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CREATING SAFE LEARNING SPACES: THE TEACHER’S ROLE IN 
TRAUMA-SENSITIVE EDUCATION 

Understanding how past traumatic experiences affect people is becoming increasingly 
important in many areas of care. This has led to the development of “trauma-informed care”  ̶  a 
way of working with people that puts their experiences at the center of the process. Instead of just 
looking at symptoms, it tries to understand how trauma might have shaped someone’s behavior 
and health. This approach started in the medical field, and its roots can be seen in the work done 
with Vietnam War veterans in the 1970s. Furthermore, there is a growing awareness of the long-
term impacts of adverse childhood experiences, which has highlighted the urgent need for trauma-
informed approaches across diverse sectors (Ranjbar, Erb, 2019). Built upon the principles of 
“trauma-informed care” that have been adopted across various sectors, including education, 
trauma-informed approach in education emerged. It involves creating a safe and supportive 
environment that considers the needs of students who have experienced traumatic events or are in 
situations of danger and uncertainty. It emphasizes a sensitive approach to students’ emotional 
states in the organization of the educational process to ensure their successful learning and 
development, especially in challenging circumstances. As current education plays a paramount 
role in students’ well-being, consequently, there is an increasing drive within educational settings 
to explore and implement strategies that effectively address the impact of trauma on learning and 
development. 

Overall, trauma is a broad term, but the American Psychological Association defines it 
simply as: “…any disturbing experience that results in significant fear, helplessness, dissociation, 
confusion, or other disruptive feelings intense enough to have a long-lasting negative effect on a 
person’s attitudes, behavior, and other aspects of functioning. Importantly, this includes results of 
experience both by natural forces and by human behavior”. It is “…an emotional response to a 
terrible event,” such as an accident, rape, or a natural disaster. (APA Dictionary of Psychology, 
2020). Leonard, J. defines psychological trauma as “…a response to an event that a person finds 
highly stressful, such as an experience in a war zone, a natural disaster, or an accident. Trauma 
can cause a wide range of physical and emotional symptoms” (Leonard, 2025). 

Thus, trauma results from an event, series of events, or set of circumstances that is 
experienced by an individual as harmful or life threatening. Even though trauma affects everyone 
differently, it can cause long-lasting problems, limiting the ability to function and achieve mental, 
physical, social, emotional or spiritual well-being. 

Without the support of a reliable adult to help them understand and manage the effects of 
traumatic events,children may struggle significantly, and this can cause serious problems for their 
development, both right then and in the future. 

Educators can recognize potential traumatic experiences in students by observing distinct 
behavioral patterns, which often manifest as persistent fear, memory disturbances, emotional 
dysregulation, and avoidance of close relationships. Students who have experienced trauma often 
develop coping mechanisms to survive difficult situations. These “survivor behaviors”, which can 
include aggression, withdrawal, substance use, or self-harm, help them manage intense emotional 
distress. However, even in safe environments, these behaviors may persist as a way to handle 
discomfort and anxiety. 

Teachers have a vital role in supporting students who have experienced trauma. It is 
essential to understand that: 

– Trauma can significantly affect a student’s academic success, leading to lower 
grades, more absences, difficulty with reading, and increased behavioral issues. 
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– It can also hinder the learning process itself, as ongoing exposure to trauma can 
negatively impact attention, memory, and thinking skills, making problem-solving 
difficult and causing intense frustration and anxiety. 

– Students who have experienced trauma may also suffer from both physical and 
emotional distress. 

Therefore, educators are in a position to offer crucial support and assistance to traumatized 
children within the school environment. For example, Ingram, B. suggests teachers to utilize these 
strategies in working with students impacted by trauma: 

– Clarify your role with the student; 
– Establish yourself as a safe individual; 
– Create an environment of respect; 
– Give the student opportunities to make choices; 
– Talk about safety and what steps you will take to help the student be and feel safe; 
– Connect the student to the appropriate resources and people; 
– Message to students: “You are not alone” (Ingram, 2015). 

Ultimately, the goal is to transform the school environment into a consistent safe haven, 
where students feel secure and supported. This shift requires a commitment to recognizing each 
student as an individual, acknowledging their unique experiences and needs. By prioritizing 
emotional safety and well-being, schools can become places where students not only learn 
academically, but also experience healthy growth and personal development, which allows them 
to rebuild trust and engage fully in their education. 

This can be achieved when educators prioritize creating a sense of security and stability 
within their classroom. Key strategies include: 

– Establishing a consistent and predictable learning environment with clearly defined 
behavioral expectations. 

– Maintaining a structured daily routine, minimizing unexpected changes. 
– Providing a designated quiet, safe space where students can retreat when feeling 

overwhelmed, equipped with comfortable furnishings and calming items. 
– Making available sensory tools, such as squeeze balls, soft toys, or textured 

materials, to help students manage their emotions. 
– Creating a visually calming atmosphere with soothing colors, nature images, and 

comforting visuals. 
– Incorporating calming background music or rhythmic sounds into the classroom 

environment, etc. 
As it has already been mentioned above, students who have faced trauma often struggle to 

control their actions and feelings, which can lead to increased problems with school discipline. 
These reactions are often triggered by things that remind them of past difficult experiences, causing 
their bodies to react as if the trauma is happening again. To prevent causing further distress, 
teachers should avoid using disciplinary methods that might be seen as violent, punishing, or 
reminiscent of traumatic events. Y. Anyon et al. outline key strategies for educators to support 
students who may have experienced trauma, focusing on minimizing re-traumatization and 
fostering a safe, supportive learning environment (Anyon, et al., 2014). The authors emphasise on 
the necessity to practise mindful interaction to avoid triggering trauma responses by using firm, 
fair, and appropriate consequences rather than punitive discipline is emphasized; educators are 
encouraged to respond calmly and solution-oriented when students are distressed, offering safe 
spaces and reassurance. The authors advocate for restorative practices to build positive 
relationships and community, addressing harm through dialogue and collaborative problem-
solving, rather than punishment. 

To sum up, fostering safe learning spaces is crusial, and teachers play a vital role in 
adopting trauma-sensitive practices. By understanding and responding to the impact of trauma, 
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educators can cultivate environments where students feel secure, supported, and empowered to 
thrive academically and emotionally. 
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