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A little about me:

* Assistant Professor in the Occupational 
Therapy Department 

* Currently working on obtaining an EdD in 
Community Care & Counseling with a 
cognate in Traumatology (current 
dissertation candidate)

*Occupational Therapist for 25 years 

* Married for 24 years and have an 18-year-
old daughter who is a HS school senior 

* I am a trauma survivor



Discussion …

Student mental health and wellness

*What are your perceptions of students’ 
mental health since COVID-19?

* Have the supports you provide in your 
classroom changed over the past 4-5 years?  
If so, how? 



College Student MH

• Approximately half of mental health disorders have their first onset by mid-adolescence 
and ¾ by the mid-twenties 

• Growing evidence for a mental health crisis in college students 

• Healthy Minds Study found that more than 60% of college students met criteria for at least 
one mental health condition (Lipson et al., 2022)

• National College Health Assessment noted ¾ of students reported moderate to severe 
psychological distress (American College Health Association, 2021)

• Number of students seeking help from on-campus counseling centers has doubled over the 
past decade (Abrams, 2022) 

• Graduate students are 6X as likely to experience depression and anxiety when compared to 
the general population (Evans et al., 2018)
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What is Trauma? 

• Adversities = negative life experiences

• Stress = our body’s natural physiological response to adversity

• Toxic stress = adversities that are long-lasting, intense or frequent, which occur 
without buffering from nurturing relationships; the body’s systems are overwhelmed 
and have prolonged activation of stress responses, leading to dysregulation 

• Trauma = an event, or series of events, experienced by a person that is perceived to 
be harmful; affects one’s mental, physical, spiritual, and emotional well-being 

• Complex trauma = the accumulation of multiple types of trauma 

• Big “T” events = often related to life-threatening events (i.e., household violence and 
abuse, school shootings, natural disasters, serious car accidents)

• Little “t” events = not life-threatening but cause significant distress (i.e., death of a 
family member, losing a job, bullying)

(Forkey et al., 2021; Newport Institute, 2022)
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Prevalence of Trauma

• Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)

• Study completed by the CDC and Kaiser 
Permanente from 1995 to 1997; over 
17,000 participants 

• 2/3 of participants reported at least one 
ACE; 1 in 5 people reported 3+ (ACEs rates 
higher in men for 1 or 2; higher in women 
for 3+) 

• 10 questions specifically addressing the 
history of abuse, neglect, household 
violence, having a parent incarcerated, 
parental divorce or separation, history of 
parental mental health or substance misuse

• The study has been replicated in 35 states & 
the District of Columbia with similar results

(CDC, 2021)
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Impacts of Trauma on Learning

• Changes in the brain

• Larger overactive amygdala

• Atrophied hippocampus

• Under-responsive prefrontal cortex 
and anterior cingulate cortex

• Causes overactive sympathetic nervous 
system resulting in anxiety, 
hypervigilance, inability to process 
information or perform problem-
solving 

• Symptoms observed:

• Dysregulation (emotional & behavioral)

• Reduced cognitive functioning

• Difficulty making friends; healthy relationships

• Decreased sleep

• Unable to keep up with educational 
responsibilities

• Decreased leisure engagement and self-care 
skills

• Increased feelings of hopelessness 

(Forkey et al., 2021; Uhernik, 2017)
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Trauma-informed Pedagogy

• The infusing of trauma-informed principles across academic curriculums (Carello & Thompson, 
2022)

• Developed from the SAMHSA Trauma-Informed Framework
• 4 R’s of trauma-informed approach: realization, recognize, respond, resist retraumatization  

• 6 Principles of a trauma-informed approach: safety; trust and transparency; peer support; 
collaboration and mutuality; empowerment, voice, and choice; cultural, historical, and gender issues 
(SAMHSA, 2014) *Imad (2022) adds 2 more helping students self-regulate & importance of having 
a sense of purpose 

• Must be cognizant of the learning environment, our verbal and non-verbal cues
• Create a space that encourages learning for all by promoting a safe climate

• “A calm nervous system is able to calm another nervous system” (Imad, 2022, p. 39). 

• Does not require us to have backgrounds in social work, clinical psychology, or other 
associated health sciences (Imad, 2022)

• Think of yourself as a “first responder” within the classroom
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Application  of Trauma-informed educational 
practices (TIEPs) 

1. Safety

• Add trauma statement to your 
syllabus

• Provide trigger warnings for any 
potentially sensitive course material

• Offer short breaks during class 

• Check in with students; 2-word check 
at the start of class if size permits

• Provide safe spaces and ways for 
students to communicate with you 

• Incorporate self-reflection 

• Integrate self-care 

(Gunderson et al., 2023; Radis et al., 2020; Imad, 2022)

2. Trust and transparency

• Establish consistent routines and schedules

• Provide flexible due dates (i.e., assignment 
due over a week period vs. a specific date) 

• Ensure assignments have clear instructions 
and rubrics 

• Model professional self-disclosure and 
boundaries 

• Clearly articulate how each assignment aligns 
with course objectives 

• Sending out weekly announcements outlining 
what will be covered over the coming week 
and reminders for assignments due 

(Gunderson et al., 2023; Radis et al., 2020; Imad, 2022)
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Application of TIEPs 
3. Peer Support

• Develop a supportive classroom culture 
where students encourage one another 

• Incorporate group projects (consider the 
use of team contracts)

• Provide opportunities for peer feedback 

• Encourage validation of others’ feelings  

• Allow students to converse in teams 
during in-class activities and present 
findings as a group 

• Encourage engagement in group leisure 
activities 

(Gunderson et al., 2023; Imad, 2022) 

4. Collaboration and Mutuality

• Ask students what matters to them, what 
they want to learn within the class, and what 
interests them; incorporate ideas as you are 
able to

• Have mentality of teacher and students 
working together to facilitate learning 

• Incorporate aspects of a flipped classroom 

• Ask students to help co-create parts of 
assignments or grading rubrics

• Use polling or clicker tools 

(Gunderson et al., 2023; Imad, 2022) 
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Application of TIEPs 

5. Empowerment, voice, and choice 

• Provide choices (i.e., can assignments be in video 
format vs. written?; selection of topic to present 
on)  

• Reinforce that opinions matter

• Create community agreements using 
collaborative docs

• Allow students to share input about the course

• Encourage students to advocate for themselves 
and others 

• Educate students about the effects of trauma 
and create opportunities to build resilience, self-
efficacy, and self-esteem 

• Teach students how to have self-compassion  

(Gunderson et al., 2023; Imad, 2022; Radis et al., 
2020) 

6. Cultural, historical, and gender awareness 

• Create opportunities for 
underrepresented students to share 
ideas, insights, and opinions

• Ensure all course materials are accessible 

• Provide students opportunities to share 
family traditions or beliefs

• Commit yourself to learning about 
various cultures

• Select culturally responsive course 
materials representing diverse voices 

• Watch for biases and address them if 
they surface 

(Gunderson et al., 2023; Imad, 2022)  
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Application of TIEPs 

7. Teach students how to self-regulate

• Promote skill development, helping students 
to understand how their body responds to 
various sensory stimuli  (i.e., help to identify 
triggers) 

• Help understand the relationship between 
stress, emotions, and cognition 

• Encourage a “learning diary” where students 
make entries when learning is interrupted or 
challenged 

• Help students build resilience, self-
compassion, and self-empathy 

• Promote self-care 

(Imad, 2022; Wuest & Subramaniam, 2022) 

8. Importance of a sense of purpose

• Provide opportunities for students to 
reconnect with their sense of purpose

• Have students set learning goals in the 
course to help reaffirm their existence

• Help students understand how their 
coursework contributes to beyond the 
classroom and into the world 

• Help students reconnect with spirituality 

• Incorporate aspects of service into the 
course (i.e., service learning, 
volunteerism, making a project for a 
local non-profit) 

(Imad, 2022)
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Reflection Question … 

o WHAT STRATEGIES COULD YOU 
INTEGRATE INTO YOUR 
CURRENT TEACHING 
PRACTICES? 

o DO YOU THINK INTEGRATION 
WOULD BE CHALLENGING OR 
EASY? 
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