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Trauma-Informed Practices in Special Education

Creating Safety, Connection, and Healing-Centered Classrooms

Purpose

Students with disabilities are disproportionately affected by trauma—from early adversity,
chronic stress, or experiences of exclusion. Trauma impacts attention, memory, emotional
regulation, and trust, all of which are core components of learning. Trauma-informed classrooms
recognize this reality and respond with predictable, compassionate, and restorative practices that
promote safety and growth rather than compliance and control.

The 4 Rs of Trauma-Informed Practice (SAMHSA Framework)

Principle What It Means In Practice

Realize Understand how trauma affects Recognize that trauma is common
learning and behavior. and recovery is possible.

Recognize Identify trauma’s impact on Notice triggers (e.g., avoidance,
student cues and responses. shutdown, aggression).

Respond Integrate trauma-sensitive Adjust tone, environment, and
routines and supports. expectations proactively.

Resist Avoid practices that recreate fear | Replace punishment with repair

Retraumatization or powerlessness. and choice.

The Intersection of Trauma & Disability

e Trauma may mimic or worsen disability symptoms (inattention, impulsivity, anxiety).

e Students with IEPs may experience heightened vulnerability to retraumatization.
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e Strong trauma-informed practices enhance both behavioral regulation and academic

access.

Tiered Framework for Trauma-Informed Classrooms

Tier Focus Example Practices
Tier 1: Build safe, predictable Greeting rituals, visual schedules,
Universal environments. flexible seating, calm-down corners.
Tier 2: Support students with Daily emotional check-ins, mentor
Targeted mild/moderate trauma responses. | relationships, coping plans.
Tier 3: Coordinate trauma-responsive Individual regulation plans, counseling,
Intensive interventions. wraparound supports.

Core Trauma-Informed Practices

Practice Description Example
Predictability Structure and routine reduce Start and end class the same way
anxiety. daily.
Choice & Voice Restores student control. “Would you like to share your

response verbally or in writing?”

Co-Regulation

Adult calm models safety.

Use slow breathing and soft tone
during dysregulation.

Restorative Focus on repair, not Post-conflict conversation with
Response punishment. reflection, not detention.
Strength-Based Reframes student behavior as | Replace “defiant” with “struggling to
Language communication. trust adults.”

Common Trauma Triggers in School Settings
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Trigger

Possible Student
Reaction

Supportive Response

Sudden loud noises

Startle, panic

Advance warning before alarms or
changes.

Transitions or
uncertainty

Avoidance, agitation

Visual countdowns, consistent routines.

Perceived rejection

Outbursts, withdrawal

Validate feelings; rebuild connection
promptly.

Authoritarian tone

Shutdown, defiance

Use calm, invitational language.

Physical proximity

Flight or freeze

Maintain respectful space, offer seated
choice.

Language That Helps vs.

Hurts

Instead of...

Try...

Why It Helps

“Calm down right now!”

minute together.”

“I can see this is hard. Let’s take a

Signals safety and
empathy.

“You’re being disrespectful.”

can [ help?”

“Looks like you’re upset—how

Focuses on regulation over
judgment.

“Stop crying.”

“You’re safe. Take your time.”

Validates emotion, not
suppression.

lose recess.”

“If you don’t do this, you’ll

solution.”

“Let’s work together to find a

Avoids punitive threats.

Building Trauma-Responsive IEPs

When trauma is known or suspected, consider:

e Adding social-emotional goals (self-awareness, coping strategies).
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e Embedding trauma-sensitive accommodations (break card, safe adult access).
e Including behavior intervention plans that focus on replacement skills, not compliance.

e Ensuring collaboration with counselors or social workers in team meetings.

Educator Regulation First
Before we can co-regulate, we must self-regulate.
Strategies for Adults:

e 3 deep breaths before responding.
e Step back, not in, during escalation.
e Use neutral tone + posture.
e Debrief with a colleague after incidents.
Trauma-Informed Reflection Prompts
o When a student becomes dysregulated, do I respond with curiosity or control?
e Do my routines communicate safety and belonging to every student?
e How often do I connect with students outside moments of crisis?
e Are consequences restorative or punitive?

Case Example

Scenario: A middle school student with emotional disability shuts down during group work.
Response: Teacher offers quiet workspace and check-in card. Later, student and teacher
co-create a plan to request breaks early instead of disengaging.

Outcome: Student participation increases; shutdowns decrease by 70%.
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Action Starter

e Choose one trauma-informed routine (e.g., morning greeting, calm corner, or reflection
circle).

e Implement it consistently for one week.

e Track impact on student engagement and emotional regulation.



	Trauma-Informed Practices in Special Education 
	Purpose 
	The 4 Rs of Trauma-Informed Practice (SAMHSA Framework) 
	The Intersection of Trauma & Disability 
	Tiered Framework for Trauma-Informed Classrooms 
	Core Trauma-Informed Practices 
	Common Trauma Triggers in School Settings 
	Language That Helps vs. Hurts 
	Building Trauma-Responsive IEPs 
	Trauma-Informed Reflection Prompts 
	Case Example 
	Action Starter 


