


2

Recognizing and Responding to Adverse Childhood 
Experiences Using Trauma- Informed Approaches

Toni Bankston, LCSW

Executive Director, Baton Rouge Children’s Advocacy Center

Faculty,  The Center For Mind-Body Medicine



3

The School Justice Partnership

“Few events outside the classroom have as profound an impact on 
multiple domains of student development as traumatic life 

experiences”
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Stress and Trauma



Trauma Basics
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What is trauma?
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Where Does It Come From?

• Community violence 

• Domestic violence 

• Sex trafficking 

• Serious medical illness 

• Natural disasters 

• Neglect 

• Physical abuse 

• Displacement and refugee trauma 
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Where Does It Come From?

• Displacement and refugee trauma 

• School violence 

• Sexual abuse 

• Terrorism 

• Loss of a loved one/ traumatic grief 

• Psychological maltreatment 
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Fundamental Principles

• Trauma is prevalent- not an oddity and often occurs in clusters in childhood. 
(Felitti et al, 1998)

• Children and Teens are particularly vulnerable to trauma

• Early Intervention after a trauma has occurred is key as well as promoting 
safety

• Every child’s response to trauma is different, depending on different factors
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Fundamental Principles

• There is no “one-size-fits-all” response to childhood trauma-requires a multi-
faceted approach in different milieu

• Trauma has a profound impact on child development, including the very 
architecture of the brain,  and disrupts emotional and physical health across 
the lifespan 

• Not all children develop PTSD or need formal treatment to heal from trauma
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IMPACT OF TRAUMA



Trauma Prevalence
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Prevalence of Trauma

• Youth of color ages 12 to 19 are victims of violent crime more than their white peers.

• Youth of color are

• -3x more likely to be victims of a robbery.

• -5x more likely to be victims of a homicide.

• Homicide is the leading cause of death among youth of color ages 15 to 24. 

• Youth of color living in poverty are at increased risk for trauma, particularly violent 
trauma.

• African American youth living in urban, low-income communities are more at risk of 
exposure to violence than any other population in the United States.
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Adverse Childhood Experiences Study
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ACES Summary
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Trauma Predicts….
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The disconnect…
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The good news…



Resilience and Post-Traumatic 
Growth
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Factors That Promote Resilience

• Problem-solving and stress management skills 

• Connection with healthy support systems (e.g., family, faith-community, clubs, etc.) 

• Finding meaning and hope in difficult situations 

• Family modeling a healthy response to stressful life events 

• Preserved feeling of control 

• Responsiveness from a support system when experiencing trauma 

• Access to mental health resources 

• School connectedness 

• Environments that are safe, engaging, and supportive



Shifting the Paradigm to  
Trauma-Informed Approaches:

Important Principles
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So, We Ask the Question…
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What Does It Mean To Be Trauma-Informed?

• Recognizes that problematic behaviors may be adaptations to toxic and traumatic stress

• Focuses on promoting safe environments

• Recognizes that trauma impact is contagious and systemic

• Considers the impact of culture

• Seeks to avoid re-traumatization
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Washington High School Example



Trauma-Informed Approaches
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Organizational (Systems) TIC Approaches

realizes the widespread impact of trauma and understands potential paths for recovery  

recognizes the signs and symptoms of trauma in [individuals] involved in the system

• responds by integrating knowledge about trauma into policies, procedures, and practices

• seeks to actively resist re-traumatization

(SAMHSA, 2016)
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Strategies to Promote Classroom Safety

• Clearly stated guidelines that promote mutual respect (and kindness) and are revisited 
again and again.  

• Process outlined for how behaviors will be addressed

(e.g. Calm Down Corners, Peace Circles) 

• Managing classroom triggers (reminders) of trauma 

(e.g. Check-in opportunities)

• Written safety planning
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Strategies to Promote Classroom Safety

• Promote safe, non-recurring environments (e.g. Inhibiting Environments with 
sexual abuse)

• Communications from teacher to student that is firm but caring

• Predictability, especially for transitions

• Supporting and acknowledging students engaging in prosocial behavior



School-wide Strategies to Promote Safety and 
Support
• Involve consumers (students and parents)- peer counselors 

and councils

• Minimize Triggers in the Environment

• Assign a Key Staff Member To Facilitate Change (Trauma 
Detectives)

• Ongoing trainings and supervision (e.g. SRO’s trained in TIC, 
ACES, and communication)

• Monitor vicarious trauma and secondary stress in 
employees
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School-wide Strategies to Promote Safety and Support

• Mindfulness techniques at the beginning of every class

• Incorporating Culture and Heritage into academic lessons

• Building meaningful connections through positive activities and day-day positivity

• Provide students with access to a “Toolkit” to support self-regulation and self-efficacy

• Trauma-informed Discipline



• Improves self-regulation, self-awareness, and attention

• Increase optimism and resilience

• Supports healing the body after trauma as well as the 
mind

• Nonverbal expression allows processing the 
“unspeakable.” 

• A kinder culture beyond the group develops when 
incorporated in school  and community settings

• Reduces shame and stigma, minimizes labelling, and 
promotes or restores self-efficacy

• Includes caregivers and strengthens 
competency/knowledge of trauma in caregivers.  Teaches 
teachers and caregivers to reinforce the teachings of the 
groups

Mindfulness/ Mind-body Skills ……
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Trauma-Informed Discipline

• Neutral, non-judgmental communication that clearly explains the reason for 
the action 

• Trauma dysregulated behavior vs. Calculated, intentional harming behavior 

• Restorative Justice practices (e.g. peace circles)

• Calm down corners, Mindful spaces





Trauma-Informed Care vs. Trauma-Specific Responses

Adapted from :  SAMSHA TIP Sheet, 2014 

Trauma-
Informed Care

Trauma-
Specific 

Approaches

Formal Mental 
Health 

Treatments



Bringing It Altogether
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Multi-Tier Trauma Informed Approach

Working with
Collaborative
partners

-Specialized EBT’s provided by school-based
clinicians, or collaborative partners

-Groups for children with more
Intense intervention need

-Individual sessions by a trauma-
trained clinician
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CONTACT INFORMATION

Toni Bankston
toni@batonrougecac.org


