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Understanding Trauma’s 
Impact on Learning 

By Susan Cole 
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The principal of a small elementary school in central Massachu-
setts was approached by his staff with a request. They asked 
about their school becoming more responsive to trauma owing to 
the number of children in their classrooms who seemed to be 
facing adversity in their lives. 

The principal met with the school nurse and the school district 
psychologist who was assigned to work with students at his rural 
school to discuss the matter. Together, they reviewed the records 
of students who were homeless or in foster care or otherwise had 
a known traumatic history. 

“I was shocked when I realized how high the numbers were and 
stunned to see the overlap between these students and those who 
were functioning below grade level academically,” the principal 
stated. “While not all the children with traumatic histories were 
struggling, it was clear to me that adversity was a strong predic-
tor of challenges in school and that we could not in good con-
science ignore a plan for addressing the role of trauma in our 
school.” 

That recognition was the launching point for this school making 
its entire environment trauma-sensitive. The effort started with 
setting up a learning community for staff to become more knowl-
edgeable about how trauma affects a student’s ability to focus, 
behave appropriately and learn. The school’s administrators, 
teachers and staff read Helping Traumatized Children Learn 
(Vol. 1) and identified their priorities, including the need for a 
calmer environment, a steering committee to guide the work and 
involvement of all staff. 

Under the principal’s leadership, staff created “peace corners” — 
physical spaces where students could learn how to self-regulate 
their behavior. The number of disciplinary office referrals began 
to drop sharply.  

Trauma Familiarity 
Creating such a school climate is not easy. Ensuring students 
reach their full potential requires commitment. Educators must 
work collaboratively to change negative cultures that often result 
in the overuse of expulsion as a disciplinary option, while at the 
same time closing the achievement gap, eliminating pernicious 
bullying, teaching social and emotional skills and shutting down 
the school-to-prison pipeline. 

Clearly, a single program or a set of services is not enough to 
change existing school culture. A safe and supportive school 
climate is one where all students can learn, behave appropriately 
and form relationships with adults and peers. 

Natalie Pohl, principal of Manthala George Jr. Elementary  

I’m sure at this point in the year all of you 
are fully immersed in central office func-
tions.  We all know central office func-
tions never stop (even in the summer) but 
it does seem things are a little more re-
laxed during the summer months with just 
a few employees working and no students 
(unless you run a summer school).  I usu-
ally refer to the start of school as getting 

back on the treadmill.  Before leaving for our opening work-
shop I traditionally give my wife a hug and tell her how much 
she means to me and that I will see her again next summer.  
So is the life of a Maine School Superintendent.  We are all a 
dedicated bunch that spends many hours away from home and 
family. 

For most of us it was only the second week of school and we 
found ourselves in a Drummond Woodsum workshop in Au-
gusta entitled “The Dam Breaks: New Laws Flood Schools”.  
I knew there were a multitude of new laws due to serving on 
our Legislative Committee.  Our Chairman, Roger Shaw, 
found himself calling meetings practically every week during 
the legislative session due to the volume of laws related to 
education.  Our Committee had many robust conversations 
determining the right position to take for the students of 
Maine.  Many of the bills discussed by our MSSA Legislative 
Committee have become law so the Drummond Woodsum 
workshop came at exactly the right time.  The Drummond 
Woodsum team briefed Superintendents, Business Managers, 
Board Members and others on over 40 new laws that will 
have a significant impact on our school systems. The flood 
gates truly opened with many of the new laws having policy 
implications. 

Thankfully we have MSMA and MSSA to represent us before 
the Maine Legislature, as well as, providing assistance to help 
us understand the new laws and develop sample policies that 
districts will need to comply with all of the changes.  Without 
the help of MSMA and MSSA staff this type of work would 
be overwhelming.  The amount of work they do to influence 
the outcome of legislation is remarkable.  MSMA Executive 
Director, Steve Bailey, MSSA Executive Director, Eileen 
King and our Director of Communications and Government 
Relations, Vicki Wallack, work tirelessly each legislative ses-
sion.  During the past legislative session Vicki Wallack wrote 
174 bill position testimonies.  I commend each one of them 
for their commitment to the School Boards and Superinten-
dents they serve, but ultimately to the students of our state. 

While all of us are struggling to understand the new laws,  
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See Poverty... 
Be the Difference! 
 

Discover the Missing Pieces for Helping People 
Move Out of Poverty 

By Dr. Donna Beegle 
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Good Reads 

(continued on page 3) 

From the back cover: Provides an oppor-
tunity for gaining a foundation, rooted in 
lived experience and research, for under-
standing poverty and addressing its im-
pacts. Chapter titles: A Foundation for 
Understanding Poverty; Serving People 
from Poverty; Laying the Foundations 
for Institutional and Systemic Change.  

Customer Review: 
-Perfect for teachers, social workers, 
and anyone wanting to make a differ-
ence! The author (Dr. Donna M. Beegle) 

comes from generational poverty, and gives her readers direct 
advice on how they can help end this devastating cycle. All peo-
ple should read this book!  

Dr. Donna Beegle will be the keynote speaker at the 46th 
Annual MSMA Fall Conference on October 24th, at the Augusta 
Civic Center.  She will also be presenting two clinics entitled 
“Breaking the Iron Cage of Poverty” and “Communicating and 
Relating More Effectively Across Poverty Barriers.” 

Please join us! 

President’s Message 
(continued from page 1) 

legislators are submitting bills for the next session.  On behalf 
of our organization I would encourage each one of you to build 
relationships with your local legislators.  We have more influ-
ence with legislators than we sometimes realize.  If you build a 
relationship with them you may find they will seek your advice 
and input on education related bills.  All of us working together 
can make a difference. 

In closing, I encourage all of you to attend our MSSA Annual 
Meeting on October 23 and the 46th Annual MSMA Fall Con-
ference October 24-25.  It will be a great professional develop-
ment opportunity for all of us, as well as, a time of networking 
with colleagues from across the state. 

Also, remember to turn off the administrative treadmill every 
day to take time for yourself and your family. 

Take care, 

Scott K. Porter 
President, MSSA  

Trauma’s Impact on Learning 
(continued from page 1) 

staff needed,” Pohl says. 

As the steering committee of the school gained in strength un-
der her leadership, it provided the essential guidance for becom-
ing a safe and supportive school community. Over the past four 
years, Pohl cites “increased staff communication and collabora-
tion, as well as a willingness to try new ideas to support chal-
lenging students.”   

Widespread Incidence 
More children than ever have lived through adversities, ranging 
from abuse to homelessness, from bullying at school to commu-
nity violence to domestic violence. The Adverse Childhood 
Experiences Study, an ongoing two-decades-old research pro-
ject conducted by Kaiser Permanente and the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention, found shockingly high numbers of 
mostly white, middle-class adults reported abuse and/or chal-
lenging family experiences during childhood. The research 
asked participants about their experiences of childhood adversi-
ty: being subjected to physical, sexual or psychological abuse; 
witnessing domestic violence; and living with a parent afflicted 
with a mental illness or involved in substance abuse or criminal 
behavior. More than half the adults stated they had had experi-
ences in at least one of these categories as children. 

If we also consider the number of students who are or have been 
chronically bullied, live with homelessness or in the proximity 
of community violence, are refugees from war-torn countries, 
are shuttled around in the foster care system, survive natural 
disasters, undergo multiple invasive medical procedures, or live 
with a parent traumatized by combat, we get a sense of the ex-
traordinary amount and severity of the adversity that too many 
children are experiencing. 

The fact is, every school has students who have experienced 
highly traumatic events. Recognizing the breadth and depth of 
the underlying challenges — and accepting that we won’t al-
ways know or need to know what happened — is essential to a 
discussion of what to do. 

Trauma Response 
Trauma does not always begin and end with a particular event. 
Often it is an enduring response to overwhelming experiences, 
such as abuse, bullying at school, a parents’ addiction, racism or 
oppression. 

Many factors, including age, temperament, gender and sustain-
ing relationships in a child’s life, influence the response to 
stressful events. Not all children experiencing adversity develop 
a trauma response. Some are more vulnerable than others, and 
no two children — even those from the same family who may 
have lived through the same traumatic events — will necessari-
ly have the same response. However confusing the behavior 
may be, negative experiences can impact even the most resilient 
child’s ability to succeed at school. 

The impact of trauma affects students in terms of academics, 
behavior and relationships. 

» ACADEMICS. Learning to read, write, engage in discussion 
and solve math problems requires an ability to trust, organize, 
comprehend, remember and produce work. Another prerequisite 
for achieving classroom competency is the ability to self-
regulate attention, emotions and behavior. Not surprisingly, 
trauma resulting from overwhelming experiences has the power 
to disturb a student’s development of these foundations for 
learning in these ways: 

» undermine the acquisition of language and communication 

School in Brockton, Mass., has begun this challenging work to 
better serve her 900-plus students, many of them economically 
disadvantaged. She was familiar with the principles of trauma-
sensitive schools from her work at other Brockton schools. 

I knew that using a trauma-sensitive approach would help us 
create the culture and climate that our students, families and  

https://www.amazon.com/See-Poverty-Be-Difference/dp/1934085014
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Trauma’s Impact on Learning 
(continued from page 2) 

» compromise the ability to attend to classroom tasks and instructions; 

» interfere with the ability to organize and remember new information; and 

» hinder understanding of cause-and-effect relationships. 

All of these skills are necessary to take in information at school.  

» BEHAVIOR. Unfortunately, many traumatized children develop behavioral coping mechanisms that can frustrate educators and 
bring out exasperated reprisals — reactions that both strengthen the child’s expectations of confrontation and danger and reinforce a 
negative self-image. Many effects of trauma on classroom behavior originate from the same problems that create academic difficul-
ties: the inability to self-regulate emotions, distorted perceptions of the behaviors and feelings of others, and the inability to process 
social cues and convey feelings in an appropriate manner. 

This behavior can be highly confusing to educators, and students suffering from the behavioral impacts of trauma often are pro-
foundly misunderstood. Teachers who catch a student who is “tuned out” during class may perceive the student is unmotivated rather 
than troubled. 

Whether a student who has experienced traumatic events externalizes (acts out) or internalizes (withdraws or acts numb, frozen or 
depressed), his or her behavioral response to traumatic events can lead to lost learning and strained relationships with teachers and 
peers. These students may retreat in class because they are overloaded emotionally. When students are in “survival” mode and barely 
coping, their brain cannot focus and process additional information. 

» RELATIONSHIPS. Children’s struggles with traumatic stress and their insecure relationships with adults inside and outside 
school can adversely affect their relationships with school personnel and with peers. Students may distrust adults and/or fellow stu-
dents and be unsure of the security of the school setting generally. These students may suffer delays in developing the kind of 
healthy interpersonal relationships with their teachers and peers they so desperately need. 

School Responses 
The best solution is to create an environment that weaves trauma sensitivity into all school operations so children can feel safe and 
supported and be successful throughout the school day. 

Some years ago, Claire Crane, a principal at Ford Elementary School in Lynn, Mass., provided staff with training to respond to trau-
ma symptoms. The story of a student named George (a pseudonym), who was dealing with domestic violence and struggling aca-
demically, reveals the power of helping a student. 

Staff were worried when George’s truancy increased dramatically. At a staff meeting to discuss the situation, staff focused on his 
interests, talents and abilities rather than punishment. A teacher mentioned he liked baseball. Normally, his poor grades would make 
him ineligible for the team, but they conditionally allowed him to be on the team. First, he had to write a paper and sign a pledge that 
his participation was contingent on keeping up his grades. The intervention was successful. 

Crane’s story illustrates how educators benefit from a process to collaborate on the priorities of a school, and principals should en-
gage staff on creating appropriate interventions. 

Creating trauma-sensitive schools has much in common with what many well-run schools already do. They identify priorities, such 
as learning jointly, coalition building, planning and evaluation. What is different at a trauma-sensitive school is that the awareness 
about trauma’s impact on learning becomes a primary motivator for taking action. Through more learning and reflective conversa-
tions, a sense of urgency grows into a deeper awareness of the pervasive role trauma plays at school and how addressing it can im-
prove students’ educational accomplishments. 

From this foundational awareness, a small coalition can engage the entire staff in reflective schoolwide trauma-sensitive action plan-
ning. The goal is for schools to become trauma-sensitive learning communities where new ideas and expansive thinking are nurtured 
and where teamwork makes it possible for complex issues to be explored. 

Replicating Success 
If school system leaders wonder whether they can replicate the successes of schools, I point them to the rigorous research of the 
American Institutes of Research. A 2018 study of five schools in Massachusetts that were using the trauma-sensitive approach set 
forth in Helping Traumatized Children Learn (Vol. 2) found that an understanding of trauma can lead to shifts in thinking which, 
when combined with a process of change, can “help change school culture and create conditions for teaching and learning.” 

According to the study, the key outcomes in the first two years included fewer crises, schools feeling “safer” and “calmer”, de-
creased disciplinary referrals and acts of misbehavior, increased staff communication and cohesion, improved staff-student relation-
ships and more parent communication and engagement. 

This approach values the expertise of educators to work together in a team and uses inquiry to identify challenges and solutions 
through a trauma-sensitive lens. 

SUSAN COLE is director of the Trauma and Learning Policy Initiative, a joint program of Harvard Law School in Cambridge, 
Mass., and Massachusetts Advocates for Children. 

Reprinted with permission from the February 2019 issue of School Administrator magazine, published by AASA, “The School Su-
perintendents Association.” 

mailto:scole@law.harvard.edu


EVENT VENUE DATE  

New Supts/Asst Supts Meeting 
Collective Bargaining 

MSMA  
Augusta, ME 

10/10/19 More info 

MSSA Annual Meeting Augusta Civic Center 10/23/19 More info 

Drive-In Board Chair Workshop Augusta Civic Center 10/23/19 More info 

46th Annual MSMA Fall Conference Augusta Civic Center 
 

10/24-10/25/19 More info 

Collective Bargaining for School Board 
Members 
Presented by Drummond Woodsum 

Hilton Garden Inn 
Auburn, ME 

12/6/19 More info 

AASA National Conference on Education 
 

San Diego, CA 2/13-2/15/20 More info 

Mark Your Calendar 
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If you have questions about any articles in this newsletter or suggestions for improving 
this publication, please let us know. 

You can contact me, MSSA Executive Director Eileen King at eking@msmaweb.com. 

 

MSSA Mission Statement  

Purpose: 

Maine School Superintendents Association:  

Leading for equity, excellence and opportunity for 

all Maine students.  

Mission Statement:  

The Maine School Superintendents Association (MSSA) is an 

organization committed to leadership that:  

• Provides equity, creates opportunities for and promotes 
the success of every student;  

• Develops ethical, visionary and competent leaders;  

• Promotes community and legislative support for educa-
tion;  

• Advocates for public education and School Superinten-
dents.  
 

Core Values and Beliefs:  

We believe members shall:  

• Maintain high expectations for all students, staff and our-
selves  

• Advocate for resources essential to student learning  

• Act with integrity and model professional behavior  

• Champion the advancement of public education  

October 23, 2019 

MSSA Annual Meeting 

Augusta Civic Center 

Program Focus: Hacking Leadership 

with Dr. Joe Sanfelippo 

Agenda 

 

October 24 & 25, 2019 

MSMA 46th Annual Fall Conference 

Augusta Civic Center 

“It Starts With Us!” 

Agenda 

We hope to see you there! 

https://www.msmaweb.com/mssa/upcoming-events/
https://www.msmaweb.com/mssa/upcoming-events/
https://www.msmaweb.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Board-Chair-Clinic-Reg-Form-2019.pdf
https://www.msmaweb.com/about-msma/fall-conference/
https://www.msmaweb.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Collective-Bargaining-for-Board-Members-DW.pdf
http://nce.aasa.org/
mailto:eking@msmaweb.com
https://www.msmaweb.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Agenda-10-23-19.pdf
https://www.msmaweb.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/agenda-19.pdf

