
The Trauma 

Informed Classroom
CREATING A SAFE SPACE IN AN UNSAFE WORLD



Defining Trauma

 Trauma is an emotional response to a terrible event like an 

accident, or natural disaster. Immediately after the event, 

shock and denial are typical. Longer term reactions include 

unpredictable emotions, flashbacks, strained relationships and 

even physical symptoms like headaches or nausea.

 American Psychiatric Association



Big T vs little t 

trauma
ANY DISTRESSING EVENT THAT FALLS BEYOND THE SCOPE OF NORMAL HUMAN 

EXPERIENCE CAN BE CONSIDERED TRAUMATIC. INDIVIDUALS WHO HAVE 
EXPERIENCED TRAUMA ARE AT A MUCH HIGHER RISK OF DEVELOPING MENTAL 

HEALTH DIFFICULTIES, SO IT IS IMPORTANT TO UNDERSTAND THE OVERALL 
HEALTH IMPLICATIONS.



What Is Trauma?

 Trauma is the experience of severe psychological distress following 

any terrible or life-threatening event. 

 Sufferers may develop emotional disturbances such as extreme 
anxiety , anger, sadness, survivor’s guilt or PTSD. 

 They may experience ongoing problems with sleep or physical pain, 

encounter turbulence in their personal and professional 

relationships, and feel a diminished sense of self-worth due to the 

overwhelming amount of stress.

 (Psychology Today)



Little “t” Trauma Chris Clancy

Little “t” traumas are highly distressing events that affect individuals on a 
personal level but don’t fall into the big “T” category. 

Examples of little “t” trauma include
non-life-threatening injuries, 

emotional abuse,
death of a pet, 

bullying or harassment, and
loss of significant relationships. 

People have unique capacities to handle stress, (resilience), which 
impacts their ability to cope with trauma. What is highly distressing to one 
person may not cause the same emotional response in someone else, so 
the key to understanding little “t” trauma is to examine how it affects the 
individual rather than focusing on the event itself.



ACEs quiz – score 1 for each yes
1. Did a parent or other adult in the household often or very often… Swear at you, insult you, put you down, 

or humiliate you? or Act in a way that made you afraid that you might be physically hurt?

2. Did a parent or other adult in the household often or very often… Push, grab, slap, or throw something at 
you? or Ever hit you so hard that you had marks or were injured?

3. Did an adult or person at least 5 years older than you ever… Touch or fondle you or have you touch their 
body in a sexual way? or Attempt or actually have oral, anal, or vaginal intercourse with you?

4. Did you often or very often feel that … No one in your family loved you or thought you were important or 
special? or Your family didn’t look out for each other, feel close to each other, or support each other?

5. Did you often or very often feel that … You didn’t have enough to eat, had to wear dirty clothes, and 
had no one to protect you? or Your parents were too drunk or high to take care of you or take you to the 
doctor if you needed it?

6. Were your parents ever separated or divorced?

7. Was your mother or stepmother:
Often or very often pushed, grabbed, slapped, or had something thrown at her? or Sometimes, often, or 
very often kicked, bitten, hit with a fist, or hit with something hard? or Ever repeatedly hit over at least a 
few minutes or threatened with a gun or knife?

8. Did you live with anyone who was a problem drinker or alcoholic, or who used street drugs?

9. Was a household member depressed or mentally ill, or did a household member attempt suicide?

10. Did a household member go to prison?

An ACES score of >4 indicates a child at risk 



Traumatic 

Stress
AND THE NERVOUS SYSTEM 



Signs and symptoms of traumatic stress
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Whether or not the traumatic event directly 
impacted you, it’s normal to feel anxious, 

scared, and uncertain about what the future 
may hold. 

Your nervous system has become 
overwhelmed by stress, triggering a wide range 

of intense emotions and physical reactions. 

These symptoms of traumatic stress can range 
from mild to severe and often come and go in 

waves. There may be times when you feel 
jumpy and anxious, for example, and other 

times when you feel disconnected and numb.



The Neurobiology of 

Stress
THE 4 F’S

THE ADRENALINE RESPONSE  

RESILIENCE 

POLYVAGAL THEORY: VENTRAL VAGAL SYSTEM  AND DORSAL VAGAL SYSTEM 



The Triune 

Brain
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The Neurobiology of Stress:  

The Stress Bucket 

Photo by Fikri Rasyid on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@fikrirasyid?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/overflow-bucket?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


The Neurobiology of Stress:  
an Evolutionary Response

Negative Bias and the  Four F’s

Photo by Jason Leung on Unsplash
Photo by Benjamin 

Raffetseder on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@ninjason?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/rabbit?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/@benjamin_raffetseder?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/tiger?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


The Brain

Amygdala

Hippocampus

Prefrontal Cortex  

NEUROBIOLOGY AND REGULATION:  

(flipping your lid)



Autonomic Nervous System

 Our nervous system is built around the balance of two opposing actions. 

 The sympathetic nervous system is associated with the fight or flight 

response that is the result of the release of cortisol (stress chemicals) 

throughout the bloodstream. 

 The parasympathetic nervous systemis associated with relaxation, 

digestion, and regeneration. 

 These two parts of your autonomic nervous system are meant to work in 

rhythmic alternation, a process that supports healthy rhythms of alertness 

and restfulness that facilitate physical and mental health.



Polyvagal Theory – Stephen Porges

Stress
 Unfortunately, chronic stress and 

unresolved trauma interfere with the 
balance between the sympathetic and 
parasympathetic functions of your 
nervous system.

 It is also important to recognize that 
individuals with unresolved PTSD often 
resort to a primitive expression of the 
parasympathetic nervous system which 
can lead to symptoms of fatigue or 
depression. When left untreated, 
chronic stress and unresolved PTSD 
can disrupt your physical, mental, 
and emotional health 

Regulation 
 Because we live in a world that is over-

stimulating and activating for the 
sympathetic nervous system, many of 
us need access to tools that help us 
engage the parasympathetic nervous 
system on a daily basis. 

 The vagus nerve has an inhibitory 
influence upon the sympathetic nervous 
system activity. 

 In other words, practices that 
stimulate the vagus nerve have a 
calming effect on your body and 
mind and can help regain balance if 
you are either keyed-up with anxiety or 
shut down with fatigue



Be Aware

 Presenting behaviour is likely to be: 

 Developmentally less mature

 More emotional – upset or volatile (fight)

 Withdrawn – quiet or downhearted (flight) 

 Clingy

 Attention seeking 

 Safety seeking  - reassurance through repeated questioning or 
checking

 Aggressive, Defensive or Challenging authority 





Externalizing Behaviours

Externalizing 

Behaviours include (Williams, 2013):

➢ Aggression

➢ Disruption

➢ Acting out

➢ Destruction of property

➢ Attention seeking

➢ Externalizing behaviors are easily 
observable by others. The most 
frequent problems occur when 
students with ED exhibit 
externalizing 
behaviours (Kaufmann, 2009). 

➢ A student exhibiting these types of 
behaviours may lash out at others 
using aggression, violence, defiant, 
and criminal behaviours (Liu, 2004).

http://education-portal.com/academy/lesson/internalizing-behaviors-definition-examples-quiz.html#lesson
http://www.education.com/reference/article/emotionalbehavioral-disorders/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1617081/


Reframing Behaviour

When you see children present as 

ATTENTION SEEKING

Think of them as 

CONNECTION SEEKING



Internalizing Behaviours

include (Williams, 2013):

• Depression

• Anxiety

• Social withdrawal

• Substance abuse

• Feelings of loneliness or guilt

• Feelings of sadness

• Nervousness and irritability

• Fearfulness

• Difficulty concentrating

• Negative self-talk

 Internalizing behaviours are not 
so easy to observe. These 
negative behaviours are 
directed towards the "self". 

 Students exhibiting these types 
of behaviours may harm 
themselves and be recognised 
by their negative self –talk and 
lack of enjoyment of praise or 
positivity towards them. 

 These students can be rejected 
by same-age peers and 
adults.

http://education-portal.com/academy/lesson/internalizing-behaviors-definition-examples-quiz.html#lesson


Reframing Behaviour

When you see children present as 

TOO WELL BEHAVED

Think of them as 

FEARFUL and ANXIOUS 



The trauma 

informed classroom.

REGULATION – CREATING THE SAFETY 



RESILIENCE Questionnaire

Definitely true     Probably true     Not sure       Probably Not True       Definitely Not True

1. I believe that my mother loved me when I was little.

2. I believe that my father loved me when I was little.

3. When I was little, other people helped my mother and father take care of me and they 

seemed to love me

4. I’ve heard that when I was an infant someone in my family enjoyed playing with me, 

and I enjoyed it, too

5. When I was a child, there were relatives in my family who made me feel better if I was 

sad or worried

6. When I was a child, neighbors or my friends’ parents seemed to like me

7. When I was a child, teachers, coaches, youth leaders or ministers were there to help 

me.



RESILIENCE Questionnaire

Definitely true     Probably true     Not sure       Probably Not True       Definitely Not True

7. My family, neighbors and friends talked often about making our lives better

8. We had rules in our house and were expected to keep them.

9. When I felt really bad, I could almost always find someone I trusted to talk to

10. As a youth, people noticed that I was capable and could get things done

11. I was independent and a go-getter.

12. I believed that life is what you make it



The best way to overcome 

ACEs, build resilience, and 

provide a recipe for success 

is a compassionate, caring  

ADULT



The best way to overcome 

ACEs, build resilience, and 

provide a recipe for success 

is a compassionate, caring  

ADULTYOU



The Four Dimensions

Structure-

How well the adult can order the environment, set limits and help the 

child know what to expect. It addresses inner and outer disorder. 

Especially useful for children who are 

 Overactive

 Undirected 

 Over-stimulated 

 controlling



The Four Dimension

Engagement-

How well the adult focuses on the child in an intensive, personal way-

helps the child feel “seen” and “felt”. It offers pleasant stimulation, 

variety and new experiences enjoyable. This dimension allows the child 

to understand that surprises can be fun and new experiences 

enjoyable. Especially useful for children who are: Withdrawn Avoidant 

of contact Too rigidly structured 

Especially useful for children who are: 

 Withdrawn 

 Avoidant of contact 

 Too rigidly structured 



The Four Dimension

Nurture-

Soothing, calming, quieting, caretaking activities that

make the world feel safe, predictable, warm and secure.

It reassures the child that the adult will provide comfort and

stability

Meets the child’s unfulfilled younger needs, helps them relax and

learn self-regulation through relationship with the other

Builds the inner representation that the child is loved and valuable

Especially useful for children who are

 Overactive

 Aggressive

 Pseudomature



The Four Dimension

Challenge-
Activities that are fun and require a partnership, not done alone. 

They help the child take a mild, age appropriate risk, and promote

feelings of competence and confidence.

Especially useful for children who are

 Withdrawn

 Timid

 Rigid

-from The Theraplay Institute Int



The Triune 

Brain 

revisited

So we regulate from the 

bottom up 
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We have to get this sequence 

correct 

Heading straight for the “reasoning 

part of the brain with an 

expectation of learning  

cannot work if the child is 

dysregulated and disconnected 

from others

Regulation begins with us!



Stimulating the Vagus Nerve  or 

Providing the  Parachute

 Titration – Paris 

GoodYear Brown 

Dosing and Spacing 

– Bruce Perry 

 Little and often : Me



Parachute Ideas

Mindful Activity : being present to the moment. 

5 senses activity 

How many senses can you incorporate into lessons

Breath work: The outward breath is the regulatory one  better to have slightly       

longer exhale 

Square breathing – equal breaths and holds 

Blowing bubbles

Blow painting 

Blow football

Movement :   Energising to get rid of adrenaline

Slow and mindful to regulate and calm  - yoga – go noodle 

Bruce Perry : In every  15 minutes get up and move for 3. In every hour you will 

move for 12 minutes but will be far more productive for the other 48 minutes. 



Secondary  Trauma
YOUR OWN OXYGEN MASK FIRST



When a child’s bucket overflows…..

It spills straight into the adult bucket….  



Be Aware

 Presenting behaviour is likely to be: 

 Developmentally less mature

 More emotional – upset or volatile (fight)

 Withdrawn – quiet or downhearted (flight) 

 Clingy

 Attention seeking 

 Safety seeking  - reassurance through repeated questioning or 
checking

 Defensive or Aggressive

And that’s NOT just the kids 



How can we, as a 

staff support our 

own regulation 

and create a safe 

space in our  

unsafe worlds ? 

 As a whole staff how can we support one 

another?

 As a bubble group – how can you support 

one another?

 How can you let one another know it’s a 

tough day for you and you need support?

 How do the carers take care of themselves 

and one another?

Caring for the carers The importance of self care and peer support



Bruce Perry  Child Trauma.org





Thankyou

 www.autismeducationconsultants.ie

 marie@autismeducationconsultants.ie

 info@playtherapywexford.ie

http://www.autismeducationconsultants.ie/
mailto:marie@autismeducationconsultants.ie

