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HELPING KIDS ACHIEVE THROUGH SCIENCE 

This has been such a busy school year that it’s hard for 

me to believe that it’s almost over! One of my goals this 

year has been to help you understand more about how 

prevalent relational trauma is among your students and 

the impact that it can have on student achievement and 

learning. As I have worked closely with a number of you 

this school year, I have been frequently asked a few 

similar questions: “How can I help a student who has so 

much pain and suffering in his/her life?” “Is it my job?” 

“How do I stop thinking about what’s happened to 

him/her?” “Is it normal to feel helpless or frustrated 

sometimes when I’m working with these students?” “I 

don’t feel like I fixed the problems he/she is having. What 

did I do wrong?” “I’m scared to let him/her go to another 

teacher. What can I do?” “What expectations should I 

have? I know he/she’s hurting. Can I make things 

worse?”  

 

These are great questions! I will share some thoughts. I 

also want you to know that a goal this next school year is 

to teach you how to better understand and address these 

and other issues that frequently arise when working with 

children who are hurting. Let me give some brief answers 

to the questions above, as well as share a few additional 

reflections.  

 

We can’t fix children who have experienced relational 

trauma. While we may be able to control their behaviors, 

this control is usually brief and temporary. How can we 

help them then? We can help them heal. Healing from 

relational trauma starts when a child feels safe. Healing 

begins when a child feels that we genuinely care about 

them. Traumatized children have to learn that we won’t 

hurt them emotionally or physically. When you’ve broken 

though an ice covered pond several times in your life and 

almost drowned, the next time you have to walk on ice 

you’re probably going to repeatedly test it to make sure 

it’s not going to break. Expect this in your relationship 

with children who are hurting. They are going to 

repeatedly test how safe their relationship is with you. 

Just expect that to happen! Remember when you start 

school next year that what many teachers refer to as a  
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“honeymoon” period with these children really isn’t 

a grace period. They don’t know you yet. They 

haven’t started feeling attached to you yet, so you’re 

not unsafe. Misbehaviors often happen when 

children who have been hurt in relationships start 

feeling attached  because doing so is scary. Others 

hide their reactions until they know that you won’t 

hurt them.  

 

I hope that every educator feels that it’s his or her 

job to help, not just instruct, children. Even if you’re 

a teacher who believes that your primary 

responsibility is curriculum instruction, remember 

that children have to feel safe and be emotionally 

regulated if they are going to be optimally available 

for academic instruction. There are a lot of ways that 

we can help students to be calm and to feel safe. One 

of the biggest challenges for many teachers who 

work with hurting children is how to develop a 

close, caring relationship with them and not feel 

responsible for fixing them or take the student’s pain 

home with them at night. None of us has the power 

to fix a child. Being present for him or her 

emotionally is about all that we can do, but that can 

be a lot. 
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Many times, the difference you make in a child’s life isn’t 

obvious. Faith and trust that you are doing the best that 

you knew how to do often has to be sufficient. Working 

with hurting children in isolation can be extremely 

difficult. Talking with a trusted colleague, supervisor, or 

mental health professional in your building can be vitally 

important to keeping perspective and not taking hard days 

home with you. Finding ways to separate our work days 

from our personal life is important for everyone, but is 

especially important when we are working with hurting 

children. Think about the activities in your life that help 

you get emotionally centered again and do them regularly. 

Remind yourself frequently that your job is not to fix 

these children, it’s to help them feel safe by 

understanding their emotional and physical needs and to 

be emotionally available to them. If you’re feeling 

helpless or frustrated with them, you’re not going to be 

able to do this.  

Children who hurt often try to get rid of us before we 

abandon them. As sad as it sounds, it’s usually easier to 

“break up” with someone than to have them leave us. 

When you’re a child who’s had a lot of loss, you assume 

that something bad is going to happen. So, it’s easier to 

make it happen than to wait for it to happen to you. We 

all like control. We also all like predictability, so we all 

tend to recreate circumstances that we’re used to. That’s 

not a problem, usually, when we’ve come from a safe and 

loving family. When children come from chaotic, 

abusive, or rejecting circumstances, predictable means 

getting the adults to act in inconsistent, angry, or hurtful 

ways. The phenomenon is called “traumatic reenactment” 

and to keep us from getting caught in the trap of helping 

the child act out their trauma, we have to know our own 

triggers. We also have to be aware of when a student may 

be drawing us into a predictable interaction for them. 

Again, talking regularly to a trusted colleague, supervisor, 

or mental health professional in your building can help 

you avoid getting into destructive relationships with 

students. We also need to reflect upon why we may have 

trouble letting go of some students personally and what  
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Parents who use material goods to reward or punish 

their children may be setting those children up for 

difficulties in adulthood, according to a study from the 

University of Missouri and the University of Illinois at 

Chicago. Researchers surveyed more than 700 adults on 

their relationship with their parents and the rewards and 

punishments they received during several critical stages 

of childhood. The researchers found that when parents 

rewarded children with gifts for accomplishing 

something, gave gifts as a way to show affection, or 

punished children by taking away a favorite toy or video 

game, the children were more likely as adults to believe 

that success in life is defined by possessing material 

goods or that acquiring certain products will make them 

more attractive (APA Monitor, April 2015). 

 

Nearly half of U.S. children have experienced 

trauma, according to a study by scientists at the Johns 

Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health. 

Researchers examined data from more than 95,000 

children from birth to age 17 and found that 48 percent 

had encountered at least one of nine types of adverse 

experiences, including extreme economic hardship, 

physical or emotional abuse or neglect, incarceration of a 

parent, household substance abuse problems, living with 

a mentally ill family member, or exposure to violence. 

Twenty-two percent had two or more childhood 

traumatic experiences. These children were more than 

twice as likely to have chronic health conditions and 

were more than two-and-a-half times more likely to have 

repeated a grade in school. The researchers also found 

that children who learned resiliency skills — such as the 

capacity to stay calm and in control when faced with a 

challenge — had mitigated negative effects, including 

being much more likely to be engaged in school (APA 

Monitor, February 2015). 

 

 

 

can help us feel comfortable transitioning students 

with whom we’ve worked closely. 

  

Finally, we need to have high, but reasonable, 

expectations for all of the students with whom we 

work. When we truly understand our students’ 

strengths and weaknesses, we’re able to achieve 

this goal. We never want to set a “low bar” for 

students because we’re afraid of their reaction. To 

do so is to recreate the neglect and message of 

incompetence that many of them have already 

experienced. Students may need us to give them 

scaffold supports at times, but they also need us to 

have confidence in their ability to be successful in 

areas where we know they are capable.  

 

Learning how to recognize and support the needs 

of emotionally injured children can be a frustrating 

and sometimes daunting task. However, the 

rewards that come from seeing children starting to 

heal and move past their wounds can be a 

tremendously joyous and indescribably gratifying 

experience. 
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