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In what ways can we intervene to assist students self-regulate, and engage in learning, 
through trauma-informed teaching?  
 

RATIONALE:  The purpose of this research is to investigate how learning is compromised 
by the difficulty students have in self-regulating their emotions and the importance for 
teachers to acquire skills and tools necessary to intervene and guide students to become 
reflective and self-aware of their emotions. When students learn to self-regulate it creates a 
sense of calmness in the classroom and this facilitates a focused mind- a mind with 
openness, responsiveness and sensitivity for optimal teaching, guiding and learning and 
this is the gateway for teachers to becoming effective guides. We may not be able to change 
a student’s home life but we can intervene in how they respond emotionally.  First off self-
regulation is the ability to manage your emotions and behavior in accordance with the 
demands of the situation. It includes calming yourself down when you get upset, to adjust 
to a change in expectations and to handle frustration without an outburst. It is what directs 
our behavior towards a goal, despite the unpredictability of the world and our own feelings 
(Garey, 2017). 
 Every day in the classroom there are goals students must meet and they can only do so if 
their brain is in a state of calmness, unfortunately more and more we see that students 
come in with varies levels of trauma that affect the way the brain functions to learn. This 
dysfunction is often seen as a behavior issue in students, and labels many as defiant, 
aggressive, depressed, unmotivated. And many times schools such as mine only have one 
counselor that makes it difficult to service the amount of kids that may need extensive 
interventions. This brings me to my initial question, how can we as educators have an 
informed understanding of the impact trauma can have on students and on their abilities to 
self-regulate. And how can we intervene to target these components and strengthen 
student academic outcomes.  

LITERATURE REVIEW  
Recently Trauma-Informed Pedagogy has received much attention partly due to the 
growing research that indicates that trauma impacts learning because it changes pathways 
and structures in the brain. There is hardly a child who crosses the threshold of a school 
who does not carry with them a reservoir of trauma (Cavanaugh, 2016). In this 21st century 
students of all ages experience multiple levels of toxic stress, stress that is so emotionally 
costly that it can affect brain development, it can occur when a child experiences strong, 
frequent, and prolonged adversity; for example when a child is being raised with severely 
depressed or drug-addicted parents or suffering from emotional or physical neglect 



(Walkley & Cox, 2013). Therefore trauma experienced by students cannot be ignored, since 
it may shape the learning outcomes in the classroom. As a classroom teacher being trauma-
informed helps me understand the way kids behave and learn. It also allows me to reflect 
on how my tone may contribute, knowingly or unknowingly.  
Nationally, an estimated 1 in 4 children has witnessed a violent act and 1 in 10 has seen one 
family member assault another, according to the federal National Survey of Children’s 
Exposure to Violence, sponsored by the Office of Juvenile Justice Prevention and 
Delinquency Prevention and the Centers for Disease Control. In New Mexico according to 
CYFD Statewide Central Intake Reports of Abuse and Neglect from July 2015- June 2016 
Bernalillo County alone accepted 6,837 reports that is 53.5% of the county 5,949 reports 
were Not-Accepted meaning there was insufficient basis for further investigation 
(https://cyfd.org/docs/360ANNUAL_FY16_FINAL.pdf), this does not account for what is 
not reported due to multiple factors.  This is a clear indicator of the stress children are 
exposed to, and having knowledge of this how do we intervene to help kids self-regulate 
and learn to control their emotions and resist impulsive behaviors in the learning 
environment.  
There is a large body of research that demonstrates that children who are able to 
effectively and flexibly manage their thoughts, feelings, and actions have an easier time 
navigating social and learning environments (Blair, 2008).  As well as when effective self-
regulation provides a foundation for positive behavior and achievement. In part due to the 
social relationships that well-regulated children are able to form with teachers and peers, 
in contrast student’s who struggle with behaviors such as talking out of turn and failing to 
complete assignments have more academic as well as social difficulty in classroom settings 
(Blair, 2008). Undoubtedly, self-regulation is an important predictor of self-success. But 
recent research suggest that children from disadvantaged ethnic and socioeconomic 
background may be at particularly high risk for developing poor self-regulation. Due to the 
stress of being exposed to low family income and other poverty-related factors (for 
example, poor parenting, living in dangerous and unhealthy environments, and having 
diminished access to social supports and stimulating materials in the home) (Blair, 2008).  

DATA COLLECTION/ TOOLS: 
My research tool was a survey sent out to all teachers at our school, through the website 
survey monkey. I kept the survey anonymous, meaning I did not need the name of the 
teacher or any student.  In general I needed to know how many students had difficulty 
managing emotions or changes in accordance to a situation, and what interventions or 
strategies they currently practiced to help self-regulate emotions or behaviors. These were 
two of a total of six questions. I needed to find how many teachers struggled with behavior 
related to self-regulation and to find out if there was any information about being trauma-
informed, since both ideas intertwine.  
 

https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/227744.pdf
https://cyfd.org/docs/360ANNUAL_FY16_FINAL.pdf


ANALYSIS and FINDINGS 
 
The findings were surprisingly informative; I received a total of 20 responses. For Q1 14 
/20 responses claimed they had at leas 1 student with a Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP) 
which translates to about 70 percent. For question 2, 11/20 responses indicated they have 
1-3 students with difficulty managing emotion and 6/20 responses had 8 or more students 
with this difficulty. For question 3 the strategies used in helping students self-regulate 
ranged from time to calm down, decompress, self-talk to nurtured heart, fidget toys and 
removal from the situation.  Question 4 had various responses when it comes to having a 
classroom routine in place for calming students and/or getting them to focus and engage.  
Some of the responses were brain breaks, behavior charts, sitting on the carpet alone, 
countdowns, consistency with rules and procedures.  Question 5 asked if they were 
trauma- informed or trained, 12/20 were not informed or trained and 7/20 had some form 
of information that had been offered through a one time PD at our site, one response 
indicated it helped them empathize and analyze a situation in a different way. The last 
question asked if given the opportunity would they form part of a trauma-informed 
response team, 13 answered yes, 3 maybe, 3 not at this time. Overall this information has 
led me to believe that in order for us to manage, cope and understand behaviors along with 
the difficulty for self-regulation, we need to have a mutual understanding of what leads to 
these behaviors and in turn to the challenges in academic outcomes. It’s about what went 
wrong, and why and how they can fix it next time and this can only occur if the 
environment is analytic and reflective as opposed to emotional and fast-paced, we need to 
learn to help students make better choices and become self-aware through a mindfulness 
approach. In the classroom it is not about avoiding situations that are difficult for kids to 
handle but to coach them through and provide a supportive framework until they handle 
the challenges on their own, the feedback to students needs to be non-judgmental.  

RECOMMENDATIONS:  
Trauma and self-regulation are real and need to be acknowledged as challenges that 
classroom teachers face everyday that interfere with learning. We begin a TIRT (Trauma-
Informed Response Team). As a district we provide Professional development on Trauma-
informed teaching and the way it shapes the brain. We apply mindfulness approaches in 
the classroom. 
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