
Trauma-Informed Teaching and Learning

What is trauma-informed teaching and learning?

•	 Trauma-informed teaching and learning (TITAL) is a pedagogical approach that understands the 
possible affects of trauma and crises on students’ learning and behaviours, during or after a period 
of stress and/or upheaval.  

•	 TITAL is a way to understand how students of all ages may have experienced circumstances that 
have been physically, socially, mentally and/or emotionally difficult and/or harmful.

What is trauma?

•	 According to the American Psychological Association, emotional 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. While these feelings are 
normal, some people have difficulty moving on with their lives.”

•	 TITAL takes into account that:
•	 Some students’ experiences may be more complicated, especially if there were difficult  

or tumultuous situations taking place at home;
•	 Allowing students to discuss how they feel is essential; and,
•	 Trauma, after a period of stress and upheaval, could resemble in some ways or present  

as a milder form of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.

What are some signs of trauma in the classroom?

One in five minds suggests the following list, as a starting point:

•	 Developing new fears;
•	 Separation anxiety;
•	 Sleep disturbances (e.g. nightmares, lack of sleep);
•	 Sadness;
•	 Loss of interest in activities once enjoyed;
•	 Reduced concentration;
•	 Decline in quality of schoolwork;
•	 Anger, irritability.

https://www.apa.org/topics/trauma/
https://www.claritycgc.org/prevention-education/


What are some strategies for teachers to help students? 

•	 Learn to recognize the signs and symptoms. 
•	 Create a caring learning environment that recognizes the importance of social, emotional,  

and wellness skills for students of all ages.  Based on the concepts of “Healing and Repair,”  
and “Growth and Strength,” the University of California (Berkeley) suggests five approaches:

•	 Positive relationships;
•	 Positive physical space;
•	 Positive priming;
•	 Using character strengths; and,
•	 Building resilience.

•	 Adopt a whole community or team approach to assisting students, which should include special 
education professionals and paraprofessionals, school administration, the child’s family (where 
appropriate), etc.

What are some strategies for teachers to help each other and their schools?  

•	 The National Child Traumatic Stress Network has identified its “Essential Elements of a  
Trauma-Informed School System”:

•	 Identifying and assessing traumatic stress;
•	 Addressing and treating traumatic stress;
•	 Teaching trauma education and awareness;
•	 Having partnerships with students and families;
•	 Creating a trauma-informed learning environment (social/emotional skills and wellness);
•	 Being culturally responsive;
•	 Integrating emergency management and crisis response;
•	 Understanding and addressing staff self-care and secondary traumatic stress;
•	 Evaluating and revising school discipline policies and practices;
•	 Collaborating across systems and establishing community partnerships.

•	 Every school should develop and implement a plan for TITAL.

Resources for teachers

•	 Canadian Red Cross – Guidebook for Well-Being in Recovery 
•	 Cornerstone for Teachers – A Crash Course on Trauma-Informed Teaching
•	 The National Child Traumatic Stress Network – Child Trauma Toolkit for Educators
•	 The Resilient Educator – What is trauma?
•	 Edutopia – Social & Emotional Learning
•	 Government of Alberta – Trauma Informed Practice

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/five_ways_to_support_students_affected_by_trauma
https://www.nctsn.org/trauma-informed-care/trauma-informed-systems/schools/essential-elements
https://www.redcross.ca/crc/documents/well-being_links_20171002_en.pdf
https://thecornerstoneforteachers.com/truth-for-teachers-podcast/trauma-informed-teaching/
https://wmich.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/u57/2013/child-trauma-toolkit.pdf
https://resilienteducator.com/classroom-resources/trauma-informed-teaching-tips/
https://www.alberta.ca/trauma-informed-practice.aspx

