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Trauma & Toxic Stress
Toxic stress is the strong, 

frequent, or prolonged activation 

of the body’s stress 

management system (cortisol). It 

negatively impacts brain 

development, and affects 

learning and emotions. It is 

strongly associated w/ socio-

economic status, but can occur 

anywhere. Learning is impacted 

by the change toxic stress has 

on judgment, planning, decision

making, attention, concentration, 

emotions, and short-term memory. 

The more a person becomes 

worried, frustrated, or angry, the 

larger the amygdala becomes 

and the stronger these emotions 

become. The connections to 

Flight Freeze

• Withdrawal

• Running out of 
the classroom

• Daydreaming

• Appearance of 
sleeping

• Avoidance of 
others

• Hiding or 
wandering

• Acting out

• Aggression

• Refusal and 
defiance

• Silliness

• Hyperactivity

• Argumentative

• Numbness

• Refusal to 
answer

• Refusal to get 
needs met

• Giving a blank 
look

• Inability to 
move or act

• Answering “I 
don’t know.”

• Enter school 

unprepared

• Physical and 
Mental Health

• Concentration 
and Memory

• Curiosity and 
Motivation

• Developmental 

disabilities

• Behavioral 
Disorders

4 Types of 

Poverty

- Generational

- Working class

- Immigrant

- Situational 
(e.g. divorce). 

How Poverty 
Affects Learning

Source
❖Trauma-Informed 
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Fight

the pre-frontal cortex weaken and 
the less they are able to use their 
executive functions. When a 
child’s safety is jeopardized, or 
triggered, they will fight, flight, or 
freeze. When a child loses the 
ability to cope, they seek ways to 
regulate themselves using healthy 
or unhealthy strategies. Healthy 
strategies include taking a break, 
going for a walk, or mindfulness. 
Unhealthy strategies include, 
running out of the classroom, 
yelling, throwing objects, or 
shutting down. 


