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GOALS FOR TODAY

•What is neurodevelopmental trauma?

•What part of the brain does trauma mainly impact?

•What is the effect of trauma on school performance?

•What does it mean for a school to be trauma-informed?



WHAT IS NEURODEVELOPMENTAL TRAUMA?
Neurodevelopmental trauma points to adverse childhood experiences 
that occurred during the most critical time in brain development, in-
utero through the first five years of a child’s life.

Some causes:
● Neglect/abuse/domestic violence
● Poor prenatal care and stress
● Birth trauma
● Post-partum depression
● Poor infant nutrition
● Attachment disruptions
● Inadequate movement opportunities



UNDERSTANDING THE BRAIN

5

• Trauma impacts the brain. 

• To understand what is “normal” 
for these students, you have to 
understand their brain.  

• To help these students learn, you 
have to understand what their 
brain needs.                    



What if this bear walked into this room right now?

How are you feeling?

What are you going to 
do?

– Flee?

– Fight?

– Freeze?

Are you listening to the 
presentation?

Critical learning – to 
many students impacted 
by trauma, adults are 
“bears” that sometimes 
are very dangerous

WI Department of Public Instruction Trauma-Sensitive Schools Resources
http://sspw.dpi.wi.gov/sspw_mhtrauma

http://sspw.dpi.wi.gov/sspw_mhtrauma


BRAINSTEM IMPAIRMENTS

● Sensory disorders

● Processing disorders

● Movement disorders

● Attachment disorders

● Autism Spectrum disorders

● Speech and Communication disorders

● Attention and impulse disorders

● Oppositional/conduct disorders

● Anxiety disorders

● Learning disorders

● AND MORE

Beaconhouse.uk.org
Unknown Author is licensed under CC 

BY-SA-NC

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


TRAUMA AND SCHOOL PERFORMANCE

Traumatized children: 

• Score lower on standardized 

tests

• More frequently placed in SPED

• 2.5x more likely to fail a grade

• Suspended/expelled more often



TRAUMA & BEHAVIOR

Behavior is the language of trauma, especially for children 

• Most children lack the language skills to describe how they are feeling, 
so behavior is their expression

• Most expressive behaviors used by these children are considered 
“negative”

• Many of the most challenging behaviors are strategies that have 
helped the child to survive abusive or neglectful situations & have 
been generalized to other environments (e.g., school)

WI Department of Public Instruction Trauma-Sensitive Schools Resources http://sspw.dpi.wi.gov/sspw_mhtrauma

Adapted from Chris Dunning, The Heart of Learning & Teaching Compassion, Resiliency & Academic Success (Wolpow et al, 2009)

http://sspw.dpi.wi.gov/sspw_mhtrauma


We Only See the Tip of 
the Iceberg
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Trauma & Brain Development
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WI Department of Public Instruction Trauma-Sensitive Schools Resources
http://sspw.dpi.wi.gov/sspw_mhtrauma Adapted from Holt & Jordan, Ohio Dept. of Education

http://sspw.dpi.wi.gov/sspw_mhtrauma


When the flower doesn’t 

bloom you fix the 

environment in which it 

grows, not the flower.
Alexander den Heijer



HOW DOES A SCHOOL BECOME TRAUMA 
INFORMED AND TRANSFORMED?

• ALL staff receive trauma education

• Policies/procedures - trauma informed

• Restorative practices

• Brain-based education 



RESTORATIVE PRACTICES ARE 
TRAUMA-INFORMED

The fundamental hypothesis of restorative

practices is that human beings are happier, more

cooperative, and productive, and more likely to

make positive changes in their behavior when

those in positions of authority do things with

them, rather than to them or for them(IIRP, 2014).



Creating a trauma-informed school is not about 

educators doing therapy. Instead, it is about 

creating a culture that prioritizes safety, trust, 

choice, and collaboration. 



REACT VS. RESPOND ACTIVITY

TRADITIONAL REACTION

• “It’s not that difficult.”

• “Detention is waiting for you.”

• “You need to behave in my 

classroom.”

TRAUMA-INFORMED RESPONSE

• “I need to know how hard this is for you.”

• “Come sit with me.”

• “I am here to make it safe for you.”



HOW DO WE SEE STUDENTS?

UNINFORMED VIEW

• Anger management problems

• Choosing to act out & disrupt 

classroom (e.g., disrespectful or 

manipulative)

• Uncontrollable, destructive

• Non-responsive

Uninformed response

• Student needs punishment to 

correct behavior

TRAUMA-INFORMED VIEW

• Maladaptive responses (in school 

setting)

• Seeking to get needs met

• Difficulty regulating emotions

• Lacking necessary skills

• Negative view of world (adults cannot 

be trusted)

• Trauma response was triggered

Trauma-informed response

• Student ‘s brain needs repair then can 

learn skills. We need to provide 

support



PRACTICAL WAYS TO BUILD POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS

Trauma-informed Mindset

• Instead of thinking “what is 

wrong with you

• Recognize and honor a student’s 

inability to trust and feel safe 

• Know you can’t change a 

student’s perception because you 

tell them what your reality is. 

• Start where the student is at, not 

where you want them to be. 

• Safety is always the first step. 

Trauma-informed Responses

• “Think “what has happened to you?”

• “Of course you can’t trust me.”

• “I know you can’t believe me”

• “Just because you did the work 

yesterday, doesn’t mean you will 

today. Everyday is a new day.”

• “How can I help you feel safer?”



TRAUMA-INFORMED CLASSROOM

•Noises – increase blood pressure, causes stress, 

anxiety, depression 

•Smells  - do certain odors bother anyone

•Stimuli – make sure no sensory overload

•Calming Corner – no matter what age the child

•Room arrangement



MINDFULNESS – CALMING THE CHAOS

•Regular mindfulness-based stress reduction can actually 

shrink the amygdala, the "fear center" in the brain. 

•Children who practice calming themselves get better at it. 

They spend more time in a state of mind where they are 

open to learning.

•Students say mindfulness, "quiets down my mind," "makes 

me feel calm and is fun."



WHY BECOME 
TRAUMA-

TRANSFORMED?

EVERYONE 
WINS!

• Improved school climate

• Improved teacher 

satisfaction and safety

• Improved academic 

achievement and test 

scores

• Reduction in the need for 

special services and 

classes

• Reduction of student 

behavioral out-bursts 

and referrals to the 

office

• Reduction expulsions 

and drop-outs

• Reduction in student 

bullying and 

harassment

• FINANCIAL SAVINGS



Neuro Necessities
Reaching and Teaching Children 

with Difficult Beginnings

How We Help:

1. Educate all school staff about the impact of 
neurodevelopmental trauma, why challenging children 
do what they do, and why traditional behavioral 
management practices don’t work.  

2. Create policies and procedures that are 
neurodevelopmentally-responsive and cost saving.

3. Provide all school staff with strategies that help create 
a school environment that helps children reach their 
potential. 



Long after students may have forgotten what 

you tried to teach them,

they will remember how you treated them.

Anonymous



Contact information:

Judy Knapp

530-417-0256

judyknapp60@gmail.com


