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Beyond Theory: A Practical Approach to 
Trauma-Informed Teaching and Learning
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Wear gratitude like a cloak and it will feed every corner of your life.
– Jalāl al-Dīn Muḥammad Rūmī
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Intersecting Crises
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Tempting to Despair 
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There is no time for despair, no place for 
self-pity, no need for silence, no room for 
fear. We speak, we write, we do language. 
That is how civilizations heal. I know the 
world is bruised and bleeding, and though it 
is important not to ignore its pain, it is also 
critical to refuse to succumb to its 
malevolence. Like failure, chaos contains 
information that can lead to knowledge—
even wisdom. Like art. Toni Morrison
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Today, we will:
1. Reflect back on the last two years.

2. Consider how we will move forward. 
3. Interrogate what centering collective well-being 

entails.
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In one word, describe how you are feeling today:
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What Makes the Brain Feel Overwhelmed?
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We are Relational
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Our Brains Evolved to Connect 
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Learning is Relational
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Learning is Relational

We connect new information to what we know, who 
we are, what we value, and to the larger community 
and the world.
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In one word, describe what you are 
struggling with most this year:
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Persistent uncertainty can be 
overwhelming on the brain.
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Center for Substance Abuse Treatment (US). Trauma-Informed Care in Behavioral Health Services. Rockville (MD): Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (US); 2014. (Treatment Improvement Protocol 
(TIP) Series, No. 57.) Chapter 3, Understanding the Impact of Trauma. Available from: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK207191/
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How Do We Heal?
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We don’t just “get over it” and go on as 
business as usual. We don’t simply turn 

on a “resilience” switch. 
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We can choose to:
1.   Do Nothing. 
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We can choose to:
1.   Do Nothing: Remain passive, ambivalent, 
romanticize hopelessness. 
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We can choose to:
1.   Do Nothing: Remain passive, ambivalent, 
romanticize hopelessness. 

2.   Do Something. 
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We can choose to:
1.   Do Nothing: Remain passive, ambivalent, 
romanticize hopelessness. 

2.   Do Something: (a) repeat what we’ve been doing
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We can choose to:
1.   Do Nothing: Remain passive, ambivalent, 
romanticize hopelessness. 

2.   Do Something: (a) repeat what we’ve been doing, 
or (b) forge a new way. 
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We need a paradigm shift.
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Interdependent Relationships with the Earth & 
its Inhabitants

Healing Through Relationships 
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Trauma-Informed Care
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Trauma-Informed Care
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Three preconditions for every 
human being to thrive in life: 

feeling safe, experiencing 
meaningful connections, and 
having support & resources.
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For you, what does 
safety mean? What do 
you need to feel safe?  

What does safety look 
like when you are feeling 

vulnerable? 

Safety

Ask your students: 
“How can I help 

empower you to learn in 
this class?”  

Ask your students: 
“Describe your most 

supporting learning environment.”  
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Reduce
Uncertainty

Leverage
Communication

Safety

“You are 
More 
than a 

Number”

Reduce & 
Focus the

Information

Create
Predictable
Structure

Connect 
& Invite

Regularly Model
Empathy &
Reassure

Remind:  
Grades 
Don’t 

Define Them
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For you, when do you 
feel a sense of 

meaningful connection?  

Describe a recent 
connection you made with 

another human being? 

Connections

Ask your students: 
“Is there anything I am doing 

that is making you or a 
classmate feeling excluded?”  

Ask your students: 
“How can we help each other learn 

and succeed in this class?”  
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Cultivate
Community

Identify
Meaning

Connections

Leverage 
Cultural 
Capital 

Reflect, 
Wonder, & 

Read
Together

Check-up
on

Each Other

Re-affirm
Goals & 
Purpose

Identify the 
“Why” in 

Addition to 
the “What” Celebrate 

the Journey 
of Learning 
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Center 
Wellbeing 

Pause to 
Reflect

Care &
Support

Ask
“How is

Your Heart?” 

Provide &
Normalize

Mental
Breaks

Intentionally
Engage in
Positive 

Emotions

Why
Must We 

Bear 
Witness?
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Desmond Tutu

“I learned to be a human 
from other human 

beings.”

– The Book of  Joy
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Pause to 
Reflect

Care &
Support

Ask
“How is

Your Heart?” 

Provide &
Normalize

Mental
Breaks

Intentionally
Engage in
Positive 

Emotions

Why
Must We 

Bear 
Witness?

How to 
Transform 

Unequitable 
Systems?
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“No Humans Involved”: An Open Letter to My Colleagues 
By Sylvia Wynter, 1994

43

“How can we marry our thoughts so that we can 

now pose the questions whose answers can 

resolve the plight of the jobless archipelagos, the 

NHI categories, and the environment?”
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Center 
Wellbeing 

Pause to 
Reflect

Care &
Support

Ask
“How

Are You?” 

Provide &
Normalize

Mental
Breaks

Intentionally
Engage in
Positive 

Emotions

Why
What 

You Do 
Matters

Cultivate 
Hope & Moral 
Imagination

How to 
Transform 

Unequitable 
Systems?

45

“I live a hope despite my 
knowing better”

James Baldwin
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