (pleasurable).

Rhythmic (resonate with
biology).

Respectful (of the child,
family, and culture).

The four NHTC service

model with the mission of domains are:

reversing the negative

National Child Traumatic
Stress Network (2017a).

Perry (n.d.).

Perry and Daniels (2016).




Reframing Learning and
Teaching Environments
(ReLATE).

Supportive Trauma
Interventions for
Educators (STRIVE).

impact of trauma and
adversity on families and
children.

ReLATE, developed by
the MacKillop Institute,
supports school systems
to create the conditions
for improved teaching,
learning, and wellbeing.

STRIVE is a collaborative
partnership between
Boston Medical Center
Child Witness to Violence
Project, Boston Public
Schools, and the Vital
Village Network.

STRIVE uses an
evidence-based trauma-
informed model to
enhance the quality of
teacher-student
relationships and improve
student success.

Professional development.

Care coordination.

Coalition network
and infrastructure.

Assessment, screening,
and intervention for at-
risk students.

ReLATE has four
foundational concepts:

Safety.

A counter-stress school
environment.

Enhanced teaching and
learning.

Sustainable whole-school
cultural change.

STRIVE includes the
following area of focus:

Building the capacity
of teachers to support
students by
enhancing their
understanding of
trauma.

Promoting trauma
understanding and
social-emotional
awareness of
caregivers and
parents.

Mobilising
community-based
resources and
creating a
comprehensive
network of services
for children and
families.

Avery et al. (2021);
MacKillop Insitute (n.d.).

McConnico et al. (2016);
Vital Village (n.d.).




The Thoughtful Schools
Program.

Trauma and Learning
Policy Initiative (TLPI).

Trauma-Informed
Approach (TIA).

The Thoughtful Schools
Program, developed at the
University of Western
Australia, is a toolkit for
schools to become
adversity and trauma-
informed.

The TLPIis a
collaboration between
Massachusetts Advocates
for Children and Harvard
Law School with the
mission of ensuring
children affected by
family violence and
adversity succeed in
school.

The TIA is a case study of
a trauma-informed
approach in a school
focusing on the creation
of a safe, supportive
community and caring
relationships.

Thoughtful Schools has
four overarching
principles:

Student-focused: the
school prioritises the
needs of students.

Understanding and
responsive: the school is
culturally, socially and
emotionally responsive.

Models compassion and
empathy: the school
honours compassion,
empathy, caring and
generosity.

Ethos incorporates First
Nation’s Peoples: the
school incorporates the
culture and experiences of
the traditional custodians
of the land.

The TLPI has a flexible
framework with six
domains:

Leadership.
Professional development.

Access to resources and
services.

Academic and non-
academic strategies.

Policies and protocols.

Collaboration with
families.

The TIA is described as
having five components:

School-wide
relationships.

Structure and stability.

Martin et al. (2021);
Thoughtful Schools
Program (n.d.).

Atallah et al. (2019);

etal. (2005).

Giboney Wall (2021
2022).

>




Trauma Smart (also
known as Head Start
Trauma Smart).

Trust-Based Relational
Intervention (TBRI).

Trauma Responsive

School Project (TRSP).

Developed at the
Crittenton Children's
Center, Trauma Smart is
aimed at children aged 0
to 12.

Trauma Smart focuses on
building a trauma-
informed community with
the skills to help children
affected by trauma to
succeed in life and school.

TBRI grew out of a
summer camp in 1999 for
adopted children and is an
attachment-based, trauma-
informed intervention
designed for meeting the
complex needs of children
who have experienced
adversity. It is suitable for
use in a range of settings
including schools.

The TRSP is a three-
phase process for
delivering trauma-
informed training,
support, and coaching
across a school
community.

Shared control.

Self-regulation.

Social-emotional learning.

Trauma Smart integrates
the ARC concepts of
attachment, regulation,
and competency within a
trauma-informed
organisational culture
change model.

TBRI comprises three
principles:

Empowerment: attention
to physical needs.

Connection: attention to
attachment needs.

Correction: attention to
behavioural needs.

TRSP focuses on three
levels:

Strategies focused on
creating a positive school
community and building
social and emotional
wellbeing across the
school.

Strategies supporting
students’ emotional
regulation in the
classroom.

Strategies supporting
students with complex
needs in counselling
settings.

Orapallo et al. (2021);
Trauma Smart (n.d.).

Purvis et al. (2013);
Karyn Purvis Institute of
Child Development (n.d.).

King and Scheidegger
(2018).




Trauma-Sensitive The Trauma-Sensitive Trauma-Sensitive Schools  Guarino and Chagnon

Schools. Schools framework was focus on three (2018); National Centre
developed by the National components: on Safe Supportive
Centre on Safe Supportive Learning Environment
Learning Environments Understanding trauma and ~ (n.d.).
and aims to provide a its impact.

roadmap for
understanding trauma and
promoting resilience
across the school
community.

Building trauma-sensitive
schools.

Leading trauma-sensitive
schools.

Table 1: Trauma-informed education programs

Bottom-up capacities Top-down capacities
Safety needs Social and emotional learning needs
Self-regulatory needs Academic and learning needs
Sensory needs Voice and empowerment needs
Relational and attachment needs Strengths needs
Cultural needs

Table 2: Classroom strategies representing student bottom-up and top-down capacities

Bottom-up Capacities
Safety Needs

The themes organised under the umbrella category of bottom-up capacities focused on
ensuring students feel safe and regulated in their bodies. Across all of the trauma-informed
education programs reviewed, there was a consistent focus on meeting students’ needs for
physical, emotional, cultural, and relational safety. Safety is integral to trauma-informed
education as students who have experienced early trauma, stress, and adversity may experience
the world as an unpredictable and unstable place (National Child Traumatic Stress Network,
2017a). From a trauma-informed perspective, it is understood that experiencing a sense of trust
and safety is inherently healing for children and young people. Furthermore, safety is also
integral to learning and relationships; it is difficult for students to learn or connect with others
when they are in a highly stressed state. Importantly, when discussing the Trust-Based Relational
Intervention, Purvis et al. (2013) make the distinction between children being safe and feeling
safe. That is, it is important for educators to be mindful that children who have experienced
trauma and adversity may feel a sense of danger and threat even when they are in safe
environments at school.

A focus on safety was evident across all of the programs reviewed, however, the
classroom strategies for meeting students’ safety needs were varied. Giboney Wall (2022)
explains that structure and stability at school are invaluable and may be especially important for
students who may experience unstructured, chaotic, or unstable environments at home. ReLATE
prioritises safety as a foundational concept (MacKillop Institute, n.d.). Children feel safe when



they have the internal and external resources to cope with stressors and challenges (MacKillop
Institute, n.d.). Numerous programs focused on building safety by ensuring classrooms are places
of predictability and consistency (Giboney Wall, 2022; Purvis et al., 2013). Clear expectations
and consistent boundaries were another important consideration when meeting students’ needs
for safety (Wolpow et al., 2016).

Another strong focus across trauma-informed education approaches is ensuring children
feel safe during transitions, including attending to safety during the smaller transitions in each
school day as well as larger transitions such as between year levels or from primary to secondary
settings (Cole et al., 2005; Purvis et al., 2013). Other programs explicitly focused on triggers
where educators identify different situations or stimuli that activate an escalated stress response
in students and create plans for minimising exposure to triggers or responding with care and
empathy if students do become dysregulated (Rishel et al., 2019; Wolpow et al., 2016).

Another consideration when supporting students’ need for safety is ensuring schools or
classrooms do not traumatise or retraumatise students (National Child Traumatic Stress Network,
2017a). Here, it is recognised that bullying, shame or humiliation, and punitive or exclusionary
discipline approaches may have ongoing adverse impacts on students. Similarly, classroom or
school environments that are chaotic, unpredictable, or overwhelming may exacerbate students’
trauma symptoms. The Missouri Model espouses the importance of considering students’
intersectional cultural, gender, racial, and religious identities when considering issues of student
emotional and physical safety (Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education,
2019). This focus exemplifies that some cohorts of students may be at greater risk of feeling
unsafe at school and that safety is not only physical, but also cultural, psychological, social, and
ethical.

Self-Regulatory Needs

Meeting students’ needs of the body and building their self-regulatory capacities was a
consistent focus across the trauma-informed education programs reviewed. Several programs
highlighted the importance of ensuring students’ basic physical needs were met, including the
need for nutrition, physical activity, and sunlight (Martin et al., 2021; Purvis et al., 2013).
Inherent in this approach is empathy for how difficult it may be for students to thrive at school
when they are hungry, tired, or in need of a break for physical movement. As an example,
Giboney Wall (2021) recommends strategies for meeting students’ physical needs such as having
emergency snacks in the classroom, allowing naps as needed, and allowing students to take
walks in the fresh air.

Trauma-informed approaches recognise that students who have experienced trauma and
adversity may have dysregulated stress response systems (Perry, n.d.). Exemplifying this, the
Attachment, Regulation, and Competency domain of regulation (also referred to as self-
regulation) focuses on building students’ capacities in identifying, accepting, and managing their
internal experiences and physiological states (Rishel et al., 2019). Several trauma-informed
programs focus on providing students with psychoeducation on stress and equipping them with
strategies for managing their stress responses. For example, in the New Haven Trauma Coalition
(Perry & Daniels, 2016), students completed a workshop series providing strategies for
recognising stress in themselves and others as well as coping and relaxation skills. Other trauma-
informed education programs have mindfulness as an underpinning conceptual framework and
pathway for calming the stress response in times of escalation or distress. For example, the
Trauma Responsive School Project (King & Scheidegger, 2018) integrates mindfulness in



classrooms and across the school community with specific strategies including yoga, drumming,
meditation, music-rhythmic activities, breathing exercises, imagery and accessing mindfulness
tools and supports.

Sensory Needs

Many trauma-informed education programs focus on supporting students’ sensory needs
and integration. A common theme across these programs is a shift in awareness as teachers move
from punishing a student for meeting their sensory needs in ways perceived as unhelpful or
disruptive, to facilitating and encouraging regular opportunities for sensory-integration
experiences. For example, rather than reprimanding a student who is struggling to sit still, the
teacher may provide sensory supports (e.g., allowing them to have a fidget tool in their hand as
they learn) or schedule regular opportunities to move, often called brain breaks in classrooms;
(Brunzell & Norrish, 2021). McConnico et al. (2016) describe a STRIVE classroom toolkit that
includes a range of somatosensory supports (i.e., strategies and tools to enhance integrated
sensory stimuli processing) including weighted lap pads, calming scents, low-pitched white
noise, noise-cancelling headphones, therapeutic putty, and kinetic sand. Weighted items such as
weighted blankets, vests, and toys can be used to provide students who are experiencing stress,
anxiety or distress with deep pressure that helps to calm and soothe them (Karyn Purvis Institute
of Child Development, 2015). Another classroom strategy is offering calm corners, regulation
spaces, or ‘zen dens’ wherein students who are feeling dysregulated can go to receive soothing
sensory input and the time and space to self-regulate in nurturing and non-punitive ways (King &
Scheidegger, 2018; Wolpow et al., 2016).

Relational and Attachment Needs

Nurturing relationships and secure attachments play an essential role in meeting the needs
of children and young people who have experienced trauma, and this priority was evident across
all programs included in the reflexive thematic analysis. Inherent in trauma-informed approaches
is the recognition that students who have experienced early trauma and adversity may have
unmet relational needs and disrupted attachments. As such, educators have a unique opportunity
to provide students with consistent and nurturing interactions as well as role modelling care,
consistency, and healthy relational interactions (Perry, n.d.; Purvis et al., 2013). The importance
of nurturing attachments to healing is given priority in Trauma-Sensitive Schools that “healing
happens in relationships” (National Centre on Safe Supportive Learning Environments, n.d., p.
2). Further, an overarching philosophy of the Heart of Learning and Teaching is for teachers to
“maintain healthy boundaries with compassion” (Wolpow et al., 2016, p. 71). That is, to support
students with firm and consistent expectations as well as warmth and kindness.

Across the programs reviewed, strategies for meeting students’ relational and attachment
needs were varied. The Trust-Based Relational Intervention has a focus on educators’
observational awareness as a pathway to healing relationships. That is, teachers are supported to
recognise the early signs of stress and anxiety in students and respond to students in ways that
are soothing, regulatory, and tailored to the student’s current state (Purvis et al., 2013). The
Berry Street Education Model has a strong focus on co-regulation or helping students to de-
escalate through maintaining a safe and nurturing adult presence (Brunzell et al., 2015). The
Berry Street Education Model and the Heart of Learning and Teaching also focus on



unconditional positive regard for students and advocate for showing genuine respect for students
as well as empathising with their unique needs and experiences (Brunzell et al., 2015; Wolpow et
al., 2016).

Top-down Capacities
Social and Emotional Learning Needs

The remainder of the themes identified focus on students’ top-down regulatory capacities
that require access to intentional thought and planning for learning. As an overarching theme,
top-down regulation requires a well-regulated ‘thinking-self” wherein one can listen, learn, and
act in an integrated way. For top-down strategies to work for students, they must have a strong
foundation of ‘bottom-up’ regulation within their own bodies and de-escalation of elevated stress
responses when learning. For example, many programs integrate social and emotional learning
capacities within their trauma-informed approaches which require students to understand and
utilise higher-order thinking and reflection capabilities. Social and emotional learning is defined
as helping students to develop healthy and positive self-identities, regulate emotions, pursue
meaningful goals, cultivate empathy for others, build supportive relationships, and make
responsible and caring decisions (Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning,
2020). For example, the Heart of Learning and Teaching (Wolpow et al., 2016) has the domain
of improving behavioural and emotional self-regulation and uses storytelling and role-modelling
to help students develop a vocabulary of feelings where they can learn to recognise and name
emotions. Similarly, Giboney Wall (2021) emphasises the power of teaching students to name
their emotions, identify their bodily responses (such as increased heart rate), and understand the
connection between external events and habitual responses.

Academic and Learning Needs

Numerous programs focused on psychoeducation aimed at empowering educators with a
greater understanding of the impact of trauma on learning and cognitive development. Wolpow
et al. (2016, p. 3) use the analogy of trying to learn while in a state of internal dysregulation with
“trying to play chess in a hurricane.” That is, it can be difficult for students to have the
attentional or memory capacities to focus on their learning when they are escalated, dysregulated
or not feeling safe in their environments. Consistent with the importance of meeting students’
learning needs, ReLATE has “enhanced teaching and learning” as a foundational concept (Avery
et al. 2021, p. 772).

While many programs emphasised the importance of learning, few programs deliberately
focused on trauma-informed strategies for instructional delivery or provided strategies for the
pedagogical aims of teachers. In some examples, Cole et al. (2005) recommended identifying
students’ areas of competence, both in academic and non-academic areas, as pathways to
viewing children holistically and supporting their wellbeing and learning. The Berry Street
Education Model has a consistent focus on students’ learning needs, with the domains of stamina
and engagement explicitly providing strategies to enhance students’ on-task academic learning
skills and pedagogical practice suggestions to structure lesson delivery of academic content
(Brunzell et al., 2015). In stamina, there is a focus on empowering students to persist towards
academic goals through cultivating growth mindsets and resilient thinking and by building on



incremental success each day. Specific tools include visible stamina graphs (which students
complete and reflect upon themselves for forward goal setting) that track students’ capacity to
remain on task in the classroom. The focus of engagement is cultivating students’ interest and
absorption in their learning through understanding motivation, flow, interest and the role of
positive emotions when structuring lessons.

Voice and Empowerment Needs

Notable across programs was a focus on empowering children and young people by
facilitating opportunities for student agency and voice. This focus on voice and empowerment
recognises trauma, stress, and adversity can lead to a loss of control and feelings of hopelessness
and powerlessness for children and young people. For example, the Missouri Model recommends
children and young people of all ages are given developmentally-appropriate and meaningful
leadership opportunities and are included in all levels of decision-making within the classroom
and school (Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2019). Similarly, the
Thoughtful Schools Program advocates for specific strategies for incorporating student voice
into planning and goal setting, including regular focus groups with students and including
students on school councils (Martin et al., 2021).

Strengths Needs

Some trauma-informed education programs recognise students need explicit opportunities
to identify and develop their strengths-based capacities. For example, the Attachment,
Regulation and Competency framework emphasises the importance of students developing their
strengths and becoming empowered, resilient, and future-orientated once meeting safety needs
(Attachment, Regulation, and Competency Framework, n.d.). Similarly, the Missouri Model has
building strengths as a key pathway within their empowerment principle (Missouri Department
of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2019). The Trauma-Sensitive Schools program
recommends a focus on student and family strengths when conducting assessments of students
(National Centre of Safe and Supportive Schools, n.d.). Similarly, the Berry Street Education
Model recommends building students’ psychological resources through embedding positive
psychology and positive education strategies with special emphasis on the character strengths of
hope and gratitude (Brunzell et al., 2015). The Thoughtful Schools Program has compassion and
empathy as priorities and focuses on providing students with opportunities for altruism and
community service (Martin et al., 2021). Taken together, a consistent theme is that trauma-
informed education involves more than addressing dysfunction and also includes building
students’ unique strengths and fostering hope for the future.

Cultural Needs

While not evident in all programs, some trauma-informed education programs focus on
meeting students’ cultural needs through culturally-aware and culturally-responsive pedagogies
(see for example King & Scheidegger, 2018). Through this lens, students’ own culture,
experiences, and intersectional connections are positioned as strengths in their identity
formation, contributions and belonging within school communities. Integral to a trauma-



informed approach is the recognition that schools bring together students and families of diverse
cultural backgrounds. Furthermore, cultural safety is essential to students’ experiences of safety
and belonging at school.

With the importance of culture in mind, some trauma-informed education programs
identify that children and young people must have their culture positively recognised, respected,
and viewed as a significant strength they have within their life at school. Beyond tokenistic
mention (i.e., simply mentioning a culture’s foods or flag) the National Child Traumatic Stress
Network (2017b) has a guidebook called, Addressing Race and Trauma in the Classroom, which
encourages educators to enact a range of strategies including learning about the historical impact
of racism, colonisation and historical traumas, creating safe and brave environments for
addressing cultural or racial concerns, modelling and supporting authenticity when exploring
racial and culture topics, recognising the impact of history and systemic racism, and creating
opportunities for cultural safety, healing and leadership within the school community.

Both HEARTS (Dorado et al., 2016) and the Trauma Responsive Schools Project (King
& Scheidegger, 2018) advocate for cultural humility when meeting the needs of all students
within school communities. Cultural humility is maintaining an other-oriented personal stance
and having a strong focus on personal reflection and growth. Furthermore, HEARTS (2022) has
an explicit focus on reducing well-acknowledged racial disparities related to punitive approaches
at school such as office referrals, suspensions, and expulsion. Also exemplifying a focus on
students’ cultural needs, the Thoughtful Schools Program encourages staff to reflect upon their
own socio-cultural identities and the intersection of their own culture with that of their students
(Martin et al., 2021).

Another important aspect of meeting students’ cultural needs is the respectful inclusion of
First Nations cultures represented locally within the school community. A principle of the
Thoughtful Schools Program is that the culture and history of First Nations peoples are
incorporated into the school’s ethos, with specific strategies such as encouraging First Nations’
ways of being and doing into the curriculum and engaging with Elders and communities in
respectful and meaningful partnerships towards healing and cultural change (Martin et al., 2021).
In another example of the power of culture, ERASE Stress was adapted to the specific New
Zealand context (Berger et al., 2016). For example, mental health clinicians of Maori and Pacific
Islander descent were engaged to ensure the program materials, goals, content, examples, and
language were culturally sensitive and respectful; and the ERASE Stress program was enriched
via the use of cultural storytelling, rituals, art, and metaphors.

Discussion

Across the emerging literature, trauma-informed education recognises the significant and
lasting impact early adversity has on child development, as well as the unique opportunity
schools have to address and mitigate the impact of trauma across the life course. While there
have been numerous literature and systemic reviews published recently (e.g., Avery et al., 2020;
Bagneris et al., 2021), these reviews highlight great heterogeneity in the field and a lack of
consensus as to what trauma-informed education entails. With this in mind, the purpose of this
study was to synthesise trauma-informed education programs with a focus on classroom
strategies.



Trauma-Informed Classroom Strategies

The focus of this study was the strategy content of trauma-informed education programs,
focusing on classroom application. Themes were organised around supporting students in nine
interconnected areas and organised around the overarching themes of meeting students’ bottom-
up (self-regulatory) needs and top-down (thinking) needs. Trauma-informed education programs
focused on ensuring children feel safe in the classroom and supported through transitions
inherent in life at school. Many trauma-informed education programs prioritised students’ unmet
needs of the body by providing psychoeducation about the stress response and integrating
mindfulness strategies into the classroom. Similarly, students’ sensory needs were evident across
programs with many strategies focusing on providing students with soothing sensory input and
somatosensory supports. Ubiquitous across programs was a focus on meeting students’ relational
and attachment needs and supporting students with firm yet warm student-teacher connections.

Trauma-informed education programs also focused on top-down strategies. Many
programs focused on students’ social and emotional learning. Given the convincing evidence that
social and emotional capacities are important for all children (Goldberg et al., 2019), this focus
on building students’ emotional regulatory skills is promising. However, the findings caution
educators to ensure that for effective social and emotional learning to occur, students must be
centred and de-escalated from the bottom-up within their own regulated bodies. Furthermore,
while social and emotional learning is foundational for all students, it is especially important to
recall that early adversity and trauma can thwart the healthy development of social, emotional,
and cognitive skills and impede the ability to reflect and apply social-emotional skills. This can
then compound trauma’s negative effects. Osher et al. (2021) caution that without greater
consideration of how trauma-informed education and social and emotional learning intersect,
efforts to promote both can become fragmented, confusing, or even competing. Overall, the
integration of social and emotional learning and trauma-informed education is a priority for
future growth.

Notably, a new finding of this study’s analysis is that few of the trauma-informed
education programs focused explicitly on children’s academic and learning needs. This is
noteworthy given that trauma has well-established impacts on cognitive functioning and
academic achievement (Young-Southward et al., 2020). Despite its importance, it appears that
scant attention is deliberately focused on instructional practices (i.e., designing lesson plans,
delivery of academic content and deliberate promotion to achieve learning standards) as a
priority aim for trauma-informed educational approaches. Nor is there ubiquitous reference to
how trauma-informed pedagogies directly inform the design of teaching and learning academic
content. Therefore, to truly mitigate the impact of trauma on students’ academic trajectories,
trauma-informed approaches must go deeper and provide specific, integrated instructional
practices for helping students who may have a history of academic struggle to experience success
in the classroom. Furthermore, integrating trauma-informed practices within a teacher’s core
responsibility for pedagogical design and delivery is imperative when galvanising educators to
focus on what they are traditionally trained to do within their own qualification pathways
towards academic assessment, planning, delivery, and intervention.

Respecting and encouraging students’ voice and decision-making capabilities further
builds students’ top-down regulatory capacities. This focus is encouraging given that many
children who have experienced early adversity may experience a sense of powerlessness and
may benefit from explicit strategies focused on building their agency and sense of empowerment.



Similarly, several programs focused explicitly on nurturing students’ strengths and cultivating
pathways to growth. As trauma-informed education has traditionally focused on meeting unmet
needs, healing students’ self-regulatory capacities, and nurturing supportive attachments
(Brunzell et al., 2016) it is encouraging to see a greater emphasis placed on building students’
strengths and psychological resources. Restated, trauma-informed education must not omit a
focus on strengths, both pre-existing within all students and the strengths they can build upon
with the support of their teachers.

While not evident across all programs, several programs recognised the importance of
culture by ensuring students’ cultural backgrounds are viewed as strengths within their classroom
and school communities (Blitz et al., 2020). This shift is encouraging and places cultural respect,
inclusion, and safety at the heart of trauma-informed approaches. Trauma-informed programs are
enhanced through a culturally-informed pedagogy that highlights history, language, stories, and
traditions (Berger et al., 2016; Martin et al., 2021). It is also important to mitigate the risk of
schools exacerbating students’ trauma through curriculum that is not culturally responsive or
disciplinary strategies that disadvantage students of some cultural or racial backgrounds (Blitz et
al., 2016; Joseph et al., 2020). Furthermore, encouraging teachers to reflect on their own culture,
intersectionality, and inherent biases, while embodying a mindset of cultural humility is a valued
pathway towards ensuring cultural safety and respect at school (King & Scheidegger, 2018).

Recommendations for Future Research and Practice

Several recommendations for future practice are noted. As summarised above, the field
would benefit from a greater focus on how trauma-informed practices can be integrated within
instructional delivery and the integration of what is now known around trauma-informed
education with teacher practice within instructional design, engagement with academic content,
and assisting students to meet performance standards. Teachers may have even greater
engagement with trauma-informed education implementation efforts towards whole-school
consistency in their own campuses if they can be shown that such programs provide deliberate
strategies for on-task engagement with learning.

Trauma-informed education requires specific development to meet the unique needs of
students. In addition to the aforementioned priorities of culturally-responsive pedagogy which
must continue as a focus for the field, future research and practice may also consider how
trauma-informed education can be tailored to meet the needs of LGBTQIA+ students, who may
be at risk of traumatisation or retraumatisation within school communities (Williams et al.,
2021). Similarly, there is increasing recognition of the importance of neurodiversity-affirming
practice in education to meet the needs of students with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder,
autism, dyslexia or other special education needs (Rentenbach et al., 2017). However, thus far
the intersection between trauma-informed education and neurodiversity-atfirming education is
not well understood and is an emerging area of investigation. As such, a priority for future
research and practice is to integrate these invaluable but largely disparate fields of inquiry so the
needs of all students are better understood in the classroom. Finally, there is a pressing need to
explicitly address the needs of students contending with adverse childhood experiences when
simultaneously requiring disability and inclusion strategies for learning. While it was beyond the
scope of this study to explore trauma-informed education practice and disability (see for example
Sansone et al., 2005), there is now a glaring omission of existing trauma-informed education
programs to provide targeted guidance to support these students who may benefit from



individualised, tailored supports. The growing field of trauma-informed education will do well to
build both the practices and evidence of impact to support students who are learning both in
mainstream and specialist inclusion classrooms.

Limitations

This study used an innovative approach of drawing upon qualitative research methods to
gain a depth of insight into current trauma-informed education frameworks. As reflective
thematic analysis is a subjective process, the interpretation of the results is informed by the
researchers’ experience, beliefs, and preferred frameworks (Braun & Clarke, 2022). As such, it is
important to acknowledge potential biases in the selection of programs included or in the
identification of codes and themes that may influence the results and interpretation.

This study was limited to information available on trauma-informed education programs
available in the public domain (e.g., academic databases, retrievable through websites and the
like). As such, programs may have covered topics or areas in more depth than was available in
the public domain for their own enrolled participants. However, this study’s authors placed
special priority on inclusion for programs that have diligently and publicly made available their
research and evaluation activities for external validation as a significant threshold indicating
program maturity and externally recognised contribution to the emergent paradigm of trauma-
informed education.

Conclusions

The field of trauma-informed education is at a nexus. There is significant momentum in
terms of recognising the importance of meeting the needs of all students in the classroom,
including those who have experienced early stress and adversity. However, this imperative has
resulted in a disparate and heterogenous field of practice with many different frameworks and
approaches applied. While numerous literature and systematic reviews have been recently
published, these studies focus on the state of the research evidence leaving questions about the
content of trauma-informed educational approaches unanswered, particularly considering
academic review of evidence of impact for trauma-informed education approaches. Motivated by
this gap, the purpose of this research was to synthesise themes and commonalities across trauma-
informed education programs by drawing from qualitative research methods that provide depth
of exploration. Taken together, trauma-informed education programs focus on meeting students’
bottom-up (safety, self-regulatory, sensory, relational and attachment) and top-down (social and
emotional learning, academic and learning, voice, strengths, and cultural) needs in the classroom.
Future research and practice must continue to cross silos of research and practice to meet the
needs of all students in the classroom.
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