Trauma-informed Practice
Understanding Trauma and Its Neurological Impact

What Is Trauma?

Trauma refers to a deeply distressing or disturbing experience that overwhelms an individual’'s ability
to cope. It may be acute (a single event), chronic (ongoing exposure, such as domestic violence), or
complex (multiple, varied, and often interpersonal traumas over time).

In a special school context, students may be more vulnerable to trauma due to:

o Disability-related medical trauma
e Frequent changes in caregiving or educational placements
e Communication barriers that make it difficult to express distress

How Trauma Affects the Brain

Trauma, especially when experienced early or repeatedly, significantly impacts the developing brain.
Key neurological effects include:

1. Hyperactivation of the Amygdala

e The amygdala governs the brain's fight, flight, or freeze response.

e Traumatized children may overreact to perceived threats, even in safe environments,
resulting in explosive behaviours or shutdown.
2. Underdevelopment of the Prefrontal Cortex

e The prefrontal cortex is responsible for executive functioning, including impulse control,
decision-making, and regulation of emotions.

¢ Trauma inhibits its development, making it harder for students to plan, focus, or manage
emotions — often mistaken for “bad behaviour.”
3. Altered Hippocampus Function

e The hippocampus supports memory and learning.

e Traumatized individuals may struggle to retain new information, access prior knowledge, or
make connections due to dysregulation in this area.
4. Dysregulated Nervous System

e Trauma shifts the autonomic nervous system into a chronic state of hyperarousal (anxiety,
hypervigilance) or hypo-arousal (withdrawal, dissociation).

e Children may oscillate between extremes, impacting their engagement, attention, and
relationships.

Why Trauma-Informed Approaches Are Critical in Special Schools

The Role of Trust and Safety

Children with disabilities often rely on predictable routines and safe relationships to feel secure.
Trauma can disrupt these anchors, intensifying:

e Sensory sensitivities

e Attachment difficulties

e Behavioural outbursts
Risk of Re-traumatization

Without trauma-informed practices, traditional behaviour management (e.g., consequences, physical
restraint, abrupt transitions) can:

o Reinforce feelings of powerlessness
e Trigger trauma responses
e Severely damage trust in adults




Key Trauma-Informed Practices for Teachers
1. Create Predictable, Safe Environments

e Use visual timetables, social stories, and routine scripts.
¢ Minimize surprises; signal transitions and changes well in advance.

e Ensure classrooms are calm, structured, and free of sensory overload.
2. Foster Strong, Consistent Relationships

e Greet students warmly by name.
o Use co-regulation techniques (e.g., sitting quietly beside a distressed child).
o Be emotionally available; model calmness and care even in challenging moments.

3. Use Strength-Based, Student-Centred Language

¢ Avoid labels like “manipulative” or “attention-seeking.”
o Instead: “This student is using the tools they know to get their needs met.”

¢ Acknowledge student efforts, not just achievements.
4. Offer Choice and Control

e Provide small, meaningful choices (e.g., “Would you like to sit at the table or the beanbag?”).

o Empower students to use self-regulation strategies, like sensory breaks or calming cards.
5. Teach Self-Regulation and Emotional Literacy

e Use visuals to identify emotions (e.g., Zones of Regulation).
e Practice breathing techniques, body scans, or guided movement.

e Reinforce emotional awareness through storytelling or art.
6. Collaborate with Allied Professionals

e Work closely with speech therapists, OTs, psychologists, and social workers.
e Develop and follow individual support plans that consider trauma histories.

A Paradigm Shift: From “What’s Wrong?” to “What Happened?”
Trauma-informed practice requires a shift in mindset:

e From punitive responses to compassionate inquiry

e From control and compliance to connection and collaboration
This is especially vital in special schools, where students may not have the communication skills to
voice their past or current distress, making attuned adult responses essential for healing and growth.

Final Thoughts

Trauma-informed practices are not a "program" — they are a way of being. When teachers
understand the brain-based origins of student behaviours and respond with empathy, structure, and
safety, they can:

e Prevent re-traumatization
e Improve learning readiness

Core Principles of Trauma-Informed Practice

Principle What it Looks Like in Practice

Safety Predictable routines, calm environments, clear transitions
Trustworthiness Consistency in actions and tone, follow-through on promises
Choice

E & Offering small choices (seating, tasks), using opt-ins rather than directives
mpowerment



Principle What it Looks Like in Practice

Collaboration Working with allied health, families, and the student on support plans
Validating feelings, not punishing dysregulation, co-regulating through calm

Empathy & Connection _ | presence

Practical Classroom Strategies

o Visual Supports: Use daily schedules, visual cues, and storyboards

e Regulation Tools: Provide sensory items, calm corners, and breathing exercises

e Language Matters: Avoid “attention-seeking” labels — try “connection-seeking”

e Connection Before Correction: Prioritize emotional safety before addressing behaviour
e Reflective Practice: Ask “What happened to this child?” not “What’s wrong with them?

The Power of Relationships
“Children who have experienced trauma don’t need more consequences — they need more
connection.”

e Consistent, caring relationships build trust and promote healing
e Your calm response helps rewire the brain for safety and learning

e Students may not remember what you taught, but they’ll remember how you made them feel
Want to Learn More? Consider reading:

e  The Whole-Brain Child by Siegel & Bryson
e Trauma-Sensitive Mindfulness by David Treleaven
e Helping Traumatized Children Learn (Free PDF by Trauma and Learning Policy Initiation)



