
JOHN F. ELLER & TOM HIERCK

creating a safe and predictable 
school environment

trauma-sensitive  
leadership

© H
aw

ke
r B

row
nlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



vii

Table of Contents

About the Authors. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                     xi

Introduction. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                             1
Our Personal Experiences With Childhood Trauma and Leading  

Trauma-Sensitive Schools. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                      2
Purpose of This Book. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                          5
Overview of This Book. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                         9
Conclusion. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                               11

Examining Trauma and Its Impact on Educators 
and Students. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 13

Trauma Defined . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                           14
Original ACEs Study and Continued Prevalence of the Problem. . . . . . . . . . . . . .             17
Impacts of Trauma on the Brain . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                  22
Brain Responses to Trauma. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                     26
How Personal Experiences With Trauma Can Shape Reactions . . . . . . . . . . . . .              30
Conclusion. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                33
Questions for� Reflection. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                       33

Fostering a Trauma-Sensitive Attitude and  
School Culture . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 35

The See-Do-Get Cycle. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                        37
The Importance of Attitude. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                     39
A Culture of Safety . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                          43
From Safety to Trauma Sensitive  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                 44
Conclusion. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                46
Questions for� Reflection. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                       46

2

1

© H
aw

ke
r B

row
nlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



T R A U M A - S E N S I T I V E  L E A D E R S H I Pviii

Creating a Stable and Predictable  
School Environment. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 49

Classroom Considerations for Trauma Behaviors . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       51
Classroom Structures and Processes That May Perpetuate Trauma . . . . . . . . . .           57
Conclusion. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                62
Questions for� Reflection. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                       62

Building Relationships With Parents  
and Families . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 65

The Importance of Building Relationships With Parents and Families . . . . . . . . .          66
Families as Partners for Success. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                  67
A Foundation of Trust and Support . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                69
Parent and Family Engagement . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                  77
Community Connections and Support. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                              82
Conclusion. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                83
Questions for� Reflection. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                       84

Building the Foundation for a Trauma-
Sensitive School . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 85

Traditional Versus Trauma Sensitive. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                86
Staff Attitudes and Beliefs. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                      90
What to Stop, Start, and Continue. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                 93
Building Blocks for the Foundation. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                95
Midcourse Adjustments . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                      101
Plan for a Course of Action . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                    103
Conclusion. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                              103
Questions for� Reflection. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                     103

Planning the Trauma-Sensitive Journey for 
Your School . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 105

A Model for Change . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                       107
Other Strategies to Consider for a Successful Trauma-Sensitive Journey . . . . . . .      113
Strategies to Move Beyond the Initial Focus on Trauma-Sensitive Instruction . . . .   118
Conclusion. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                              122
Questions for� Reflection. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                     122

3

6

5

4

© H
aw

ke
r B

row
nlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



ixTable of Contents

Launching and Sustaining Trauma-Sensitive 
Practices in Your School. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 123

Navigation of the Change Process.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  124
Data Gathering and Analysis to Assess Trauma-Sensitive Practices . . . . . . . . . .          139
Conclusion. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                              142
Questions for� Reflection. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                     142

References and Resources. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                            143

Index . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                  153

7

© H
aw

ke
r B

row
nlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



1

Introduction

Cassia, a sixth-grade student, has been in trouble for the last two 
years in school. In early elementary school, teachers commented 
about how attentive and interested she was in learning. All of that 
changed at the end of her fourth-grade year. She suddenly became 
withdrawn and quiet. She stopped turning in assignments and kept 
to herself a lot. Since it was the end of the school year, Cassia’s 
teacher thought something had changed, but didn’t want to pry 
into her family situation.

During fifth grade, all the classes were departmentalized. Cassia 
didn’t make a meaningful connection with her teachers there and 
did just enough to get by.

For sixth grade, Cassia attended Floyd Middle School. At this 
school, the team members met every week to discuss the students 
and their educational progress. Floyd Middle School had adopted 
the care factor as a central component of its school culture. Principal 
Raul Haven had aligned resources to help teachers focus on stu-
dents first. Teachers met in collaborative teams and structured each 
meeting based on the unique needs of the students and teachers.

At their third weekly team meeting, the team focused on student wel-
fare. Team members could complete a referral and discuss student 
concerns at this meeting. The team members listened as Cassia’s 
base teacher, Ms. Deacon, shared her concerns about Cassia.

After listening to her concerns, team members developed a plan to 
study the situation to better understand what was happening. They 
adopted the following elements in their plan:

	¶ As a sixth-grade team, they decided it would be important 
for each of them to develop a better relationship with Cassia.
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T R A U M A - S E N S I T I V E  L E A D E R S H I P2

	¶ Cassia’s base teacher, Ms. Deacon, would keep a log of 
Cassia’s classroom behaviors to see if patterns had emerged.

	¶ The collaborative team leader would keep Principal Haven 
sensitive about the data they had gathered so he could be 
ready to provide additional resources once the team better 
understood the problem.

By implementing the plan, team members were able to develop a 
relationship with Cassia. As a result of this relationship, they were 
better able to determine the patterns in her behavior while also 
helping her to feel more comfortable and engaged in each class-
room. After gathering more information, the sixth-grade collabora-
tive team would meet again and develop a plan for implementing 
strategies to help Cassia to get back on track. The process would 
take some time, but the team knew Cassia needed the time to 
become comfortable with them.

In this scenario, the sixth-grade collaborative team put the success of their stu-
dents at the center of their work. Because of Principal Haven’s leadership, each 

collaborative team reserved at least one of their weekly meeting sessions to focus 
specifically on student welfare issues. Since this process has been implemented, the 
collaborative teams at the school have been able to keep many students from “fall-
ing through the cracks” and instead, helped them be successful. The leadership of 
Principal Haven had helped the school become more trauma sensitive.

Our Personal Experiences With Childhood 
Trauma and Leading Trauma-Sensitive Schools

As we detailed in our book Trauma-Sensitive Instruction: Creating a Safe and 
Predictable Classroom Environment (Eller & Hierck, 2021), we have experienced 
childhood trauma in our own lives, taught in classrooms using trauma-sensitive 
strategies, and led schools that served trauma-impacted students during our careers.

Because of our backgrounds and experiences, we are uniquely qualified to assist 
teachers and school leaders as they work with students from traumatic homes and 
situations. Our biographies appear at the front of this book, but following are 
some of the experiences we’ve had to directly transfer to the mission of supporting 
students, teachers, and school leaders in working with trauma-impacted students.© H
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Introduction 3

John F. Eller 
In developing this book, John called on his extensive experiences in implementing 

foundational strategies that support trauma-sensitive classrooms and schools, plus 
his research and previous writings on the topic.

John has served as an elementary and secondary school teacher, a principal in 
several schools, an assistant superintendent of curriculum and learning, a princi-
pal’s center director, a university professor, and in various other positions during 
his career. Following are some of John’s pertinent experiences.

•	 Worked extensively as a classroom teacher, principal, and district office 
administrator in communities and neighborhoods that served students 
living in traumatic conditions.

•	 Supported teachers and leaders as a consultant in the areas of 
positive classroom environments, classroom management, building 
relationships, developing parent partnerships, and other areas directly 
related to adverse childhood experiences (ACEs).

•	 Developed and implemented programs that were beneficial to students 
experiencing trauma. One of his schools was honored with the Iowa First 
in the National Education (FINE) Award for transforming school culture, 
and John was named as the state principal of the year and a National 
Distinguished Principal with the U.S. Department of Education.

•	 Authored many books and articles on topics related to trauma-sensitive 
instruction, including developing the care factor with students and 
families, in which the principal helps teachers and students feel that 
someone cares for them; in turn, teachers show their level of caring 
for students, and then students show each other they care. This helps 
establish and maintain a caring and nurturing school culture. Topics 
also include school culture, classroom management, de-escalating 
conflict, and working with teachers to implement change.

•	 Worked as a consultant since 1996 with schools, districts, intermediate 
education agencies, and other education institutions on foundational 
topics related to trauma-sensitive classrooms and schools. In addition to 
consulting on these topics in North America, John also has worked with 
teachers and leaders in Chile, Australia, China, Japan, and Europe.© H
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Tom Hierck 
Tom has channeled all of his expertise and experiences into this new book to 

help teachers and leaders make their classrooms more trauma sensitive. Tom has 
served as a teacher, a school administrator, a program director, and an author in 
the area of trauma-sensitive teaching and leading. Following is a summary of 
those experiences.

•	 Worked extensively as a teacher, an administrator, and a consultant in 
the areas of trauma, behavior management, and developing student 
resilience and potential.

•	 Worked in programs serving students with severe behavior issues 
and in alternative education programs designed to help students 
experiencing trauma.

•	 Developed a model program to help indigenous students and families.

•	 Led the reform of a behavior program that helped students to build 
resilience, and implemented intervention programs, such as positive 
behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS), to help teachers 
understand the trauma behind behaviors and teach students alternative 
behaviors while building resilience.

•	 Worked as a consultant in North America and Australia helping 
educators understand student trauma, building classrooms and schools 
that are more trauma sensitive, developing classroom environments 
where students are taught and practice productive behaviors, building 
positive learning environments, and championing the idea that all 
students can learn and be successful at high levels.

•	 Authored many books on response to intervention (RTI), school and 
classroom culture, assessment, and positive behavior management all 
related to trauma-sensitive teaching and leading.

Both of us have had experiences similar to those many of your students may have 
had. This has been a tremendous asset in our work with students from traumatic 
situations. These experiences have helped us relate to them and understand some of 
what they are going through themselves, allowing us to empathize and step back 
and try to understand each situation in a unique manner.© H
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Introduction 5

Some of you may also have experienced trauma as a child. Somehow, you may 
have overcome your situation, or maybe the experiences are hidden in your deep 
memory and influence how you think and process experiences. Your experiences 
may have made you more sensitive and aware of the impact of trauma on your 
students, or they may have made you less tolerant of some of the situations your 
students are facing. This lack of tolerance may lead someone to think, “I worked 
hard and overcame my traumatic situations. Why can’t my students do the same?” 
In contrast, if your experiences have made you too sensitive, you may allow your 
students too much leeway so that they are unaccountable for their behaviors. 
Letting students get by with misbehaviors does not help them develop the resil-
ience they need to overcome their trauma. Whatever your experiences have been, 
trauma does impact how you think about working with trauma-impacted students.

Teachers tell us that more and more students live in trauma and experience men-
tal health challenges. We have observed how trauma-impacted students struggle to 
focus and learn. These issues impact the classroom and behavior management, and 
cause teachers to take time away from teaching and learning activities to address 
students’ mental health needs. These traumatic home situations have been amplified 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

You don’t need to have experienced childhood trauma to empathize and under-
stand students’ perspectives. If you try to understand what students might be expe-
riencing, that’s a great first step. Being able to step back before reacting will help 
you better understand their situations and develop positive relationships that will 
help you work with them more successfully.

Purpose of This Book
In Trauma-Sensitive Instruction (Eller & Hierck, 2021), we discussed the topic of 

trauma from the classroom or teacher perspective. In this book, we focus on trauma 
from a school and school leadership perspective. You’ll explore ideas and strategies 
to support teachers and implement trauma-sensitive instruction as a whole school. 
Effective implementation and change happens because leaders help set the stage and 
promote and support these changes. 
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Introduction 9

Based on these data, it is more important than ever to understand these traumatic 
situations and make classrooms and schools more trauma sensitive. This has been 
heightened by the world’s struggle with the recent COVID-19 pandemic. With 
students and families working and learning from home, the traumatic situations 
students are facing have increased. 

Because of the prevalence of childhood trauma, we decided to write this book to 
help school leaders understand the importance of this topic and share strategies and 
ideas to help move a school closer to being trauma sensitive. While there are many 
books on the trauma-sensitive process, none of them offer the unique perspectives 
and experiences that we bring to this topic.

Overview of This Book
This book is designed to serve as a resource as you embark on your trauma-sensitive 

journey. While information is organized sequentially, you do not have to read this 
book from cover to cover. Feel free to read the chapters in the order that makes the 
most sense for you. Following is an overview of the information you will find in 
each chapter. 

•	 Chapter 1: Examining Trauma and Its Impact on Educators 
and Students—Chapter 1 examines both foundational and current 
information related to trauma and how it impacts the students, parents, 
and teachers in your school. The focus may need to be refined when 
working with teachers who have experienced childhood trauma versus 
working with those who have not. This chapter also explores recent 
brain research related to trauma, what it does to students’ brains, and 
how it can shape their reactions. This information is important because 
it not only helps you understand what’s happening to students, but 
also provides the information you need to design strategies to support 
students when coping with trauma.

•	 Chapter 2: Fostering a Trauma-Sensitive Attitude and School 
Culture—In this chapter, the importance of understanding the attitude 
and mindset you bring to school is crucial. If you have preconceived 
notions about students and their families that are experiencing trauma, 
your trauma-sensitive efforts will not be successful. Shaping your 
attitude as an educator and leader, and helping teachers to shape their © H
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