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Abstract 

Adverse childhood experiences, also known as ACEs, are potentially traumatic events that occur 

in childhood (between the ages of 0-18). Educators and those present in school communities play 

an important role in developing an environment that supports the social-emotional and academic 

needs of their students. Adopting trauma informed practices in schools is a way in which 

educators and community members can support students that have experienced or are currently 

facing ACEs. This narrative inquiry investigates the school experiences of three individuals who 

were impacted by ACEs as a child and attended school. They shared their stories through semi-

structured interviews that explored the question, “What insights can the experiences of 

individuals impacted by ACEs provide about effective strategies for supporting student well-

being, self-esteem, and learning success?” The study identified key themes related to 

relationship building, fostering connections, individualized learning, and safe school 

environments. The participants’ stories add perspective and understanding about the impact 

school practices can have on students, an important consideration in the field of trauma informed 

practice. Findings suggest effective strategies for supporting student well-being, self-esteem, and 

learning success.  

 

 

Keywords: Adverse childhood experiences, trauma informed practices, student experience, 

narrative inquiry  
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Chapter One - Introduction 

Adverse childhood experiences, also known as ACEs, are potentially traumatic events 

that occur in childhood (between the ages of 0-18). Research has shown that exposure to these 

types of events can serve as a possible catalyst for the development of mental health difficulties, 

disruption of cognitive development, and/or long-term physical health issues (Burke Harris, 

2018). Educators and those present in school communities play an important role in developing 

an environment where all students get their social-emotional and academic needs met. Therefore, 

adopting trauma informed practices in schools is a way in which educators and community 

members can support students that have experienced, or are currently facing ACEs. In addition, 

it is valuable to learn about how the school experience affects those individuals impacted by 

ACEs.  

Positive, Tolerable, and Toxic Stress 

 The National Scientific Council on the Developing Child concluded that there are three 

different kinds of stress responses: positive, tolerable, and toxic. Their research showed that 

healthy development in adolescents includes experience with positive and tolerable stress (Burke 

Harris, 2018). Positive stress occurs when one is exposed to a situation that induces, “a brief 

increase in heart rate and mild elevation of hormone levels” (Burke Harris, 2018, p. 54). This can 

provide a person with increased adrenalin and intensified focus. Tolerable stress occurs when 

one is exposed to an adverse situation, which “activates the body’s alert systems to a greater 

degree as a result of more severe, longer-lasting difficulties such as the loss of a loved one, a 

natural disaster, or a frightening injury” (p. 54). The potential for long-term negative effects of 

this exposure can be buffered by relationships with adults that can provide a healthy environment 

for the child to overcome the effects of the stressor (Burke Harris, 2018). Exposure to this type 
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of stress can develop a child’s capacity for resilience. During children’s developmental years, 

they have an increased sensitivity to prolonged and repeated stress activation. Toxic stress “can 

occur when a child experiences strong, frequent, and/or prolonged adversity – such as physical or 

emotional abuse, neglect, caregiver substance abuse or mental illness, exposure to violence, 

and/or the accumulated burden of family hardship – without adequate adult support” (Burke 

Harris, 2018, p. 55). Continuous toxic stress during adolescence can increase the likelihood of 

adverse health risks such as heart disease, lung cancer, and can impact life expectancy by a 

difference of twenty years. Experiencing severe trauma as a child can also affect brain 

development and function, immune systems, hormonal systems, as well as the way our DNA is 

read and transcribed (Burke Harris, 2015).  

Stress Response in the Classroom 

 It is important for educators and students to understand how stress can impact the ability 

for one to engage in learning. In reaction to stressful or traumatizing events, the body can switch 

into survival mode activating a flight, fight, or freeze response. These responses could be 

presented in a multitude of ways in the classroom. A flight response could include self-isolating 

and withdrawing, truancy, disengagement, hiding in the class or wandering around, bolting, 

and/or exhibiting fatigue. A fight response could include aggressive behaviour, acting silly, 

being defiant and argumentative, exhibiting hyperactivity, and/or screaming or yelling. Lastly, a 

freeze response could include exhibiting blank looks and inability to move or act, refusing to 

answer questions when asked, hesitant or rejecting help to get their academic or social needs 

met. Any of these behaviours can serve as a barrier to learning for the child exhibiting them as 

well as potentially those around them. Therefore, it is valuable for teachers to become trauma-
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informed, so they are equipped to identify and understand the source of stress and how to best 

support (Souers et al., 2016). 

 In observing stress responses in students from a teacher’s perspective, they present 

themselves in many ways in the classroom. Consider a fictional student who we will name 

Sophia. Sophia is an individual who has a quick wit, great sense of humour, and compelling 

storytelling abilities. She also exhibits a consistent stress response in her classroom. Sophia often 

leaves the room unannounced, does not participate in class meetings, or engage with her peers. 

Whenever the class is doing literacy, Sophia relies on avoidance strategies such as going to the 

bathroom, walking around the classroom, or hiding her assignments. These actions are associated 

with the flight stress response described earlier and could have been perceived as purposely 

defiant and disruptive behaviour.  

Trauma Informed Practices in Schools 

As a response to ACEs research, trauma informed practice (TIP) began to emerge in 

schools. In order to achieve effective implementation, the practices require “administrative buy-

in and support, trauma-sensitive classroom practices, positive and restorative responses to 

behavior, policy and procedure changes, teacher and staff professional development, and strong 

cross-system collaboration among school staff and mental health professionals” (Thomas et al., 

2019, p. 423). The ways in which these practices can be implemented will differ depending on 

complexities of the school context. However, there are general guidelines to embedding a 

schoolwide infrastructure to operate from a trauma informed lens. Thomas et al. (2019) suggests 

that educators can implement TIPs in schools by:    

- Training staff to build knowledge about the potential impact which trauma can have 

on the developing mind.  
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- Shifting perspectives and using a ‘trauma lens’ when working with students by being 

aware of how trauma can manifest and implementing effective strategies to moderate 

its impact in school.  

- Providing self-care strategies or opportunities for educators to mitigate the impact of 

secondary traumatic stress. 

Cole et al. (2005) highlights the importance of:  

- Increasing presence and access to mental health professionals for both students and 

staff.  

- Facilitating partnerships with students’ caregivers and strengthening a child’s 

relationship with adults inside and outside of school. 

- Increasing student’s knowledge base of self-regulation strategies.  

- Supporting individual students in developing their academic potential. 

- Establishing predictability and consistency within the classroom. Some examples of 

this include, posting a daily schedule and front-loading students with learning 

engagements that will be challenging.  

- Maintaining consistency and follow-through with classroom expectations that have 

been developed and agreed upon by the whole class. 

- Explicitly teaching skills to cope with change or disruption.  

- Teachers building a relationship with their students and learning about their non-

academic interests.  

- Developing a school-wide behaviour policy that is rooted in positive behaviour 

strategies (reinforcing and recognizing positive behaviours, balancing accountability 



INQUIRY INTO THE SCHOOL EXPERIENCES OF THOSE IMPACTED BY TRAUMA 

 
 

5 

with an understanding of the roots of behaviour, being consistent in expectations and 

consequences, and modeling respectful relationships and problem-solving strategies) 

- Collaborating with community members or extracurricular program organizers so 

students can learn about different opportunities to potentially engage in outside of 

school.   

In the case of Sophia, the fictional student described previously, TIP could involve a variety of 

strategies to alleviate aspects of her flight stress response. The classroom teacher could build a 

relationship with Sophia and find out more about her interests. For example, Sophia could be 

interested in an area such as film and the creation of iMovies. This would inform the teacher of 

an interest and strength that could be added to her literacy program. It would be engaging for 

Sophia and provide her with the opportunity to lead a group in movie creation and editing. Not 

only might this increase Sophia’s confidence in her abilities in literacy and classroom 

engagement, it could also enable her to connect with peers who have similar interests. The 

teacher could add ‘Talk Time’ to the classroom meetings, where each student is allowed to talk 

about an area of interest for two minutes. Sophia might share a movie she made, potentially 

prompting positive responses from her peers in the form of comments and questions. Once 

Sophia had a positive experience in the class meeting, she might be more willingly attended the 

classroom meetings. The consistent relationship building with her teacher and classmates, 

sparked through her passion for film, could build a foundation of trust and connection that may 

help to reduce Sophia’s stress response in the classroom.  

Trauma and Special Education 

Research has shown that individuals who have four or more ACEs were 32.6 times as 

likely to have been diagnosed with learning and behavioural problems (Burke Harris, 2018). This 
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disproportionate representation of students with ACEs who have having learning challenges or 

behaviour problems demonstrates the importance of TIPs in Special Education. Exposure to 

prolonged activation of stress hormones in childhood can affect the control centres of the of the 

brain including memory, learning, and emotions; this can create emotional distress, poor 

emotional regulation, and an increase in impulsivity. Research has shown that ACEs can also 

have an effect on gene expression and are associated with epigenetic changes such as brain 

development, cognition, as well as mental and physical health (Gonzalez, 2018). All of these 

outcomes can be associated with recommendations for support in school or receiving a diagnosis 

(Porche et al., 2016). Additionally, as Brunzell et al. (2018) concluded, if schools develop 

programs of trauma informed care (TIC), they will likely see an improvement of inclusive 

practices, thereby meeting the needs of many more students, reducing teacher and learning 

support burnout, and offering overall improvement in well-being of the broader school 

community.  

Rationale for Study of the Problem 

The government of British Columbia affirms that “understanding why students have 

difficulty learning is the first step to helping them achieve success in the classroom” (BC 

Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 6). Therefore, as educators, it is important to understand the 

obstacles trauma can create for children and how our educational institutions can establish a 

supportive environment.  

Identifying a child experiencing trauma in their lives can be difficult as trauma often can 

be hidden or associated with feelings of shame. The possible emotional and cognitive effects of 

trauma can result in students receiving stigmatizing labels such as ‘unruly’ or ‘unmotivated’. 

These labels can impact one’s academic performance as well as one’s self-esteem and self-worth. 
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This can create social-emotional struggles, presenting themselves in behaviour problems, 

anxiety, or possibly, in some cases, a diagnosis of Oppositional Defiant Disorder or ADHD 

(Perry et al. 2016). When looking at the effects of cognitive abilities being impacted, a 

longitudinal study showed that as a child matures, the disparity grows, and the gap of language 

skills increases, contributing to “possible future risk factors such as delinquency and dropout” 

(Segal & Collin-Vezina, 2019, p.319). These findings justify the importance of understanding the 

complexities of the impact of ACEs for students who have experienced them, with particular 

attention to the impact of the school environment.  

Personal Context 

Zora Neale Hurston contended that (1985),  

“nothing is the same thing to more than one person. That is natural. There is no single 

face in nature, because every eye that looks upon it, sees it from its own angle. Naturally, 

I picked up the reflection of life around me with my own instruments and absorbed what I 

gathered according to my inside juices” (pg. 51).  

Hurston reminds me of the complexities of every individual’s story, what people are exposed to 

and how experiences are internalized. In my experience as a classroom teacher, I am consistently 

questioning the impact of self-perception and self-worth on one’s self-determination and how 

that can impact an individual emotionally, behaviourally, and cognitively, specifically, for those 

students with exceptionalities. I started thinking about this topic when I saw the regularity of 

obstacles for those exposed to trauma and the far-reaching impact it has. Through my teaching 

practice, I have come to realize that behaviours and learning challenges I have observed in my 

students often have underlying causes that I will not necessarily understand. I also understand 

that how I and my colleagues structure our classrooms and instruct these students has a potential 
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impact on their well-being and learning success. This has raised questions about how educators 

can build relationships, support, and connect with their students. My ultimate goal is to develop a 

deeper understanding about barriers and supports that students who have experience with trauma 

are confronted with at school. My hope is that some perspective about educational practices can 

be gained through hearing stories from those that have experienced childhood trauma, potentially 

giving me perspective on how to adapt and evolve my teaching practice to better support all 

students in my classroom.   

Overview of the Study 

The question that will guide my descriptive research is: “What insights can the 

experiences of individuals impacted by ACEs provide about effective strategies for supporting 

student well-being, self-esteem, and learning success?” This question will be explored 

through the qualitative research method of narrative inquiry. The objective of this study is to 

identify common themes through personal responses from those who have experienced ACEs. 

The narrative inquiry approach includes interviews with adult participants who have 

experienced childhood trauma. The goal of the interviews is to understand what elements of 

school and their school community were beneficial, served as supports, and built self-esteem. 

It is also important to understand what aspects of their experience at school created a struggle 

or diminished their sense of well-being and motivation. Through semi-structured interviews, 

the participants will share their stories. I will interpret these stories with attention to the 

understandings that their experience can provide about educational supports and barriers. 

Themes about learning experiences will be identified, with the potential for informing teaching 

practices to support students impacted by ACEs in the future.  
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 The epistemology of this study is grounded in an anti-positivist or interpretivist 

perspective. In the narrative inquiry research method, the researcher is involved with the 

participants and the knowledge gained from the participant is personal and subjective. 

Additionally, this study is embedded in nominalist ontological understandings regarding the 

nature of truth, reality, and being. The participants are sharing their memories of their own 

personal experiences in school, with the expectation that each perspective and experience is 

uniquely their own (including that of the researcher). From an axiological perspective, this 

study’s goal is to determine what participants valued or found disruptive in their experience at 

school and what motivated the participants to take certain actions, or value certain perspectives, 

over another (Cohen, 2018). 

 This qualitative narrative inquiry research method does come with limitations. When 

considering time and that research/interviews will be conducted by one person, the sample 

size of participants will be small. Each story will be personal, nuanced, and rooted in different 

contexts. Therefore, this study will be limited in its generalizability. Additionally, because 

narrative inquiry is rooted in subjectivity, the participant’s is a representation of what happened 

in their memory of experience, possibly creating obstacles for the researcher to come to 

objective conclusions. Furthermore, the researcher must assess their own reactivity and 

implicit bias in order to reduce the imposition of their story, or a dominant story, on the 

participant (Clandinin et al., 2018). I hope that this study contributes to the field by gaining an 

understanding, through personal accounts, of how school impacted individuals that have 

experienced ACEs. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

This chapter will review theory, literature, and studies that explore Adverse Childhood 

Experience (ACEs) and Trauma Informed Practice (TIP) in educational settings. To begin, the 

theoretical lens of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory of Development in which this study is 

rooted, will be explored. Then, the background of ACEs will be established followed by a review 

of the neurological implications that trauma can have on the developing brain. There will also be 

an examination of how ACEs is an issue in Special Education through exploration of 

disproportionate representation. Additionally, this chapter will consider what it looks like to 

adopt a trauma-informed pedagogy, currently available resources for TIP, the value of 

relationship building, and re-assessment of behaviour policies. The chapter concludes by 

addressing the gaps in research and how this study could further contribute to the field of TIP in 

education.   

Theoretical Framework  

 This study is informed by Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory of Development which 

postulates that there are a multitude of systems in a child’s life and the interactions of these 

systems contribute to a child’s developmental outcome (Bronfenbrenner, 1981). These systems 

are part of a person’s ecological environment that “is conceived as a set of nested structures, 

each inside the next, like a set of Russian dolls” (Bronfenbrenner, 1981, p. 3), influencing the 

way in which a child develops. Bronfenbrenner considers the classroom to be part of the 

innermost level; therefore, a critical part of a child’s development. He suggests that “a child’s 

ability to learn to read in the primary grades may depend no less on how he is taught than on the 

existence and nature of ties between the school and home” (Bronfenbrenner, 1981, p. 3). This 

perspective supports the idea that ACEs can have a significant impact on the learning outcomes 
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for a child; also, that support for child’s development and healing/recovery from ACEs depends 

on interrelationships of the ‘nested structures.’ The Ecological Theory delineates that there is 

limited common experience due to the difference within the ‘nested structures’ of ones’ life, and 

there can be many different ways in which a person experiences the same society or culture 

(Empson et al. 2004). This is why it is important for people to be seen and treated as individuals 

with different lived experience.  

Background of Research on ACEs 

 In the 1990s, Robert Anda and Vincent Felitti coined the term “adverse childhood 

experiences” (ACEs) and sought to study the link between ACEs and health risks. As their 

research evolved, Anda and Felitti developed the ACEs test. This test consists of 10 questions 

which assess the following: exposure to emotional abuse, physical abuse, or contact sexual 

abuse, exposure to alcohol or other substance abuse, mental illness, violent treatment of mother 

or stepmother, criminal behaviour in the household, and parental separation or divorce. These 

questions are to be answered based on the first 18 years of the respondents’ life (Anda et al., 

2006). Anda et al. (2006) explained, “The objective of the ACEs test is to assess the impact of 

numerous, interrelated, ACEs on a wide variety of health behaviors and outcomes” (p. 176). 

Between 1995-1997, Anda and Felitti conducted The ACE Study, which found that 64 percent of 

the participants had at least one ACE and 12.5 percent of participants had an ACE score of four 

or more (Anda et al., 2006). This study also showed that when ACE scores increased, so did the 

comorbid outcomes, “nearly tripling between ACE scores of 0 and ACE score of 7-8” (Anda et 

al., 2006, p.179). Therefore, not only was there a relationship between ACE scores and poor 

health outcomes, but also, ACEs were common (Burke Harris, 2018).  
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 Findings of Anda et al. (2006) are largely based on participants who are children from 

USA. However, ACEs are also prevalent in Canada. According to self-reported data by Statistics 

Canada, from the 2014 General Social Survey on Victimization (2017): 

- One-third (33%) of Canadians 15 and older experienced some form of maltreatment 

during childhood. 

- Children and youth (under the age of 18) accounted for 16% of victims of violent 

crime in Canada in 2015. 

- Just under one-third of Canadians report experiencing childhood physical and/or 

sexual abuse (26% reported physical abuse, 8% reported sexual abuse, 5% had been 

subjected to both). 

If you were to apply these statistics to an average Canadian classroom, the implication is that in a 

class of 30, almost 10 students would have experienced some sort of maltreatment in their lives. 

One could argue that there could be more as these figures reflect self-reported cases. As research 

shows, there can be resistance to report incidents of abuse for a multitude of reasons such as 

shame, fear, protection of abuser, or a child may feel that they do not have a trusted adult they 

can disclose personal information to (Child Safe: Child Advocacy Center, 2021).  

Neurological Impact of Trauma on the Brain 

 Current research shows that there can be a neurological impact on the developing brain 

when exposed to consistent levels of toxic stress (Carrion et al., 2012; Shonkoff et al., 2021; Zhai 

et al., 2019). This can have a multitude of cognitive and behavioural outcomes, impacting the 

anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), the hippocampus, and the prefrontal cortex. The ACC region of 

the brain controls empathy, impulse control, emotion, and decision-making. Zhai et al. (2019) 

found that childhood trauma may portend neurodevelopmental changes which result in the lack 
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of control over the ACC functions. Carrion et al. (2012) found that when there is an excessive 

and consistent release of the human stress hormone cortisol, the hippocampus, which controls 

new learning and memory formation, can be affected, creating deficits in verbal declarative 

memory. Additionally, the prefrontal cortex, which controls executive functioning and cognitive 

activities such as shifting attention and forming stimuli-response associations, can also be 

affected by trauma as findings indicate difficulties sustaining attention, suppressing intrusive 

memories and fear responses. The study done by Zhai et al. (2019) is limited in the identification 

of the variety of traumatizing experiences and their severities and Carrion et al. (2012) express 

the need for longitudinal studies to see if interventions that are supposed to improve frontal and 

limbic activity will in fact improve learning difficulties. However, Shonkoff et al. (2021) 

expressed, “the association between toxic stress and enduring modifications in the brain structure 

and function with lifelong consequences is well established” (p. 117). Considering that brain 

plasticity, which influences adaptive capacities, decreases with age (Shonkoff et al., 2021), it is 

important for educators to implement TIPs early and consistently.   

ACEs as an Issue in Special Education  

Research indicates that ACEs can have a significant impact on a child’s cognitive and 

behavioural development; therefore, it is important to consider this as an issue in Special 

Education. A 2012 study, done by Dr. Christopher Blodgett in Spokane Washington, investigated 

the correlation between number of ACEs with educational outcomes for elementary school 

students ages 5-11. Dr. Blodgett findings were significant. A student that had experience with 

three or more ACEs is 4.9 times more likely to have attendance issues, 6.1 times more likely to 

experience behaviour struggles, 2.9 times more likely to struggle with coursework and 3.9 times 

more likely to experience adverse physical health impacts, than that of a student with no known 
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ACEs. These figures represent the correlation between the number of ACEs and struggles with 

school and health. They point to the need for extra support in a variety of categories for students 

who have been impacted by ACEs (Souers et al., 2016).  

The British Columbia Ministry of Education (2016) states, “The purpose of Special 

Education it to enable the equitable participation of students with special needs in the education 

system in British Columbia…[S]chool boards are responsible for ensuring that special education 

services and programs are delivered to any of their students who require them” (p. 1). 

Furthermore, several studies show that there is a disproportionate number of students on 

Individual Education Plans (IEPs) that have experienced childhood trauma (Berardi et al., 2017; 

Burke Harris, 2018; Porche et al., 2016; Souers et al., 2016). These could be IEPs associated 

with British Columbia’s designation R, students requiring behaviour support to students with 

mental illness, or Q, leaning disability, K, mild intellectual disability, or H, intensive behaviour 

interventions of serious mental illness. Out of all those designations, H is the only one that 

receives additional government funding (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2016). Due to 

the lack of funding this makes a compelling case for the adoption of TIP in classrooms. 

As Burke Harris expressed (2018), “ACEs weren’t just at the root of a public-health crisis 

in America, they were at the root of our public-education crisis as well” (p. 189). There have 

been expressions of opposition to ACEs screening for fear of further stigmatization as “it’ll be 

used to label low-income children of color as ‘brain-damaged’” (Burke Harris, 2018, p. 177). 

However, it is clear that ACEs are not isolated to specific communities. Their occurrence is 

found in every community (Anda et al., 2006; Burke Harris, 2018; Poole et al., 2017; Souers et 

al., 2016). This is not intended to minimize inequity of vulnerable populations, rather to de-
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stigmatize ACEs and perpetuate the idea that health and wellness access and programming 

should be part of the standard in all schools and community.  

Evolution of Trauma Informed Practice 

 Historically, TIP finds its origins in a variety of care settings. Its genesis comes from the 

development of strategies to care for those in shelter facilities for abused women and childcare 

centres in the 1970s, as well as child abuse research emerging in the 1980s, and the evolution of 

approaches to support many Vietnam veterans when they returned from war suffering from post-

traumatic stress disorder (Sciolla, 2017; van der Kolk, 2014; Wilson et al., 2013, as cited in 

Piotrowski, 2019). In the past twenty years, there has been an expansion of TIPs in healthcare, 

child welfare, first-response systems, social work, the justice system, and education. Trauma 

related research and implementation of trauma informed care have seen an emergence in the past 

two decades, “particularly in the fields of developmental neuroscience, clinical psychology, 

psychiatry, genetics, and immune response” (Huber-Lang et al., 2018; Lupien et al., 2009; 

McCrory et al., 2010; van der Kolk, 2012, as citied in Piotrowski, 2019). The Substance Abuse 

and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) defines trauma informed care (TIC) as: 

An understanding of trauma and an awareness of the impact it can have across settings, 

services, and populations. It involves viewing trauma through an ecological and cultural 

lens and recognizing that context plays a significant role in how individuals perceive and 

process traumatic events, whether acute or chronic. TIC involves vigilance in anticipating 

and avoiding institutional processes and individual practices that are likely to re-

traumatize individuals who already have histories of trauma, and it upholds the 

importance of consumer participation in the development, delivery, and evaluation of 

services. (SAMHSA, 2014, pp.7-8)  
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Piotrowski emphasized that TIC is not a clinical treatment comparable to cognitive behavioural 

therapy that focuses on trauma or Dr. Bruce Perry’s neurosequential model of therapeutics. 

Rather, TIC is a holistic approach of care that is embedded into the foundations and the everyday 

practices of those in the care institutions. (Perry, 2009; Piotrowski, 2019).  

Previous and current research has provided evidence-based findings about the 

neurological, physical, and genetic impact that trauma can have on individuals. This research has 

been critical in informing policy in relevant domains. For the purposes of this research, I will 

focus on TIPs that have been embedded into school district’s student support plans in the recent 

past. The North Vancouver School District highlights trauma informed practice as one aspect of 

their educational planning when addressing behaviour supports in their schools (North 

Vancouver School District, 2022). The Pacific Rim and Campbell River School District 

acknowledged trauma informed practice to be a critical aspect of supporting the mental health 

and well-being of their students (Campbell River School District, 2022; Pacific Rim School 

District, 2022). All three districts follow the guidelines set in the government of British 

Columbia’s trauma informed practice guide, Healing Families, Helping Systems: A Trauma-

Informed Practice Guide for Working with Children, Youth, and Families. This guide serves as a 

framework for school districts to guide TIPs in their districts, identifying the need of these 

practices in their schools (British Columbia Ministry of Children and Family Development, 

2017).  

Adopting a TIP Pedagogy 

 With considerable information to support the prevalence of ACEs, the impact it can have 

on the brain, and how it is represented in Special Education, it is important to explore the current 

interventions that are suggested to act as buffers and supports to students impacted by ACEs. 
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One recommendation is the adoption of a trauma-informed teaching pedagogy. This was evident 

when Brunzell et al. (2019) examined the experience of teachers who educate trauma affected 

students in Australian communities with the “lowest quartile of socio-economic indicators” (p. 

603). The participants included twelve teachers from a rural community school and nine from a 

large school serving the outer suburb of a metropolitan city. The participant teachers learned 

about and utilized Trauma-Informed Practice Education (TIPE) throughout an appreciative 

inquiry participatory action research design, over a one-year period. Their research objective was 

to examine how teachers can shift their own practice and pedagogy when learning about TIPE as 

well as identifying the challenges that arise when moving from theory to practice. The findings 

of this study identified the importance of relationship building and “increasing psychological 

resources for wellbeing-informed practices to support students in making and sustaining positive 

classroom behaviours for learning” (p. 607). Due to the subjectivity of qualitative data, this study 

lacks generalizability to represent all trauma-informed teaching. Also, the participants expressed 

there were too many aspects of TIPE to learn and implement in one year. The findings of this 

study demonstrate the positive impact TIPE can have on student well-being. It also addresses 

realities of translating theory to practice in the classroom. This is significant because although 

theory and research are critical in identifying plausible solutions, we cannot discount the 

importance of practitioner and student experience. As expressed by Brantlinger (2004), “scholars 

tend to assume that formal academic knowledge is superior to intuitive or firsthand knowledge 

gleaned by teachers in the field” (p. 12). Therefore, it is important to gain an understanding from 

all stakeholders (educators, students and caregivers) to inform the continued development of 

trauma-informed pedagogy.  
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Resources and Strategies for TIP 

Some of the resources or strategies to create a trauma-informed classroom, as identified 

in the Brunzell et al. (2019) study include Character Strengths, Growth Mindset, and Reaching 

Goals through Flow. Character Strengths is a survey (and course that could be pursued) students 

can take to identify their personal strengths. There are 24 strengths that each person will possess 

in varying degrees. This is beneficial as a self-reflection opportunity as it can enhance self-

perception, but it also serves as an important tool for the classroom teacher to build meaningful 

connections and understand their students as individuals (Institute on Character, 2021). Growth 

Mindset, developed by Carol Dweck, is founded in the belief that your basic qualities and what 

you define as success are things that you can cultivate through your own efforts. Dweck’s 

philosophy is I cannot do it…yet (Dweck, 2006). Developing lessons that specifically teach a 

Growth Mindset could be helpful in fostering resilience (or as Dweck says, grit), in your 

students. Finally, Reaching Goals through Flow is based on creating learning engagements that 

are conducive to students getting into a flow state (high levels of concentration, interest and 

enjoyment). This can be achieved by knowing your students, how they can be challenged and 

where you can offer them choice and autonomy in their learning (Shernoff et al., 2002). In 

addition, providing students with the tools to practice Mindfulness on a consistent basis can be 

helpful in managing stress and supporting self-regulation (Mussey, 2019). The objective of these 

strategies is to get the students to a place where they have the capacity to learn, develop self-

esteem, and positively interact with others.  

The Value of Relationship Building  

 Embedded in TIP is the value of relationship building throughout the classroom and 

school community. Hickey et al. (2020) studied the use of TIPs in Youthreach, which is a second 
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chance educational setting for early school leavers (ESLs) in Ireland. The study sought to assess 

the understanding of TIPs, how educators effectively respond to the needs of ESLs, and 

determine the challenges that stakeholders experience when addressing student trauma. This 

inquiry-based study used a mixed methods approach including a quantitative online survey of 

120 second chance educators and a qualitative semi-structured interview with focus groups 

including 17 staff working in second chance education settings as well as 6 ESLs. It was found 

that “supportive relationships and collaborative teaching practices, as well as the use of positive 

behavioural supports were crucial in reengaging ESLs in education” (p. 1). Some limitations of 

this study include educators that participated in the survey, on average, had a number of years 

work experience. Therefore, may not be representative for inexperienced staff. The ESLs were 

mostly female, although the majority of students in Youthreach are male. Also, the ESLs knew 

the researchers interviewing them, which could have influenced answers. The study’s 

significance includes gaining real-world data on the experience of stakeholders in second chance 

education settings as well as identifying the value of connection and positive relationships. This 

study adds to the current research that finds there is a correlation between building strong, safe 

and supportive relationships, and students reengaging with their learning (Burke Harris, 2018; 

Hickey et al, 2020; Jacobson, 2020; Yang et al., 2018).  

Re-assessing Behaviour Policies  

 An important aspect of TIP is re-assessing behaviour policies in schools and addressing 

disciplinary measures that result in students losing time in the classroom.  Jacobson (2020) 

examined the ways in which TIPs are used to support the social-emotional and academic needs 

of learners in specialized programs offered in Ontario. The participants of this study included 

three trauma-informed educators working in a youth justice facility, a community mental health 



INQUIRY INTO THE SCHOOL EXPERIENCES OF THOSE IMPACTED BY TRAUMA 

 
 

20 

agency, and a public program that serves newcomer students and refugees. Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with the objective of learning about the educators’ perception of the 

effectiveness of, and nuanced experience in these programs. One critical finding was the need to 

reassess behaviour policies to ensure students are exposed to “safe spaces, and sensitive 

responses to learning behaviors” (Jacobson, 2020, p. 124). Additionally, even though the 

educators expressed, “promising reports on learner social-emotional functioning and academics, 

they are unsure whether these programs hep to increase graduation rates” (Jacobson, 2020, p. 

124). Some limitations of this study include lack of generalizability, due to small sample size. 

The findings of this study were not representative of what occurs in mainstream school as the 

participants are employees of specialized programs.  However, the study illuminates the 

importance of positive discipline behaviour policies and knowledge of trauma informed practices 

for educators working with vulnerable youth.  

Berardi et al. (2017) came to similar findings when comparing the experience of children 

in foster care, with that of their non-fostered peers. Their findings suggest fostered children had 

more continuity of Special Education services, poorer mental health, and higher 

suspension/expulsion rates, in comparison to their non-fostered peers. A significant finding from 

this study demonstrated the impact behaviour policy can have on students’ emotional and 

academic success. Removal does not address the root cause of the negative behaviour that served 

as a catalyst for removal. Not only are these students missing out on learning, but they are being 

further stigmatized with isolating behaviour policies (Berardi et al., 2017). Students “need to be 

reassured that they are understood, valued, and safe” (Berardi et al., 2017, p. 14), in order for 

them to learn and feel respected at school. 
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Some suggestions for re-assessing behaviour policies in corroboration with TIP include 

educating and supporting staff in learning about positive discipline and classroom management 

strategies, establishing a paradigm shift within the school that ensures all personnel are trauma-

informed and able to identify possible triggers for students, prioritizing teaching a culture of care 

and pro-social behaviours, ensuring your students have access to different resources for support, 

and developing a disciplinary model that holds disrespectful behaviour accountable without 

resorting to punitive measures of discipline (Berardi et al., 2017; Jacobson 2020).  

Gaps in knowledge  

The past decade has seen an acceleration of research into ACEs, their neurobiological 

impact and what TIP in schools can look like. When highlighting the gaps of research, I am 

reminded of Ellen Brantlinger’s (2004) objection to  

the asymmetry that results when scholars position themselves above teachers and ignore 

teachers’ views. Teachers in turn, position themselves above students and their families 

and ignore these groups’ preferences for schooling. Implicit in the relationship 

hierarchies is an assumption about the superiority of educated people, especially 

credentialed experts. (p. 12)  

The reference to this quote is not to discredit the critical work that has been done by scholars, 

doctors and educators, which has resulted in significant advances in the field of TIP or imply that 

those who have contributed to the field regard themselves in such positions of top-down power. 

Rather, it is meant to highlight the importance of considering the experiences of those that were a 

recipient of practices in educational institutions and what they perceive could facilitate factors in 

supporting all students be successful. There has been some valuable research done in this area 

which focuses on the voice of those impacted by trauma or adversity (Hart, 2019; Hill; 2018; 
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Laabs, 2016). However, it is important to hear more voices in order to gain more perspective and 

a greater understanding of effective strategies. There is a lack of longevity studies with the focus 

on post-secondary experiences for students that have been impacted by ACEs and went through 

educational systems that engaged with TIPs (Jacobson 2020). Additionally, Hickey et al. (2020) 

addresses the limited research that includes participants who were impacted by trauma and 

attended mainstream school. Therefore, the intention of this study is to gain more of an 

understanding of how the school experience was for those impacted by trauma, and how their 

insights can suggest effective strategies for supporting student well-being, self-esteem, and 

learning success.  
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Chapter Three: Research Methods 

This qualitative narrative inquiry is intended to contribute to a greater understanding 

of the inhibitive and/or facilitative factors of school for people that have been impacted by 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). Participant stories can add perspective and 

understanding to the field of trauma informed practice (TIP). Therefore, this study 

investigates the guiding question, “What insights can the experiences of individuals impacted 

by ACEs provide about effective strategies for supporting student well-being, self-esteem, and 

learning success?” 

Methodology 

Epistemologically, qualitative research asserts that “behaviour and, thereby, data are 

socially situated, context-related, context-dependent and context-rich. To understand a situation, 

researchers need to understand and interpret the context both specifically and holistically - the 

whole picture” (Cohen et al., 2018, p.288). Consequently, to gain an understanding of the varied 

experience for those that have been impacted by ACEs, the qualitative research method of 

narrative inquiry was utilized in this study.  

Narrative inquiry examines “ordinary lived experience as well as the social, cultural, and 

institutional narratives within which individual’s experiences were constituted, shaped, 

expressed, and enacted” (Clandinin et al., 2018, p.17). In this study, the nuances and perspectives 

were gained through the participants’ stories and their contextualized experiences. “In order to 

understand experience, we have to understand experience over time: stories come from 

somewhere and go somewhere. We have to understand that it is a body in the world, so it’s both 

personal and social always” (Clandinin, 2018, pp.19). Therefore, this method facilitates filling 
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the knowledge gap of those impacted by ACEs by learning, through their lived experience, how 

affected people navigated through their school system.  

Participants  

The three participants in this study are adults who had experience with childhood 

trauma and attended school.  

Recruitment Plans   

The recruitment plans included posting my recruitment flyer on my personal social 

media accounts to connect with potential volunteers. The reason for this opt-in recruitment 

method was to ensure that participants were choosing to partake in this study and were not 

influenced to participate from any external source. The recruitment flyer outlined the purpose 

of the study, details of the interview commitment, and my contact information. Within one 

week of posting my flyer on social media, I had three people volunteer who subsequently 

became the participants in this study.  

Ethical Considerations 

As the research for this study involved sensitive memories and experiences for the 

participants, there were several ethical considerations to be addressed. It was important to 

identify the risks of re-traumatizing participants and to ensure confidentiality and privacy of 

participants. It was necessary to consider the consequences of the research and its publication 

on the participants. It was also essential to ensure the transparency of ownership of data and 

how it was going to be used (Cohen et al., 2018).  

In order to mitigate the risk of re-traumatizing participants, I made it clear on my 

recruitment poster, in my informed consent and disclosure agreement, and preamble to the 

interview, that traumatic experiences would not be discussed or explored in the interview as this 
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study does not intend to ask how they felt their trauma was acknowledged or considered, or even 

known about, during their school experience. Rather, the study hopes to gain an understanding of 

the positive and negative practices, such as relationship building, teaching/learning strategies, 

etc., in the experience of these participants. Additionally, I shared counselling support contact 

information with each of the participants and the option to opt out of the interview at any 

point.  

In order to consider the consequences of the research and its publication on the 

participants, each person chose a pseudonym and I altered identifying features of their stories. 

Furthermore, I gave a copy of the interview transcript and final thesis for review to the 

participants to ensure accuracy of the content and how it was contextualized in my findings.  

Finally, to ensure the transparency of ownership of data and how it will be used, I gave 

each participant an informed consent and disclosure agreement. This agreement explained that 

their interview would be recorded then transcribed and that all of their data and personal 

information would be stored on a private and protected external hard drive until 2025.  

Data Collection 

This study included semi-structured, one-on-one interviews with participants. The 

interviews took forty-five minutes to one hour to complete. Kvale (2008) asserts that the 

interview provides (as cited in Mann, 2016) “a unique access to the lived world of subjects, 

who in their own words describe their activities, experiences and opinions” (p. 2). The 

interview was therefore an appropriate data collection method as the research question sought 

to gain a personal understanding of peoples’ experience, expressed through their own story. 

The interview prompts and probes were formulated to “produce the right kind of data 

necessary to achieve the objectives” (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 512) of the research question. This 
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was demonstrated in Hart’s (2019) narrative inquiry whereby he conducted interviews with 

students with emotional and behavioural disorders (EBD). Hart’s interview schedule inspired 

the structure and approach to the formulation of this study’s interview prompts and probes. 

The questions in this narrative inquiry are rooted in exploring inhibitive and facilitative 

factors in school contributing to self-esteem, well-being, and learning success. More 

specifically, I inquired about each participant’s relationships with educators and peers at their 

schools, what disciplinary practices they experienced, and examples of positive and 

challenging aspects for them at school. Additionally, I asked the participants about their 

opinions on teacher educational practices and strategies in the classroom that they found to be 

beneficial, and what type of physical layout of schools they deemed to be the most beneficial. 

The prompts and probes that guided our discussion and were created to give the participants 

an opportunity to reflect on their personal experiences and perspectives and how their lives 

were “shaped by their everyday experiences and multiple contexts” (Clandinin et al., 2018, 

p.125). Therefore, the interviews were explored through ‘thick descriptions’ of the 

participants’ relationship with educators, the school system, self-esteem, and personal well-

being.  

Data Analysis and Interpretation Procedures 

The interviews were conducted over Zoom, due to Covid-19 restrictions and location 

of participants. Each interview was recorded and transcribed. The transcriptions were read 

several times to identify common themes amongst participants and direct quotes from the 

participants were organized under each theme to contextualize and shed insight on the 

relevancy and importance of each theme. The decision to organize the data by person was to 

“preserve the coherence and integrity of the individual’s response and enable a whole picture 
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of that person to be presented” (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 661). These individual responses were 

analyzed thematically to determine if there were patterns or discrepancies that emerged. It 

was found that even though the participants grew up in different cities and had their own 

unique experiences, there was many similar patterns that surfaced relating to their 

perspectives on schooling and obstacles they faced.  

Analysis was done through open coding of the interview transcripts and creating 

responsive categories based on what emerged from the data. As interviews are “inevitably a 

co-construction between the interviewer and the interviewee”, I considered the “interviewer 

and how their conception of the interview affects this co-construction” (Mann, 2016, p. 149). 

Therefore, I conducted reviews to determine potential influence or bias. 

Limitations of the Method  

As addressed in Chapter One, this qualitative narrative inquiry research method does 

come with limitations. Even though the three participants shared important and thorough 

insights to their experiences in school, each story was personal, nuanced and rooted in 

different contexts. Therefore, this study is limited in its generalizability. Additionally, because 

narrative inquiry is subjective, the participant’s story is what happened in their reality, 

possibly creating obstacles for myself as the researcher to come to objective conclusions. 

Furthermore, considering my own personal beliefs, experiences, and opinions, I made efforts 

to be reflexive and monitor my own implicit bias in order to reduce the imposition of my 

story, or a dominant story, on the participant (Clandinin et al., 2018). However, as the 

researcher, I developed the questions and interpreted the information; therefore, my own 

objectivity must be considered in the findings.  
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 Value/Significance 

In recent years, TIP has garnered attention, largely from the perspective of educators 

and health care professionals. As Hickey et al. explains (2020), “relatively few studies explore 

the experience of the early school leavings from the perspective of the students themselves” 

(p. 13). Therefore, the aim of this qualitative study was to gain an understanding from those 

impacted by ACEs. The individual stories contributed to the whole picture of TIPs in school 

settings; further developing an understanding of how to support student well-being, self-

esteem, and learning success. Brantlinger et al. emphasized (2005), “qualitative research is not 

done for purposes of generalization but rather to produce evidence based on the exploration of 

specific contexts and particular individuals” (p. 203). This illuminates the value of qualitative 

research methods as it has a propensity to focus on the individual and their layered experience. 

This has the potential to identify patterns or themes which could possibly contribute to educator 

and student knowledge of trauma informed educational practices. Specifically, narrative inquiry 

can create “personalized accounts which provide insight into how classification and treatments 

are perceived by people with disabilities and their families. By focusing on participants’ personal 

meanings, ‘giving voice’ to people who have been historically silenced or marginalized” 

(Brantlinger et al., 2005, p. 199). Therefore, these individual stories and the knowledge they 

share contribute to the field of trauma informed practice research.  
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Chapter Four: Findings 

 This chapter will explore and summarize the findings of this study and delve into the 

stories of its participants. The research sought to address the question, “What insights can the 

experiences of individuals impacted by Adverse Childhood Experiences provide about 

effective strategies for supporting student well-being, self-esteem, and learning success?”.  

The three participants in this study were adults that attended school who had 

experiences with Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) as children. The semi-structured 

interview questions guided our conversation about their experiences in school and in their 

memory, what the facilitative and inhibitive factors were that supported their well-being, self-

esteem, and learning success. Common themes emerged amongst participants and direct 

quotes from the participants were organized under each theme to contextualize and shed 

insight on the relevancy and importance. Within each theme emerged facilitative and 

inhibitive factors that impacted the participants’ well-being, self-esteem, and learning success 

in their schools. There were six themes that emerged from this research: (1) Supportive 

educators (2) Individualized learning (3) Identity and self-worth (4) Relationships and 

connections within and outside of school (5) Access to a safe school environment and (6) 

Behaviour as communication. 

These six themes addressed the obstacles and supports that impacted the school 

experience for the three participants.  

Participants 

 Ruth, Alice, and Hazel were the three participants in this study. They all grew up in 

different cities: Ruth, initially from a small town, moved to a larger city midway through her 

schooling, Alice was from a medium sized town, and Hazel came from a rural town. 
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Pseudonyms were determined by each participant and any identifying features to their stories 

have been altered; however, none of those altered features have impacted the essence of their 

stories. Each of the participants self-identified as having undergone adverse experiences in their 

lives, but no inquiries were made into the nature of these experiences as it is not important for an 

educator to know the details of trauma in order to support the effects of it. Some educators feel 

the need to know the details of the student’s history in order to understand their behaviour. 

However, Sours et al. (2016) contended that this approach can “reduce students to their 

experiences and we can make decisions about their capabilities based on those experiences” (p. 

16). Instead, educators should be creating trauma informed environments in their classroom to 

nurture the child and others in the room that may need the same supports.  

Living and going to school in a small town in her primary years was generally a positive 

experience for Ruth. She expressed enjoying the genuine and close connection she had with 

members of her community. However, she did mention problems with feeling exposed to many 

people knowing her family’s private business. When she moved to a larger city, Ruth found that 

she had no adult in her schools that she trusted or had a connection with. Having these people 

know nothing about me or my parents or my family – that’s a barrier, I think. When Ruth moved 

to a larger city in her middle school years, she faced challenges with being engaged and did not 

feel she had access to the supports she needed. After high school, Ruth went to university and is 

now working in public health in a small town. In her professional and personal life, she is a 

proponent of TIPs in schools and is an advocate for building a strong a community of support 

around students and their families.  

Alice spent her childhood living in the same medium sized town and attended two 

schools that varied in their structure and pedagogy. Alice attended a public primary and middle 
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school. In both of those schools the students attended from 9 am – 3 pm, Monday through 

Friday, their homeroom classes were organized by grade level, and subjects were taught in 

isolation. Alice shared that this pedagogical method did not provide her with the safe, supportive 

environment that she needed to acquire feelings of well-being, self-esteem, and learning success. 

In high school, Alice transferred to an alternate school where her daily schedule was flexible, 

classes were multi-age, and there was more access to supports. This was where her feelings 

towards schooling began to evolve. Today, Alice is attending university and getting her 

Bachelor’s Degree in an area that she is passionate about. I asked her how she is liking the 

program and Alice exclaimed, God, it’s the best! Alice explained that at her alternate school, her 

supportive educators contributed to changing her perspective on education and encouraging her 

to take the next step to university.  

 Hazel grew up in a small, rural town where to some extent religion and political 

ideologies shaped the culture of daily life. Hazel’s experience in school was varied; some years 

were fruitful while others presented roadblocks to success. Hazel explained that she had one 

teacher in primary school that developed a positive learning environment through engaging 

activities and curiosity about each of her students. However, as Hazel got older and began to 

develop perspective on how she would like to live her life, she felt she had a different mindset 

than those around her. Hazel explained,  

I was in a K-12 school. Just everybody was at the same school. I started there in fifth 

grade and then continued on until I was a senior. I left for one year and that was 

primarily because I really didn’t feel like I fit in in that school either and so, I left for a 

year.  



INQUIRY INTO THE SCHOOL EXPERIENCES OF THOSE IMPACTED BY TRAUMA 

 
 

32 

Therefore, Hazel found it difficult to fit in and build relationships. Upon graduation from 

secondary school, Hazel left her town and went to college; later she pursued a career in 

education.    

 Each participant’s story provided rich perspective and insight into the world of public 

education through the lens of a person who experienced trauma as a child. The following 

sections will share the six themes that emerged from our conversations.  

Theme One: Supportive Educators  

 In our conversations about school experiences, stories of particular educators stood out 

for each participant. A supportive relationship between a student and an educator is built from 

connection founded upon trust, reliability, care, and engagement.  

It was not until the alternate high school that Alice felt supported by an educator. She 

surmised that the teachers in her primary and middle school did not have the capacity or 

understanding to give her the care she needed. Not only did this impact her emotional well-

being, but also proved to be an obstacle to her learning. 

I had a hard time with schoolwork in general. I thought that I was, well looking back on 

it now, I thought, “Wow, I just wasn’t very smart”, but you know now I’m in university 

and I’m getting A’s in everything. So, it’s not that I don’t have any brains in there, it’s 

just I was so stressed out that I just couldn’t do it. Also, I think other students and 

teachers thought it was weird that I was going to these outside programs like outside the 

school, not with any of the other students. 

Alice expressed a major shift in her relationships with educators when she moved to an 

alternate school.  
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When I was in the alternate school. Every teacher was supportive. I would literally talk to 

everyone. In the morning I would walk around the whole place saying, “Hi” to everyone, 

sit down and talk with them for ten minutes and get up and move on to the next person. 

They seemed engaged and actually wanted to talk with me. That’s when I was like, 

“Okay, I feel like someone’s actually listening to what I’m saying”. So yeah, it was just 

really taking time out of there whatever they were doing. I got a lot of encouragement 

from teachers saying, “I can do it, I can do whatever I want to do”. I wasn’t going to go 

to university after school, that was not my plan. Once I’m done with this, I am done. But 

my teacher said, “You can go to school, you can go and do whatever you want. You can 

do it”. Then, one day she’s like, “You know what? We are signing you up today”, and I 

said, “Well I don’t have the forty dollars to get into this school”, or whatever that fee 

was. She said, “I’ll pay for it”. She paid for it and she said we’re just going to do it right 

now. That’s how I got enrolled at the university. 

Alice chuckled with a sense of satisfaction and happiness when she shared the story about her 

university application. She identified that at the alternate school, the small, incremental 

changes in her teacher’s behaviour, such as taking the time to have a conversation or ask her 

questions about herself, showed genuine interest which served as a catalyst for trust and 

connection. Once that had been established, it propelled Alice into seeing in herself what was 

already there, a talented and valuable person who had the ability and right to pursue her 

passions.  

 Upon reflection as an adult, Ruth applied her experience as a child in British 

Columbia’s (BC) public school system to examine the fundamental structure of BC’s current 

educational institutions. Her focus turned to the impact current teacher training has on teacher 
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preparedness for the classroom. When considering the complexities of today’s and the 

dynamics of student life, Ruth explained:  

I think it’s hard because teachers aren’t social workers and they’re not trained as 

social workers, so I think we need to put it out there and there needs to be more 

training and support for teachers to take on that role. Some people are right, it’s 

not in the job description, but get it in the job description because it needs to be. 

Bump up the pay and one more year of extra school to cover all the social-

emotional. Not just any person will become a teacher because they failed at 

whatever profession they wanted to do or had a mid-life crisis and thought, “Oh, 

I’ll just be a teacher”. Oh no man, you should be loving kids and if you love kids 

then you’re going to want to learn that other stuff to best support them. I mean, 

teachers are still going to have to be social workers with all the social problems. 

Some teachers just completely opt out of it, nope, door’s closed. 

Ruth did not feel like she had any supportive educators she could turn to in her educational 

experience. She deduced that considering she was in the public school system for a total of 

thirteen years and was unable to name one educator that she felt safe with or trusted indicates 

a need for an overhaul and restructuring of a system she sees as fractured. Having supportive 

and trusted educators that are aware of how important it is to support their students’ social-

emotional needs is consistently found to be a vital element in delivering TIPs in the classroom 

(Perry & Szalavitz, 2017; Burke Harris, 2018; Frankland, 2021; Mark et al., 2017; Morgan et 

al., 2015) 
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 When I steered the conversation with Hazel towards her experience with supportive 

teachers, she shifted in her seat, paused, and then began to articulate her experience with a 

lack of support or care.  

In my head I’m thinking about the time that the specific trauma happened when I was 

eight and in second grade. That teacher was not very supportive. I had a nun as a teacher 

in first and second grade. I mean, it was really bad. She definitely didn’t let you feel 

anything and got mad at kids who did. There was corporal punishment, hitting kids, 

humiliating kids, a lot of shame, a lot of making kids go leave the room if they had to do 

things. That particular teacher was really bad. There was also no support outside of the 

classroom teacher. I mean it was such an incredibly small school, but even when I went 

to the secondary school in fifth grade there was no counsellor. There was nowhere to go. 

It wasn’t like there was a system in place for there to be help. You were really just there 

to learn and that was it. Teachers didn’t understand trauma, they really didn’t. They 

didn’t know how. 

Similar to Alice’s experience, Hazel did have at least one teacher she reflected on that provided 

her with small, albeit powerful, acts of support such as getting to know her students as 

individuals, identifying their interests, and developing an environment that engaged those 

interests. 

My third and fourth grade teacher made school good for me, was that I felt seen by her. I 

felt like she knew each of her students individually. Just cared for and nurtured, but also, 

I think she made an effort to make learning interesting and engaging and fun. She was 

very creative. I think making individual connections with children is super important. 
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And helping them feel seen. I think even like the very quiet students sometimes just don’t 

want to be noticed. And really trying to reach further to try and help and bring them out. 

Alice, Ruth, and Hazel each had experienced both supportive and unsupportive educators 

in their learning and provided insight into those qualities. Supportive educators care about 

students and their needs, learn about student interests, engage with students one on one, and 

encourage students to challenge themselves. They explained that when they were confronted 

with an educator who lacked an understanding of how to connect and engage their students, it 

directly impacted their ability to learn, and in some instances, develop self-esteem. Their stories 

illuminated how effective teacher supports in the classroom had the ability to mitigate feelings of 

isolation, stress, and disassociation with school. Morgan et al. (2015) found in their research that 

when teachers are not meeting the complex needs of traumatized youth, and the “blame for poor 

academic outcomes is located within the students themselves rather than being explored through 

an interrogation of ‘educational provision’” (p. 1039), this bolsters dualistic thinking that is 

counterintuitive to effective support.  

Theme Two: Individualized Learning 

 Research has shown the positive correlation between individualized learning and 

student success (Frankland, 2021; Katz, 2012; Katz & Lamoureux, 2017; Meyer et al., 2014). 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is an evidence-based educational paradigm shift that 

puts the learner in the centre, supported by a curriculum that is accessible to all learners 

through strategies such as differentiation and inquiry-based learning (Katz & Lamoureux, 

2017; Meyer et al., 2014). Katz and Lamoureux (2017) found that UDL had “the greatest 

impact on student with disabilities and student who are Indigenous” (p. 9). This conclusion 

was also evident in my conversations with Alice, Ruth, and Hazel; without probes from me, 
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they all addressed the importance of a classroom that prescribes to the ideology that there is 

no, ‘one-size-fits-all’ effective educational practice. 

 When I asked Ruth from her perspective what ideal school programming would look 

like, she took a moment to summarize her thoughts. She reflected on her experience in school 

and hypothesized what ideal educational practices could look like today. 

I really think options and flexibility in general is needed. Maybe you have kids that are 

struggling academically or checking out. How can we support that student to still learn? 

Or maybe they need to bridge to a trades program. You only have to have a grade ten 

education to get into trades. You shouldn’t be pushing high school completion if there’s a 

better option. Why do you need to complete high school if you only need grade ten to 

become an electrician? You make sixty dollars an hour. So, maybe career training in 

earlier years to help students identify if that is the route for them. Also, smaller class 

sizes, which will create better relationships between student and teacher. This way, there 

is more time to build those relationships. Whether or not there is diagnostic need, a 

support staff should be in each room. 

Ruth referenced the importance of options and flexibility throughout our conversation. With the 

advent of practices such as UDL and inclusive classrooms, the potential for these options and 

flexibility increases. However, this requires revised policy that, “must not leave room for 

exceptions” (Katz, 2012, p.161), schools’ administrators prioritizing UDL, curriculum that puts 

students in the centre, funding, and capacity for classroom teachers to learn how to effectively 

teach within a UDL framework (Katz, 2021). 

Alice, on the other hand, focused the conversation on sharing her personal experience, 

with the advantage of having the insight of being able to compare general public school to an 
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alternate public school in BC. She also stated the importance of individualized practice in terms 

of flexible programming, one-to-one support (when possible) and educators having an 

understanding of their students’ leaning and social-emotional needs.  

In my elementary and middle school, it was such a strict layout. You have to show up, you 

have to do this, then you go home. Well, I have a lot of shit going on at home, why do you 

expect that I’m going to be able to fit into all of these little boxes? It was challenging in 

that aspect of expectations. Secondary school was the most positive experience for me 

because the alternate school I was in was a one-on-one experience and it was sort of like 

you build your own education. You still have to graduate like normal and do schoolwork, 

but it wasn’t the same as any other school I had been to. Also, the teachers there 

understood a lot more because they had experience with many kids who have experienced 

trauma and they had counselling there all the time, it was a really great program. When I 

was at the alternate school, I was like, “This should be for everybody because it’s a way 

more calming environment”. I think that most people have a lot going on at home, so why 

do we have to go to another place that is stressful.  

As our conversation progressed, Alice shared the specificities of her alternate school and how 

individualized learning took place.  

Grade four was the youngest student we had and then there was adult students who were 

separated in the afternoon, but you would still see them around in the hallways and if you 

were in the art room. Everybody was welcome in the art room. The younger ones had 

more of a structure to their day. Some days there’d be probably thirty kids for one 

teacher. But then there would be other teachers coming in as well. So, it wasn’t like that 

teacher was by themselves. If they needed help, they could go to a different classroom 
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and grab another teacher. I think it was mostly the one-on-one learning that was the most 

effective. I did notice though in group activities, like small group activities were helpful 

as well. Instead of, “We’re going to take thirty kids and we’re all going to learn the same 

thing” and you know, “I’m going to write it down on this chalk board and then 

everyone’s going to understand”, there were more small group opportunities. I 

remember me and my one friend we were able to go in a group together and learn from 

this teacher one-on-one. But he was doing a more classic like school sort of way. With 

the chalk board thing, but it worked! I felt like I actually learned something. Yes. Smaller 

groups and one-on-one learning I think are definitely the most effective. 

Alice was aware that with the funding in public education, the reality of smaller classroom 

sizes and one-to-one learning is not always possible. However, she provided suggestions such 

as developing small groups in your classroom, building it into the routine so the teacher is 

more likely able to spend more time with these groups one-on-one.  

 As a person working in education today, Hazel found herself in the conundrum of many 

educators when you ask them about individualized learning. Hazel exhaled and expressed, 

sometimes unfortunately, all you have the capacity to do is teach to 70 percent of your 

students. We agreed that the realities of classroom complexities today, combined with lack of 

access to teacher training, or school leadership that does not prioritize inclusive education, 

create barriers that can seem impossible to overcome. When reflecting on a way in which she 

experienced success of individualized learning as a student, she discussed a project that 

engaged and motivated her. 

I did independent study with this particular teacher, an English teacher and I loved that. 

This was something that really worked for me. I know that’s not feasible with a whole 
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classroom all the time, but when I was given the autonomy to create what I wanted to 

study – which was poetry – I basically designed my own curriculum and then studied 

people I wanted to study and wrote. Then, I would meet with this particular English 

teacher one-on-one. That was the most effective thing for me in my high school. 

When contemplating suggestions for creating independent learning as effectively as possible in 

her reality of the teaching in the classroom, Hazel shared:  

I think as many ways possible as we can do that (creating individualized study and 

student autonomy) in school to make it so that it’s not just learning in isolation, but 

trying to combine subject matter, overlap subject matter to make it more real about what 

kids are going to be doing in their lives. I think that’s helpful. I mean, I also would have 

really benefited from having a counsellor and have a small group, a support group. I 

think that they sometimes exist in some schools, but not as much as I think we need them 

to exist. 

The conversations with all three of these women recognized the reciprocal relationship between 

student autonomy, one-one-one or small group learning, flexibility, and alternate educational 

pathways, with student success, fulfillment and self-worth. Therefore, individualized instruction 

that offers choice and flexibility in curriculum and grouping provides entry points for students to 

access learning and find success. Unanimously, they attributed low engagement and motivation 

to lack of choice and delivery of only grade-level curriculum.   

Theme Three: Identity and Self-worth 

 References to identity, non-judgemental environments, and connection were woven 

into my conversations with Alice and Hazel. They discussed the strong link between ones’ 
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identity being respected and visible in their environment, and positive mental health 

outcomes. 

 When I asked Alice about challenges in school, she addressed the lack of acceptance 

and understanding of her identity with peers as well as teachers in her primary and middle 

school.  

It was in middle school mainly because primary school I wasn’t open about my sexuality, 

but they were not accepting of me being attracted to the same gender. I had one teacher I 

told I was having problems in the change room. I told her I was being bullied every time I 

went into the change room and she told me that I should just get changed somewhere 

else. So, that was her solution to that and I’m thinking, “Oh, okay, so it’s not these 

students”. Then they went outside to my personal life and they told me that I shouldn’t be 

posting anything on Facebook related to the LGBTQ+ community or anything. So, you 

know that was also really tough when they are trying to control my life outside of school. 

I didn’t really feel like I had any support. The only counsellor there was the one that told 

me that I shouldn’t be talking about being gay or that I should get changed in a different 

change room. So, the only support person there was one who didn’t like anything that I 

was doing. I did a lot of art though, that was my everything, I guess you could say it was 

my most supportive person. 

Alice did not have any commonalities with those around her in primary and middle school and 

was discriminated against due to her identity. Her only outlet was her art. However, when our 

conversation shifted to her high school experience in the alternate school, Alice did not miss a 

beat when addressing the stark differences: 
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I didn’t feel like I was ever judged for who I was (at the alternate school). In regular 

school it was tough because there were so many people there who weren’t experiencing 

what I was experiencing. And if they were, it’s not like we were going go up to each other 

and say, “Hey! We are both sad!”. So, in the alternate school, you knew. You knew that 

everybody had something sort of going on because you can’t just get into that school.  

Just feeling like I wasn’t being judged by anybody and now I could just be whoever I 

wanted to be, and no one was ever going question me about it. 

When I was speaking with Alice and she was sharing her experience, my attention my attention 

was drawn to the word, judgement. At her alternate school, she did not feel judged by her peers 

or teachers. Shame can be a symptom of judgement and it can create significant impacts on a 

persons’ self-worth. Windy Dryden (2004, as cited in Shanahan et al., 2010) asserted, “low self-

worth is indeed associated with depression, but it is also associated with other negative emotions, 

such as guilt and shame” (pg. 78).  

 Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory of development suggests the “interactions among 

social structures affect the content and course of human development” (Empson et al., 2004, pg. 

28).  Hazel’s experience reflected that same ideology. She directed our conversation to people’s 

definitions of their identity, and the implications of not having your identity visible in the 

institutions or people around you. She started speaking about her school specifically, which led 

to reflections on her community.  

I didn’t fit in because it’s a very conservative town, a farming community. Politics 

definitely played a part, and it was very divided. Even divided by what church you went 

to. There was discrimination, if you were Catholic you were seen as rich, snotty, and 

entitled. There were different opinions based on people and where they went to church. 
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Almost like they had to break themselves into little sects or groups. There weren’t really 

different races, everyone was white, primarily.  

This developed her thinking around the link between self-esteem and representation.  

You know, it’s a lot of dialogue. It’s a lot of communication and building somebody up 

and telling them that you believe in them. I think it used to be that I thought self-esteem 

was more about your physical self and now I see it as definitely more like an internal 

aspect of who a person is. I started thinking about racial mirrors and a curriculum that 

mirrors who a child is in their own life. It’s a super important part of self-esteem. You 

know, I think that that’s a missing aspect of school and it really does hinder a child’s 

development when that’s not part of their schooling. 

As Hazel deduced, so much of a persons’ identity is connected to how they see themselves in the 

world. It is critical for ones’ confidence and purpose to feel like they belong and that they matter, 

and they are not alone.  

 Roxane Gay (2014; 2018) is an author that explores the concept of identity in many of 

her short stories, essays, and articles on cultural criticism. In an interview with Joe Fassler, Gay 

gives accolades to the author Zadie Smith (2014, as cited in Fassler, 2014) for her articulation of 

identity through metaphor in her book, NW. One of the characters in NW is struggling with the 

constant negotiation she has with her identity and how she belongs in her life. Gay highlights 

Smith’s use of drag as a metaphor to describe how the character feels about each of her identities 

requiring a ‘change in wardrobe’ (Fassler, 2014). 

“Daughter drag. Sister drag. Mother drag. Wife drag. Court drag. Rich drag. Poor drag. 

British drag. Jamaican drag. Each required a different wardrobe. But when considering 



INQUIRY INTO THE SCHOOL EXPERIENCES OF THOSE IMPACTED BY TRAUMA 

 
 

44 

these various attitudes she struggled to think what would be the most authentic, or 

perhaps the least inauthentic” (Smith, 2013, p. 408). 

Through this character’s experience, Smith explores the concept of identity and inability to feel 

like she fits in to the life she is living. There is a necessity in this character’s life to change 

depending on her surroundings, rendering her unable to feel accepted.  

When comparing Michel Foucault and Charles Taylor’s theories on identity, Allison 

Weir (2009) concluded, “Once we understand identities as not only effects of power but as our 

connections to others, and to what matters to us, it is possible to see identities not only as effects 

of subjection but as sources of liberation” (p. 551). Therefore, we can see the importance of 

identity as it is woven so deeply into the fabric of our societies, determining who has power, 

specific relationships, and opportunity; consequently, impacting ones’ idea of personal self-

worth. The conversations with Alice and Hazel demonstrated learning environments that 

recognize, respect, and value individual student identities promote mental wellness and positive 

self-esteem. 

Theme Four: Relationships and Connections Within and Outside of School 

Positive relationships and common experiences can create an environment that 

provides feelings of belonging and security. In his research, Dr. Bruce Perry (2009) found that 

coping with stress inflicted by trauma “is mediated by two interrelated systems in the human 

brain: the stress response systems and neural networks involved in bonding, attachment, social 

communication, and affiliation” (p.246). Perry’s (2009) findings were represented in the 

experiences of Ruth and Alice. 
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Ruth noticed the importance of shared experiences when she was older and found that 

she did not have a friend that could relate to her in adolescence. Therefore, she lacked a peer 

support system which, in turn, further dictated her feelings of isolation.  

I would say it was hard in a small town with gossip and stuff. Sometimes I would hear 

about things that had to do with me and my family for the first time, from another student. 

So, that was difficult and there was some anxiety there. When I moved to the larger city, I 

felt like my peers in reality could not relate. I was like, “I can’t talk to you guys about 

this” and there is no response because they have no idea. I talked to a friend about 

everything that happened to me when we were in university and she said, “Well that 

explains so much about how you act”. You have to spend a lot of your time sharing your 

experience and getting support, but you have to fill them in on all this stuff that they can’t 

relate to. I think that’s when I started to have a bit of an eating disorder, I was 

controlling how much I ate, and you know I had gone on the birth control pill and gained 

weight and hormones were playing a role and I was checked out. Some of my friends 

were getting into getting fake id’s and clubbing. I just wasn’t there for that at all. I had a 

breakdown with my best friend because we had gone to stay at my dad’s, and something 

happened with my dad then we had to come back. She didn’t talk to me all summer 

because she thought that I needed space. I thought, “We just went through this traumatic 

experience together and you just don’t talk to me?” She said, “I thought you needed 

space” and I needed the opposite. I thought that she was so freaked out about what 

happened that she didn’t want to be my friend anymore.  

Not only did Ruth feel like she did not have a friend who could empathize, but even when she 

tried to explain, her friends were not able to respond with the support she needed because they 
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had not been confronted with the same types of struggles. Ruth expanded on the connections 

outside of school which were meaningful and grounding. When I asked her if there was 

anyone she could connect with, it happened to be a coach. 

The only person I can think of is a coach, a soccer coach. I seemed to be spending a lot 

more time with them. I think having a relationship outside of the school helps. A coach 

wants to have a relationship with you. It doesn’t have to be a coach, but teachers that put 

time into extra curriculars, they’re going to develop better relationships with their 

students because they’re putting in the time. 

Ruth’s story illustrated the isolation and apathy that one can feel from not having common 

experiences or strong relationships with those around you. She also addressed how those feelings 

can be combatted with community or extracurricular activities outside of school. This was also 

true for Alice.  

I had outside help there would be like a big sister program, I would have one of those 

people, when I was in primary school. So, I did have a little bit of an escape from some of 

my classes and stuff.  

I also asked Alice what she thinks can help build self-esteem in adolescents. She paused and 

thoughtfully responded, suggesting something connected with the school where teens can go to 

other programs or something. Because I went to a teen program and I enjoyed that a lot. Alice 

and Ruth’s comments about community programs or teams highlight the importance of 

community in a child’s development and access to programs where they can, in Alice’s words, 

escape to.  

In both of these conversations it was clear that it is important for one’s well-being to have 

peers that you can relate to and participate activities within your community that establish 
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connection. Conversely, Ruth and Alice suggested that without having a sense of comradery in 

the environment around you, one has the tendency to recede and close themselves off, impacting 

the ability to thrive socially and academically. Therefore, fostering relationships and social skills 

as well as providing opportunities to participate in one’s community and/or extra-curricular 

activities, enables students to connect with someone who cares and shares common interests. 

Theme Five: Access to Safe and Comfortable School Environment 

 In some cases, if a person does not feel safe, it triggers cortisol to be released into the 

body, initiating a flight, fight, or freeze response. If this is happening consistently, it can have 

a significant impact on a person’s cognitive, behavioural, and social abilities (Burke Harris, 

2018). Each conversation stressed the importance of feeling safe within their physical 

environment, their classroom community, and within relationships between the students and 

their teacher. 

Physical Environment  

Ruth addressed the importance of the physical environment in school and from her 

perspective, how it should be designed to create a welcoming environment that facilitates 

calm and security. Ruth suggested a focus be on the outdoors and flexible seating.  

More outdoor covered space. I think experiential learning is the best because you’re 

going to remember that. I think that’s how you learn best. So, anything that supports that. 

I mean, not 100% outside but a lot of option and flexibility for student to go outside to 

learn. I’m not sure about desks either. Maybe tables, or café style, more free open space. 

Alice had similar ideas as Ruth when discussing the physical environment of a classroom. 

Alice found it beneficial to choose where you would sit, larger tables to work with groups, and 
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the ability to move freely around the room if needed. This was in blatant opposition to her 

experiences in primary and middle school. 

In my discussion with Hazel, she also focused on the physical environment of her 

school which she felt served as a catalyst to feeling secure in her classroom. She highlighted 

the importance of space and ability to find comfortable spots to work in: 

In my elementary school we were at desks but there were only seven of us, so it didn’t 

matter. We were a tiny amount of people in a huge room. We had a pretty big school with 

a library and a cafeteria with a stage and basement. When I moved over to the high 

school it was rows. Seats with rows. And I did not like that. I think for me it felt too 

crowded. I think one of the reasons then why I had a better experience in primary was 

because I had space to move and to breathe. We could roam around and pick places to 

go sit and read. I was constantly going into the library or down the hall. 

 If the environment that one learns in promotes self-regulation and mental well-being it 

can be “associated with increased positive outcomes, including physical health, life 

expectancy, educational achievement, skills and employment rates, social interaction and 

participation” (Katz & Lamoureux, 2018). Collectively, Ruth, Alice, and Hazel addressed the 

importance of space and flexible seating. Rows of desks that you were not allowed to leave 

had an adverse effect on their ability to learn and feel comfortable in their classrooms.  

Safe Classroom Community 

Alice addressed the importance of the safety she felt at the alternate school because it was 

a place she could stay at beyond regular school hours. 

It was like my little house and it used to stay open until 7pm. I think it was 7pm. So, I 

would get there an hour early and I would stay all the way until nighttime. I would do 
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normal schoolwork until twelve o’clock and then after lunch I would be in the art room 

until seven o’clock at night.  

Our conversation steered back to a comparison to her primary and middle school days. I was 

curious to learn about what situations were stress inducing in the classroom and created a sense 

of insecurity. Alice was quick to note that being put on the spot and forced to be engaged with 

high pressure environments. 

Speaking out like when we would do reading or something in class and it was like, 

“Okay, I want you to read this page from this book” and I’m thinking, ‘Okay, I can 

barely read”, and it’s just super embarrassing. Speaking out in front of people, doing 

presentations, that was a nightmare. I remember also being in high pressured 

environments and having to think things out really fast. I remember I was in cooking 

class and it was just moving at such a fast pace and the teacher was expecting you to 

know all these things and then she would ask you questions in front of the class and I just 

broke down in tears and it was so embarrassing. She was like, “You should know this,” 

and she was so upset at me that I didn’t know this thing. 

Experiences like this for Alice within her classroom community were stress inducing and 

belittling. Perhaps these feelings could have been avoided with teachers understanding her 

needs, as well as others in the class, and adjusting their practice. Stress is an important 

emotion to experience as it helps develop resilience and perseverance (Burke Harris, 2017). 

However, when entering a building every day, in a state of dysregulation, discomfort and 

anxiety, a person will not have the tools they need in order to learn or have positive 

relationships with those around them (Bremner & Vermetten, 2011; Perry, 2009).  
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Teacher Interactions 

 Ruth evaluated her safety in terms of relationships with educators. When referring to 

her teachers in the larger town, Ruth explained,  

I would have zero interest in reaching out to a teacher because they don’t know who I 

am, like they don’t really know me, they don’t know my parents. I think it would have 

been easier in the smaller town I grew up in before moving in high school because they 

know me and my parents. I had one teacher that tried to reach out, but it was so poorly 

done and so uncomfortable, I was just like I can never talk to you again. She said, “A 

little birdy told me you’re chasing Ativan with coffee to get through the day”, which was 

an inaccurate assertion. That’s why I think more parent involvement in school is key. 

School is the most important environment of health for a child outside of their family, 

because it’s the second place they spend the most time in so making sure that that 

environment is healthy, that it is health promoting, for all types of students is so crucial, 

yet that’s not how the public school system is designed at all.   

Another idea that Ruth had which she felt could foster positive interactions and relationships 

between students and their teachers is for the teacher to provide their students with choice in 

the classroom. She addressed the importance of options.  

Options, if you’re not liking this activity, you can choose the other option. Then you have 

just given some choice which I think is really important, kids are trying on independence 

and autonomy. Some schools have a separate space where students can go to if they feel 

they need to. Things are quieter, they can do some self-study. 

Ruth postulated that feeling safe within relationships with teachers serves as a facilitative 

factor in feeling safe at schools. In her own experience, when she did not feel safe with her 
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educators, there was no ability for her to develop a foundation of trust and support required to 

have a relationship. 

Each conversation addressed the importance of safety within schools and how this was 

achieved or neglected in their own personal experiences. Therefore, in order to support well-

being, self-esteem, and learning success, students must feel safe in their physical 

environment, classroom community, and within the relationship with their teacher.   

Theme Six: Behaviour as Communication 

 Ruth, Alice, and Hazel approached the topic of behaviour policies in schools through 

the lens of disciplinary protocols as well as the nuanced hierarchy present between teacher 

and student.  

Pro-active behaviour lens 

 The conversation with Ruth explored best practices to support behaviour needs in class. 

Ruth abides by a preventative approach, and the responsibly of the schools’ administration to 

identify what is needed in the school and anticipate when these needs change. Ruth shared 

some opinions on how this could happen.  

I also think that school shouldn’t be five days a week. It’s so hard for working parents, 

it’s too much. I think in adolescence their clocks change. They are going to bed later, so 

they should start later. 12 pm – 7 pm, with dinner. So, they’re not cranky. I just think that 

behaviour presents itself when student needs aren’t being met. So as an admin, you would 

think, okay, well what student needs aren’t being met? Food? Is there not enough food in 

the entrance way? Music? Is there not enough music and joy? Is there not enough fun 

stuff in the hallways? Are there attachment needs? So, you should run through the needs 
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that are causing the behaviour. I mean behaviour can be triggered by an incident in class 

but typically it’s an unmet need. 

Ruth recognized how some of these changes, such as modifying weekly schedules would 

require an overhaul to our educational systems; however, small incremental changes such as 

self-study, giving students choice, as well as identifying the need in your school, can 

proactively address behaviour needs. These suggested changes are not punitive or built upon a 

system of intimidating authority.  

 Alice reflected on what worked for her in terms of student/teacher dynamics when it 

came to authority and what she defines as mutual respect: 

The first thing that always pops out to me (referring to her teachers at the alternate 

school) that we were on a first name basis. We weren’t calling them ‘Ms. This or That’, 

we were calling them by their first names. That already took down that superiority level – 

like, “You have to listen to me and I’m in charge and I know everything”. It was like, 

“Oh, this is a human being”. Because honestly, in primary school, I was like, “Who are 

these people are they humans?” Also, feeling like the teacher is not my enemy. That was 

the main one. I’ve noticed it now in some of my University classes. It’s like, “Oh the 

teacher made me do this or I have to do this assignment” and I thought no, “You’re 

doing it because you want to do it”. That’s the thing in the alternate school. What I 

learned there is that teachers are not there to make your life harder, they’re there to help 

you and to get you out of there, right? They don’t want you to stay for the rest of your 

life. They want you to do a good job. 

These types of interactions or established expectations generated a feeling of respect and value, 

removing the top-down approach that created a hierarchal relationship that existed between Alice 
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and her teachers in primary and middle school. This led Alice to reflect on a disciplinary 

interaction with the administrator at her alternate school where she felt the reaction was fair and 

supported her in moving forward.  

Getting in trouble at the alternate school was tough for me, because I really enjoyed 

being at that school. I remember I did something. I got in trouble and I remember going 

in with the principal and sitting down and he’s said, “I know you like being here and I 

don’t want you to have to leave, so, get your shit together!” and then I got help. I was 

talking with the counsellor right after. And it was sort of like, “Why? Why am I doing 

that?” instead of, “It’s your fault and you need to leave”. I think that’s a big problem in 

regular schools. Usually, when a student is acting out of normal behaviour, it’s not 

because they’re a bad person, it’s because they have something going on in their lives, 

and then your response is to just get rid of them and then send them back to that lifestyle? 

That seems so unfair when there are so many opportunities, like hire another counsellor? 

It just seems like this problem could be solved.  

Alice felt that her actions did have consequences in the exchange with her alternate school 

principal, but the school also provided her with support on how to move forward. She did not 

feel punished, rather took this as a learning experience where she could redeem herself.  

 Hazel addressed classroom hierarchy, sharing her thoughts on how to establish equality 

and respect in the classroom.  

I remember certain situations where if somebody would answer a question there would 

be probing by the teacher asking things like, “Tell me why you think that?”, or “What 

are your reasons for having that opinion?” I had classes where there was dialogue. It 

wasn’t just top-down or teacher-directed, but it was more of a conversation within the 
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class. And I think that that creates that feeling of respect of opinions and thoughts, which 

can positively affect or prevent behaviour. I do think that that existed in at least some of 

my classes. 

This extended to her opinion of how to meet the behaviour needs of the students in a school. 

Initially, Hazel laughed, trying to effectively answer that complex question: 

This question is the reason why I’m not a principal. I don’t want to do that. I don’t want 

to. It’s so multi-layered and so multi-faceted, because it just depends on so many things. I 

think talking to the student one-on-one, trying to understand where the behaviour is 

coming from and not making assumptions. I think you have to talk to the teacher and the 

parents. I think you have to have a full three hundred sixty-degree view of what is 

happening in this child’s life that is going to cause that behaviour. And then problem 

solve with a team of people and figure out strategies to be put into place.”  

When addressing behaviour and learning in schools, each conversation connected to 

the idea of feeling respected and respecting others. Research shows that behaviour policies 

should provide safety to self and others in the school, as well as offer the student strategies to 

cope in a less harmful way (Berardi & Morton, 2017). Behaviour policies that do not align 

with TIPs negatively impact those students that typically need the most support. Morgan et al. 

contended (2015), “Trauma-informed practices gives practitioners (educators) a framework that 

promotes understanding of young people rather than resorting to the tendency to blame young 

people for their behaviour” (p. 1047). These findings align with Ruth, Alice, and Hazel’s 

perspective which is that consequences and conversations are important, but they need to be 

followed up with helping the student understand how to work through the conflict differently. 
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These conversations demonstrate that a culture of care and support that recognizes behaviour as 

communication can respond to student needs as an opportunity for learning. 

Conclusion  

From Ruth, Hazel, and Alice’s stories, six themes emerged that contributed to 

answering the research question: “What insights can the experiences of individuals impacted 

by ACEs provide about effective strategies for supporting student well-being, self-esteem, and 

learning success?” 

Theme One: Supportive educators care about students and their needs, learn about 

student interests, engage with students one on one, and encourage students to challenge 

themselves. This personal connection and engagement with students on an individual level 

demonstrates care and consideration, which can instil self-esteem and motivation to support 

learning success.  

Theme Two: Individualized instruction that offers choice and flexibility in curriculum 

and grouping provides entry points for students to access learning and find success. When 

providing different ways to demonstrate knowledge students are given the autonomy to engage 

with learning through avenues of their personal skillset, serving as a catalyst for learning success 

and building self-esteem.   

Theme Three: Learning environments that recognize, respect, and value individual 

student identities promote mental wellness and positive self-esteem. Their experiences with lack 

of representation served as obstacles to self-acceptance and contributed to feelings of 

disassociation and isolation from their peers and community.  

Theme Four: Fostering relationships and social skills as well as providing opportunities 

to participate in one’s community and/or extra-curricular activities, enables students to connect 
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with someone who cares and shares common interests. These activities created opportunities for 

connection, support, and engagement with activities that provided purpose and reinforced well-

being.  

Theme Five: In order to support well-being, self-esteem, and learning success, students 

must feel safe in their physical environment, classroom community, and within the 

relationship with their teacher. Without a sense of security, a person’s stress response can be 

activated, serving as a barrier to effective learning and mental wellness.  

Theme Six: A culture of care and support that recognizes behaviour as communication 

can respond to student needs as an opportunity for learning. Ruth, Hazel, and Alice all agreed 

that communication and support should be a part of school behaviour policy and a necessary part 

of logical consequences that maintains a students’ dignity. They all agreed that this approach 

could build trust and respect into the fabric of a school’s culture.  

These themes contributed to answering the research question, highlighting the value of 

engaging the voices of individuals for understanding their experiences and how educators can 

construct learning that supports the needs of students who may have had adverse childhood 

experiences. 

.  
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

 The purpose of this qualitative narrative inquiry was to explore the impact of educational 

practices and institutional structures on adults who, as children, had experienced trauma by 

asking the question: “What insights can the experiences of individuals impacted by Adverse 

Childhood Experiences (ACEs) provide about effective strategies for supporting student well-

being, self-esteem, and learning success?” This inquiry engaged with the stories of three 

participants who experienced trauma as a child and attended public school in their community. 

Their stories revealed personal perspectives on what the pedagogical underpinnings of their 

schools where that supported or inhibited their well-being and success. 

Marianne Hedegaard (2013) asserted that in order to study children’s learning and 

development holistically we must “examine the societal conditions and institutional practice 

along with the children’s perspectives in everyday life settings” (pg. 4). Narrative inquiry proved 

to be an effective method to conceptualize the interactions of spheres in the participants’ lives 

through their stories. Their stories are an “approach to the study of human lives conceived as a 

way of honouring lived experience as a source of important knowledge and understanding” 

(Clandinin, 2019, pg. 219). The stories of Ruth, Hazel, and Alice established an understanding of 

nuance and complexities that can generally only be explored through the story of a persons’ 

personal experience.  

Central Findings 

Six main themes surfaced from this research through the conversations with Ruth, 

Alice, and Hazel. This study found: 

1. Supportive educators care about students and their needs, learn about student interests, 

engage with students one on one, and encourage students to challenge themselves. 
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2. Individualized instruction that offers choice and flexibility in curriculum and grouping 

provides entry points for students to access learning and find success. 

3. Learning environments that recognize, respect, and value individual student identities 

promote mental wellness and positive self-esteem. 

4. Fostering relationships and social skills as well as providing opportunities to participate 

in one’s community and/or extra-curricular activities, enables students to connect with 

someone who cares and shares common interests. 

5. In order to support well-being, self-esteem, and learning success, students must feel 

safe in their physical environment, classroom community, and within the relationship 

with their teacher. 

6. A culture of care and support that recognizes behaviour as communication can respond to 

student needs as an opportunity for learning. 

Each theme established foundations for analysis and development of strategies which can 

provide perspective on trauma informed practices in school. 

Implications for Practice 

This study identified important understandings about educational practices that support 

student well-being and success that are well supported by the literature on trauma informed 

practice (Cole et al., 2015; Katz & Lamoureux, 2017; Meyer, et al., 2014; Moore, 2021). The 

following are applications and recommendations that emerge from this study: 

 Educators should understand the foundations of trauma informed practices. This 

understanding incorporates the need for supportive educators, individualized learning, and 

access to a safe school environment. These are all factors in creating a trauma informed 

school and classroom.  
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In order to be a supportive educator, Ruth, Alice and Hazel recommended that 

educators should make their students feel valued and understood. They should ensure that 

their students’ presence has meaning. When they addressed these aspects, I was reminded of 

Viktor Frankl’s theory of Logotherapy. Logotherapy hypothesizes that in order to overcome 

human suffering, one must find meaning in their life. “Once an individual’s search for a 

meaning is successful, it not only renders him happy but also gives him the capabilities to 

cope with suffering” (Frankl, 2014, p. 139). As Alice explained, when she moved to her 

alternate school, she felt that she had a purpose and was motivated by the support of her 

educators. This propelled her into finding her meaning in art, which was a driving force in 

overcoming her personal challenges.  

 Individualized learning should not be limited to academics and social emotional needs, 

but also, teachers should be learning about their students as individuals. What are their 

hobbies and interests? What are the students’ strengths and stretches? What types of needs 

must be met in your classroom and school? As explored in my conversations with Ruth, Alice, 

and Hazel, it is critical for student learning success, that they are seen and supported as 

individuals academically, socially, and emotionally. This is reflected in research as an 

important attribute of a trauma informed classroom and school (Frankland, 2021; Katz, & 

Lamoureux, 2018, Meyer, et al., 2014). 

 In listening to Ruth, Alice, and Hazel’s stories, it was clear that they needed to feel 

secure in their school and classroom’s physical environment, within the fabric of their 

classroom community, and in their relationship with the teacher. Cole et al. (2005) also 

identified that helping children feel safe is a critical aspect of successful trauma informed 

practices in schools. Cole et al. (2005) remind educators that behavioural and academic 



INQUIRY INTO THE SCHOOL EXPERIENCES OF THOSE IMPACTED BY TRAUMA 

 
 

60 

challenges that traumatized children experience in school are a result of the constant state of 

fear that they live in. It is paramount for students to know that when they enter the building, 

abusive people are not allowed inside, inappropriate and hurtful behaviour is not tolerated, the 

adults in the building are safe and positive, and the physical environment meets the needs of 

the students in each classroom (Cole et al., 2005). Connecting to Ruth’s suggestions, school 

should be a predictable place where children learn how to nurture their own sense of agency 

by offering choice and establishing clear boundaries of expectations. 

Recommendations to support educators learning about the foundations of trauma 

informed practices include: 

- School leadership building capacity to prioritize trauma informed practices and build 

upon a vision of a safe and inclusive school. 

- Providing teachers with educational opportunities. This includes explicit teaching 

embedded into Bachelor of Education studies as well as ongoing professional 

development and collaborative opportunities. This would give teachers the tools and 

knowledge to extend their understanding of the impact trauma has on their students 

and how to develop a trauma informed classroom and create meaningful, reciprocal 

relationships with their students in order to motivate, engage, and include them.  

- Teachers building a relationship with their students and learning about them as 

individuals. They can do this by finding out where their students’ interests and 

academic strengths are by creating learning opportunities for them to be successful and 

held to a high standard.  

- Resources such as Ensouling Our Schools and Character Strengths, or strategies such as 

Growth Mindset and Reaching Goals through Flow exist to support teachers to begin 



INQUIRY INTO THE SCHOOL EXPERIENCES OF THOSE IMPACTED BY TRAUMA 

 
 

61 

learning about how to include some trauma informed strategies into their classroom. 

However, it is important that educators learn to embed principles holistically into their 

daily practice versus viewing TIP as program that can be implemented sporadically 

throughout the year. 

 Teachers and families can encourage students to cultivate connections with their 

school, neighbourhood, and local communities to promote well-being. Ruth, Alice, and 

Hazel all expressed the necessity of comradery in the form of shared experiences and 

engagement with their greater community. As explained by Kevin Lamoureux and Jennifer 

Katz (2018), Mino-Pimatisiwin is an Indigenous concept translated to “leading a good life” or 

“walking in a good way”. Mino-Pimatisiwin is fulfillment achieved through being an active 

and valued member of your community by working as a collective. This is in contrast to 

Western views on living well, which is generally individualistic and based on fiscal success. 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is a theory that explains what drives human motivation. 

Maslow claims that basic needs must be met in order for a person to become motivated and 

achieve self-actualization. It is suggested this concept was based on the teachings of the 

Kainai people in Alberta when Maslow was doing research there in the 1930s and 40s. 

However, the Kainai’s “meant to have self-actualization as the foundation, with community 

actualization in the middle and cultural perpetuity at the top” (Katz & Lamoureux, 2018, pg. 

23). Maslow’s theory is based on the individual and their own lifetime, versus the Kainai’s 

perspective, which focuses on the collective and building a legacy that will strengthen a 

community after ones’ lifetime. (Katz & Lamoureux, 2018). Mino-Pimatisiwin and Kainai’s 

theory on motivation correlated directly to Hazel, Ruth, and Alice’s perspectives on what they 
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needed in order to feel connected and grounded, which set the foundations for their personal 

motivation and well-being.  

Strategies to support teachers and families to encourage students in cultivating 

connections with their school, neighbourhood, and local communities to promote well-being 

include: 

- Identifying interests of students and developing opportunities in class for them to 

connect with peers who may have similar interests. 

- Investing time in accessing different programs in the community that could support 

students. This can be achieved through field trips or discussions within the classroom 

to educate students on the existence of programs in their community. 

- Engaging with the parents, guardians, or families of the students in their class, and 

building relationships of trust and support through inviting them to school. Also, as an 

educator, making yourself accessible to them.  

 Schools and teachers can recognize and represent identities of all students in ways 

that foster feelings of self-worth. This is highlighted in inclusive education pedagogy. Shelley 

Moore (2021) draws on Indigenous worldviews when she addressed the importance of Place, 

which she defines as community, identity, and belonging. Moore (2021) attested that within 

ones’ surroundings, “every diverse identity needs to belong in ways that are meaningful to 

them” (Moore, 2021, 03:24). Therefore, this may look different in each classroom and vary 

from year to year. As Alice and Hazel shared, when your identity does not align with the 

dominant identity, it can make one feel like an outlier and can serve as a prompt for retreat 

and disassociation. Conversely, when they found themselves in environments where they saw 
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their identity represented or at the very least, surrounded by others with an open mind, it 

facilitated feelings of self-worth and engagement.  

Recognizing and representing identities of all students in ways that foster feelings of self-

worth can be achieved by:  

- Representing the identities of the students in their classroom and school. This can be 

accomplished through books that you fill your library with, community members that 

you invite into the building, and ongoing dialogue with your class about diversity and 

inclusivity.  

- Explicitly teaching what kind, open-minded, and respectful interactions look like. 

- Establishing clear expectations in the classroom and school with regards to 

accountability for students’ actions towards fellow peers.   

- Encouraging students to reflect positively on what they value about themselves. 

School-wide and classroom behaviour policies can (or should) be based on 

communication, respect, and dignity. This includes, as suggested by Ruth, pre-emptive 

behaviour strategies such as social emotional learning (SEL) programs, which can include 

consistent routines, clear expectations, and positive relationship woven into the daily practice 

in classrooms. In a large, longitudinal study it was found that students involved in SEL 

programs at their school had a thirty percent lower rate of behavioural incidences and a 

twenty percent lower rate of violence than their peers in the control group (Hawkins et al. 

2005 as cited in Katz & Lamoureux, 2018). The SEL program could be classified as 

implementing pre-emptive behaviour strategies to reduce the behaviour needs before an issue has 

the opportunity to materialise. Additionally, “the school setting can be a battleground in which 

traumatized children’s assumptions of the world as a dangerous place sabotage their ability to 
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develop constructive relationships with nurturing adults” (Cole et al., 2005, pg. 32). As Alice 

pointed out, when a behavioural incident happened with her, the most effective strategy was non-

accusatory communication with an adult, identifying what happened and why, as well as 

providing her with the support of learning how to move forward and implement alternative 

solutions in case a similar situation happens again. Alice’s views on effective school behavioural 

strategies align with Cole et al. (2005) who suggested that there should be a “school-wide 

behaviour management system that emphasizes positive behavioural supports…based on an 

understanding of why a particular child might respond inappropriately” (pg. 55). This develops a 

system of accountably while maintaining respect and dignity.   

Effective strategies that could support school-wide and classroom behaviour policies to 

be based on communication, respect, and dignity include: 

- Establishing predictable and consistent classroom routines. 

- Approaching behaviour policy from a SEL and positive behaviour lens. Ensuring that 

expectations are based on respect, safety, and responsibility.  

- Providing follow up support and discussions if behaviour incidences occur. Educators 

should frame these conversations by addressing the process moving forward versus 

perseverating on the incident itself.  

Limitations 

As with any written work, bias should always be considered by the reader. I am 

reminded of Joan Didion’s (Didion, 1968, as cited in Didion, 2021) perspective when she 

stated,  
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“I admire objectively very much indeed, but I fail to see how it can be achieved if the 

reader does not understand the writer’s particular bias. For the writer to pretend that he 

has none lends the entire venture a mendacity (pg. 4)”.   

Therefore, I can address my own personal bias of writing this from a Westernized lens of 

educational practices as well as my own experiences in and perspective on the world. Even 

though I made efforts to be cognisant of employing objectivity, it should be taken into 

account that my perspective and bias (implicit or not), was present when I created my research 

questions, engaged in conversation with Ruth, Hazel, and Alice, interpreted the data, and 

summarized the findings.  

It is important to note that the stories shared were representation of memories of these 

participants, and as such are subject to the distortions of memory. Furthermore, the participants 

in this study shared similar cultural backgrounds, were female, and all pursued post-secondary 

education. Therefore, this study is limited in its generalizability in reflecting the experience of 

everyone that had experiences with childhood trauma and attended public schools.  

Value 

 The conversations with Ruth, Hazel, and Alice demonstrate the power of ones’ story in 

providing insight into lived experience and personal perspective. Therefore, the research 

method of narrative inquiry in this study had a significant impact on the way in which we can 

build an understanding of students that are experiencing trauma, and the potential 

transferability of these findings to school contexts to build and support the foundations of 

implementing effective trauma informed practices.  
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Future Research 

 The culmination of this research provided insight into future research that could 

further inform effectual trauma informed practices in schools. It would be informative to 

explore and compare the school experience for children that have had ACEs from different 

cultural backgrounds and types of schooling (such as homeschooling, private schools, or 

educational systems outside of the Westernized cannon of learning). Additionally, it could be 

beneficial to conduct further research into relationships between the school and 

parents/caregivers/guardians. How can those bonds be strengthened to support students at 

school?  

Conclusion  

 Ruth, Hazel, and Alice addressed critical information, from the perspective of a 

student, that could inform trauma informed practices in schools. There stories allowed the 

individual to have a voice, stepping away from being defined by their trauma. My hope is for 

educators to understand the intricacies of trauma, how it can present itself in the classroom, 

and how to create an environment that will support their students’ well-being, self-esteem, 

and learning success. Even though the philosopher Hannah Arendt (1954) was not referring to 

trauma informed practices, her sentiments rang true to me when I apply them to the 

importance of trauma informed practices in schools. She argues:  

Education is the point at which we decide whether we love the world enough to 

assume responsibility for it and by the same token save it from that ruin which, except 

for renewal, except for the coming of the new and young, would be inevitable. And 

education, too, is where we decide whether we love our children enough … to prepare 

them in advance for the task of renewing a common world. (p. 54) 
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Each person’s experience is different and the way in which we are impacted by those 

experiences is different. That is why it is vital for educators to see their students as 

individuals. My hope is that educators will take note of what each student is bringing into the 

building and continuously learn how best to meet the needs of all the students that show up to 

their classrooms every morning.  
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Appendix A 

Recruitment Flyer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How can school be a safe, positive place for those 
who have experienced childhood trauma? What can 
schools learn from students’ experiences? 

This research study is seeking participants who were exposed 
to trauma growing up and are willing to share their 
experiences of attending school. The goal is to identify 
effective strategies for supporting student well-being, self-esteem, 
and learning success 

Process

•

•

•

•

Call for Participants 

This research study is being conducted by Jessica 
Miller as part of the requirements of the Master in 
Education in Special Education program at 
Vancouver Island University. 

If you are interested in participating in this study, 
please contact me at: jessicamiller001@gmail.com

If you have any concerns about your treatment as a 
research participant in this study, please contact the 
VIU Research Ethics Board by telephone at 250-740-
6631 or by email at reb@viu.ca
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Appendix B 

Participant Consent Form and List of Available Supports for Participants 

 
 

A Narrative Inquiry into the School Experiences for Those Impacted by Adverse Childhood 
Experiences 

 
Principal Investigator 
Jessica Miller, Student 
Master of Education 
Vancouver Island University  
 

Faculty Supervisor 
Mary Ann Richards, PhD. 
Faculty of Education 
Vancouver Island University  
 

 
My name is Jessica Miller, and I am a student in the Master of Education in Special Education at 
Vancouver Island University (VIU). My research study, entitled “A Narrative Inquiry into the 
School Experiences for Those Impacted by Adverse Childhood Experiences,” aims to gain an 
understanding of how school was experienced by individuals impacted by trauma, and how their 
insights can suggest effective strategies for supporting student well-being, self-esteem, and 
learning success. My hope is that my research will contribute to an understanding of effective 
teaching practices in school settings through the lens of student experience, enhancing an 
understanding of effective, trauma informed supports. 
 
Description of your participation 
You are invited to participate in an in-person interview. If you agree, you would be asked 
questions about your experiences in school, your impression of your teachers and/or people 
working in your school, your self-esteem while at school, and the factors that contributed to your 
successes and challenges while at school.  
 
With your permission, the interview would be audio recorded. Your participation would involve 
a 60-90 minute interview and then approximately 30-60 minutes to review the text of our 
interview. Please note that traumatic experiences will not be discussed or explored in the 
interview. 
 
The results of this study will be presented in a thesis required for completion of my degree, and 
may also be used for conference publications, presentations, and published in academic journals.   
 
Risks  
There are certain risks or discomforts associated with this research. This could include reflecting 
on past experiences that may be uncomfortable or distressing. All questions and conversations 
will be flexible and fluid in nature and allow you to choose to not share information that you 
deem private or personal. If you appear to become distressed, we will stop the interview and 
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connect you with counselling. Additionally, I encourage you to consult with a professional prior 
to providing consent so that you can discuss potential outcomes of participation in this research. 
Please see attached document with a list of available supports. Please note that If you disclose 
information that reveals undue harm to you or another person, I have a duty to report. Also, there 
is a small but potential chance that even though your identity will be disguised, that you may be 
recognized through details of your account.  
 
With your permission, the interview would be audio recorded, transcribed into text, and you will 
be provided a copy of the transcript and invited to make changes to the transcript if you wish 
(e.g., if you would like to withdraw a particular statement you made during an interview). I will 
also provide you with the final narrative before it is published, and I would request any changes 
to be made within two weeks of you receiving the final narrative.  
 
Participation, withdrawal, and confidentiality  
Your participation is completely voluntary; your mental-health and well-being are paramount. 
We may have a personal relationship. Please be assured that your choice not to participate will 
not impact our personal relationship. I will be able to complete my degree despite your 
participation in this study. You may withdraw from the study for any reason, without 
explanation, up to when I begin analysis of the data. To maintain your privacy and the 
confidentiality of the information you share with me in this study, you will not be referred to by 
name, and other people and places that are referenced will be changed. You will be referred to by 
a pseudonym of your choosing. If you would like to review and make changes to the transcript of 
the interview, final narrative, or withdraw from the study, you may do so up to two weeks from 
the time of being provided a copy of the transcript and/or narrative, by contacting me by email. If 
you choose to withdraw from the study, all information you provided during the interview would 
be withdrawn from the study and destroyed.   
 
Management of Research Information/Data  
All data and information derived from the interview will be stored on a password-protected 
computer and cellphone. Signed consent forms and paper copies of interview transcripts will be 
stored in a locked file cabinet in my home. Data will be deleted, and paper records shredded at 
the end of the project, approximately April 31st, 2025. 
 
Any personal or identifiable data gathered through this interview will be kept secure and 
confidential and be adjusted to disguise your identity and the identity of those discussed before it 
is published. I will be using the Voice Memo app on my cell phone as a recording device. It will 
be on my password protected phone and transferred via airdrop to my personal computer, then to 
a secure external hard drive directly after our interview. After I have transferred it to the hard 
drive, I will delete it off my phone. You will be provided a copy of the transcript of this 
interview for review and have an opportunity to make changes to the transcript to ensure 
accuracy. There are privacy risks associated with emailing transcripts through email providers. 
Please let me know if you wish to receive a paper copy of the transcript instead. 
 
Communicable Diseases Plan and Public Health Orders: 
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The participant and I must adhere to Communicable Diseases Plan and public health orders 
before we meet: 
 
Assess yourself: It is your personal responsibility to complete a self-administered health check 
for cold or flu symptoms before we meet. 
Stay home if you’re sick: If you are experiencing flu-like symptoms like fever or coughing, 
stay home and get tested immediately.  
Pack your mask: Masks are required to be worn in all indoor public spaces including lobbies, 
hallways, stairways, elevators, and rooms.  
Cover your sneeze and cough: Cover your nose and mouth with a tissue or sleeve and turn 
your head away from others when coughing and sneezing. 
Respect the boundaries of others: As we all adjust to new ways of interacting, be mindful of 
the personal space and comfort levels of others around you.  
 
Consent and Conditions of Consent 
I have read and understand the information provided above, and hereby consent to participate in 
this research under the following conditions:  
 
 
I am 19 years of age or older. 
 

Yes                                     No               

I consent to the interview being audio recorded. 
 

Yes                                     No               

I consent to being referred to and quoted using a pseudonym. 
 
The name I would like to use as a pseudonym is:  
 
________________________________ 

Yes                                     No    
            

 
 
Participant Name: 
 
Participant Signature   
 
_____________________________________ 
 
 
I, Jessica Miller, promise to adhere to the procedures described in this consent form.  
 
 
Principal Investigator Signature __________________________ Date _______________  
 
 
If you have any concerns about your treatment as a research participant in this study, please 
contact the VIU Research Ethics Board by telephone at 250-740-6631 or by email at reb@viu.ca.  
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List of Available Supports for Participants 
 
Thank you for participating in this interview. I realize that discussing events from your past can 
cause some emotional distress and appreciate your willingness to take part in my study. 
Following are some counselling and support services in this area that are available. 
 
The Kelty Dennehy Mental Health Resource Centre 
1337 St. Andrews Avenue, North Vancouver 
(778) 246 – 6062 
keltyhope@cmha.bc.ca 
 
Canadian Mental Health Association 
300 - 1835 Lonsdale Ave, North Vancouver  
(604) 987-6959 
 
Family Services North Shore 
102-1111 Lonsdale Ave, North Vancouver 
(604) 988-5281 
 
Mental Health Support Line 
310-6789 (do not add 604, 778 or 250 before the number) 
This number will connect you to your local BC crisis line without a wait or busy signal, 24 hours 
a day. Crisis line workers are trained to help provide emotional support as well as mental health 
information and resources.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 



INQUIRY INTO THE SCHOOL EXPERIENCES OF THOSE IMPACTED BY TRAUMA 

 
 

81 

Appendix C 

Interview Questions 

The following questions and probes will be guided by the participant’s response and have been 

developed for allowing flexibility in the dialogues between the primary researcher and the 

participant.  

 

Interviewer:  

Hello and thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview. I would like to review some 

important guidelines before we start. If you feel uncomfortable answering a question or 

discussing a topic, you have the right to not answer these questions. If at any point you feel as 

though you no longer wish to participate in this study, or you feel that this study will create 

undue stress and duress, you can ask to stop, and you will be free to not participate any further 

without fear of consequence. As well if you choose to remove yourself from this study, any data 

collected will be deleted at your request. If any topic causes you feelings of anxiety or significant 

emotional stress, I will help connect you with counselling support. Finally, any personal or 

identifiable data gathered through this interview will be kept secure and confidential and be 

adjusted to disguise your identity and the identity of those discussed before it is published.  I will 

be using the Voice Memo app on my cell phone as a recording device. It will be on my password 

protected phone and transferred via airdrop to my personal computer, then to a secure external 

hard drive directly after our interview. After I have transferred it to the hard drive, I will delete it 

off my phone. You will be provided a copy of the transcript of this interview for review and have 

an opportunity to make changes to the transcript to ensure accuracy. In addition, I will also 

provide you with the final narrative before it is published. You will have two weeks to review 

and make any changes. Lastly, there are privacy risks associated with emailing transcripts 

through email providers. Please let me know if you wish to receive a paper copy of the transcript 

instead. Before we go any further, do you have any questions 

 

Question 1: As this interview is based on your experience in primary and secondary school, why 

don’t we start with a general overview? Would you say that overall, you liked school? 

 Probe 1.1: Did you have a different experience in primary and secondary school? 
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 Probe 1.2: Tell me about what made those experiences different for you. 

 

Question 2: What were the positive aspects of school? 

 Probe 2.1: Can you tell me about a year where school was good for you? 

 Probe 2.2: What made it good?   

 

Question 3: What were the main challenges for you at school? 

Probe 3.1: Can you tell me about a year where going to school was particularly 

challenging for you? 

Probe 3.2: Did you feel like you had the ability or the support to overcome these 

challenges? Why? 

Probe 3.3: Do you remember anything that caused you to shut down when you were in  

class? 

 

Question 4: When you had problems, were there teachers or staff in the school that you could 

rely on to help? 

Probe 4.1: What qualities did these teachers or staff in the school have that made you feel 

they were people you could rely on for help? 

 

Question 5: Would you say you had close friendships in school?  

Probe 5.1: In your opinion, what qualities did a person have to have in order for you to 

consider being close with them?  

 

Question 6: Do you think your thoughts and opinions were valued by your teachers in school? 

Probe 6.1: How would you describe a teacher showing a student that they value their 

opinion? 

Probe 6.2: What do you think is the best way for teachers to build self-esteem in a 

student? 

 

Question 7: Can you remember teaching strategies that you thought were positive and effective 

for students? 
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Probe 7.1: What teacher behaviours do you think are positive and effective for students? 

Prove 7.2: Generally speaking, if you were a Principal of a school, how would you deal 

with behaviour needs? 

Probe 7.3: In your opinion, what would the ideal classroom environment be? 

Specifically, thinking about the physical space in the room and how the furniture in the 

room, or seating arrangements, are set up. 

 

Question 8: If you could create classes for school today, what would you include in order to best 

prepare students for life after school? 

 

Question 9: If you could create activities or groups in school today, what would you include to 

best support students that may have had similar experiences to you?  

 

Question 10: What do you do for work now?  

Probe 10.1: Do you feel like school gave you what you needed to be successful in your 

life today? 

 

 

 
 
 


