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Children who have experienced trauma often bring the impact of those 
experiences with them into the classroom. Trauma may result from events such 
as abuse, neglect, domestic violence, community violence, serious illness, 
sudden loss, accidents, or other overwhelming experiences. Because children 
spend a large portion of their day at school, educators play a crucial role in 
helping traumatized students feel safe, supported, and able to learn. 
 
How Trauma Affects Children in School 
Trauma can significantly affect a child’s emotional regulation, attention, behavior, 
and relationships. Many behaviors that appear oppositional or disruptive are 
actually signs that a child is overwhelmed or struggling to cope. Traumatized 
children may: 
 

• Be easily startled or constantly on guard 
• Have difficulty concentrating or remembering information 
• Appear distracted, daydreamy, or disconnected 
• Become irritable, angry, or aggressive 
• Withdraw socially or appear emotionally numb 
• Be overly sensitive to criticism or perceived rejection 
• Have frequent emotional outbursts or meltdowns 
• Display regressive behaviors (e.g., clinginess, needing reassurance) 
• Experience sleep problems, which can affect attention and learning 

These behaviors are often the child’s attempt to manage overwhelming emotions 
and stress. 
 
Why School Can Be Challenging 
Trauma can disrupt a child’s sense of safety and predictability. School 
environments such as busy hallways, loud noises, transitions, academic 
demands, and peer interactions can feel overwhelming for children who are 
already struggling to regulate their emotions. Trauma may affect: 
 

• Attention and learning 
• Memory and organization 
• Emotional regulation 
• Peer relationships 
• Trust in adults 

 
As a result, traumatized children may need additional support to succeed 
academically and socially. 
 



 

Helpful Strategies for Teachers 
1. Prioritize Safety and Predictability 
Children who have experienced trauma benefit from environments that feel 
structured and predictable. 
 

• Maintain consistent routines 
• Provide advance notice of changes 
• Use clear expectations and reminders 
• Give warnings before transitions 

Predictability helps children feel safe and reduces anxiety. 
 
 
2. Build a Supportive Relationship 
A caring, trusting relationship with a teacher can be one of the most powerful 
healing factors for a traumatized child. 
 

• Greet the student warmly each day 
• Show genuine interest in the child’s experiences and strengths 
• Offer encouragement and reassurance 
• Recognize and praise effort, not just achievement 

 
3. Respond to Behavior with Curiosity, Not Punishment 
Trauma-related behaviors are often misinterpreted as intentional misbehavior. 
Instead of asking “What’s wrong with this child?”, consider “What might this child 
be going through?” Helpful responses include: 
 

• Staying calm during emotional outbursts 
• Using a quiet, supportive tone 
• Offering choices when possible 
• Helping the child identify and express feelings 

Punitive responses can sometimes escalate distress rather than resolve it. 
 
4. Support Emotional Regulation 
Traumatized children may struggle to manage strong emotions. Teachers can 
help by: 
 

• Teaching simple calming strategies (deep breathing, counting, short breaks) 
• Providing a quiet space for students to regroup 
• Encouraging use of words to express feelings 
• Modeling calm and respectful communication 

These strategies help children gradually develop self-regulation skills. 
 
5. Reduce Overwhelm 
Children affected by trauma may become easily overwhelmed by academic or 
social demands. Consider: 
 



 

• Breaking assignments into smaller, manageable steps 
• Offering extra time when possible 
• Providing visual supports and reminders 
• Allowing brief movement or regulation breaks 

Small accommodations can make a significant difference. 
 
6. Encourage Connection and Belonging 
Traumatized children may struggle with peer relationships or feel socially 
isolated. Teachers can support belonging by: 
 

• Encouraging cooperative learning activities 
• Pairing the child with supportive peers 
• Monitoring for bullying or exclusion 
• Reinforcing respectful and inclusive classroom norms 

Positive peer experiences can help rebuild trust and confidence. 
 
7. Collaborate with Parents and School Professionals 
Traumatized children benefit when adults work together to support them. 
Helpful steps include: 
 

• Communicating regularly with parents or caregivers 
• Consulting with school counselors and other mental health professionals  
• Sharing observations and strategies that help the child succeed 

 
A coordinated approach provides the child with consistent support. 
 
Final Thoughts 
Traumatized children often carry invisible burdens that affect their ability to learn 
and behave in appropriate ways. With patience, understanding, and supportive 
strategies, teachers can play a vital role in helping these students feel safe, 
develop coping skills, and succeed both academically and emotionally. A 
compassionate, trauma-informed approach can make a lasting difference in a 
child’s life. 
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